
  
    [image: From the Ashes]
  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are either a product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      Published by Griffyn Ink

      www.griffynink.com

      Copyright © 2022 Griffyn Ink

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the publisher.

      

      Cover designed by MiblArt.

      

      For ordering information or special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Griffyn Ink at Mail@GriffynInk.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Join Savannah

          

        

      

      
        
          Also by Savannah Kade

          

        

      

      
        
          Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 2

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 3

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 5

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 6

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 9

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 11

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 12

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 13

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 14

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 16

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 17

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 18

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 19

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 20

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 21

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 22

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 23

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 26

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 27

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 28

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 29

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 30

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 31

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 32

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 33

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 34

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 35

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 36

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 37

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 38

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 39

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 40

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 41

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 42

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 43

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 44

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 45

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 46

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 47

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 48

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 49

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 50

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 51

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 52

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 53

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 54

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 55

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 56

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 57

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 58

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 59

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 60

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 61

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 62

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          Afterword

          

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Never miss a sale or a free book:

        CLICK HERE to keep up with Savannah!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Novels by Savannah Kade:

      
        
        The WILDFIRE HEARTS Series

        Crash & Burn

        Catching Fire

        Flash Point

        Up in Smoke

        Down in Flames

        From the Ashes

      

      

      
        
        The WILDER Books:

        Our Song

        Heartstrings

        Love Notes

        Music & Lyrics

        The Wilder Complete Book Set

        That Night in Nashville

      

      

      
        
        The TOUCH OF MAGICK Series:

        WishCraft

        DreamWalker

        LoveSpelled

        SoulFire

        ShadowKiss

        The Touch of Magick Series: Complete Set

      

      

      
        
        The AGAINST ALL ODDS Series:

        Steal My Heart

        Call Me Yours

        Ask Me to Stay

        Promise Me Always

        Against All Odds Complete Set

        Georgia Grace

      

      

      
        
        The BREATHLESS Series:

        Gifted

        Perfect

        Ruined

        Rebel

        Lucky

        The Breathless Complete Set

      

      

      
        
        The DARK FALLS Series

        Dark Falls - Lori Ryan

        Dark Secrets - Savannah Kade

        Dark Legacy - Trish McCallan

        Dark Nightmares - Becca Jameson

        Dark Terror - Sandra Owens

        Dark Burning - Lori Ryan

        Dark Echoes - Savannah Kade

        Dark Memories - Sandra Owens

        Dark Prison - Lori Ryan

        Dark Tidings - Trish McCallan

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the things I love the most about Savannah Kade’s books is the way she incorporates real-life challenges into her stories. I love a steamy firefighter romance as much as anyone, but I find the story of Talia and Rex especially meaningful because Talia sometimes uses a wheelchair, just like me.

      When my own health conditions got to a point where I needed to use a wheelchair, it was a huge adjustment. I quickly learned that not only is the world pretty unaccommodating to those of us in wheelchairs, but most people don’t think about what it would be like to have such mobility impairment, and without meaning to, do things that make life harder for those of us with disabilities. Savannah’s stories resonate because she brings great curiosity and compassion to her research into the lives of others and translates what she learns into stories that are full of humanity as well as romance.

      I hope after you read this story you will not stop suddenly in front of a person in a wheelchair, or touch a wheelchair without asking first, and if you were inclined to advocate for a disabled person the way Rex does that would be amazing. But most of all, I hope that you enjoy this story as much as I did because it’s not a story about Talia, a disabled woman; it’s a story about Talia, a really awesome, smart, creative, talented, kind, thoughtful, beautiful, sexy woman who happens to use a wheelchair.

      ~Helen Sabo

      

      Author’s Note:

      I must thank Helen Brenner Sabo for all her help with this book. A wheelchair user herself, she helped me shape Talia’s needs and fears, and how she would and can interact with Rex… and what his reactions might be.

      We need more diverse romance, and we need Own Voices authors writing it. So this isn’t the story of a woman who uses a wheelchair… it’s the story of a small business owner, a woman falling in love, a woman who is stretched to her limit and is brave and bold and who happens to use a wheelchair, too.

      While I did everything I could to try to get this right, I apologize for any errors. They are mine and mine alone. Talia doesn’t and can’t represent everyone who uses a wheelchair. And I hope we’ll see more and more stories featuring more and more differently abled characters, more neurodivergent characters, more characters from different cultures and … just MORE.

      I hope you love Talia and Rex as much as I do!
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      The car lurched forward, the sharp movement making Talia wonder if she’d been hit. But as she looked around, she saw—sure enough—she was alone on the dark street. Who would be out at 4a.m. besides her?

      The dashboard lit up as though every system was suddenly failing.

      This could not be happening! Her car needed to be okay.

      The only warning had been a series of gurgling sputters a few blocks back. She already figured she’d have to take the car into the shop tomorrow, but then it had seemed to drive just fine. Now it didn’t matter.

      Lurching and sputtering one last time, the engine simply cut out.

      “No!” she yelled into the dark interior. “No!”

      Though she smacked at the steering wheel, the small vehicle slowed to a roll despite her yelling. She’d overslept, floating her way through a dream featuring one hunky firefighter she openly referred to as “a friend.” She should have known when she opened her eyes alone that the whole day would go downhill.

      Quickly, she realized she needed to use whatever remaining momentum she had left to get to the side of the road. There might be no traffic right now but there would be soon. There would be no tow truck at this hour. Not in a small town like Redemption. She had to get the car out of the way.

      Looking over her shoulder frantically, as though there might have been anyone in her blind spot, she fought the wheel hand over hand. Maybe if she wanted to pay someone to come out from Lincoln … but she didn’t even have the time to think that. The power steering had cut out too.

      Even just the simple act of turning the wheel to get one lane over and park it was proving to be too much. She sucked in a breath, as though that would give her more energy. It didn't.

      There was never any extra energy. Everybody rationed something, Talia knew. For some people it was their money, for others it was patience. For Talia it was how much she could get done during the day. This was spending out her energy way, way too early.

      The frustration and the tears would eat it up even faster. So, she blinked it all back.

      Finally, she had managed to come to a stop on the side of the road. Though she hadn't been able to accurately park it, the car was small. There was no throwing it into reverse to line it up so the butt end of the tiny little car stuck out over the solid white line.

      All she could do was pray that she could get it towed before someone hit it. For now, she had to abandon it. She had to get to work.

      Not for the first time, she regretted the jaunty blue color she’d chosen. It was a pretty enough color in the daylight. The problem was, in the dark, her car could almost disappear. The last thing she needed was an accident.

      Sighing into the empty space of the car, she could make out the sound of crickets now that the engine was off. Or was it cicadas? Placing her hands on the steering wheel, Talia leaned forward until her forehead hit her knuckles. She could cry for just a few minutes, couldn’t she?

      But if she let this get to her, she’d have even more trouble on her plate. She couldn’t afford that. At all. So, Talia reminded herself that she’d handled setbacks before. She no longer asked why she had so many more of these than the average person.

      Blinking ferociously, she managed to stop the tears. She could do this, she thought, even though she knew there was more trouble waiting at the office.

      Reaching out, she pulled the key from the ignition. For a moment, she contemplated just how stupid it was that she’d had to technically turn off a car that was so absolutely not on.

      Then she checked around, making sure she had everything with her before hauling herself out. She locked the car and started down the street toward her shop. There was a sidewalk of course, but she couldn't get onto it until the end of the block.

      So now, not only was her little car blending in and being a night hazard, so was she. It hadn't occurred to her that she might need personal glowing lights for traipsing to work in the dead dark hours. She was supposed to be driving.

      Again, she tried to let it go. She would hit Tierney up for a drink at noon. She would need it.

      Looking around, she checked for obstacles as she held everything tightly and made her way toward the end of the block. Once there, she moved backwards a little bit to get up onto the sidewalk—where she ironically waited through a long light that allowed exactly zero traffic to pass for three minutes before she crossed.

      The other shops that lined the street were closed. Baby Cakes was closed, too. She was usually the first one in, but the way this day was already going? She wouldn't be surprised if her entire staff managed to make it before she did. Hell, some of them might even pass her on the street. Her team was likely to be the only traffic out at this hour.

      She was half a block away when the voice startled her. “Hey, Talia!”

      She’d been so lost in her own irritation that she hadn't heard him pull up beside her. But as she turned, she recognized a familiar face—not one of her workers, though.

      “Was that your car back there?”

      She loved that he asked. It was obviously her car. No one else in town had that model.

      She tried to grin at Mr. Doyle and not offer up a sarcastic No. I just decided to abandon it and go it on my own. At 4am. In the dark.

      “Yeah. That was me.”

      “Can I offer you a ride?”

      God Bless him. She turned to face him for the conversation he clearly wanted. Small town people liked to stop and talk. He ran his own business, but it didn’t seem to occur to him that she did, too.

      She smiled again, even though they both knew it would be far easier for her to just keep going as she was. She told her best friend’s father, “I've got this.”

      “You have a tow coming?”

      “As soon as I get to the shop, I’ll leave Joe a message.” Talia smiled. She needed to add call Joe to her already too-long list for today. “Why are you out this early?”

      “Mrs. Doyle isn't feeling so great. I headed over to the all-night convenience to get her some Gatorade.”

      “Oh, no. Please tell her I hope she feels better soon.” Talia took that opportunity to remind herself that at least she wasn’t sick today.

      Mr. Doyle asked her to text him when she got into her store so he’d know she made it safe, and then to let him know if she needed anything. He was a kind man. Then the window went back up and the car rolled on. The cool morning temperatures were starting to get to her as she made it to the block where Baby Cakes was.

      The storefront was dark as she checked the time. Why was no one here yet?
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      After jiggling the key for what felt like a little too long, the door gave way and opened. Talia finally crossed the threshold into Baby Cakes.

      She was the first one here—which wasn’t right. Pulling out her phone, she saw two missed texts. Crap.

      Of course, they were from Jim. Of course, he wasn’t feeling well today. The second message said he’d come in later if he felt better.

      With a heavy sigh, Talia stopped just inside the door. She needed to think. She wanted to tell him to come in anyway, but that wasn’t okay, and it certainly wasn’t okay for people working around food. And it certainly wasn’t okay for a bakery whose sole purpose was to serve up little bites of happiness and sunshine without sickness.

      Jim rarely missed a day anyway. But it just had to be today that he was sick, she thought. Pushing herself out of her sudden paralysis, Talia made her way through the wide spaces in the kitchen. She double checked everything, noting that the counters were spotless, and the supplies were all in their places.

      She had a great staff.

      Which was why she’d cherry picked them. There was absolutely no way she could be here 24/7. She was running herself ragged as it was and burning out wasn't something she could afford to do.

      Turning the last corner, she noticed the note taped to her office door at eye level. Her heart zinged even though she told herself it would be something good.

      It wasn't.

      The clock hadn’t even hit 5 a.m. and somehow the day had already gone to shit. Sure enough, there was another mis-shipped order. She knew what she would see when she opened the door to her office. But it was worse.

      It took a moment to maneuver around her desk. There were boxes everywhere. The office was probably larger than most bakery owners had, but the wrong orders had to be separated from the right ones, so they could be returned and refunded.

      One box had been left open on the floor for her to look into. The flat cardboard was stacked in the almost T shape that would fold into a small bakery box. It was a great box, but was pink with black swirly print. It was bright and cheery. It just wasn't hers. It didn't say Baby Cakes. This one said Take the Cake, and it sure as hell wasn't in her signature shade of plum.

      Closing her eyes, Talia let her head fall against the back of her chair. Tapping it a few times as though that could mimic banging her head on the wall, she tried to sort out yet another curveball. She still had to call the tow truck. If her car was hit, it wasn’t as if she could just get a rental.

      But the boxes? When she’d chosen this supplier, she’d thought they were the best option. They had great prices, offered everything she needed for packing and shipping and even for handling packs of cupcakes over the counter. Now she was questioning her decision. Maybe the cheap prices were indicative of poor service.

      The boxes themselves were great quality. These just weren't hers.

      Leaning her head back again, she mentally counted the boxes that she had—the correct ones. How far ahead would she need to order so that when something like this happened, she didn't wind up serving her cupcakes in a box advertising someone else's bakery two towns over? That number came out higher than what she had on hand.

      She could get plain white boxes quickly. Maybe even some purple ones. She had Baby Cakes stickers on hand. But that would use them up and she’d have to replace them over this mix-up, too. Ugh.

      Though she was confident the company would cover the costs, it was the time and the damage on a day when she was already troubleshooting two other big problems.

      Welcome to owning your own business, Tee. This is what you wanted.

      She was reminding herself these were all her own choices as the phone rang. With a quick glance, she was ready to dismiss it. But the light was blinking for her office number and very few people had that. So, she picked it up.

      “Baby Cakes. Talia speaking.”

      “Hey Talia! It's Mari.”

      “Let me guess,” Talia said. “You are looking at some beautiful plum-colored boxes with white print.”

      “Damn straight I am.”

      Talia and Mari had gotten to know each other through the last time their orders had been swapped. So maybe the upside was that she had a friend who understood bakery ownership? Even if Mari didn’t understand all the rest of it.

      She was glad she was talking to someone soothing, but Mari couldn’t reduce the cost of fixing it.

      “Have you called in yet?” Mari asked.

      “Honey, my car broke down on the way here. I just got in.”

      “Ooh, ouch! But your staff got started, right?” The noises in the background told Talia that Mari was already at work and that she had at least one other person there with her.

      Talia had to get out of the office and get her butt to work, ASAP. But she just laughed, her hand coming to her forehead. “Nope. My guy is out sick.”

      “Oh, damn. Then you go take care of that. I’ll call the company. Explain that I talked to you. I'll get them to pick these up and swap them. You have enough spares?”

      “I’m okay, but not great.”

      “Same here,” Mari said, and Talia could almost hear her counting the boxes in her own shop. Take the Cake was half again the size of Baby Cakes and had been around for over five years. Mari had seniority in this friendship and Talia was grateful.

      Mari asked, “Are yours boxed back up and ready to go?”

      “They will be,” Talia told her, though it was just one more thing on the growing do-it-all-by-herself list.

      She didn't have any other option.

      Grabbing the packing tape, she closed and sealed the box and left it in her office. Someone else could haul them out. Then she headed into the kitchen where she counted what she had already. She had plenty of dozen-cupcake boxes left. Unfortunately, that wasn't what she needed.

      She was in dire need of singles, duos, trios, and sixes. She might need to order white boxes, but she’d wait and see how fast Mari could talk them into straightening this out. She just might make it, but Talia would not put another bakery’s label on her hard-earned efforts.

      With another deep breath, she tried to center herself. Despite the extra time and effort to get here, she now needed more extra time and effort to start the cupcakes. But she wasn't going to make it if she didn't take care of herself first. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out the smoothie she'd grabbed from the freezer before she left the house.

      It was just starting to thaw enough to drink it, so she slapped it onto the counter and popped open the straw. As she sipped at it, Talia mentally calculated the number of cupcakes she was going to need to make right now to get through this day. Then she picked up the phone. “Tierney? You awake?”
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      Rex felt his stomach clench. In the back of his mind, he could hear Chief Taggart saying, “Just do it and get it over with.”

      But that had been a week ago. Taggert had been talking to the whole crew, but Rex heard it like a personal admonition—as if his failings were on display for everyone on A-shift.

      He had reached the limits of his procrastination. He’d put Hannah to bed and reading to her like normal through the dread in his chest, he realized if he didn't get started right now then he might miss the midnight deadline.

      He had to do the “workplace training” and he had to do it now. The last thing he wanted was anything showing up on his record—again—even if this would just be that he hadn’t completed the stupid, mandatory training on time. He did not need more education in this. He’d lived it, thank you very much.

      Rex considered getting himself a beer, but if that made the whole thing take longer, well, that would only be worse.

      So, he forced his thoughts away from his parents as he sat at the computer and logged into the government site. Dreading what was to come, Rex softly chanted to himself that it wouldn't be that bad. It was just some video scenarios and a handful of questions. But it stirred old memories, and he could already smell the stink from the past.

      He clicked into the page that let him know this task was waiting to be completed. A little red countdown clock accompanied the words “Time is running out.”

      “I know!” he growled and pushed “start.”

      Maybe he should have gotten that beer.

      The training was titled How you can make your workplace better. That was pure bullshit, but it was bullshit that he had to pass. So, Rex listened closely to the nearly robotic voice as it read to him about why a harassment free workplace was important.

      He already knew why. He'd been there too many times before. But still, he had to watch as one actor/coworker sidled in too close to another, placing his hands on her shoulders and offering her a massage that she obviously didn't want and didn’t have a chance to turn down.

      Rex felt his stomach churn.

      He was then given three options of what to do in this situation. And wasn't that just a pile of shit? He always made the wrong choice. So, he tried to think through what the video had told him to do.

      He hit B and wished he had the beer. But, of course, the video didn't tell him if it was the right choice. The actors had to roleplay his response and see how it went.

      Was the training this bad for everyone? It couldn't be.

      Of course, in the video, the actors thanked each other for letting them know they'd been inappropriate. Rex almost barked out a laugh, but he held it in because it would have woken Hannah up.

      While he could believe that there was the occasional person who sometimes said something that they didn't realize was bigoted or harmful and that they might be grateful if they were corrected, he'd never seen it happen. And he’d been in the shit on more than one occasion where someone wasn’t too happy about being told they were racist … or as suggested here “something they had said was racist.”

      Fifteen too-long minutes later, he was into the section on retaliation. Legally, a person couldn't be fired for reporting someone. While that might be true in print, it was more blazing bullshit in reality.

      Getting fired would be better in these cases. He knew. Then it would be on your record, and you could sue them for retaliation. But no, that was not how it worked in the real world. Because the people who did this didn't care about making anyone else uncomfortable, and they didn't care about pushing you out of your job. They knew if they fired you directly you had a case, so they didn’t do that.

      Shoving it all down further, he moved to the next question. He had to get something like 80% of this correct in order to pass. It was nerve wracking. How many had he gotten right so far? There wasn’t a single “good job” or green checkmark to let him know.

      He was starting to sweat. Rex tried to focus. He hated this. He hated the memories and he hated that he had to click answers that he knew wouldn’t actually work.

      Forty minutes later he clicked the last button and prayed that he got enough right answers.

      The screen popped up a page that said, 83% Correct.

      But what was the percent he needed? He’d forgotten. Shaking his head at the monitor, he wanted to yell at it. Did he pass? Or did he have to turn around and do it all again? If he had to, he certainly wouldn’t finish by midnight!

      His stomach was pure acid. He shouldn’t have waited so long.

      With another deep breath, he clicked the button again. This time, his certificate of completion popped up and he breathed a harsh sigh of relief. He’d done it with an hour and 49 minutes to spare. Hopefully that wouldn't raise any flags.

      He closed the system down, his shoulders sagging and his head flopping back against the office chair as his tension finally drained. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to do this again for at least five more years.

      After checking in on Hannah, he grabbed that beer, turned on the TV, and tried to do something mindless. But the barrel had been stirred, and the rotten stench of old memories was wafting around.

      He was trying to keep his head low here in Redemption. He did not want to get shoved out of one more place. But he had been in Los Angeles for longer than this before it had turned to shit so he knew places he believed were good could go sour, so sour.

      Taking another sip of the cold beer and sinking into the couch glad that it was over, he told himself: Taggert was good. This was better than LA, better than before.

      And he tried to believe it.
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      Talia stared out the storefront window as the wall of gray came toward them. She’d ducked into the monogram shop as the clouds rolled in. Dark and dense, they’d moved faster than anything she'd ever seen.

      She wasn't used to this open, flat landscape that allowed storms to blaze through like this, with nothing like a mountain to buffer or stop them. She’d thought the flatter the land the better it would be for a woman like her. She was beginning to think she was wrong.

      “You don't have to stay,” she told Rex. He and Hannah had ducked into the shop just a moment after she did to escape the rain. But they were standing right beside her chair.

      He let out a small chuckle that reached inside and grabbed at something in her. She told the feeling to go away. She did not have time for romance or even for a crush.

      “We’re going to stay right here,” he said, his large hand holding his daughter's smaller one as they watched the storm roll at them from behind the safety of the window.

      Talia thought Hannah looked a little frightened, so she smiled at the girl. “We’re good in here.”

      “Is it gonna get us, Daddy?”

      “No Hannah Bean,” he crouched down to get closer to his daughter’s level. “We're inside. It might get noisy and dark, but we'll be fine. Plus, we've got Talia to protect us.”

      Hannah smiled up at her, but Talia didn't know what to do. She wasn’t sure how she was the protector of either of them, but she liked the idea. Still, it was not okay to get attached to this hot firefighter and his cute child.

      She’d finally managed to open her own damn store. Baby Cakes was working! She was earning money and covering her bills. It would be a while before she paid off all her business loans and she was still tense every day, knowing things could change. She’d buffered the business enough for small things, but there hadn’t been money for the bigger ones.

      For a woman who'd been forced to admit years earlier that she was going to spend a good portion of her life in this chair, achieving her dream had become an even bigger deal. There'd been a time when she thought it would never happen. But here she was, with her own store and no room for any man and any kid, let alone these two.

      But holding back smiles and affections to an adorable four-year-old simply seemed wrong. When this was over, she was definitely heading over to Snafu for a drink.

      She must have said the last part out loud, because Rex slowly turned his head and looked at her with one eyebrow up and a sly pull at one side of his mouth. “That sounds like a fantastic idea.”

      Nope. He was her friend. Clearly a good guy, he’d helped her navigate the chairlift on the side of the building last month. He was just the hero type. It didn’t mean anything.

      The whole week was a big hairy mess. Talia wanted to blame her landlord, Sandy Burroughs—though she couldn’t lay it all at the woman’s feet. Sandy was the kind of woman who still had the blonde hair with frosted tips that she'd seen on TV eighteen years earlier. She had a huge lipstick smile and the kind of feral glint behind her eyes that let you know she would cut you the moment she could.

      Sandy was currently upstairs waiting in her office. Probably gleefully watching the clock tick past noon and with it the due date on maybe even more rents than just for Baby Cakes.

      Talia wanted to swear a blue streak, but she couldn't do it with the child here. She shouldn't do it with Rex here.

      Probably noticing that her anxiety was far too high for sitting through a fast-moving storm in the safety of the local monogram store, Rex turned to her. “Rent again?”

      She nodded. Why was this happening again?

      “When is it due?”

      Unable to keep the complete irritation at her situation out of her eyes, Talia replied, “In five minutes.”

      “Upstairs?”

      They both looked out the window as the day darkened right before their eyes. She’d thought the storm a month ago looked bad. But it had disappeared as fast as it came in.

      This one looked worse, but she told herself it, too, would pass. Still, the day looked almost like night, and it sounded like the thunder was right on top of them. Hannah flinched and squeezed her dad’s hand but stared out the window as if she could tame the storm with her will.

      “Yes. Upstairs.” Neither of them said it, but any person not in a wheelchair would have dashed up the stairs and handed in the rent already. They would have looked Sandy Burroughs in her sweet, powder-blue eyes that also somehow managed to be shark-like and slapped down the rent, laughing. They might have been at the wire, but they would have made it.

      The other problem—the one Talia felt truly stupid about—was that she hadn’t done this earlier. This month, Talia had been so swamped with customers—an excellent problem—that she had not been able to get the check ready for Sandy when the woman came by to collect it.

      Now, she was about to be late. She hadn’t missed it last month and she didn’t want this month to be the first time, either. The storm hit the front window of the store. Rain pelted the glass in a single splash, as though a hose had been briefly aimed at them. Then it was gone.

      But more was coming. She could see and hear it coming. The chairlift on the outside of the building was not an option now.

      Given that Talia had only paid rent on the place for eight months, missing today was going to give her a shitty record.

      “Is it a check?” Rex asked.

      Talia nodded. So stupid, she’d thought, more than once. Sandy Burroughs was collecting her rents in actual handwritten checks, probably in the hopes that someone would fail. Talia had asked, couldn't she just do a withdrawal like any other normal business these days? Sandy had refused.

      “You have it on you?” Rex asked his next question with his hand out. Where was he going with this? Because he wasn’t going upstairs.

      “It's getting ugly outside,” was all Talia said.

      But his hand stayed out, waiting for her to put her stupid business check in the white envelope in it. “I get the feeling it's going to get ugly inside if you don't get your rent in on time.”

      “I'm sure we'll be fine,” Talia said.

      But he narrowed his eyes at her. “You forget. Firemen go into every home in this community sooner or later. I know Sandy Burroughs and it is not going to be fine. It's almost going to be worse that it's just five minutes and not five days late.”

      Talia couldn't argue with him. “It’s too ugly out there.”

      “I'm a firefighter. The stairs run up the middle of the building. They're protected.”

      “I don't want to go out!” Hannah protested, her tone desperate.

      “Not you baby, just me. You stay here with Talia.”

      She didn’t want to be left with the child. She was already falling too hard for the little girl’s father. But she wasn’t in any position to hold back. There were hidden costs for the chair that no one thought about—like this. Anyone else wouldn’t have to babysit to get someone else to run the rent in on time.

      But Hannah was just four, and she didn’t know any of that. She didn’t know Talia had worked her whole adult life to open this bakery. That between her disturbing need for nine or more hours of sleep every night and the fatigue that overcame her sometimes—far too often, in fact —she had poured everything into this bakery.

      So, she was trying to resist the cuteness that was “Hannah Bean.” But the damn rent check! Talia tapped out on her resistance. “Why don't you come sit in my lap? We’ll watch the storm together until your daddy gets back.”

      Hannah looked to her father, then to Talia. Her broad grin spread wide as Talia lifted her easily, settling the child across her legs.

      “Give me the check,” Rex demanded with a grin. “You’ve now got two minutes until deadline.”

      A moment later, when he opened the door of the shop, she felt the wind and the rain slash in. Talia and Hannah watched as a bolt of jagged lightning cut the sky and lit him up from behind.
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      Rex was proud of himself as he stepped out of the shower. He rubbed his towel on his head and called out to his daughter.

      “Hannah Bean, you all good?”

      “I'm good, Daddy.” She was getting older. Able now to sit and watch a show in the living room without trying to climb something or find a permanent marker and draw on his walls, or maybe herself. Once she'd even picked up the phone and dialed 9-1-1.

      It had taken him that many tries to learn that he’d needed a babysitter, even just to take a damn shower. But that was two years ago. Now? At least he thought she hadn’t colored on the walls or mixed all the kitchen cleaners and called it “science!”

      Right now, she could take care of herself for a long enough period of time for him to do something. These days he was just grateful both of them had survived the last two years.

      He had not been prepared for fatherhood.

      Heather had shown up on his doorstep a few years ago with Hannah in tow. Originally, she’d told him she would raise their child alone, and he had believed her. He’d paid child support and seen his baby twice—they lived hundreds of miles apart, and Heather made it clear that they didn’t need or want him. But then she was on his doorstep announcing that she needed to go to rehab. She told him he needed to watch Hannah for a month.

      Rex figured he could get to know his child. The thirty-day clock had been part of the reason for his confidence. But thirty days had passed, then forty, then … Heather had never returned. Eventually, Rex had filed for custody, and Heather hadn't even bothered to contest it.

      So, he'd been a single dad for just over two years now.

      Finally dressed—but with his ear out for trouble the whole time—he stepped into the living room and found Hannah engrossed in a TV show. It was some weird little, kid-appropriate thing where foodstuffs taught her colors and kindness and the basics of reading.

      “It’s late. I need lunch, Daddy,” she announced though she didn't budge from the couch.

      “Yes,” it was often easier to agree. He’d read every parenting manual he could and was still trying to sort out all the contradictory information. “We both do. Help me make it.”

      She went from zero to sixty in no seconds. Without turning off the TV—he didn’t comment—she vaulted into the kitchen and dragged her stool over to the counter.

      He, of course, was the slow one. But he'd gotten used to this life and the truth was he liked being a dad. Though he worried every day, he was proud of himself right now because he felt that under pressure, he'd made the right decision. And he often didn’t.

      His phone rang and he felt the twist in his chest. His mom. She’d left a message yesterday saying she’d wanted to talk. He’d intended to call back once Hannah was in bed. But here she was now.

      “Hannah? Take your plate and eat at the table, okay? I have to take a call.”

      Hannah nodded and walked away, carefully balancing the plate and the sandwich, not knowing it was her grandmother on the phone. It bothered him that he thought he should keep that from her.

      In the other room, he hit the button. “Hey, Mom. What did you want to talk about?”

      “Oh, it’s so good to finally speak to you!”

      Typical, he thought. She would want small talk for a few moments. The longer it lasted, the worse the news would be. So he played along and told her how Hannah loved pre-K, though his mother seemed uninterested in that.

      “Are you still with the fire department?” she asked.

      “Yes.” It’s my job. But he didn’t say the last part. Did she expect him to get fired or did she think it was just a hobby? She hadn’t been fond of him being with the Police Department either.

      “So …” she started.

      Ah, there it was. He waited.

      “Your father and I have been talking and we just don’t think we’ll be able to make it out there to visit this summer.”

      His tongue felt like it swelled and he couldn’t talk. They hadn’t visited since he had Hannah! They’d met his daughter once when he took her to see them. But they’d never been fond of Heather and didn’t seem to believe him when he’d said this was permanent. He couldn’t figure them out, but he did not like what it meant for Hannah to not have grandparents!

      “I told her you were coming.” How would he tell Hannah? “You don’t want to come visit your only grandchild?”

      “Oh, I mean, sure! I guess we’d love to, but this summer just isn’t going to work.”

      She guessed? He sighed, not trying to hide it. But she’d delivered her news and she was done talking about it. He listened through the usual bits about their trip to Europe and their other trip to Mexico. But Nebraska was too far, he thought, the bitterness sinking in as he hung up.

      How would he tell Hannah? He thought again. He was not getting the hang of this part of being a Dad. And he hated it.

      He was good as a fireman. He’d been good as a cop, too. When those situations went sideways, he handled them with his best skills and rarely doubted his decisions. But everything else?

      Every time he looked back, it seemed he’d chosen wrong.

      He’d left his baby for her first two years with a woman he’d not ever noticed was an addict! Then there were the times on the job … Two different police departments where he’d made bad decisions and been forced out. At the time, he’d thought it the best or safest course of action, but really, he was seven kinds of fool.

      All the things that had happened to him were the natural results of his own bad choices or straight up his own fault. But at least, with Talia, he’d had a chance to help a friend. He’d taken a risk and he'd saved her some trouble.

      It was small, but it was the right thing to do, and he was starting to be able to live with that. Even when things didn’t work out for him personally.

      He and Hannah had been going into the monogram shop to pick up her team T-shirt for Hannah's Ultra Junior soccer team. Rex didn’t think four-year-olds actually played soccer. One of the kids sat down in the field and picked flowers during the game last weekend.

      Rex didn’t want to spend his money on a uniform. But Hannah had wanted it. Then Hannah had spotted Talia in the store and wanted to say hello. She probably hadn't recognized that the woman she idolized was frustrated with something. She had simply seen her friend and tugged her father along to say hello.

      Not only had he gotten a chance to talk to Talia a little more, but he'd run up the stairs to be her hero. Or he hoped that’s what it was. Rain had pelted him, the droplets coming hard and fast enough to feel like tiny knives. He hadn't cared. It felt great to duck into Sandy Burroughs’ office with one minute to spare.

      She’d narrowed her eyes at him, a scowl deep enough to make him think she had been sitting there and waiting for people to fail to make the rent. As he slung the check onto her desk, she’d asked sourly, “What is this for?”

      “Baby Cakes.”

      “So, you’re Talia’s delivery boy now?”

      He’d been so happy until that moment. He didn’t have any issues with stealing Sandy Burroughs’ thunder or late fees. But that dig? He clapped back.

      “No ma'am. You do own this building, am I right?”

      She nodded proudly.

      “It has a faulty chairlift and is non-compliant with ADA. You think Talia has an errand boy? What Talia has is a lawsuit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Rex had both hands on the straps. Jo held the other ends as she rappelled along the riverbank below him.

      His fellow firefighter was moving slowly down the side of the dirt wall, above the lazy flow of the Big Blue River. Only it wasn’t big, and it sure wasn’t blue. And “river” was really overselling it.

      Jo looked up at him. “This feels like what y'all were doing the first day I showed up.”

      It pretty much was, he thought. Only that day the work hadn’t just been a training exercise.

      Behind him, all hands on the webbing, the team slowly lowered her down a little further, but Rex kept talking to her. “Leo didn't have water under him then.”

      He grinned, thinking how funny it would be if Jo slipped and went into the drink. The river was not having a good day. Green and just a little foamy right now, it also had a bit of a smell. She would not be happy if they dropped her.

      Another command came from behind him, and hand over hand they lowered her further. She had to pluck a specific tag that Chief Taggart had sent over the side earlier that day.

      Their first job had been to locate it. Unlike people, the balls the chief wrapped in brightly colored fabric didn't cry out for help. But some people didn't either, Rex knew. The team still had to find them and bring them to safety.

      His hands
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