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        Cass

      

      

      Who brings a hot date to a three-year-old’s birthday party?

      At this point in my acquaintance with Sam Killian, nothing should surprise me. This is the guy who mooned the guests at his brother’s wedding. Who duct taped a harmonica to the grill of his sister-in-law’s car. Who changed the auto-correct in his mom’s phone so every time she texted “bye” it changed to “penis.” You know, all the frat boy classics.

      The man is twenty-seven with the mental age of a fourteen-year-old boy, and that’s generous. No one brings a date to a kid’s party, not when the date is dressed like she thinks this is a night club. But then this is Sam, who I’ve known and happily avoided to the best of my ability for the last six years, ever since his brother and my sister tied the knot.

      “How did he think this was a good venue to introduce his latest fling?”

      My sister, Anastasia—Annie to everyone—giggles as she cuts the crusts off a PB&J sandwich, or more accurately cashew butter and fig jam. It’s that kind of children’s party. Spencer, the birthday boy, won’t eat them any other way.

      “I think the ‘fling’ label is somewhat of a stretch.”

      True. That implies some sort of longevity, more than a one and done.

      “But here. Really?” An hour ago, I came across the happy couple upstairs, coming out of the guest bathroom. She had a blissed-out look on her face and he was pulling up his zipper.

      “He brought someone else to his parents’ anniversary party last month.” Smiling, she touches my arm. “I know he pisses you off but maybe don’t think about it so much.”

      “I don’t! I just find it fascinating that this same man is responsible for saving lives.”

      Sam’s a firefighter, though God knows why he bothers. The guy doesn’t need a job because both the Killian boys inherited pots of money from their late grandfather. Annie’s husband, Jake, the eldest Killian son, is a software developer, because he loves tech and wants to be a useful member of society.

      As for Sam? I’ve no doubt he’s contributing as a first responder, but I suspect it’s just as likely another prop in his playboy persona, a tool to attract women like the redhead with a skirt so short I can tell the color of her thong.

      Purple.

      “He loves his job,” Annie says indulgently. That tone is typical around Sam. Peter Pan would never grow up so why not let him do his thing?

      “Good for him!” I say cheerfully, as I drag my gaze away from—oh my God, is he feeling up his date near the bouncy castle? Surely, they’ve already mauled each other enough in private.

      Ignore him. So he bugs the hell out of me, but I only have to see him a couple of times a year on my rare visits to Chicago from New York. This is precious time I need to be devoting to my sister and her babies.

      “Hey, Spence, what’s your favorite present?” I hunker down to my nephew’s level.

      He scrunches up his face as he thinks really, really hard. “Fire truck!”

      “Oh, yeah?” I don’t need three guesses to know who gave him that.

      “He loves that fire truck,” Annie says with a twinkle in her eye. She gets a kick out of my antipathy toward her brother-in-law as long as it doesn’t affect the kids. “Sam got special decals for it to reflect his new squad.”

      “Course he did.”

      The air changes because guess who’s decided to grace us with his presence? I stand and turn to face the favorite uncle himself.

      He’s handsome, I’ll give him that, in a rugged, carved from unyielding granite kind of way. Not my type at all, but I can see the appeal. If I didn’t know he came from money, I would think he’s a blue-collar guy who works with his hands. They look rough, calloused. Capable.

      I prefer smoother, office-appropriate men, who don’t look like they might break me in half or put me over their knee because they’d assume I like it. I’m sure he works out—excessively. No one’s neck is naturally that thick. Maybe he pulls Cadillacs with it while he calls out to his fuck-de-jour, “Look at me, babe!”

      Today he’s wearing what could best be described as a muscle shirt, though the early October air is a little cool for short sleeves. There’s something almost obscene about the way his T-shirt’s sleeves mold to his biceps, like they’re imprinted onto the fabric. He would probably tell you he runs hot, the kind of statement a man like him would use as a chat up line. I run hot, babe, therefore I am hot. Or, I run hot, babe, but it makes stripping so much easier.

      To be fair, I’ve never heard him speak like this. The Sam Killian alter ego I’ve created in my imagination just happens to also be a jerk.

      “Cassie,” he says, though it’s not my name. I go by Cassandra in my professional life and Cass to my family and friends. Sam knows this. “You’re looking well.”

      The taunt in his tone is unmistakable. He doesn’t approve of my floral dress with a full skirt (too old-fashioned) or the way I’ve done my hair (a braided updo because it’s generally unmanageable otherwise). Sam likely tells his dates how to wear their hair (long, flowing, all the better for him to hold onto while he … bleh) or which outfits work best for children’s birthday parties.

      He’s a good foot taller than me, and as my neck strains to meet his gaze, I pin on my most diplomatic smile. In my job as a financial planner, it’s the smile I give a client who thinks he can afford a champagne retirement on a beer bottle pocket.

      “Sam, I hear you have a new job.”

      He puffs up, the cock of the walk. “Rescue Squad. I’m pretty excited about it.”

      “Yes, all those people depending on you.”

      He smirks at the dig I can’t help giving. “Don’t worry, I’m a total pro when I’m wearing the uniform.” Implying that’s the only time he keeps it professional.

      He scoops up the birthday boy. “Hey, Spence!”

      “No kissing!”

      “What? But I love kissing.” Is it my imagination or does he flick a sly look my way?

      Annie whispers to me, “Spence suddenly hates kissing. He thinks it’s girly. Not sure where he got that from.”

      Sam grins at his nephew. “Have you had any cake yet?”

      “Cake!” Spence yells, so excited about everything.

      “I think he’s going to have a sandwich first.”

      The bane of my existence rolls right over my suggestion. “So this cake of yours—is it chocolate or strawberry or mayonnaise or maybe cactus flavored?”

      Spence giggles. “Cactus,” though he pronounces it “Cack-ass.”

      “Cactus cake—yum! I bet it’s … spiky! Like your face!”

      That sends Spencer into a torrent of giggles again. I love his laugh even when it’s earned by Sam Killian.

      “Sammie,” a breathy voice cuts through the little boy’s joy. Purple Thong is standing behind him. “Where’s the little girl’s room?”

      “Hey, Candy, have you met everyone? This is my sis, Annie, my sister-in-law, Cassie. And this little monster is Spencer the Cactus Boy.”

      “I’m not a cack-ass boy!” But he loves it all the same, especially as everyone is laughing, and Spence adores being the center of attention.

      Annie, in hostess mode, smiles at Candy. “Let me show you to the restroom.”

      “Oh, I thought …” Candy sends a significant look at Sam. She knows where one of the restrooms is and had evidently hoped to explore the tile further with dear old Sammie.

      “Thanks, Annie,” Sam says obliviously as he helps himself to one of the sandwiches intended for Spence. He crushes it in a single bite.

      “Me too!” Spencer squirms a little and Sam puts him down.

      “Okay, I guess we’re doing a bathroom field trip!” Annie takes her son’s hand and walks into the house with a hip-swaying Candy, who sends a forlorn look over her shoulder at Sam. He completely ignores her.

      Instead, his attention is completely focused on me. For a moment, this gives me an odd thrill until I realize what it means: I have to talk to him.

      There’s an awkward pause while we size each other up. Usually, we have other people as a buffer, but in the rare moments when we’re alone, the air seems to be extra-charged.

      “You know, I’m not actually your sister-in-law.” He called Annie his sister, which registered a small pinch of envy in me at their closeness.

      His lips twitch. “Aren’t you?”

      “No, you and I are not related.”

      “And this bothers you because …” His mouth curves as a light bulb goes off in the dim room that passes for his brain. “It’d be weird if we were related, I guess.”

      I don’t ask what would be weird because I know exactly what he’s alluding to.

      “I just like the details to be correct.”

      But Sam’s already moved on because details are unimportant to him. He doesn’t care that I’m annoyed, or maybe he prefers when I am. It gives him a perverse pleasure.

      “Kind of surprised you’re here,” he says.

      “Oh?”

      “You made a special trip from New York for a kid’s birthday party?”

      “Spencer means the world to me. And I like spending time with my sister and Jake.” But not you.

      His smile says he understands completely. We’ve always seen eye to eye on our mutual dislike.

      “Where’s the boyfriend?”

      “Derek is in the middle of an important merger right now. He’s heading to London the day after tomorrow for a couple of weeks and there’s a lot of prep for the trip.” I would have liked him to come with me to Chicago, but he’s usually far too busy for personal events like this.

      Sam holds my gaze, and I wait impatiently for whatever drivel trips off his tongue next.

      “How long have you two been together?” Because he loves the sound of his own voice, he answers his own question, “Since just after Jake’s wedding, right? That’s, what, six years?”

      Has it really been that long? It’s easy to forget when you’re busy with work and the routine. Derek’s job as the lead associate in McKenzie Clark’s Mergers & Acquisitions division requires long hours, especially in the weeks leading up to a deal. I don’t usually begrudge his commitment to his work, though it would be nice if he could make time for the things and people I care about.

      We had a fight about it before I left. He asked me to get a gift for his parents’ 40th wedding anniversary because “you have time for that sort of thing” and he doesn’t. Like I’m his personal assistant. It devolved into an argument about our priorities and how misaligned they are of late.

      Things have been stale for a while, and when he gets back from the London trip, I’m going to push for couples’ counseling. Anything to get us out of our rut.

      Sam is waiting for me to comment on my lengthy relationship without a ring on it. As I’ve yet to weigh in, he adds, “Guess he’s not rushing to complete that merger.”

      This guy is the worst. “It’s really none of your business. But if you must know, we don’t think a piece of paper is necessary to declare our feelings for each other.” It comes out sounding prim and ridiculous, my standard tone around Sam Killian.

      Now he’s looking at me intently, like he can see the need inside me. To have a life like my baby sister’s, with kids and birthday parties and a noisy extended family. But I’m also a busy professional, as is Derek, so our current relationship status suits us. We are perfect for each other, even if some nights I let my mind run away with wishing for things I can’t have.

      Because Sam’s remaining unusually silent, but typically judgmental, I’m unnerved and come out with the first thing that pops into my head.

      “What happened to the dancer you brought to the Christmas party last year?” I’ve no doubt he’s plowed through several women since.

      “Oh, you know me, Cassie—”

      “It’s Cassandra.”

      “It is?” Like this is news to him. “Well, I’m not like you, the serious-about-life-and-love type. Much prefer to have my fun while I can.”

      I smile thinly. “Before your looks fade?”

      He leans in, and God help me, he smells incredible. Sandalwood with top notes of something citrusy. “Probably gonna be a while before that happens. I mean, look at me.”

      I do, taking in that strong jaw, aquiline nose, the cobalt-blue eyes, the sensual lips. He also has great hair because of course he does. Wavy, the kind that’s perfect for the threading of fingers. More annoying than the jaw and nose and eyes and hair is that he’s right. Looks like his won’t fade, they’ll merely mature into distinction, though a part of me hopes his party-hard lifestyle will eventually have some negative effect. Such as leprosy of the dick.

      I’ve spent too long without returning a verbal volley, which puts this silence firmly in the Sam Killian win column.

      Finally I manage, “So, you’re pretty. Good for you, Sammie.”

      “Now, I don’t mind that at all. Lots of my friends call me that. Lots of my dates, too.” Moaning that name in the throes is the unspoken part. The man is so obvious. “You’re not really a nicknames kind of girl, are you?”

      “I’m not a girl. And a little less condescension if you don’t mind.”

      His eyebrows go up. “I’m the condescending one?”

      “You think I am?”

      He chuckles, but it’s kind of mirthless for once, or maybe I’m just more in tune with his feelings. We have this much in common, both annoyed to have to talk to each other, yet neither of us willing to be the one to end it.

      “For the last six years, you’ve acted like I’m no better than something on the bottom of your high-heeled shoe.”

      “The night before Jake and Annie’s wedding, you placed a fake snake on my chair—”

      “Now I apologized for that. That was supposed to be Jake’s chair.”

      “And you assumed I was Annie’s mom. I’m only five years older than her.” At thirty-two, I’m also five years older than Sam, and feeling more ancient with every passing second.

      Another lazy, incorrigible grin. I want to punch his teeth in.

      “You know I didn’t really assume that. It was a little joke, Cassie—Andra. Besides you practically raised her. Did a great job, too.”

      This compliment shocks me into speechlessness.

      It’s true—at least the part about me raising Annie. Our sperm donor was never in the picture and our mom, Aileen, was a flaky mess, always running after any guy who paid her the slightest bit of attention. Once Annie turned thirteen, Mom thought she was old enough to be alone. But really she thought I was old enough at eighteen to look after her.

      Bye bye, college plans. And don’t even think about dating.

      No one knew I’d already secured a place at the School of the Art Institute, that I was planning to move to Chicago in the next six months. No one would ever know.

      I spent the next five years making sure that Annie was raised right, made it to Cornell, and had the best possible start to her adult life. I eventually started college myself, though later than everyone else, and in a more practical field. I didn’t mind because Annie was my number one priority. Still is.

      “She’s all the family I have.” The moment the words leave my mouth, I feel raw and foolish. I’m just giving him more ammunition.

      “You have us, the dreaded in-laws,” he says blithely. “But I can see why you’re not in a hurry to claim me.”

      This is more like it. Though I sense his humor is a bid to cover my unfortunate display of vulnerability.

      “Never a truer word.” There’s my prissiness again, only this time I’m playing into it because … Sam likes that about me.

      Why did I think that?

      An age-old memory digs its sensuous claws into my psyche. Tell me how much you hate me with that smart mouth, Cassie.

      “So back to the ‘we’re not related’ thing, huh?” He shuffles closer, sending out another whiff of clean body scent that makes me slightly woozy. “I think maybe you like me more than you’re letting on.”

      I hear it clearly, the barely masked threat of the past. There was a time when I almost let my guard down. Almost let him in. But common sense ruled, and I told him it would never happen. All these years later, I should feel victorious, secure in the knowledge I didn’t make a stupid blunder.

      Yet each time we meet, he acts like I should be grateful he once graced me with his attention. And I’m left wondering if maybe I did miss out.

      Ladies and gentlemen, the Sam Killian playbook in action.

      “That’s where you’re mistaken,” I say, trying to sound reasonable instead of … whatever I think Sam Killian might get a kick out of. “You and I are never going to get along, which is fine. We don’t have to. We see each other a few times a year, and I imagine that’ll be even less as the kids get older. There’s no need to cry over it.”

      “Understood.” His gaze is level and direct, the word almost strained through his perfectly straight white teeth. Sam’s ego can’t stand it when a woman won’t kowtow to his charm.

      “I’m going to get another drink before we cut the cake,” I say, moving away. “Enjoy the rest of the party.”

      “Sure. You, too.”
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      Cassie—or should I say, Cassandra—Ferguson really knows how to piss me off.

      She thinks I’m condescending? The woman has never spoken a word to me that doesn’t drip in her own special brand of superiority.

      So maybe I’m a little immature—or was. At twenty-one, I had my head up my ass when I met her the first time. I’d just returned from six months of traveling the world after graduation and thought I knew everything. It took me a while to settle and figure out my place, but now I know where I’m meant to be. A firefighter, someone who makes a difference.

      Not that Miz Ferguson would ever see that. To her, I’m just the manwhore trust fund kid with a job that allows me to indulge my thrill-seeking tendencies and get me any woman I want. What the fuck is wrong with that? You’d swear I’d crushed her toes during our dance at Jakey’s wedding—I didn’t because I’m also a smooth-as-shit two-stepper.

      Cass hated that.

      Just like she hates that Spence and Maya adore their uncle Sammie. I could enumerate the million other reasons why the woman can’t stand to be in the same room or backyard patio as me, but we’d be here all day and I have places to be.

      “Are you talking to yourself?” Jake passes over the beer I left near the grill.

      Maybe my lips were moving, replaying that conversation with Ms. Stick Up Her Fine Ass and wondering if I could have come up with more cutting responses.

      “No, just—” I sigh. “How do you do it, Jakey?”

      “What? Look this good in a linen jacket?”

      “It’s crumpled, and all you’re missing is your croquet mallet.” Though he is wearing the new pair of Comme des Garcons X Nike sneakers I bought for him. We’re both sneakerheads and I love surprising him with new ones. “I mean, how do you put up with her?”

      He knows exactly who I’m talking about. This is not the first time I’ve asked this burning question about my blister-in-law.

      “She’s pretty cool if you give her a chance.”

      Bet she is. Pity she won’t give me a chance; I’m imprinted on her brain like some dinosaur fossil. But there was a time she might have considered me as more than a hard-on with two legs. We came close … Now that moment is lost to the past, and we’re locked into fighting positions.

      “How come D-Bag never comes to visit?”

      Jake doesn’t correct me. He’s not a fan, either. “Derek is a very busy guy, which I guess suits them both because she’s busy, too.”

      “But too busy to create a life together? You’d think they’d be married by now.”

      My brother eyes me suspiciously. “Since when is creating a life with someone of interest to you?”

      “It’s not. Got all I need right here.” I get the benefits of a ready-made family of incredible cuteness without the hassle of responsibility. “But it’s just weird that they seem so separate. Not like you and Annie, or even Mom and Dad.”

      That’s our cue to look toward Sylvia and Kenny. My dad had a stroke last year and while he’s much improved, it’s still tough to see the usually virile guy at less than a hundred percent. Mom’s fussing about, making sure he has a plate of food and beer with a straw.

      “Dad doin’ okay?” I ask, though I know he is. I spent all day with him yesterday, binging half a season of Better Call Saul. He was in good form, but I still defer to Jake’s opinion when it comes to his health. They’re on the same wavelength.

      “Yeah, he is, getting stronger every day. So get this. Mom was asking whatever happened to whatshername, the gal in PR? Madison?” He grins. “You brought her to two Killian shindigs in a row and got your poor mother’s hopes up.”

      Madison Maitland. What can I say? I liked her but she was at least ten years older than me and took me as seriously as I take myself. (Meaning, not very.) When a woman is in a different place in her life and looking for something you can’t give her, it’s hard to close the gap.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t do anything that pulls focus from you, little prince.”

      “Shut up.”

      Jake can grumble all he wants but that’s the dynamic, clear and simple. He’s the Killian golden boy and nothing I do will change Mom’s mind on that.

      At the grand old age of thirty, my brother is three years older than me. But it may as well be three hundred in terms of our mindset. He married Annie at twenty-five, a couple of years after Maya was born (one-night stand, out of wedlock, the horror!), then along came Spencer five years later. My brother is the living-and-breathing poster boy for responsibility-in-the-burbs while I’m—not. I’m still sowing my oats, as they say, enjoying the carefree life of a single firefighter with a healthy sex drive and an enviable sneaker collection.

      “Another thing Miz Ferguson doesn’t approve of,” I mutter, because I’m still unreasonably caught up in her dislike of me.

      “She’s never gotten over the snake-on-the-chair intro.”

      Or my B material joke about her being Annie’s mother. Of course I knew she wasn’t when I met her but until then, I’d heard nothing but amazing things about St. Cassandra. I got it, she was a paragon of sister-slash-motherhood, and I was to treat her with the respect such nobility warranted.

      “You put a snake on Aunt Cass’s chair?” In typical sneaky kid style, my eight-year-old niece Maya has appeared out of nowhere, looking horrified. She’s kind of a rule-follower, like her aunt.

      I share a quick look with Jake, who grins and grabs his daughter in a fatherly hug. “He was kidding, sweet stuff. You know your uncle Sammie is a bit of a joker.”

      “Hey, bug, how’s my favorite niece?”

      She’s wearing a Taylor Swift hoodie—which I gave her for Christmas—and gives me the evil eye coupled with a nose twitch. More St. Cassandra vibes. “I’m your only niece.”

      “True, true. How are those sneakers treating ya?”

      My brother shakes his head. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Yeah, I did! It might be Spence’s big day but everyone should get gifts, right?”

      “Cass thinks so, too,” Jake says. “She got Taylor Swift tickets for February.”

      Huh, I should have thought of that. Score one to Cassie.

      Maya hugs me, kind of unexpectedly because she’s not one for sentiment. “Thanks, Uncle Sam. It was nice of you to think of me. When can I take a ride with you on the Ducati?”

      The audacity. “When your dad says it’s okay.”

      Jake mouths “fucker” over his daughter’s head.

      “Dad, can I?”

      “Need to wait another few years, M.”

      A sad-eyed Maya walks off to talk to her aunt, whose face lights up in the presence of her niece. I will say this for the woman: she might be a pill to me, but she’s never anything short of amazing with the kids.

      My brother is jabbering on, yanking me out of a daydream where I’m pulling on Cassie’s braids while I …

      “You could make more effort with her.”

      “Who, Maya?”

      “No, Cass. Annie and I would like the people we love most in the world to get along. For the kids’ sake.”

      “The kids’ sake?” I sound like a parrot, uncomprehending but determined to keep the conversation going.

      “And mine. But mostly the kids. As they get older, they’re going to pick up on the vibe between you two. It’d be good if you were a bit nicer to each other.”

      “I’m plenty nice. She’s the one who thinks I’m a jerk.”

      Jake remains silent.

      “Shut up. I can’t help it. But I promise to make more effort.” Whatever Jakey needs to hear.

      Of course, that would require Ms. Can-Do-No-Wrong to meet me halfway.

      Which I do not see happening at all.
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        ONE WEEK LATER

      

      

      
        
        Sam

      

      

      It’s my first day at Engine 6. So this is not where I was assigned after graduating from the Academy. No, that would be Engine 70, though Six was my first choice—the place is legendary after all. A couple of my academy buds, Abby Sullivan and Jude Torres, ended up here, though, so I already have connections and I’ve made more over the last year. I bided my time and put in for a transfer, and now I’m here to take up my spot on Rescue Squad.

      It’s rare for a relative newbie to get a place on Squad. Competition is fierce, but I’ve been making a name for myself this last year. The Peyton Hotel incident? Yeah, that was me, the guy who rescued the kid who fell down the elevator shaft. It should have been one of the squad on call, but I was on site first and time was of the essence. Little Jenny’s parents sent me the nicest Christmas card and a crate of pears this past December.

      Then there was the motorcycle crash of the mayor’s daughter. I held Sienna’s hand all the way to the ER and was available to talk to Mayor Robbins before the doctors had a chance to tell her Sienna would be fine.

      So a couple of high-profile rescues. Not to say I haven’t put in my time on the bread-and-butter of a regular engine’s work: medical emergencies, cats in trees, plenty of fires. I’m a hard worker, and while people think I jumped the line to get my rescue squad spot—or used my newfound fame to butter up CFD’s Media Affairs division—I don’t care. I’m meant to be here where my talents can be best utilized.

      Parking the Ducati in the Engine 6 lot, I’m about to head in to meet my new crew when I get a text from Jake.

      
        
          
            
              
        First day? Did you bring your lunch box, little bro?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Couldn’t find my Hello Kitty collectible, but I made do with the BlackPink one. Thanks for that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake

      

      
        Least I could do on such an important morning! Maya is excited for you as well.

      

      

      

      

      

      A photo comes through of my niece wearing a firefighter helmet and carrying what looks like a garden hose. She’s told me many times that she wants to be me when she grows up, which I’m happy to rub in my brother’s face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Very cute. I can’t wait to bring her to work one day so she can be proud of at least one male adult in the family.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake

      

      
        Funny. Lately she’s been talking about being a gamer like her dad so you can forget about that role model shit. Keep it for your own kid.

      

      

      

      

      

      I almost choke on the thought.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Don’t even joke about it. Godfather and uncle is more than enough responsibility.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake

      

      
        You say that now but sometimes the little swimmers make the call.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Double-bagging my dick going forward.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jake lucked out with Annie, but if I was tied to the likes of Candy for life, I’d be miserable.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jake

      

      
        Loving the imagery. Did I tell you my son threw up all over my linen jacket after the party?

      

      

      

      

      

      He sends another pic, this time of Spence stuffing his face with not-cactus cake at his party. There I am, giving him all the encouragement, secure in the knowledge that I will not be on hand later when it all goes south. The perks of uncledom.

      Cassie is in the photo, too, looking on with an expression close to … I want to say disapproval, but that’s not right. It’s softer, like yearning. Weird, that, and even weirder is how it makes me feel.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        You’re really selling this parenting gig. I’ll get right on it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake

      

      
        I wouldn’t change a thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I know he wouldn’t, toddler puke and all. The man was born to be a dad. I’m so happy for him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jake

      

      
        All the same, thank God for date night. Me and the missus are heading to the city for a fancy meal this evening.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Sounds like you’re gonna get lucky!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake

      

      
        Already am, bro. One day you’ll understand.

      

      

      

      

      

      If he says so.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        About to head into work. See you for the game this weekend?

      

      

      

      

      

      I have tickets to a Chicago Rebels hockey game, courtesy of my friend Jude, who’s dating right-winger Hudson Grey. It’s nice to have connections—and especially nice not to have to concern myself with finding a babysitter.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jake

      

      
        Can’t wait. Take care out there, little bro. No unnecessary risks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Never ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      Walking into Engine 6, I’m greeted with an empty bay. It’s 7:45 in the morning, so there should be a few people sitting out here like old farts at the park, playing cards or pretending to understand chess. At least that’s how it is at my former house. With no one to see me get sappy, I take a moment to breathe it in. There’s something special about the firehouse at Six that gets me absolutely stoked. Only the best work here and several of the firefighters who got their wings at this house are legends.

      For a moment, I question if I’m in the right place—and not just location-wise.

      I’ve always been the joker in the pack, the kind of teen who drives a car into a mailbox (twice) or hosts a forbidden party my senior year in high school that trashes the house. I was a C student who rarely attended classes at Northwestern but somehow managed to eke out a degree, biding my time until my trust fund kicked in when I turned twenty-one. My grandfather left a sizeable chunk to Jake and me, enough to ensure I never needed to work a day in my life.

      I enjoyed myself for a while—travel, booze, women—and then one day on a trip to a topless beach in the south of France, I saved a woman from drowning in the clear blue waters of the Mediterranean.

      It gave me a thrill that I tried to find again with base jumping, paragliding, snowboarding, bungee, every extreme sport or adventure available. But nothing could replicate the feeling, so I turned to saving lives for a living, first as an EMT. Then I realized that firefighters get more attention of the female variety, so I moved onto that. Turns out I happen to be very good at this job.

      I need to stop second-guessing my presence on Squad and recognize that I’m where I’m meant to be, even if there’s no one here to greet me at this ghost house.

      Heading inside past a couple of offices, the Wall of the Fallen, and toward the lounge, I push open the door and hear what sound like party poppers going off.

      “Surprise, asshole!”

      That’s more like it. Abby and Jude rush forward and hug me, while over their shoulders I spot Lieutenant Luke Almeida, my squad leader, and Captain Wyatt Fox, the chief at Six. I’ve spent plenty of beer-soaked nights drinking in the bar the LT owns with his family. His oldest brother, the cap, is a hard-ass, but he runs a tight ship—totally necessary with this crew of reprobates.

      “Thought you might have forgotten I was coming,” I say to Abby and Jude.

      “You kidding?” Jude’s face lights up with a grin. “Seeing as you haven’t shut up about it for a month, that does not compute.”

      Abby shakes my shoulders. “We got you cake!”

      “Cake for breakfast. Awesome.”

      And it is. A classic Costco chocolate sheet with “Welcome to Squad, Hollywood!” iced on it. Since my high-profile saves, I’ve earned a nickname which I’d hoped to leave behind. Still, if that’s the worst they can come up with, I’m doing okay.

      Because I hang with Abby and Jude on the regular, I know most of the crew on the various shifts at Engine 6. Rescue Squad is divided into similar platoons and my shift will run at the same time as Jude’s, which means Abby is just finishing up her overnight and about to head out. She waited around to welcome me, which doesn’t surprise me because she’s absolute quality.

      Jude and I live in the same building in Lincoln Park. I’d expected to catch a ride with him this morning, but he said he had errands to run, and now I know why.

      “So, this is how we’re doing it, Garland,” I say to him, using his nickname. “Starting off with lies.”

      “Apparently I had to be here to lift the fucking cake out of the fridge, man.” He grins, all blue-eyed sparkle. These last few months have been eventful for him. He recently moved in with his guy and he’s happier than I’ve ever seen him.

      I’m seated, shooting the shit with my new crew, stuffing my face with cake, when Abby comes up behind me and kisses the top of my head.

      “You out, Sullivan?”

      “I am.” She’s heading home to see her man, Roman Rossi, formerly my LT at 70. We’re an incestuous lot at CFD.

      “Say hi to RoRo for me. Tell him I miss him.”

      “Sure you do, liar.” She squeezes my shoulders. “You made it to Six, Sammie. Proud of ya.”

      I’m proud of myself. I can’t wait to prove that this is where I belong.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My first morning on Squad is quiet, which gives me time to settle and get to know the quirks of my new crew. Team Leader, Luke, is de facto head of the Dempseys, a family of firefighters who’ve all worked at Engine 6 in some capacity or another over the last ten years. Their foster dad, Sean, has a prime place on the Wall of the Fallen, along with their eldest brother, Logan. I can’t imagine working at the firehouse where my dad and brother died, but the Dempseys feel a special connection to this place that’s tied them spiritually to the bricks-and-mortar of it for years.

      Also on Squad is Tyler Brooks, a hardworking farm boy straight from the prairie. Rounding out the crew is Alexandra Dempsey, one of the only women in CFD and the only woman on Rescue Squad. She’s another Dempsey, a mom of two, and a total badass.

      We spend the morning checking equipment, running ladder drills, and cooking. I’m not on the food roster this week but I reckon I will be soon enough, so I hang with Luke in the kitchen and get a feel for what kind of food is popular with this shift. Apparently, it’s more gourmet on Abby’s shift as she works with Gage Simpson—another Dempsey, you can’t turn without stepping on one—who’s married to a five-star chef and is himself a whizz at the stove. Luke’s more meat and potatoes, which is fine by me.

      None of the morning calls need Squad, but every time the siren goes off, I’m on my feet, ready to fling myself aboard the truck.

      After the third time Luke looks up from his poker hand and shakes his head. “Killian, you’re gonna throw your back out with all this jumping up and down.”

      “Just ready to go.”

      He nods, takes a sip of his water. “Pretty excited about imminent disaster, huh?”

      “Of course, I don’t want anyone hurt, but if it happens, I want to be the one on site. In case you haven’t heard, I’m a whizz at this.”

      He gives me that world-weary look, the one these older guys in the business seem to have carved into their faces. Not that he’s old, but he must be close to forty. A family man, like most of the guys here.

      “You’ll get your shot, Hollywood.”

      It’s another ten hours before we get a call-out that needs our special skills, a road traffic accident just after seven on Fullerton with a reported crush of a minivan under the cab of a truck. Someone’s probably going to get cited, but first we need to be heroes.

      The ambulance is already on site when we get there. We arrived the same time as the engine, so Jude and his crew get busy trying to winch the truck off the minivan, which has been pancaked.

      “We think someone’s alive under that?” I mutter to Luke.

      “Not looking good,” he says. “Alex, we need you to get in there. Looks tight.”

      “On it.”

      The truck is hauled back enough for Alex to slide in underneath. “Male driver, female passenger.” After a moment, she adds, “He’s not viable. But she might—Ma’am, can you hear me?”

      The next minute or so is taken up with Alex trying to communicate with the female vic while Luke outlines the extraction strategy. I’m trying to take in all the details, looking for ways I can be of use. It’s one of those family vans, the ones that have decals with mom, dad, two kids, and a dog. My brother has one of those on his car and I’m always giving him shit for it. You may as well add me to that, I’ve told him. I spend enough time with you guys.

      That’s when I get the shiver, with every hair on my skin standing on edge. In this business, you learn to recognize these weird little signals, messages from the universe, like Final Destination portents of bad mojo. It’s happening here, I suppose, because this car is the same color as Jake’s, a silver Toyota Sienna. But there are a million of these vehicles in Chicago.

      Luke’s pulling out the Hurst tool, also known as the Jaws of Life, while Alex is still speaking soothing words to the trapped woman. I can’t help myself: I’m circling the car, looking for the plate.

      It’s crushed, but I can make out the dealer information.

      Evanston Toyota.

      My brain’s alarm is clanging. That has to be a coincidence. Fucking has to be.

      “Killian, you with me?” Luke must have been speaking, but the siren in my head is blaring so loud I can barely hear what he’s saying.

      “Yeah, I’m—” Breaking off, I hunker down beside Alex. “Is she blond?” I’m trying to look past her, my heart rioting in my chest. There’s a set of green fuzzy dice on the dash, and I know. I fucking know.

      I gave those to Jake.

      Alex squints at me. “Yeah, she is.”

      “Are there kids in the car?”

      “Kids? Did you see something?” Alex cranes her neck, trying to get a handle on the part of the van that’s already destroyed. The back of the minivan is crushed, but the kids wouldn’t be here. They’re with my mom because it’s date night.

      “No. No, I didn’t.” I sound like I haven’t a clue what I’m doing, making dumbass assumptions, exactly the kind of amateur shit you do not want at the site of a major RTA. “I just—fuck. I think I know them. I think that’s my sister-in-law.”

      Someone puts a hand on my shoulder and draws me back. There’s shouting and some sort of commotion, and then suddenly I’m no longer at the scene. I’m behind the truck with Wyatt Fox, my new captain, and Jude, standing in front of me. Guarding me, really, because evidently, I already tried to bolt. Not away, but back to the crash. To make sure.

      The shouting was coming from me.

      “Can you call Jake?” This is from Jude, who sounds so reasonable, like he’s the expert at the site of horrific fatality-causing accidents. That’s supposed to be me.

      I refocus on what he’s saying. Call Jake? But he’s … there.

      Fucking Jude, trying to give me hope.

      “I don’t have my phone.” I usually leave it in my locker because it might get damaged during a call-out.

      “You know the number?” Wyatt is holding his phone, too much of a pro to let a run interfere with his communication needs.

      I nod, and he hands it to me. Jude places a hand on my shoulder, which could be supportive, restrictive, or both, while I punch the screen of my boss’s phone with panic-clumsy fingers. It takes a couple of tries, but the call goes straight to voice mail.

      “That might not mean anything,” I say, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. “He won’t recognize the cap’s number.”

      Jude nods, but it’s a sad whatever-gets-you-through-idiot kind of nod.

      “Can I see?” I ask.

      Wyatt shakes his head as he takes back his phone. “Let’s give it a couple of minutes.”

      “Please. If that’s my sister-in-law, she needs to hear me.”

      Male driver. Not viable. That’s what Alex said. That was my brother she was talking about. But how could she be so sure?

      She’s a pro, been doing this for years. That’s how.

      “Cap, please.” I’ve never sounded so pathetic.

      Wyatt gives me a long hard look, shares a glance with Jude, then a quick nod back at me. Fighting the instinct to run, I walk briskly around the truck, back to the car. Alex is still hunkered down, talking, telling the woman—Annie, fuck, it’s Annie—she’s in good hands. It’s true. We’re Squad, the best of the best.

      “Alex,” I say.

      She looks up and past me to Wyatt, her eldest brother. Whatever she sees on his face has her moving aside.

      “She’s not conscious but she’s still with us.”

      “And … the driver?”

      She shakes her head.

      I bend down and lean in, taking Annie’s hand. The last vestiges of hope that this is someone else’s tragedy vanish, replaced with a need to pull myself together. Be strong, man. For Jake. For Annie.

      “Hey, baby mama, it’s your favorite Killian.” That’s a joke we have, about how she should be with me instead of Jake because we’re the same age. She always tells me I’m her favorite.

      There’s a gash on her head. Blood streams down the side of her face. I take off my glove and run a thumb across the blood, so it doesn’t trickle into her eyes.

      “It’s okay, baby mama.” My voice sounds all quivery, not like me at all. Where’s the ice in my veins, the badassery that got me to this coveted spot? “I’m here. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

      I sneak a look past her, though really that’s the last place my gaze should be straying. I need to know, to see for myself. The airbag deployed and now covers most of Jake’s face, but I see enough to know it’s not good.

      To know it’ll never be good again.

      Someone squeezes my shoulder. It must be Jude because it’s his voice that says, “Luke needs to open her up with the Hurst, Sammie.” He adds, “the car,” because that might have sounded like he was referring to Annie.

      I stand back to let them split open the car’s roof. The paramedics jump into action: a collar for Annie; removing her with quick, efficient care to a waiting gurney; wiping away the blood and applying an oxygen mask.

      While this is going on, Luke appears at my side, and I manage to find the words that feel all wrong in my mouth. “The driver—is he gone?” I need to be told again, apparently.

      My squad leader puts an arm around me, sheltering me from the crush of metal and death behind him. “He didn’t make it. I’m sorry, Sam.”

      I snatch a breath, but all I can taste is the tang of blood in the air and the scent of diesel.

      “The truck driver?”

      “CPD are interviewing him now and …” The rest is lost because Annie’s eyes have fluttered open, moss-green, their usual sparkle dulled by pain and fear. I step forward and feel for her hand. Still warm, and she squeezes back.

      “Annie, it’s me. It’s Sam.”

      I wait for her to say something. Ask about Jake.

      The coward in me prays she doesn’t.

      Maura, one of the EMTs, places a hand on my arm. “We have to move her. Do you want to ride with us?”

      Of course I do. I hold Annie’s gaze and try to assure her, though I suspect she’s not going to make it. She’s too damaged. And in a way, I can’t imagine her without Jake. They’re a package deal and now …

      This is the end of my family as I know it … and the start of a life I’m not sure I’m ready for.
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        Cass

      

      

      “With the way the markets are holding firm, everything is looking good, but we can’t assume that’ll always be the case.” I smile at the nice, well-dressed couple in their mid fifties, seated on the sofa in my office. “But that’s why we’ve diversified—bonds, Treasury bills, a cash buffer. At this point anything more than 50% in equities is too risky.”

      Bella Regan lets out a breath and shares a smile with her husband, Tom. “It’s such a relief having you on our team, Cassandra. Selling up and retiring to France seems like such a crazy thing to do at our age, but it’s been our dream for so long. Knowing the money is as safe as it can be is one less thing to worry about.”

      As a financial planner with Beacon, a boutique investing and retirement company in New York, I love working with people and eliminating their concerns. Of course, they can never be completely absent, but I’m on hand to help people get to a position where they feel the future is solid. No shocks, a steady road. After years of uncertainty during my teens because of my mother’s flightiness, it shouldn’t be a complete surprise that I’d lean into a job like this. Not especially sexy, but I’m helping people live their dreams one mutual fund at a time.

      Tom clasps his hands, a signal that he’s ready to get going. “We’re having a going-away party before we leave the States, this Friday night. Perhaps you and your fiancé would like to come?”

      Not my fiancé. I don’t correct them, though. After six years together, it’s an easy assumption to make.

      A sudden flash of Sam Killian’s smirk nicks at my good vibe. Ugh.

      “I’d love to stop by. Make sure you’re not spending the nest egg before you skip town!”

      They laugh dutifully, and then we’re shaking hands and I’m walking them to the door. I have about ten minutes before my next meeting, a Zoom call with a guy who wants to surf Bondi Beach after he retires from his city planner job. That gives me a chance to look at the photos Annie sent me yesterday from last weekend. It usually takes multiple nagging messages from me to get her to give me the goods.

      “Tea, coffee, me?”

      My friend and co-worker, Gina Diaz, is standing at the door with two cups in her hand.

      “Okay if I pick coffee over you?”

      “Fuck yeah it is.” She shoots a quick glance over her shoulder to check no one heard her. Beacon is a pretty stuffy workplace.

      She places the cup on the coffee table and takes a seat on the sofa my clients just vacated. Gina’s a senior associate at Beacon, who took me under her wing when I started working here three years ago. Whenever I feel like I
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