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PrologueKatie was smiling so much today her cheeks were beginning to ache. The realization made her laugh as she leaned her head against Bradley's shoulder.
"What's so funny McKeller?” he asked, just as they approached the line of people waiting to enter The Club.
"Nothing,” she said, then embraced his arm tighter, leaning in closer against him. Their fingers entwined and he gave her hand a loving squeeze. Her heart leaped.
The music from the various bands could be heard blasting and permeating through the club and Katie watched a few people swaying to the music. The crowd grew more congested the further they walked from the main entrance and she felt Bradley pull her closer to him.
She looked up into those big blue eyes of his and her heart soared. Just the other day, he had told her he loved her. She was excited and nervous and a little unsure about their relationship. They had only been dating a matter of months but the attraction was instant.
Bradley held Katie's hand as they approached the staircase.
She glanced at his backside and the snug fitting jeans. He was lean and fit and had the most loveable personality.
Bradley caught her staring at him and they exchanged an erotic glance before she blushed and shyly turned away.
A moment later his lips were pressed against her knuckles as he simultaneously pulled her body closer to him.
He kissed her temple and whispered something but she couldn't hear. The place was so crowded, they were wedged between strangers.
"We should probably head up a floor or two. It's way too crowded down here!” he yelled in an attempt to be heard over the crowd. Katie nodded her head in agreement.
They finally found a spot that overlooked the large dance floor below.
Tonight was ‘By special invitation only’ and somehow Bradley had been able to get tickets from a fellow fire fighter who worked in the same ladder company.
Katie glanced at Bradley as she swayed her hips to the music. The enthusiasm and excitement that surrounded them was breathtaking.
She felt Bradley's hand slide around her waist then his palm lay flat against her hip.
Absorbing the cologne he wore and the casual royal blue polo shirt that brought out the deep ocean color of his eyes, she couldn't help but touch him, and placed the palm of her hand against his chest. It was firm, and thoughts of their love making from the night before instantly popped into her mind.
She glanced away just as Bradley caught her staring.
"Why are you blushing McKeller?” he teased pulling her closer as he placed his hand gently under her chin.
As he tilted it up towards him, she had no time for a verbal response. His lips covered hers softly at first then more deeply until Katie remembered where they were and slowly began pulling away.
Bradley released her lips then touched her forehead with his own.
"I love you Katie. I'm never gonna let you go."
Katie smiled wide then gave Bradley a hug.
They continued to listen to the music and enjoy the evening.
"Would you like a drink? I see a waiter over there.” Bradley pointed to the waiter who stood about 15 ft away from them, carrying a full tray of drinks.
"Sure. I'll come with you."
"Why don't you save our spot?"
She followed his line of sight towards a group of people waiting for their chance to take any open spaces.
Katie smiled in agreement then watched Bradley cross the room.
She took a moment to absorb the sights around her. The dance floor below was so crowded with people it looked uncomfortable. Yet, people made the best of it, were smiling, laughing and enjoying the fast beat of the music.
She glanced over her shoulder and watched Bradley take the two glasses from the waiter and converse with him.
That was Bradley. He was so friendly and outgoing. He could strike up a conversation with anyone. Katie smiled at the thought. He was a great guy, her mom and brothers would like him.
Suddenly, Katie thought she felt the floor shaking and then what sounded like an explosion. She grabbed the railing to balance herself. She questioned the likelihood that the floor would shake and leaned over the balcony to look at the dance floor. She couldn't be certain that it was an explosion and then the second explosion hit.
She watched the debris scatter across the dance floor, submerging the crowd in an ocean of black smoke.
In an instant she looked back towards Bradley, trying to maintain her balance as the flooring beneath her feet shifted. There was a frightened look in his eyes, as the intensity of the rumble sent her falling to the floor.
Crowds of panicking people fled for the staircase, knocking into her, literally stepping over her, when suddenly the lights began to flicker before going out completely.
Katie was lost in a sheet of complete darkness as fearful screams replaced the cheerful music from only moments ago.
She couldn't see in front of her as she pulled herself to a sitting position and the floor continued to move below her. Another explosion rung out then a burst of red and orange flames filled the air, past the balcony all the way to the ceiling.
Then came the smell of smoke, the alarms blaring.
Katie was crying, yelling for help. She could feel the force and the intense heat of the fire in the air as it smacked against her face. The explosion shook the whole building. She fell to the floor again in an attempt to gain balance as if she could control the movement with her hands. She could feel the concrete flooring bow and sway below her belly. It was as if she were on a boat instead of multiple floors high in a stationary building. In minutes the club was ablaze, Katie could not see, she could not breathe as her lungs filled with smoke.
She lost sight of Bradley for what seemed like minutes then suddenly she felt his hand, heard his voice.
"I'm here Katie. Hold my hand, stay low, we'll get out!” he yelled, then coughed. Katie held on tight.
Her eyes stung, the sound that surrounded them was fierce. Screams of terror seemed to echo around them, muffled by crackling noise and the flooding fire. The flames were building and building as flashes of red and orange shot up again through the center of the club from the ground floor. Another explosion from beyond the railing sent flames past the third floor and to the highest ceiling above them.
Although she could not hear the sirens or any signs that help was on its way, Katie knew they were coming. The firefighters had to be responding. This was what her father and brothers fought against every time they entered a fire. They would come, they had to be on their way.
She closed her eyes against the multiple bursts of flames. There was nowhere to escape. She hadn't a clue or an instinct as what to do next.
She felt the weight of Bradley's body guarding her against the flames and keeping her close to the floor. She could feel the muscles in his thighs and forearms as he squatted above her. They inched their way closer to the exit.
She cut her hands on broken glass, grasped at the carpeting as they crawled away from the balcony. Bradley urged her to follow his directions.
He's a firefighter ... he knows what he is doing.
She continued to hear the heart wrenching sound of people screaming in pain and terror, but she knew that with Bradley's determination she would survive.
There were sirens in the distance, fire engines honking loudly and fire alarms buzzing throughout the building. Her ears ached, her heart pounded and she cried.
"They're coming in Katie. Let's get to the stairs,” Bradley told her while they continued to crawl along the floor.
They crawled slowly, unsure of the right direction but took advantage of the flashes of light that illuminated what stood just a few feet ahead of them. As the electricity flickered on and off she thought she saw an exit ahead but the sleeve of Bradley's shirt was partially blocking her view.
He wasn't headed for the closer staircase. It was now engulfed in flames. Katie instantly thought of all the people who tried to exit that way.
Crowds of them flooded towards that staircase. Did any of them make it out alive?
She could feel the weight of Bradley's body, the way he turned himself into armor, guarding her body from fire and debris. One arm held her close around her waist. She wanted to nuzzle her face against his chest, close her eyes and pretend it was not real. Thank God Bradley was here beside her, leading her to safety.
They were on the third floor of The Club. There was one exit sign barely visible with only the letters X and T flashing above the door that led to the staircase. The floor under their feet continued to sway and creak. The heat was unbearable.
Suddenly there was a rumble, and she felt Bradley stop in place.
What is that sound?
He squeezed her hand then abruptly let go of it, shoving Katie farther ahead of him. She landed on her shoulder.
Why did he push me away?
"Swoosh!"
The floor gave way to a burst of fire and another explosion. The impact sent Katie in a different direction. She went soaring through the air. She screamed and screamed while her body fell through the hole. The fire raged beneath her, she was descending towards it when suddenly her body made contact with the solid metal flooring. Katie landed on a half broken stairwell. Bradley fell two more floors to his death. The fire swallowed him up.
"Bradley! Bradley!"
Katie was screaming and crying, the pain in her hip was enormous, her ribs protruded through her skin. Her heart ached, she could not breathe. She attempted to reach for Bradley. A sudden loneliness and non-existent feeling came over her.
As she stretched her hand over the side of the stairwell, the flames hit her fingertips, forcing her back. The fire was penetrating the floor she lay on, searing her hip. Katie pulled herself closer against the wall, screaming out to Bradley. “Help!"
She covered her eyes and cried.
Fourteen Months Later
Earl Redding Jr. stared at the building containing the historic restaurant. His gaze focused on the words Jolly Avenue that stood out on the burgundy colored street sign. He recalled often eating at the restaurant for business meetings and personal affairs. Business meetings set up by his fat, obnoxious, know it all boss. Redding felt no remorse for killing him. The man was worthless and had cost him everything. His life was over, his career was over and the time he spent in the psych ward would forever be in the past. His body shook at the thought of being eternally trapped like that again, with feelings of being out of control, a victim to some doctor's mind-raping interrogation in an attempt to figure out where ‘he’ had gone wrong.
"I didn't go wrong!"
Redding instantly felt the anger and the frustration caused by his boss, the police, the doctors at the institute and society itself.
He had little hope for any future outside of the ward, because of his constant nightmares, paranoid feelings and accusations of misdiagnosis and abuse against the doctors. That was until he realized that the voices were real. Not figments of his imagination or his mind's attempt to justify taking another human beings life or his need to seek violence as a resolution to conflict. The so-called ‘professionals’ insisted that Redding created the voices himself. They almost had him convinced. To think about how close he came to falling for the enemies’ tactics made his determination to please his master even greater. They were weak-minded fools. Trained by the spies his master warned him about. He could sense the power and control running through his veins, through the 6 ft of trim, muscular flesh. Redding was in excellent physical condition. He had to be, in order to battle the many spies who were out to destroy his mission.
He smiled wide then laughed quietly. Looking around to be sure no one followed him, he glanced at the street sign one last time before entering the building. The street would not be so ‘jolly’ once he got through with it. He heard his master's command and entered the building undetected.
"Yes Master. I understand, Master,” he whispered his response as he embraced the flow of adrenaline, like the rush some military commanders must have felt prior to setting out to accomplish a mission and catch the enemy off guard. Carefully, meticulously he set the traps, prepared the gravesite for the clueless, misguided, fools. They would realize too late that they did not have a chance and that once the master chose you to die there was no means of escape. Redding worked diligently and followed his master's directions. He wanted to feel complete and was determined to serve his master's every wish. He had a life now, a future and owed it all to the pact he made with the Devil.
Instantly he thought about the club fire he had set months ago. The destructive fire took many lives, the building was fully destroyed and he was victorious in his mission. He would hold onto that successful feeling forever. It brought him such personal pride, never mind the public's attention. The media continued to cover the story and follow the police on their quest to find the person responsible. Redding laughed.
They referred to him as a monster, an insane criminal that had to be stopped.
No one can stop me ... not with the Devil on my side.
The perspiration lay gently against his brow and there was giddiness inside him, yet he focused on the task. His master provided him with intelligence and capabilities he was unaware he possessed. In the beginning, he was slow, intimidated and unable to keep up with the orders. He needed his master's guidance, training and push to overcome his fears. Now, he was more confident and capable of working diligently to complete each task. The smoldering, summer heat could not affect his ability to do his job. He wiped one sweaty palm against his dirty, camouflaged jeans then entwined the wires. Redding continued to place each device where his master commanded. Each precise location was set up to destroy as many people as possible. The sequence of steps to ensure their detonation became second nature to him. His fingertips were steady and quick, his mind sharp as he worked robotically, completing each series of steps so that there would be no mistakes. Finally, he connected them to the bombs themselves.
"Mission complete,” he whispered, then smiled and gathered up his equipment. He needed to be sure he left no clues, no evidence of his presence behind.
He was confident they would not catch him as he snuck back out of the building undetected.
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Chapter 1Katie Marie McKeller exited the hospital through the automatic sliding doors, her shift finally ended. It turned into a double as she assisted the ER doctors with the five victims of a car wreck. She was exhausted. Yawning, she entered her beat up Tempo and headed home. After a half hour stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic, she finally made it past the college campus to her apartment complex.
She waved hello to a few residents she knew but avoided any conversations. Her head was fuzzy. She knew she needed some rest. If she tried to talk to anyone she would surely sound uninterested and non-emotional. Katie had given the ER all she had during the last 22 hours, and the exhaustion set in.
Finally, she entered her apartment.
She was home, although her apartment did not feel much like a home, or as appealing as one, despite her use of a cheerful lavender and floral design throughout. Sometimes she wondered what it would be like to really feel at home, connected. Her mind traveled back to the hospital and to the one accident victim they had lost.
"One out of five isn't bad at all,” she recalled one of the more callous doctors stating as he walked through the ER ... as if ‘one’ was just a number. To the rest of them who worked their tails off running, scrambling around trying to save five lives and leave no one behind, his words were like spears through the heart. Through Katie's eyes, that doctor lost his empathy, the human factor that was imperative when working in a medical field. Perhaps he never experienced such personal loss or maybe it was just a defense mechanism. His comment hadn't sat right with her or the rest of the staff who heard it. That doctor was able to walk away. There was no bloody mess for him to clean up or chaos to relive. For him, there were no family members to console, to embrace and to explain that they had done everything humanly possible to save their son's life.
The tears filled Katie's eyes. She knew the feeling of loss and being out of control. She knew it all too well and that was why she continued in the medical field and worked as a trauma nurse. She wanted to save lives. She sighed deeply as she walked through the living room.
Katie sat on the wide, built in bench in front of the window. She stared out at the midday traffic and her heart filled with the realization that her life was never going to be the same. Did she want it to be? Did she deserve to be here, to be alive? Why was she given a second chance at life and not Bradley? The tears rolled down her cheeks. Her heart ached.
Katie closed her eyes and the flashbacks immediately took over her every thought.
Katie could feel the intense heat of the flames against her skin, charring her flesh, burning others alive. People screamed and the fire alarms blared. Bradley saved her life.
Oh God.
If she had just held onto his hand tighter...
She would have suffered the same fate—death, multiple floors below.
Wiping the tears away from her eyes with the back of her hands, she pushed herself away from the window and from the negative thoughts the best she could. She stood up too quickly and lost her balance, nearly falling to the floor. The pain in her hip was bothersome to say the least, but she needed it.
Katie embraced the pain caused by the injuries she suffered from the fire, but on her terms. In public, she would hide her limp. When she was alone, unable to bear the pain of losing her lover and surviving, she embraced the limp, the scarring, the pain and the nightmares. This was her punishment.
Looking around her apartment, it was obvious to her she'd pushed off her cleaning responsibilities too long. She needed to begin the chores even though she should just rest.
On the way to the hallway closet she paused to glance into the oval antique mirror and was saddened by her reflection.
She squeezed her cheeks, forcing some color into them. It only lasted a moment. If she squeezed any harder, she would cause bruises.
This had become a daily routine since recovering from her injuries. Days grew into weeks and weeks turned into months. She became tired of being alone in her apartment.
Katie looked into the mirror again. The realization hit her hard.
She was dying inside.
Katie worked in the medical field and she knew the signs of the self-destruction a human being was capable of administering to oneself. She showed all the symptoms of posttraumatic stress yet denied the level of intensity. Katie was completely aware of her depression, yet she gave in.
I'm losing the fight. I won't make it. I can't go on.
Those thoughts were so unlike her. She had always fought for herself, for everything she accomplished from the smallest achievements to battling so hard against the stereotypes automatically attached to her small, petite frame. Her feminine curves, ample bust size and gentle demeanor played against her and many people assumed she was unable to handle things herself. She fought hard to prove them wrong and to prove to herself that she was more than capable of handling any challenge. She accomplished this in every detail and aspect of her life. She used to embrace those simple accomplishments, like helping lift a 6 ft, 200 lbs male patient back into his bed after he fell out of it during the middle of the night.
She was no weakling, no little girl, protected from the true realities of life. No. Unfortunately, she had seen and experienced more than her share of life changing events, heart wrenching moments and the true ‘realities of life.'
Being a trauma nurse pushed her into a world dominated by massive injuries, a need for quick reflexes, education and empathy that only ER experience could provide. The strangest part, considering her own losses in her life, was that she embraced the work, felt comfortable and accomplished in having such a profession. The trouble was, as soon as she exited those automatic doors, she was left with her own thoughts and memories of her life. Katie felt lost and hollow inside.
I don't think I can hold on much longer.
She instantly thought of home, her three brothers and her mom. Their house was only two blocks from the beach. Her old room, her friends and her memories at the beach called out to her but she was not a child anymore. She could not run home to Mommy and her brothers and burden them with her pain.
Katie began to cry. The guilt consumed her.
How can I continue to keep such a secret from them all? But how could I tell them about losing Bradley, that he was my lover and my best friend?
She opened the hall closet and pulled out a can of furniture polish, a cloth, and a plastic bag then walked towards the living room while her mind traveled over the past.
She established a nice career after college. She landed a great job in a big metropolitan hospital and oddly wound up as an ER nurse with a specialty in handling burn victims.
Katie laughed at the thought.
A year in a half ago, she met Bradley, a Bolton Bay firefighter and life seemed grand.
Katie looked around at the mess, wondering where to begin. There were loads of newspapers, magazines and mail scattered around the coffee table. She had been working extra shifts at the hospital and volunteering at the burn center.
Stacking the magazines into one pile on the floor, she cleared the coffee table then sprayed a good amount of polish across the wood. The lemony smell filled the air, instantly giving freshness to the stale scented room. She wiped the cloth across the table once, twice, then absorbed the fact that more than an inch of dust had disappeared. The sight of the sparkling wood stirred something inside her. In an instant, she was in full-fledged cleaning mode, dusting every piece of furniture in the place. 20 minutes later, she sprinkled carpet cleaner on the rugs, vacuumed them then began to wash the floors. The apartment was gleaming and smelled amazingly clean by the time she was completely finished.
She practically fell onto the stool by the island in the kitchen. A huge smile formed on her face at the sight and the smell of her freshly clean home. She was mesmerized by her sudden burst of energy, considering she had been awake for more than 24 hours.
Then, there was the silence.
There wasn't a sound. There wasn't a person walking up the sidewalk that was just outside the living room window, not a horn honking from the road, or children laughing.
Just silence and an eerie feeling that consumed Katie and chilled her to the bone.
Hugging herself, she sadly glanced around the room.
Her apartment was empty, her heart was empty, the desire to keep on going was diminishing.
Instantly she thought of Bradley.
The dimple in his left cheek, how the brightness of his deep blue eyes did a number on her heart the second they met. He was over 6 ft tall, trim and muscular, not bulky or hefty like many of the other firefighters in his department. He was handsome in his own unique way, not like a movie star or playboy. He was real. She smiled just thinking about him, his embrace and his ability to get along with everyone he met.
A tear escaped her eye as she wondered about what could have been. The loss of Bradley's life and his love for her left a hole in her heart and her soul. She could not describe it but she silently promised him that she would never love again. She began to sob, to cry out in exhaustion and loneliness as she lay her head down on the counter, crossing her arms and tucking them under her forehead. Strong thoughts of ending it all and giving up the fight to live as a survivor filled her soul as she continued to mourn.
She was losing the battle. There wasn't any sign of hope, yet she held on and wished for an inkling of a message from God or beyond to tell her what to do next, how to live as a survivor or how to feel alive once more.
What do I do now? Where do I go from here? Help me. Please, someone, help me.
The ringing telephone interrupted her thoughts. For a brief moment, she wondered if it were God, calling her as she begged, then the thought disappeared just as quickly.
"I'm losing it,” she said, while looking towards the cordless phone.
Katie was going to just let the answering machine get it, but her loneliness scared her. She did not care if it was a salesperson on the other line. She would listen to their entire pitch, even ask questions if necessary just to have someone to talk to.
Quickly she picked up the receiver.
"Hello."
"Hey Katie what's going on? I'm so glad I caught you. I thought I was going to have to leave another message. Where have you been?” her brother Donny asked.
"Working."
She did not want to sound so down considering that her brother's phone calls always perked her up. He was a Godsend and he did not even know it.
"Pulled another all nighter huh?"
She smiled. Of course Donny would understand. He was a surgeon.
"Yeah, I'm just tired."
"You sound more than tired. I wish I was there so I could see you. Are you sure that you're taking care of yourself?"
Katie swallowed the instant lump in her throat.
"I'm fine Donny, really.” No I'm not. I'm hurting so bad. I want to die.
"When are you coming out here?"
Katie instantly got that nervous feeling in the pit of her stomach. Donny had been hounding her for months now and she did not want to tell him that she had been considering the idea. She missed her family and there was nothing but unpleasant memories here in Bolton Bay. But didn't she owe it to Bradley's family to stay?
"I told you Donny, I'll think about it."
"Well if finding a job is a concern maybe I can help. I can find out if there are any openings in the hospital. Do you want me to?"
"I'll let you know. You're very persistent, do you know that?"
"Yep. I'll have you living back here in Warrens Cove in no time. We miss you Katie."
It was what she needed to hear. She felt a little bit of life perk up deep inside her belly. The tears streamed down her cheeks as she glanced around at the empty apartment. The sensation of being slowly strangled to death entered her thoughts. She was suffocating here. The time had come. She knew, deep down inside,, if she did not take a chance then life was over for her.
It was time to make some major changes and get control of her life.
Thank God for older brothers.
The Grill House restaurant on Jolly Avenue, a block from Pirates Beach was a smoldering mess of ash and smoke. Arson Investigator Kenny Travis listened to the sounds of radio chatter echoing from the large red fire trucks. He scanned the area again, noting the exhausted, black, dirt covered faces. The lieutenant was thanking his firefighters for a job well done but their faces showed their disappointment.
"You done good, boys. That was a doozie of a fire,” the chief stated as he removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair.
The men nodded their heads towards the chief more out of courtesy.
Kenny knew that look all too well. The emotion lodged in his throat. The heroes did not focus on the lives they had saved but those lost.
The last ambulance left with some surviving victims hours ago. The firefighters were able to save most of the patrons, but unfortunately there were casualties.
Thick black smoke had filled the parking lot, multiple cars exploded, debris was everywhere. It had been a four-alarm fire, had taken most of the night to put out and now there was the tedious task of filtering through and hoping the body count did not rise.
Kenny stood alongside Detective Lou Bachelli.
"So do you suppose our man had something to do with this fire?” Lou asked.
"It could be. I'll know more once I get inside and go through everything,” Kenny said. He held his clipboard in his hand. His special toolbox sat on the ground next to his feet. “Who's the lead investigator on the scene?"
"It's Davis. He's good. I'll be able to get access to everything."
"We don't know if this is Redding's doing yet, Lou."
Lou gave Kenny a sideways glance.
Kenny shook his head then looked back towards the building. Firefighters were still cleaning up and gathering their equipment.
Kenny was itching to catch Earl Redding Jr., the arsonist most likely responsible for the current fire. This particular fire had Redding's name all over it. Kenny wanted him badly since the first fire at The Club near the boardwalk in downtown Bolton Bay. Ten young people died and many firefighters suffered injuries. Kenny continued to search. He hooked up with Lou, a seasoned detective in the local department and a longtime friend. The personal connection to this case and the desire to catch their suspect strengthened their friendship. They were working the homicide investigation and on the hunt for Earl Redding Jr. He was responsible for five separate fires and the deaths of more than sixteen people, along with the murder of Lou's nephew, an off-duty firefighter caught in the blaze.
"I can't believe this son of bitch has done it again. When are we gonna catch him?” Lou asked. Kenny sighed.
"You work your end and I'll work mine."
Kenny picked up his kit and looked at Lou. Lou's face was expressionless and Kenny could sense that he was just as frustrated as he was and just as determined to stop Redding Jr.
"You coming?” Kenny nodded his head towards the smoky building.
Lou took a deep breath and followed Kenny inside. Kenny got an eerie feeling as his nostrils consumed the smells around him. Ash, gasoline, death. He exhaled. More detectives and police officers arrived to aid in the investigation. It would be days before they had any answers or anything concrete to go by.
Kenny walked through the blackness. The emotion and the disgust for their prime suspect consumed his mind as he took in the surroundings. He notified the first responding officer of his presence before heading towards the crime scene.
They were in the main dining area as two police officers directed them towards the location of the bodies.
Lou exchanged glances with Kenny.
"I'll catch up with you later."
"No problem.” Kenny headed towards the staircase that led to the basement.
Kenny noted Lou headed towards a separate hallway past the door that led to the kitchen. The majority of fire damage appeared to surround that area as well.
Kenny walked through the structure, noting significant points of interest along the way. He would backtrack numerous times to record his impressions and findings along with samples of evidence.
He located the entrance to the basement and made his way carefully down the charred flight of stairs. Kenny noted the pattern of heavy rolling char on the surface of each step as well as the ‘V’ pattern against the surrounding walls. It appeared that some sort of accelerant assisted in spreading the flames. The fire shot up the staircase in a chimney effect, causing the blaze to spread through the dining area.
As Kenny walked through the basement, he noted three different areas that contained darker shadows of soot. Each of them appeared to be located in a circular pattern. He bent down, looked more closely, and could see the tiny particles and what appeared to be evidence of explosives.
Kenny sat back on his heels, balancing himself as the shock penetrated through him.
The evidence and findings were pointing at arson and he had a feeling that Redding was the one responsible. Redding was taking it to the next level.
He would need Lou's investigative capabilities to identify the D.O.A.'s upstairs and find a link to Redding.
Kenny sighed as he began to write down his findings and call his assistants to help him collect evidence. If they wanted to catch Redding and prosecute him for his acts of murder and arson, he and his team would have to be thorough.
"You're mine, Redding. You're going to screw up and when you do, I'll be right there to put you away,” Kenny whispered.
* * * *Ryan Masters slowly opened his eyes. The throbbing in his head was enormous. By the feel of the weight of it, he knew he should just lay motionless. Then the nausea set in. Hangover from hell. I gotta get to work.
He squinted in the direction of his bedside table to where the alarm clock sat. Instead, he saw a stuffed pig dressed in a firefighter's full gear. He blinked, figuring he was still half asleep.
He lifted his head slightly off the pillow and the room began to spin.
Shit!
He grabbed hold of the mattress on either side of him as he sat up in the bed. His head fell back against the headboard. He observed the floral décor of the room, instantly followed by the smell of cheap perfume, pungent, and mixed with beer.
"Where the hell am I?"
Too quickly, his gaze shot to the bedside.
As he regained focus, he absorbed the fact that he was in bed with a naked woman.
Her shoulder length hair spread wildly across the pillow and her cheek. Her backside faced him and his stomach churned.
He looked more closely at her face trying to remember who the hell she was. He noted the smudged red lipstick, the curve of her oversized silicone breast. As his eyes traveled down her bony body he got the shock of his life. Plastered on her rear was a tattoo of a firefighter's helmet. Did he just have sex with some infatuated firefighter groupie?
He had to get the hell out of there.
Ryan tried to remember what happened and how he wound up in bed with the blonde.
He slowly slid his legs off the bed and felt the room spin again.
He grabbed his head with both hands and stared at the shaggy red carpeting.
His clothes were in a ball on the floor.
He grabbed the boxers and slowly stepped into them. He cringed at the next motion but knew he had no choice. This was bad. He hadn't gotten this drunk in years.
The nausea was building as he glanced around the room. He saw the doorway that appeared to lead to the bathroom. He could see the white vanity from where he sat.
He stood up and the pounding increased along with the sensation that he was going to hurl. He ran for the bathroom making it to the toilet just in time.
He vomited until the dry heaves set in then slid down the wall beside it and sat with his head between his knees.
Slowly Ryan started to feel better as he opened his eyes allowing the circumstances to set in.
"I'm an asshole.” He let out a huge sigh and felt the guilt replace the sick sensations in his belly.
The bathroom was black and white checkered. Not the best bathroom to be stuck in with a freaking hangover.
Frustrated, he knew he had to get his clothes on and leave. He prayed the blonde didn't wake up and that she wouldn't remember the night they had.
He started to remember bits and pieces of the night before.
He was drinking a lot, hanging with the guys at The Pit when the blonde approached him.
She was flirting and whispering in his ear while his friends looked on in envy.
He allowed his reputation to lead him the rest of the way.
He couldn't tell her to go take a hike or the guys would never let him live it down. He had an image to maintain.
He rubbed his head and could feel the tears stinging his eyes.
He didn't like this feeling. He hated himself right now and he hated living this lie.
The next thing he remembered was the blonde doing some kind of lap dance, and him carrying her over his shoulder out of The Pit while everyone cheered him on.
It was a total nightmare.
The panic was setting in as he slowly rose from the floor. He had to grab his stuff and leave quietly.
Just as he placed his hand on the doorknob the door swung open.
"Hey Bull, I missed you."
There she stood—his nightmare in the flesh, hands on her hips, legs spread in a stance that made him swallow hard.
"I gotta get going.” He tried to sound confident despite his lack of enthusiasm about the situation and as he began to walk past her, he felt the fake nails against his arms.
"You're so big, so damn sexy. You should be a model."
She kissed the tiny pink flesh on his chest.
He looked into her blue eyes. She was only a few inches shorter than him and way too thin for his liking. Sobering up made him realize this.
Her hands glided over his abs and she complimented the definition of each muscle.
She grabbed him by the waist and started moving him backwards as she caressed his skin with her mouth.
The woman was talented and obviously she had a lot of practice.
He tried to stop her next move when suddenly he fell to the bed with the blonde pressed on top of him.
He closed his eyes and swore he was going to change his ways starting after today.
* * * *Katie McKeller sat on the wooden, industrial bench, placing her heavy brown suitcase down on the ground beside it. She ran her hand through her hair then wiped the perspiration from her brow.
The train ride had been long and tiresome, she wondered if she would ever get there. It was obvious to Katie that those feelings stemmed from her need to get back home and the anticipation of her new life.
Flying would have been a hell of a lot quicker, but nightmares of the airplane crashing into a ball of flames made taking the train a safer choice. Katie exhaled and shook her head. This time her self inflicted anxieties got the best of her and as a result, she was tired.
She ran a hand through her hair and glanced around the train station. Just then another train arrived as passengers loaded on. A young girl, no more than eighteen stood hugging a man and a woman goodbye. Katie assumed they were her parents.
The image reminded her of herself years ago preparing to leave for college. Her mom and her brothers waved goodbye and tears streamed down her mother's cheeks. Katie wanted to stay and nearly got off the train but knew she couldn't.
She glanced away from the scene and focused on her suitcase for a moment.
From the time Donny had called, Katie reminisced about her life in Bolton Bay as well as her childhood in Warrens Cove.
She was successful, independent and just because she was home again that wouldn't change.
She rarely second guessed her judgments or the decisions she made over the years. She was always more mature and in tune with her gut instincts and ability to make the better choice.
She rubbed her arm, caressed the bronze colored skin from her three days of lying out on the beach. It was the only down time she had between leaving her job, selling her apartment and leaving for home. It nearly drove her insane to actually lie down on a beach and just roast. It reminded her of her teenage years in high school and meeting her friends at the beach near the boardwalk in Warrens Cove. The little grilling hut served the best burgers and soft shell crab sandwiches around. Never mind the homemade potato salad and coleslaw they prepared fresh as well. She couldn't help but smile at the memory.
Katie took a deep breath, absorbing the ocean air. She could taste the saltwater, the warmth of it against her skin yet the beaches of Warrens Cove were miles from the train station.
However, there were those instant signs that she was close to the water and the beach. The sand that lay scattered near the roadways, signs advertising surfboards, rafts, boogie boards and snorkeling gear. Then there were the many restaurants promoting lobster and crab dinners, surf and turf and fresh oysters on the half shell. Her mouth watered.
"Katie!"
She smiled wide then rose from the bench to greet her brother Donny.
They embraced.
"My God, look at you. You look incredible, so gorgeous.” Donny pulled Katie into another embrace and her heart leaped.
"I missed you,” he whispered, after he kissed the top of her head.
"I missed you, too,” she said. The tears stung her eyes but did not fall. He squeezed her tightly before she pulled away.
Donny picked up her suitcase with one hand then gently took Katie's hand to lead her to his car.
Her brother had aged a bit, the stress of being a surgeon, she guessed by the light streaks of gray near his ears. He was tall, over 6 ft 3 in, just like her father had been. Donny had his father's eyes, brown like dark chocolate and his hair matched.
"You look good Donny. How is Melody?"
"Melody is great. Busy as usual and she cannot wait to see you. Eighteen months was just too long.” He stopped just shy of the silver BMW.
"This is it,” he said rather proudly.
Katie took in the full sight of the luxurious sports car. “Very nice,” she complimented then opened the passenger door.
Katie thought about her beat up Tempo that got her through college, to and from work and safely through the ghettos outside the wealthy town of Bolton Bay.
The city had been a dangerous place for a car and parking was just as brutal.
She almost missed her old hunk of junk but planned to get a new car once she settled in.
"Mom, Michael and Billy have planned a little dinner for us at the house. We should arrive right on schedule.” Donny started the ignition and revved the engine.
"Isn't that beautiful?” he asked with his eyes closed, hands on the steering wheel and smile wide.
"Do you need me to step out a minute? Maybe you need a moment alone."
He gave his sister a sideways glance. “Smart ass."
Off they drove towards Warrens Cove. Katie absorbed the scenery as Donny drove the car slowly through traffic.
* * * *The station house at Ladder Three in Warrens Cove had finally quieted down.
One false alarm and a two-alarm fire had brought the work shift into the early afternoon.
They restocked the rigs with the necessary supplies and the smell of chili and veggie burgers filled the garage from the kitchen.
"Colt's an asset to this operation,” Freddie said, as he ran his hands along the yellow suspenders.
Colt knew the last time most of these men had eaten was at 6:00 a.m right before the alarm rang, and here it was 3:00 p.m.
The hungry firefighters swarmed into the kitchen, grabbing hunks of bread, bowls of chili and bottled water. Colt smiled at the sound of parading footsteps as the large, stocky men invaded the kitchen. He could not help but smile, knowing that they all looked forward to the meals he created. They had worked especially hard this day and he was proud and more than capable of providing some comfort and refueling for them before the bell rang again.
Colt looked at Freddy and Billy's plates.
"You two on some diet?” he said. The McKeller brothers had reputations for having bottomless pits for stomachs.
"Nah, we're just saving our appetites for tonight,” Billy said then took a bite of chili.
"What's tonight?” Colt asked. The other firefighters looked on as they apparently half listened to the line of questioning while still hungrily feasting on the food.
Michael gazed at Billy a moment. He was sure Katie did not want anyone to know she was back home.
It had been over two years since he and Michael had seen Katie.
The family seemed happy she was coming back home where they could keep an eye on her. Billy recalled, not too long after the fire, she always cut the telephone conversations short. Billy was certain he was not the only one who noticed it. Katie was distancing herself, and there had to be a reason. She always had an excuse for why they could not come visit. Before the family knew it, a year had passed. A sure sign Katie was hiding something. He wondered if Billy and Donny had the same feelings. If they did, they never mentioned it to him.
"Well?” Colt pushed for an answer.
"Dinner at our mom's house, even Donny will be there,” Michael said rather rudely then went back to eating. Colt apparently got the hint and turned back towards the stove.
"What's mom making?” Ryan asked. Michael shot him an annoyed look.
"You are not invited,” Billy said with a smile. Ryan was Billy's best friend, and partner in crime with the women. He had a dangerous side to him that often reared its ugly head, but he was also one of the best buddies and fellow firefighter Billy could ever ask for.
Billy gazed at Ryan, shaking his head as he took a bite of fresh bread.
Ryan laughed.
"Tell mom I said hello. So what's the special occasion?” Ryan asked taking another slice of fresh bread from the bowl.
"No special occasion—"
"Family business,” Michael interrupted Billy then abruptly pushed himself away from the table. Everyone stared at him. His attitude was different today.
Billy watched as Michael threw away his garbage, thanked Colt, then left the kitchen.
Billy swallowed then finished up as well.
"What's up with him today?” Colt asked, nodding his chin towards the direction Michael left in.
"Beats me.” Billy rose from the table.
He thanked Colt then looked at the clock.
"Well it's quitting time boys. See you tomorrow.” Billy slapped Ryan on the shoulders.
"We on for tonight over at The Pit?” Ryan asked.
Billy thought about the local restaurant with its outdoor bar overlooking Warrens Cove. The lovely young women he could meet and possibly hook-up with for the night would be in ample numbers.
"Nah, not tonight. I'll see you tomorrow.” Billy headed out the door in search of Michael.
Colt shook his head. “Something is up with those two. They're acting strange."
"You aren't kidding. When has Billy ever not wanted to go to The Pit? Especially with his luck with the women,” Ryan commented as he started to clean up his plate.
"You should be happy Ryan, now there's more for you to choose from.” Freddy said.
"Hot pants here don't have to do much but walk into that place. They swarm to you, Bull,” Brad said, and Colt, Lieutenant Charlie Hoolihan and the other firefighters from Ladder Three started adding their comments.
Before long, Ryan felt the heat reach his cheeks but it was his own fault. He created the ladies man image. He could not help the attention that flocked in his direction. Sometimes it got on his nerves, the phone calls while he was trying to sleep, love letters from strange women, but it was all part of the job. Other guys, including Billy and Michael, had to deal with the same nonsense. The other night was a wake up call. That was never going to happen again.
What the guys didn't know was he had taken the Lieutenant's test, was up for the promotion, but the chief and the captain didn't think he was ready. They called him a hot head, said he took too many chances and being a leader was not about the glory and being on top.
Ryan had a reputation in the past for taking risks. However, lately he felt he had learned from his mistakes. He now followed the rules and the chief noticed, even commented on it but Ryan's temper was still there and it stood in the way of making him a good leader.
Ryan stood up and cleaned off his plate as the guys continued to rag on him. He smiled pretending it didn't bother him one bit, but it did.
He was grateful when Lieutenant Hoolihan changed the subject.
"Hey, did you hear what happened to Chuck Sullivan, from Ladder Two? His gear was stolen from his truck yesterday morning,” the Lieutenant stated as he began to clear his plate.
"Hey, I heard about that and then there was this rumor that his girlfriend stole it. She was pissed off because she found out he wasn't exactly being faithful,” Brad added.
"I guess you guys never had a chance to logon to the Ladder Two My Room site,” Ryan said with a smirk.
"Shit no. Who the hell has time to bullshit and leave comments to a bunch of other firefighters from different houses?” Brad asked, obviously not into online chat sites, blogging, or other computer associated communication.
"Well if you did, you would have seen the message and comment his ex-girlfriend left him. She also forwarded her comments and pictures to every one of his friends as well as thousands of other firehouses throughout the United States."
Ryan obviously had the guys’ attention. They stared, apparently waiting to hear what message was left.
"His ‘x’ had someone take a picture of her with one hand handcuffed to the bedpost, the other hand flipping the bird at the camera, while she wore nothing but a T-shirt. The biggest blow was the words on the T-shirt."
"What the hell did it say?” Brad, Colt and the lieutenant asked in unison.
Ryan smirked before answering them.
"It stated, “God made Police Officers so that Firefighters could have Heroes."
"Ohhhh, man!"
"That bitch!"
"Serves him right. Can you bring that picture up for me?” Colt asked, as the roaring and laughter traveled through the kitchen.
Ryan laughed.
Billy went in search of Michael and found him by the back door of the stationhouse. He was talking to Chief William Rodney. William was a good friend of their father's, and pals with Colt and a few other seasoned firefighters. It was obvious to Billy that Michael was going through something right now. Billy could not get him to talk about it. Maybe the chief could? Billy headed back towards the lockers, leaving his brother and the chief some time to talk.
* * * *"Katie?” Chief William Rodney asked in obvious shock, then took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair.
Michael nodded then leaned against the building. He took out a cigarette and lit it up.
"Why didn't you tell me sooner? Your mom didn't mention this. Is Katie all right?” William asked, his concern apparent in his voice.
Michael recalled that William had wanted to fly out to Bolton Bay with their mom and the rest of the family but Katie would not have it. Maybe William shared Michael's feeling that Katie minimized the physical and emotional pain she was in. She was stubborn and bullheaded just like the rest of the McKeller clan. Their mom included.
"Katie doesn't want anyone to know that she's back. She wants to ease her way back into our lives or some shit.” Michael took another puff from the bad habit and avoided eye contact with the chief.
William looked at Michael sideways.
"Ease her way back into our lives? What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
Michael shrugged his shoulders then took another puff.
As shocked as William was, it was obvious more was bothering Michael about his sister's return. The chief looked around, no one was in earshot. Michael and Billy meant the world to him and he had taken on a father figure role in their lives since Mack died.
It was hard not to show some favoritism towards the boys. William had silently promised Mack that he would watch over the McKeller kids as if they were his own.
He placed his hand on Michael's shoulder.
Michael looked William in the eye.
"What is it, son? What's bothering you?"
Michael appeared hesitant a moment then he finally spoke. “I've missed her and have worried about her so much. I'm afraid she may have minimized what her injuries were."
Michael looked towards the backyard and the fire-training tower. “Katie pushed us all away, she didn't need or want our help and she's setting us up and mom especially for the rejection and isolation."
"Maybe not, son. Katie never told any of you the specifics about the fire. It was obvious she had been through a lot. Katie made those choices for reasons maybe you and I might not understand but they are her choices. Just think about how wonderful it will be to have Katie back."
"I know. I've just got this feeling that something isn't right, you know? Whether she likes it or not she's going to have my protection."
William smiled.
"That's what being a big brother is all about."
"Hey Mike you ready yet?” Billy interrupted the conversation and the chief smiled.
"Give her my best and tell her to stop by and see me. I've missed her too."
Bolton Bay: Crime Scene
"The guys did good. They kept away from this area and I'm able to get a bunch of samples off this victim,” Kenny told Lou as he continued to collect evidence.
He had already taken many pictures of the victim and the crime scene.
Lou stood to the side.
"Man, I could never get used to that smell.” Lou scrunched his nose, then cleared his throat.
Kenny smirked at Lou's comment. The smell was intense and it was not that Kenny was used to it. No one gets used to the smell of death. Kenny focused on the investigation and the desire to collect as much evidence as he could. That was not an easy task considering the main source of evidence was the charred statuesque body, lying in a puddle of water and soot.
Kenny was silent as he continued his work.
He asked himself multiple questions. Who is this victim? What injuries does the victim have and was he conscious at the time of the fire? Why was he unable to get out?
Kenny noted their location in the building. He would need a blueprint of the place, locate the offices away from the restaurant area and perhaps find out why this victim could not escape.
Kenny was fully aware that inhalation of smoke or chemicals can cause the victim to become disoriented and panic, they do not know what to do and unfortunately they are rendered unconscious and it is too late.
Kenny would be sure to find out what happened, to discover the true circumstances of this victim's death.
Lou's cell phone began to ring and Kenny glanced up towards him as he reached to his hip to retrieve the phone from the black clip.
"Detective Bachelli!"
Kenny listened to Lou as he spoke.
"Are you sure you got a witness? Can she identify the man walking out?"
"The back door? A description?"
Kenny stopped what he was doing as Lou continued talking on the phone. A moment later, he hung up.
"They got somebody outside who may have seen someone enter the restaurant before the fire then again as the fire started. They're claiming to have heard a small explosion first then they saw the guy exit the back door."
"Where was this witness at the time of the explosion? Did they get a good look at the guy?” Kenny asked.
"I'm going to find out everything. I'll call you."
"Find out everything you can about this person and I mean everything,” Kenny said.
"I'll do my job and you make sure to do yours. You're going to be here for days,” Lou teased and Kenny shook his head then went back to work.
Lou headed towards a group of detectives talking with a young woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties.
He introduced the others and immediately noticed the fact that the young woman was upset and nervous. She pushed her blonde hair behind her ears and avoided making eye contact with him.
Lou got the other detectives to give them some space. He was hopeful yet pessimistic about the witness. He started asking the young woman some questions.
"What were you doing sitting outside the restaurant?"
"I was spying on my boyfriend, the piece of crap. I knew he was cheating on me. Can I smoke?"
Lou nodded a ‘yes'.
The blonde lit up her cigarette and he noted her shaking hands.
"What did you say your name was?"
"I didn't.” She took another deep inhale held it then released it.
Lou tilted his head and gave her a ‘don't even think of messing with me’ look.
She glanced away, appearing annoyed, then changed positions, leaning her free hand on her hip. Lou noticed the small round bruises on her hipbone as her short, loose fabric shirt lifted. It also revealed her semi flat stomach.
Lou took in the full sight of her and could not help the gut feeling. Was she a streetwalker, one of many club bangers perhaps? There were all types that tended to hang out in the surrounding area. Decent people answered a detective, a cop, with respect.
"Name,” he demanded.
"Lori, and yours?"
Lou absorbed her appearance again and when their gazes met, she winked and swayed her hips then let her tongue roll over her bottom lip.
His gut was right.
"So, Lori, what did you see?"
"Just some guy go into the restaurant then leave."
"The other detectives said you mentioned an explosion."
"Yeah, I heard some loud bang then smoke headed out the side windows near the back."
"Where were you at the time?"
"I heard the explosion and walked towards the side of the building. That's when I saw the smoke then the same guy walking out from behind the building. The flames were all over and he stood there watching a minute.” Lori pointed towards the office window and the side parking lot. A wooded area covered the property.
Lou knew that a small side street was on the other side of the woods.
He continued to ask Lori questions and soon she was describing the man she had seen.
Lou knew it had to be Redding Jr. He jotted down some more notes then got the witness's information. He knew where she lived, her phone number and the small department store she worked at.
He went over everything again then thanked her.
Lou received more information from the police officers that canvassed the area around the restaurant as well as from the other detectives. Lori was not the only person who noticed the guy. An hour later, they had a partial license plate and a description of the bus the guy had left in. The next step was to locate the bus company, question the bus driver and find out the bus route. If they were lucky perhaps, the driver or a passenger recalled the stop where the suspect got off the bus. Lou quickly called dispatch to start working on the location of the bus company. A process like this was going to take a while but he embraced the fact that it appeared as if they were getting closer to capturing Earl Redding Jr.
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Chapter 2Everyone was in the kitchen except Katie. She strolled through the sitting room near the living room letting her hand gently glide across her father's old navy blue recliner.
She inhaled and could have sworn she smelled his scent. Smoke and hard work with a hint of aftershave mixed in. She remembered calling it the ‘firemen's cologne'.
She closed her eyes and could see his face clear as day.
"Katie Marie McKeller, get over here and give your daddy a hug!" Her father would say and she would run into his arms. She did that until that morning. The morning he left for work at the firehouse and never returned.
Katie swallowed hard, drawing her attention to the family pictures and the window overlooking the backyard.
She stared at her high school graduation picture and her forced smile. Her father had died only weeks before.
Then there was a picture of her college graduation with Mom, Michael, Donny and Billy standing around her. Even in that picture, she barely smiled.
She continued to take in her surroundings and reminisce about her childhood. The four-bedroom Cape style home had received some major updating over the years. All except the small sitting room she now stood in. The windows were open wide and a soft ocean breeze caressed the air around her. She inhaled, allowing her senses to remember and to travel back to a time when her whole family gathered in love as one. She glanced towards the hallway, her imagination getting the best of her as the childhood memory played out.
She recalled being around 14 years old, her hair was cut to her shoulders and she had just tiptoed out of her parents’ room. It was silly, but she wanted to try her mom's lipstick. The one she wore the night before to the annual fire department dinner. Katie closed her eyes. The memory was so clear and the black dress her mother wore was sophisticated and sexy. She recalled blushing a little, as her father kept pulling her mother close to kiss her. By the third time he gave her some loving and a gentle spank on her bottom, her mom retaliated with a jab to his stomach. Katie's father, Mack, pulled her mother Lea into an embrace as they laughed then kissed again.
Katie wiped the tear from her eye then recalled the lipstick event. She was walking, or rather, she was ‘sneaking’ down the hallway when Michael bumped right into her. He saw the lipstick and reprimanded her.
"What are you doing, Katie Marie?” he asked with his hands on her shoulders.
"Nothing. Sorry," she'd said, then tried to bypass him. What a meaningless attempt that was. Michael, even at the age of 20, was over 6ft tall.
"You don't need that crap on your lips, Katie, and you're way too young."
Katie recalled how she started to argue with her brother and he stopped her. She would never forget the look of sincerity and love in his eyes as he said: "You're beautiful without it."
The current burst of laughter in the kitchen, interrupted Katie's thoughts. She listened. Billy was teasing Donny about gaining some extra pounds and mom was laughing.
Melody was adding her comments about her soon to be husband's almost perfect physique, which sent Donny into an uproar. Katie heard Donny say, “Almost perfect, what do you mean almost perfect?"
Katie smiled, half listening to the conversation and laughter overflowing from the kitchen as she walked towards the living room and looked around. Her mom made many changes to the room, but kept a few pictures Katie sent from over a year ago.
Katie peeked out the side window and could see her mother's vegetable garden. It was huge. She smiled just thinking about cooking with all those homemade herbs and veggies. That was something she loved to do, cook. She had gotten darn good at cooking. At least that is what her dinner guests told her, when she had any. She thought about Terry, Bradley, and Paul.
She walked towards the back door that led to the porch. She loved the smell of earth and gardens. Once again, the ocean air swept over her along with signs of the nearby beach. Bits of sand bordered the grass around the backyard. The outdoor shower sat against the side of the house near the patio and driveway. There was nothing like taking a shower outdoors after a day of lounging on the beach. It was one of the benefits living so close to the beach. She missed the outdoor shower experience having lived in a condominium complex in Bolton Bay. The outdoor shower stall was a definite symbol and reminder of the house's close proximity to the beaches of Warrens Cove. A mere two-block walk and she could wiggle her toes into the granular, cream-colored sand.
Katie leaned over the railing to take a closer look at the assortment of vegetables the robust garden contained.
"Every year mom expands that damn garden and either myself or Billy get dragged into weeding it.” Michael's deep voice interrupted her thoughts. Katie turned towards her brother.
God, he was so handsome and tall, his features were a combination of both their parents.
However, he seemed serious and reserved when she entered the house today.
All three of her brothers were tall like their father. It was funny how Katie did not get the tall gene. She was just a few inches over five feet tall.
"I wouldn't mind that job. If you need a hand, I'll help."
Katie looked back over the railing and towards the garden.
"You like that stuff, too? You learn how to cook or something?” he asked, placing his hands awkwardly in his pockets then leaning right beside her.
Michael had always been rugged and tough. He wore a serious expression most of the time, which could come across as intimidating. She was not intimidated at all. She loved Michael and she missed him.
Katie wanted to hug him but was afraid he might push her away. God, it was a terrible thought. Nevertheless, she was right to think it. She did not know them anymore than they knew her. This was her fault.
"I had a friend in college whose parents were from Italy. They had a stunning garden twice the size of Mom's. Anyway, their tomatoes were gorgeous. They taught me how to cook them down and make homemade tomato sauce. I love to cook."
Was she rambling? Did her brother not trust her, not want to be near her or something? He hesitated and showed no contact since she arrived. Katie felt like she was under some microscope. He was staring at her, she could feel his eyes on her even though her back stayed towards him.
Michael stared at his sister's profile while she spoke about her friend from college and cooking. Katie was striking and she wore her hair long instead of short like he last remembered. The deep chestnut color shimmered with shades of red and gold. She looked taller, even though she was only 5 ft 4 in.
"Mike showing you the garden?” Billy asked, bursting through the doorway all bubbly and excited. Turning towards him, Katie smiled.
Michael watched as his younger brother touched Katie's hand and smiled wide.
"I'm glad you're here, sis."
That was Billy. He spoke his mind and always focused on the positive. Usually that annoyed Michael but right now, he envied his brother. Only moments ago Michael wished he had the nerve to embrace his sister.
He wanted her to know that she could trust him and that he was here for her.
Billy placed his arms around Katie's shoulders.
"So how does it feel to be back home? Mom hasn't made too many changes to the house?"
Katie smiled. “It feels a little strange."
"Well you'll get over that. One quick trip to the beach and a taste of the boardwalk delicacies and you'll feel right at home."
"You remember Jerry's? He moved his place down to the other end of the boardwalk to get away from the club crowds,” Michael said.
"Really? Are there a lot of new places on the boardwalk?” Katie asked.
"Oh yeah. Unfortunately the area has grown at record speed and become a bit touristy. You'll get used to it,” Billy added.
"Dinner's ready!” Melody announced.
They all headed into the dining room.
Katie sat in a chair next to Billy. Donny, Michael, Mom and Melody gathered around the dining room table as well.
Katie instantly recalled the many holiday celebrations the family shared in the dining room. Every holiday, every birthday and special occasion celebrated over a large meal and the whole family gathering around the same table.
Katie missed that closeness, that connection. It was not as if it were severed. The displaced family connection stayed buried among the five years she lived away from them, combined with the loss, regret and trauma.
Katie's eyes immediately caught sight of the heirloom china closet that guarded all of her mom's china and breakables. Their father's memorial plaque marking his first day as a firefighter and his last day on earth replaced their great-grandmother's Balleek vase. Dad's small picture in full uniform stood above the words.
"Fireman's Prayer"
"When I am called to duty, God,
Whenever flames may rage,
Give me strength to save some life, whatever
Be its rage..."
Katie's eyes dropped to the last two lines.
"...and if according to my fate...
I am to lose my life, please bless with your
protecting hand, my children and my wife."
Billy touched Katie's hand and she looked at him. His smile was sympathetic as he squeezed her hand.
Katie fought back the tears, unwilling to shed them in front of the family.
"So what are the plans for tomorrow Katie? What would you like to do first?” her mom asked as she passed around the sweet potatoes. Her mom was smiling wide, apparently happy to cook the family a feast and have all her children together.
Everyone glanced towards Katie and she daintily wiped the corners or her mouth with the napkin then placed it on her lap before speaking.
"Well, I'd love to look around town, familiarize myself with Warrens Cove again. I need to go car shopping, look for a place to stay—"
"A place to stay? What do you mean? I thought you were going to stay here?” Her mom asked and instantly, Katie's stomach hurt. She did not want to insult her mother or her family and she did not want to impose. Donny and Melody had their own place but Billy lived downstairs and Michael had the separate apartment above the garage.
"I thought it might be crowded. I didn't want to impose—"
"Impose! You are my daughter. Now, I do not want to hear another word. We've missed you and you're staying here where you belong.” Her mom raised her voice then took a breath.
Katie sensed her mom was upset. She glanced around the table at the others, feeling their eyes upon her as well as the feelings of guilt.
Lea smiled apologetically at Katie.
"It's settled then. Why look for a place and pay rent when you can live here rent-free? The food isn't bad either,” Billy said.
"I guess it would be all right for a while, until I am settled in with my job at the hospital. Thanks mom,” Katie said then took a sip of lemonade from her glass.
"So, how was it, working at such a busy city hospital? Have you seen really intense stuff?” Melody asked.
Katie thought Melody was sweet and a good match for her brother Donny. They were so in love and expressed their attraction to one another openly. Katie watched Donny give Melody complete attention. Katie thought about Bradley again but quickly pushed aside the feelings.
"Yes, it was intense but I loved working in the ER. I feel most useful there.” Katie was happy to tell her family a little bit about her profession and her extensive experience.
She continued to ramble on as her brothers, Melody and Mom asked questions about those experiences. They seemed awestruck at her abilities.
"Katie has an awesome resume. The board members were very impressed. In fact, your boss called from the hospital in Bolton Bay. He was sorry to see you go, all the staff were,” Donny stated then smiled.
"I can't believe they called. Really?” Katie asked, feeling rather surprised.
"Yeah, they did and now I look really good, finding such an outstanding replacement trauma nurse for the ER.” Donny showed conceit and pride as he crossed his arms in front of his chest.
"Ignore him, Katie,” Melody said, then gave Donny a light jab on his arm.
"Will you two get to work together?” Michael asked then took another bite of Italian bread.
"We sure will, and I'm looking forward to it. Hopefully, my baby sister won't let all the fame and glory of her experience and reputation go to her head,” Donny teased.
"No way, not Katie. She's a McKeller,” Billy said with a smile and Katie smiled back.
After dinner, Katie and Melody helped Mom clean up while the boys sat on the porch.
Donny peeked through the door. The women were in the kitchen.
"So what do you think?” Donny asked Billy and Michael.
"She's gorgeous. We're going to have our hands full keeping the guys away from this house,” Billy said then laughed. Michael stayed silent.
"You're not kidding me. I wanted to ask her about the fire, about her injuries but I know she needs time. We can't bombard her with so many questions her first night back home.” Donny peeked through the doorway again to be sure Katie was not in earshot.
"She doesn't want to tell us. She's holding back, can't you tell?” Michael added, then turned towards the porch railing to look out into the night sky. The stars were bright, the air was warm but an eerie feeling sat on the tip of the breeze.
"Can you blame her, Michael? Obviously she minimized her injuries,” Donny told his brothers.
Michael and Billy looked at him sideways, seemingly not quite understanding what he meant.
"I noticed a slight limp when Katie was walking. She hides it well but it's still there."
"How the hell can you detect something like that?” Michael challenged.
"It comes with being a doctor. Also, didn't you notice after we showed Katie around the house and the property that she needed to sit down?"
"She could have been tired from the train ride,” Michael countered.
"From sitting for hours? I don't think so. Take my word for it, there's something there,” Donny said with confidence.
"So what do you suggest we do about it? We can't point it out or make her feel uncomfortable. We have to make her see that we love her and she can trust us,” Billy said.
"That we're here for her and we're just as anxious to be part of her life,” Donny replied.
Michael exhaled, his arms laid crossed in front of his chest. Donny and Billy looked at him.
"What's wrong Michael?” Donny asked.
"This is easy for you guys. You have no problem openly expressing your emotions. I am a real man. That shit's difficult,” Michael blurted out.
"Screw you, a real man!” Billy stated, raising his voice then looking back towards the doorway to be sure the women were not in earshot.
Donny laughed then shook his head at Michael.
"I know it's not easy for you tough guy, but she is our only sister. Just try to keep the lines of communication open. It's not like she's a stranger,” Billy added.
"Pretty close. We know nothing about her. Look at her hair. Did you know she was wearing it long? What about her experience at the hospital? Did you know she was so involved, so professional and experienced? I sure as hell didn't,” Michael said.
"She's an adult Michael, not some kid. Just try to be open and talk to her about everyday things as much as you can. That will make it easier to handle the harder conversations and subjects,” Donny replied.
"You mean the fire?” Billy asked.
"Among other things. She's a knock out and as long as she's living under this roof you two are going to have to handle the guy situation like dad would if he were still alive,” Donny told them.
Billy laughed and Michael sighed again.
"This conversation is giving me a stomachache, never mind my pounding headache,” Michael said.
"That will be my pleasure,” Billy said with a smile, rubbing his hands together almost planning his technique already.
Donny patted Billy on the back.
"There's no doubt in my mind you won't enjoy it bro."
Michael stayed silent but promised himself he would protect his little sister every way he could. Whether Billy and Donny could see it or not Michael did not care. Katie would always be the baby of the family.
"So Katie, how does if feel to be back home?” Melody asked with a smile, as she continued to dry the dishes Katie washed.
Katie inhaled some fresh air from the open window then glanced at her mom.
"It feels good. I can't believe all the changes to the area. I noticed all the new construction outside of town closer to the train station. I suppose the population has increased a bit over the years."
"It sure has. You will have to check out the new park the town put in last year. It is gorgeous. I wish there was a park like that when you kids were growing up. It would have kept you entertained,” Lea stated.
"You did a good job entertaining us, Mom. Some of my fondest memories are the days spent at the beach, cooking on the Hibachi grill, and roasting marshmallows as soon as the sun went down."
"Oh yeah, those were some fun times."
"Donny often talks about those times as well. Especially the delicious grilled shrimp your dad would make. He has tried his hardest to replicate the same taste but just can't seem to do it."
"Is he still trying to figure Mack's secret recipe out? I told him what the ingredients were."
Melody and Lea continued to talk, but Katie was half listening. She was still stuck on the emotional shock she felt at the visible and natural topic of discussion.
Obviously, she missed the healing process the rest of the family worked out together. She could not help the feelings of jealousy and anger. Immediately, she was lost in thought and the feelings of sadness recalling her dad and his famous grilled shrimp. For the rest of the family it brought smiles but for Katie, it still brought sadness.
Melody must have sensed Katie's discomfort, and stopped talking about the shrimp.
It was an awkward moment and Katie was certain there would be others as the days went on. She tried to focus on the fact that she was home. She glanced towards the doorway in the direction of the porch. Katie could see Michael leaning against the porch railing through the kitchen window. He appeared upset or maybe tired. What did she know? She could not help feeling that her brothers were discussing her.
Katie covered her mouth to camouflage the yawn. Melody and Lea smiled knowingly.
"I'm sorry. I'm just a bit tired from the trip."
"That's understandable. Your room is all set up for you. I was planning on you staying with us.” Lea smiled.
"I appreciate that, Mom. As a matter of fact, I'm honestly relieved I don't have to go apartment hunting. I had enough of an aggravating time trying to find someone to transfer the lease at my place in Bolton Bay."
"Who took it over and what about the furniture you had purchased not too long ago?” Melody asked before taking a sip from her cup of coffee.
"The furniture helped to seal the deal to two juniors from the university."
"Well, those boxes you shipped here arrived two days ago. I had Billy store them in the basement. It didn't seem like you had that much stuff."
Katie glanced at her mom then back down at her mug of coffee.
She was hesitant in her response which made her next statement probably seem suspicious.
"I figured why bother? Moving back to Warrens Cove is a new start for me. I didn't need to bring along everything."
Everyone was silent a moment.
Katie just hoped that they wouldn't push her for further information.
It was bad enough her hip was aching and that Donny had to have noticed. Katie was filled with concern. Then came the anxiety of having to tell her family what happened, how much more involved it was. Why would they need to know the details? She's alive, isn't she? Shouldn't they be content with that? She was immediately on the defensive.
Stop it Katie! Don't jump the gun. They won't ask and if they do then you can handle this.
Katie sighed, wondering if she really was ready for this move.
"Well, your mom worked really hard on the new bedroom. You're gonna love it.” Melody broke the silence.
"I'm sure I will."
"It was nothing, really,” Lea whispered. Katie picked up on her mom's uneasiness. She needed to smooth the way and eliminate any suspicion of her own guilt for not being open with her family.
"I can't wait to see it. As a matter of fact, I'm pretty tired. Would you mind if I headed up now? I think it's been a long day of traveling and excitement to be back home."
The women rose from the table.
Katie said goodnight to everyone then retired to her old bedroom.
It was a guestroom now, remodeled by her mom once Katie decided to return to Warrens Cove. Her mom had decorated with earth tones and Bombay style furniture. Pier One came to mind as Katie eyed the brown bamboo and green leaf comforter, pillows and matching wall art. It was not as extreme as a jungle theme but it made Katie think of the Islands, beaches and warm tropical air.
Katie took a deep breath, relieved to have gotten through the first night home without questions about the fire or her time in Bolton Bay.
Katie thought about her mom and how lovely she looked. Donny had said their mother was depressed lately and seemed to have a lot on her mind.
Katie could not tell at all. She looked happy, probably because all her children were together under one roof. They had not been together like this since their dad's funeral.
Those thoughts made Katie sad.
She was not going to ponder over the past. She was home again and ready to start her new job on Monday. She looked forward to it and tomorrow morning she would begin her first full day at home with a jog on the beach two blocks from their house.
Katie thought about her brothers. They were so handsome and they had completely different personalities. She smiled just thinking about the excitement in Donny's voice as he said they would ‘definitely’ be working together. Then there was Michael's uneasiness and tough guy ways. He wanted to talk to her, she could sense it as well as his resistance to show any sign of vulnerability. Their father was the same way. Then there was Billy. She giggled aloud. Billy was so funny and easygoing. She was grateful that he broke the awkward tension between Katie and their mother. Katie did not want to offend her mom but she also did not want to pressure her into having Katie live in the house again. Billy solved that problem and Katie was deeply relieved. She was tired of living alone. She needed her mom and her brothers more than they would ever know. She was happy to be home and she looked forward to being part of the family again.
The Rainbow
Earl Redding Jr. entered the shelter. The shelter—that was a joke. It was a shit hole, filled with shit from the entrance to the top floor. It was five floors of losers, burdens to society, drunks, thieves, whores, and druggies living their shit ass lives in a so called ‘shelter'. The wealthy that lived within miles of the apartment building, as a committee decided to call the place, ‘The Rainbow'.
'Dead end’ was more like it.
The thought of burning down ‘The Rainbow’ and turning it into smoldering ash, with its residents, filled Earl with excitement.
He had a plan but timing was everything. He needed this hideout and he needed to blend in.
Redding walked passed the elevator. It was a joke, just like the small group of unruly trash, about to engage in a brawl.
Garbage filled the elevator from the cockroach-infested bottom to the stained, yellowed, water damaged ceiling. Flies smothered the trash and the stench hit Redding's nostrils and gut simultaneously.
He thought about tossing a match to it all. Visions of flames traveling up the walls, across the ceiling, and up the entire five floors helped minimize the assault from the stench.
Redding climbed the two flights of stairs, his thoughts still organizing a plan to burn down his present residence. As he approached the next flight of stairs, he nearly collided with the young blonde.
Redding smiled wide, the young social work intern grabbed the railing tightly, her body wedged up against the wall.
He laughed at her obvious show of fear.
What a misguided fool she was. Any of the men who frequented ‘The Rainbow’ would devour her up in an instant if given the chance.
"Hi,” Stephanie exclaimed.
The weirdo scared the crap out of her. The stairs were the only access throughout the whole building. It was a goddamn fire hazard and no one gave a shit. Keep these people off the streets and away from the high-end areas. The wealthy nearby residents cared little about these people. They just wanted them to disappear, and here she was, a stupid social work intern attempting to assist the needy of society and achieve her degree. The more she visited The Rainbow, the more she thought about switching majors and going for a business degree. She was just frustrated and guys like this creep in front of her made her wish she was a cop with a gun.
The most horrible feeling overcame her. Little goose bumps covered her entire body, and a creepy feeling consumed her to her soul.
Stephanie recalled something her cop boyfriend told her.
"Follow your gut, Steph. It could make the difference between living and dying."
His words echoed truth.
Stephanie nearly stumbled.
Redding reached for her. Stephanie was not quick enough.
The devilish look covered the weirdo's face that took on a new reddish tint as he held her elbow rather tightly.
"You'd better be careful around here doll, there are no gentlemen and a beauty like you wouldn't have a chance."
He let his tongue slowly peek out between his lips, then he licked them, staring deeply into the blonde's eyes. She froze in place, a young, defenseless kitten with no means of escape. Her only choice would be to succumb to his powerful authority. He gazed over her body with his eyes, feeling every quiver and shake of fear. It was protruding from her porcelain skin in the form of tiny bumps. He licked his lips again then placed a hand inches above her shoulder and against the sticky, concrete wall behind her.
The blonde pulled away, taking off down the stairs before he had a chance to taste her.
Redding laughed while his eyes followed her down the staircase. He noted that his manhood now stood at attention. He had been ignoring his personal needs for way too long. Fire consumed his every thought.
Redding turned, climbed the last flight of stairs, walking uncomfortably and with bad intentions in his mind about the blonde.
As he rounded the corner, the door to his room was in sight with a few streetwalkers looking to land a score.
The one brunette he had ‘played’ with a few times tried to pretend she did not see him. It was all a game.
He abruptly grabbed her by the elbow, the others gathered round giggling and laughing then pleading that he take one of them instead.
He waved his hand at them, a sure sign he was not interested.
A moment later, he had the brunette pinned up against the door inside his room.
His hand was at her throat while his other hand flicked on a lighter by her face.
"Ready to play baby?” he whispered and she squirmed, offering herself, knowing what ritual this ‘John’ was into.
Stephanie practically ran out the front doorway. She did not want to show her fear or concern for her safety but that damn creep was freaky. Every ounce of her felt his evilness. She just knew he was bad and her reaction, her show of fear, was out of her control. “Damn It!” she yelled aloud as she headed around the corner and to the safety of her car.
She jumped inside, locked the doors and grabbed the steering wheel. She needed something to grasp onto and hold tight. Why was she stuck with this particular internship? What had she done to her professors to punish her like this? Plenty of other students in class did not have a clue about real life. She had a clue. She wanted to work with children and told her professors that before internship placement. They were playing a damn game. Whatever any of the students chose as their preferred assignment, the professors purposely assigned them the complete opposite. They were on a damn power trip. The truth of the matter was that the damn professors could not hack it in the real world. Well, screw them and their sick games. They were just as mean and uncompassionate as the people who established The Rainbow.
This was not why she decided to obtain a social work degree. She wanted to help people, she wanted to make a difference, especially with children. Presently her instincts seemed more like a cop's instinct. Stephanie glanced over at the passenger seat. She stared at her sketchpad, knowing that she should really get back to The Rainbow but her gut was insisting she not ignore the signs or her reaction to the creep. She glanced up through the windshield, knowing that no one would be checking on her. Another ignorant move by a so-called professor. The truth was the jerky professor was scared to come here himself, little weasel.
Stephanie clenched her teeth then grabbed the sketchpad and her drawing pencil.
Hours later, Redding stood naked by the small square window. He could see the hooker's pimp get out of his ‘pimp mobile’ and make his way to the building. It was time for the trash to leave.
Redding took a puff from his cigarette and kicked the dirty mattress and the bed.
"Get up! Get lost!"
The brunette sat up in bed and ran her fingers through her hair.
"You don't want me to stay?” she asked, gliding her fingertips up her body and over the slight curves, she thought she had.
She was skin and bones but her medium size breasts were real.
Was that supposed to be enticing to him? He smirked then threw her dress beside her on the bed.
"Your boss is on his way up.” He tossed fifty dollars on the bed then took another puff of his cigarette. Redding held the upper molding of the window with his hands and bent his body forward.
In the mirror to the side of the window, he could see the brunette watching him with interest. He flexed his muscles. He stayed fit and had a great body but his face was not anything special, he knew that.
"What's this? I was here all fucking day,” she yelled.
He did not look at her.
"That's more than you get paid in a week."
"I gotta split that with Raul.” She pulled the dress on over her head and straightened it out.
Redding turned towards the brunette and looked at her.
She placed her hands on her hips.
He tossed her another twenty and she quickly grabbed it up.
Redding grabbed her by her throat.
"You don't show him that. That's for you and to keep your mouth shut.” He stared at her a moment watching the tears fill her eyes.
He licked her bottom lip.
"You don't know me. You've never seen me, right?"
"Right,” she whispered.
He abruptly let go of her face.
There was a knock at the door and the brunette stuffed the twenty in her underwear and pulled the dress back down over them.
"I'm coming! I'm coming!” she said then left the room.
Redding walked towards the window again, suddenly feeling the instant silence around him.
He froze where he was, overcome by the silence, then he heard the voice.
It was a deep, demanding tone. His master's words of reprimand filled his own body with guilt. The master was angry with him. He did not give him permission to seek out the woman and satisfy his own needs. Redding fell to the floor, bowed his head, and covered his ears with his hands, pleading for forgiveness. The words of his master echoed through the room, bouncing off the four walls, penetrating Redding's ears, sending shivers of fear and pain like nothing Redding ever felt before. He stopped bowing his head as the orders sunk in. He sat upright, back straight, palms flat against his knees and he stared straight ahead allowing the orders, the plans to sink in.
"Yes Master,” he said then quickly, like some trained military soldier, jumped up, accepted his orders, then grabbed a duffel bag off the floor. He opened the zipper and pulled out a box of his supplies. He had some surveillance to do and a location on a survivor he needed to get rid of. Redding thought about how his master found the guy working in the restaurant. He was a manager now and stayed mostly in the back-office. That was probably because of his scars. On the other hand, maybe he was hiding. Yeah, maybe he was hiding. The possibility the survivor could know more about him was a chance Redding was not willing to take. Removal of this spy was imperative. The more Redding thought about the survivors the more his stomach ached, his head hurt and his mind foresaw spending the rest of his life in captivity. No fire, no satisfaction and no success.
Earl Redding Jr. was a patient man. He knew he had time to burn the whole world and he did not want to rush it. He prepared the detonations carefully, everything from the location to the victims had to be perfect. There was no room for mistakes and unfortunately people survived. It was one thing if they had escaped without injury by the devil's rage but if burned, then, surviving was completely unacceptable. That meant the devil was left dissatisfied and it was Redding's job to help the devil obtain his goal. ‘Hell on Earth,’ was what they wanted.
Redding closed his eyes picturing the world around him engulfed in flames. He would walk hand in hand with the devil through the inferno untouched, unscathed and superior.
A smile formed on his face as he prepared a disguise and the beginning of another ritual in the name of his great cause. “Hell on earth. Hell on earth. A heavenly inferno they will have."
* * * *It was 6: 30 a.m. when Katie headed out the door to the beach. She was nervous about jogging. She had not done it since the fire and her injuries. She hoped her leg and hip held out as she did some pre-stretching by the boardwalk. It was relaxing and she loved the sound of seagulls flying above her. Then there was the feel of the planks of brown and gray wood beneath her sneakers. She missed these small sensations.
Katie glanced around the boardwalk remembering some of the original stores located there. Her eyes caught sight of a handmade jewelry store she was not familiar with but piqued her interest. She would be sure to check out each of the stores thoroughly, later today. She continued to stretch out, hoping that her first jog did not leave memories of aches or injury because she had not stretched enough before jogging. The doctors in Bolton Bay said there was no medical reason to prevent her from jogging. It was in her mind. Katie was in tune with her emotions, her self-inflicted disability. That is exactly what her slight limp was all about. Why did she survive the fire and not Bradley?
This beach, this initiative to start a new life, began with a jog. An activity she denied herself the pleasure of because she felt guilty.
The sandy beach called to her and there was just no denying the pleasure a jog on the beach provided for her. Not too many people were out yet, just a few joggers like herself and some people walking their dogs.
Katie looked towards the sand dune knowing the lighthouse was a good three miles down the beach. She insisted that she would make it to and from without stopping. A couple of slow easy breaths and off she went jogging her way to her new life.
Her feet padded along the soft, moist sand and glancing down she noticed the whiteness of the sand. Looking above to the clear blue skies and the marina near the beginning of the boardwalk she sensed her motivation growing stronger. The peacefulness of being home embraced her.
Near the marina she saw some boaters were getting an early start, stocking their boats with the day's necessary rations and whatever was needed for their boating excursions.
Katie had not been sailing in over two years. Certain things just frightened her.
Mostly things she did not have ‘some’ control over. Whenever she planned an event, she looked at the negatives first. If there were too many then she did not join in. It was that simple now. The fire had changed her carefree, ‘it happens to everyone else but me’ attitude.
It was something she hated but lived by.
Katie longed for the day she would feel safe. There was a constant feeling of fear, doubt and regret deep inside her. She was learning to live with the feelings, she was not happy about them, but she accepted them. She inhaled the salty air brought on by the slight breeze she created as she ran down the beach.
Katie loved the feel of her sneakers pounding in the sand. She missed running on the beach, feeling the ocean air against her face. She would not miss the days of jogging on a treadmill in a crowded, musty, sweaty, smelling gym.
She smiled, noting she was halfway to the lighthouse she could see the stone foundation around the bottom of it. Her hip was aching, her breathing was more rapid and she was feeling tired from the distance she ran.
The lighthouse always reminded her of home and the beach, her youthful teenage days and the last summer she spent here before leaving for college.
She could not help but recall the past five years of her life. Of course, she did not focus on her achievements or the good that had happened. She thought about her father's death eight years ago, leaving her family, the fire, the explosion and Bradley dying.
The pain in her hip was increasing and the anger and bitterness at what happened was getting the best of her. She hated moments of weakness like this turning a pleasant moment into guilt and anxiety. It was a pattern, one she couldn't resist because it always led to memories of Bradley.
Katie tried to focus on the seagulls, the landscape, anything but the haunting thoughts that were consuming her mind.
Why was she alive? Why did Bradley have to die? She had no right being here, enjoying life in any way. She wished she had died too.
The tears were flowing and she lost her balance, her leg had given out and she fell to the sand.
Katie covered her face and cried.
* * * *Ryan Masters was running down the beach that lined Warrens Cove. He was keeping a good pace today, breaking his record time and he was nearly at the end of his run. He had to push himself to the limit. His fight against Theo Walters would be here soon enough. Anger filled his belly. Ryan was looking forward to the boxing match this September. He had been training hard and his coach, Chief William Rodney, with Billy and the other guys from Ladder Three, were pushing for the winning trophy. Ryan recalled last year's match against Theo. It was a nightmare and a loss he could still taste.
The disappointment, the rage ate him up alive. The sound of the crowd cheering Theo on and Ryan's own lack of desire caused him to lose. A few jabs to Theo's face made Ryan feel confident. That confidence made him cocky and full of himself. He took Theo's boxing abilities lightly and especially Theo's right hook. That arrogance caused Ryan to lose the match and disappoint his crew and his coach. Guilt and failure consumed his body. It did not help that Theo was a jerk about the whole thing, running his mouth, bad-mouthing the whole company just irritated Ryan more. Chief Rodney was on Ryan's case big time.
Ryan recalled Rodney's words. "You're going to lose again Bull if you let that short fuse of yours take control. You have to stay focused. Use your technique, your speed."
That was easy for the chief to say, he was not facing a sworn enemy. God, he hated Theo Walters with a passion. It did not help that the rest of the guys shared that same hatred for the man. Theo thought he was a god of some kind. Even at The Pit, Theo would flaunt his stuff, able to grab any woman he wanted by the arm and own her for the night, for the week, for whatever. He was obnoxious and half his own crew hated him. He was not a team player and that was definitely a bad thing when fighting fires. If you do not have a crew that backs one another up then accidents happen. Theo took every opportunity to piss Ryan off. It was about time he put Theo in his place. He was all talk and still had not shut his mouth about the win.
"I'm going to get Theo this time. He's mine!"
Ryan threw a few jabs in the air as he ran. His next thoughts came immediately after Theo. It was his mind's way of pointing out his faults, his own regrets and failures. Ryan sighed but could not push the vision away.
He thought about Shelly, she would be 20 next week. He tried to keep track of her of course, without her knowing. He had wanted to go see her six months ago before she left but he could not. No matter how hard he tried, he just could not watch her go through all that pain. If he had only gotten through the fire faster then maybe Shelly's injuries would not have been so bad. That was something he continued to live with.
He saw her face, her golden blond hair on the side of her head, burned away to the scalp. Her ear alone needed major reconstructive surgery. Her completely youthful life was lost and non replaceable. He could not stand by and watch her go through such torment.
It was terrible but he was grateful she had left for the city to receive special treatment at the university hospital. They had a top of the line burn center and Shelly had hopes that she once again would look beautiful. The County hospital twenty minutes away had a great burn center as well, but Shelly needed special surgery and her uncle did that for a living. Ryan thought about the Warren County Hospital and its great reputation. Billy's brother Donny worked there as an ER resident doctor. Unfortunately, as the area of Warren Cove continued to grow so did the increase in fires, automobile accidents and everything else that required the need for a large, well-equipped hospital.
Again, he thought about Shelly and her scars.
Ryan forced the feeling in his gut away. Shelly had not returned as far as he knew, so things might not have worked out as she planned. He wondered if she did return would she want to see him, face the firefighter responsible for not getting to her in time.
He pushed away the thoughts. She was not returning.
He forced his attention back towards his workout and towards the beach in front of him.
In the distance coming towards him, he could see another jogger. Usually, the lighthouse at the end of the beach did not draw many joggers. It had always been his place, at least in the morning hours.
The jogger appeared to be female, brown hair tied back in a ponytail. It was swinging in the wind. She was trim yet shapely and petite. Suddenly as he began to come closer, he noticed her lose her balance and fall. She was hurt, he could tell, as he picked up the pace and closed the distance between them.
"Are you okay?"
Katie heard a strong, deep voice and a large figure cast a shadow over her.
She wiped her eyes but did not dare look up.
"I'm fine. Thank you.” She could barely speak and the throbbing in her hip was intense.
"Let me help you,” the voice stated and he reached for her arm.
"I'm okay. Please, I'll be fine.” She knew she sounded harsh then caught herself. The stranger was trying to be kind. How the hell did he know she was a blubbering mess right now?
"I'm sorry. It's just that I have a cramp in my leg. I can't move yet,” she whispered, glad the cramp excuse came to mind.
"There's a bench just up ahead. Let me help you."
"No that's okay—"
Before Katie could object, the stranger was scooping her up into his arms.
"You don't have to—” Katie took in the sight of the handsome stranger. He was tall and large, built like a tower and had the most gorgeous green eyes.
She smelled the soapy scent on his skin even though he was jogging and perspiring, mixed with cologne and something else that was strangely familiar. She dismissed the connection.
Katie felt the muscles in his arms that were around her, holding her close to his body. He was solid, every inch of him including his face. She glanced away.
"Put your arms around my neck,” he said. She obeyed without thinking, until she felt the bulging muscles protruding from his shoulders. To say he was ‘built’ was an understatement. She let go a second and started falling.
He held on tighter.
Katie held her breath.
With little effort, he was walking through the deep sand carrying her halfway up the beach to the bench.
"Here we go.” He gently placed her onto the wooden bench.
Katie rubbed her leg, focusing on the cramp she ‘supposedly’ had.
The stranger stared at her.
Ryan was shaking inside. The injured woman was gorgeous, petite and smelled so feminine baby's breath came to mind. Her body was the same and just as inviting. She had an amazing figure, curves in all the right places and the sad look in her large brown eyes filled him with concern. The small beauty mark by her lip grabbed his attention. It was feminine and unique.
Why the hell would he feel concern for a stranger? He could not stop staring. She had to be an ‘out of towner'.
Ryan bent down next to her noting the length of her hair. It was all pulled back in a ponytail and probably reached her waist. A few strands of hair clung to her cheeks, the tears held them there.
He reached his hand out and gently touched her chin. The woman was staring down at her leg.
"Are you all right? What can I do to help?” he asked, forcing her to look at him.
God he is handsome.
Katie felt her heart racing, her palms were sweating and her cheeks felt flushed.
The defined structure of his face reminded her of some statue of a handsome Greek god. Perfection only found in art, not in the form of any human being she had ever seen. The look of sincerity when he asked her what he could do to help sent warmth through her body and a desire to reach out and touch him. Quickly, she reprimanded her thoughts and her needs in her mind. What right did she have to feel any such emotion?
"I'm all right. I will just sit here and rest a bit. My leg gave out,” she told him and he held her gaze with his. He was staring at her lips and her body tingled at the thought of him kissing her. She quickly turned away.
What is wrong with me? How could I think about such a thing?
She knew that she had no right to.
She should not even think such thoughts.
Another tear threatened to escape. She quickly rubbed it away and hoped the stranger had not noticed.
Ryan dropped his hand and regretted touching her. Was he scaring her? He could tell she was nervous, upset but he could not resist. She looked needy and the urge to help her, make her feel better got the best of him. Ryan wanted to touch her skin. She felt so good in his arms, he especially liked the way her arms draped around his shoulders.
"I'm sorry. I don't mean to scare you. Maybe I can help. Do you think you pulled a muscle?"
He bent down closer.
"I don't think so. It's okay really. You go ahead, I'll be fine."
Ryan looked into her eyes. They were sad and he could not help the feeling that something more was wrong.
What the hell had gotten into him? He was not the type of man to fall for the first good-looking needy woman who came along. Damn, this woman was beautiful. She looked so delicate sitting there. He could not just leave her.
"I'd feel better if I knew I at least got you to your car. Is it far from here?” Ryan looked up towards the top of the beach standing to get a look at their location. The nearest parking lot was half a mile in the other direction. That would mean a long, hard walk.
Katie closed her eyes and exhaled. There was no way she was jogging back to the boardwalk but she needed to get rid of the hunky guy.
"It's okay really. I just needed a few minutes. It was just a cramp,” she blurted out then pushed herself to a standing position.
Katie lost her balance as the lace on her right sneaker caught on a jagged piece of wood from the bench leg. She was wobbling to the right then to the left in an attempt to keep her balance. She fought to seek the stranger for support or assistance.
She thought she was a goner, mentally envisioning the embarrassing images as her face hit the sandy beach. She teetered for what seemed like many seconds before she felt the solidity around her waist and the instant feeling of relief that filled her body.
The stranger's arms wrapped around Katie's waist stopping her from falling, and Katie's cheek pressed against his solid chest. She felt the enormous flow of heat rush through her body. The embarrassment from her klutzy, rather silly reaction to the man with the enticing hold, was enough to make her want to bury her head in the sand like a crab.
"Oh my, I'm so sorry.” Katie pulled away again, nearly losing her balance and he held her arms. Their gazes locked, she could feel the tiny beads of perspiration escape from the pores of her forehead. This was a bad situation, she felt as if she could possibly faint and he continued to stare. She tried to release her shoelace from the jagged wood, repeatedly lifted her foot, but it was no use, it just would not budge. The man continued to hold her.
She refused to look at him or allow their gazes to meet again, when they were so close. Her body coiled up as tight as a spring ready to snap. Forget her feminine parts. The desire, the need for deeper contact, sent erotic thoughts through her mind. She needed to escape, she needed space between them and fast.
"Here let me get that for you,” he smiled wide, seemingly unaware of the affect he had on her. He smirked.
He bent down and gently took Katie's leg by her calf and lifted the shoelace from confinement.
Katie pushed the loose strands of hair behind her ear and could feel the rush of heat hit her cheeks once more. His large hand softly covered her entire calf sending electric shocks through her thighs. Their gazes locked again. The devilish smirk and flirtatious squint of his eyes did a number on her.
Each time he looked at her like that, she felt immediately feverish. In an attempt to ignore her ridiculous reaction to the handsome stranger, she fought the emotion allowing the chills and beads of sweat to replace the warmth. A constant up and down roller coaster of emotions was sure to leave her feeling exhausted from the process. She had to leave. Just walk away and breathe.
She thanked him then looked away.
"Why don't you let me walk you back to your car? Are you parked near the boardwalk?” He asked crossing his arms in front of his chest.
The look on his face told her she was in trouble. He was the flirtatious type and probably thought she purposely lost her balance. That is when she noticed the tattoo on his bicep. It was a fireman's hat with an American flag and the nickname BULL. He was a firefighter.
Her heart felt as if it relocated to her stomach and Katie quickly moved to the side. Disappointment, fear and concern replaced the giddy, wild, erotic emotions she felt only moments ago.
"I'm fine, really but I appreciate your help. Have a good day,” she told him and she started walking away.
Ryan saw her expression change the second she eyed his tattoo. He glanced at his arm then back towards the woman. Maybe she did not like firefighters.
He wanted to change her mind.
He wanted to hold her.
Damn! What was wrong with him? He wanted to make her stay, tell him her name, make her give in to his demands. She was adorable and sexy, a unique combination that left him staring after her. He shook his head as he watched the young woman escape.
He gazed at her backside in the slim fitting, navy blue jogging shorts she was wearing. She was tone from her ankles to her thighs and further up. He cursed the shorts only having his imagination to go by.
"See ya around!” he yelled, but she never looked back.
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Chapter 3Two weeks had gone by and Katie felt right at home in the ER. Her brother Donny was an awesome surgeon, she saw firsthand, and had the opportunity to aid him in two separate accident victim's operations. The staff was friendly and she had already made a few new friends. She was grateful because she missed Terry something terrible. Talking on the phone was not the same.
"You've already established a nice reputation for yourself young woman,” Donny commented as he took a sip from the white foam coffee cup.
"What do you mean?” Katie asked.
"You get along with everyone, even nurse grump ass,” he said, nodding towards the head nurse on duty. The woman was older, set in her ways and did not really have many people skills.
"It's no big deal. I just kill them with kindness.” Katie winked.
"It's more than that, Katie. You are the whole package and you believe in the human factor. Empathy is important in this field. These are real people and real lives. Some people forget about that too quickly.” Donny looked towards the head nurse again.
"You're pretty good yourself, Donny. I guess it runs in the family."
"Yeah, we rush into an emergency room. Billy and Michael rush into burning buildings."
Katie smiled.
Dr. Broderick turned the corner.
"Nurse McKeller, join me for some coffee? I'd offer dinner but it's late,” he asked with a wink and Donny stood up from the seat.
Donny did not like Broderick hitting on his sister. The guy was slime when it came to women. Never mind he was eight years older than Katie.
"Sure,” Katie replied before Donny could intervene. She giggled at his brotherly protectiveness.
Donny stood and watched as Dr. Broderick and Katie headed towards the lounge.
* * * *9:00 p.m., the call came into the firehouse. The bell sounded and immediately Ryan, Brad, Michael and the others scrambled to the garage bay. They each pulled on their pants, stepped into their boots and grabbed the rest of their gear in speed record time. They jumped into the trucks, the chief already in radio contact with dispatch and on route to the location.
Once in the truck, the firefighters helped one another put on their gear, attaching their self-contained breathing apparatus and checking the valves. They grabbed their masks and buckled themselves in.
They prepared their minds best as they could for the fire scene.
They were on their way to a house located at 117 Beach Cove Bay, a small, two-block neighborhood consisting of three cul-de-sacs. The house in jeopardy was located in the farthest cul-de-sac that bordered a heavily wooded area.
Upon arrival, there was great concern for the neighboring homes as well as the adjacent wooded area. As Ryan and the others arrived on the scene, flames were shooting from the right side of the home and the roof.
The residents in the neighborhood gathered outside their homes watching the events unfold. The local Police Department had officers on the scene that immediately began to safely border off the fire scene with yellow ‘do not cross’ tape to assist the firefighters.
"John and Marcus, you two ‘lay it in and hit the hydrant,” the Lieutenant ordered and both John and Marcus began to haul the hose from the pumper truck. They pulled the two and a half-inch hose closer to the custom built, colonial style house as Lieutenant Jones ordered. John was now the nozzle man and he began spraying the far right end of the house in attempt to stop the fire from spreading. Sirens blared in the distance, red lights flashed, radio conversations echoed over the speakers. Drivers from Ladder Three positioned their trucks towards the house and roof. Ryan assumed that the fire started in the attic on the right side of the home.
Ryan sensed the urgency to move quickly. He and Brad were doing their job and waiting for further instruction from the Lieutenant.
Out of habit, Ryan scanned the crowd of people with his eyes. He knew that one quick glance would not indicate what he was looking for, but the thought of someone trapped inside would make Ryan and the team approach the fight differently. He focused on his assigned position, prepared to enter the house on the ground floor level by the garage, when he caught a glimpse of the lieutenant,
The lieutenant's facial expression changed as he spoke to an older couple. Ryan assumed they were the homeowners.
The chief called out orders to Colt and Freddie.
"You two begin on the roof, we need some controlled ventilation before I can send Ryan and Brad in search and rescue."
Colt and Freddie grabbed the gas-powered chain saw, preparing to climb the ladder to begin working on the fire from the roof. Ryan and Brad waited to enter, grabbing a thermal digital camera to use if necessary, while Michael and Ted prepared the hose for their water supply to put out the fire and enter by the side door of the home. Now, red, orange and black flames covered the entire right side of the house. The smoke was thick and changing from gray to black then covering the clear night sky.
"Bull, Buddy, you two go in do a sweep of the house ‘B’ side, search and rescue. The neighbor said two adults and one child own the home. No one has seen them. Mike and Ted will follow,” Lieutenant Charlie Jones told the firefighters.
Ryan got that instant pain in the pit of his stomach, the thought of someone trapped in the heat, smoke and fire sent a terrible feeling through his whole body. Then the adrenaline kicked in, the rush to search, find and rescue the victims.
The chief took Ryan and Brad's red tags from their turnout coats, a procedure required before entering a fire.
Ryan noted his and Brad's place of entry on the side of the house. They placed their masks in position over their face and checked their valves one final time. The fire had not spread that far yet. Ted and Michael were seconds behind them pulling the two and a half inch hose with them between two parked cars in the driveway. All the firefighters were dressed in full gear. They could see the smoke inside the house through the pane of glass on the side door, it was thick and Ryan wondered where the family could be. The house was large and the custom design would surely throw them for a loop as they tried to conduct a search.
The side door remained locked. Ryan waited for the ‘okay to enter’ by the chief once the roof men made their incision and provided ventilation of the fire. The chief radioed in and a second later, Ryan kicked in the door. Ryan and Brad entered the smoke-filled laundry room.
A short hallway led to a wooden slotted door, there was smoke everywhere. Cautiously, they moved forward.
Brad opened the door and the thickness of the smoke instantly hit them. Ryan adjusted his breathing mask. The fire was spreading fast and they needed to hurry. They called out, identifying themselves as firefighters as they pushed through toys and furniture. They were in a playroom. Brad headed towards the staircase, the bedrooms were upstairs and the fire was moving towards the hallway.
"Help us!"
Ryan saw a man and a woman, they were frantic, covered in black soot and coughing as they made their way through the smoke.
"This way, come on!” Ryan yelled taking the woman by the hand.
"Our boy! We can't find Kevin!” The mother screamed, tears streaming down her blackened cheeks.
Brad joined Ryan by the stairs. Ryan radioed it in.
"Where are the bedrooms?” Ryan asked the parents and they told them, “Up the stairs and to the left".
"I'm here!” Michael yelled as he approached the stairs.
"The parents, can you get them out? I will help Brad search for the son. The boy must be hiding."
Michael told the parents to follow him. He led them through the smoke and heat to two other firefighters and to the safety of the outside. Michael returned, helping Ted pull the hose through the laundry room.
Outside, Charlie had Billy and Eddie hosing down the right side of the house to contain the fire and provide more time for Brad and Ryan to search for the boy. The others were making their way to the top of the house where the fire was building. They continued to try to stop the fire from spreading. The fire from the right side of the house began to extend through the playroom. In seconds, the fire reached past the staircase that led upstairs and to the laundry room where the firefighters had entered only moments ago. There was thick smoke and flames coming towards Michael and Ted. They radioed in, informing their lieutenant of the status of the fire. They began to spray the hose, putting out the fire just as it feasted on hanging coats, clothing and other flammable material in its path. The fire roared ferociously and extended through the laundry room. Michael and Ted held the hose tight and continued to spray the bursts of red and orange.
Colt and Freddie cautiously walked on top of the roof. The red and orange flames shot up from the top peak on the right side where they had made the first incision with the powered chainsaw. At this point, the fire was craving for more oxygen and the side windows began to shatter. Colt and Freddie knew that they needed to provide some more controlled ventilation. Freddie called it in.
"Chief, it's getting worse up here. We need to make another cut. Where are search and rescue?"
"Go ahead Freddie. I'll find a location and status on search and rescue."
"Bull! What's your position?” the chief radioed to Ryan.
"Hallway, no sign of the kid yet. Two more bedrooms to search” Ryan responded.
The chief then radioed Freddie giving him an update.
The thick black smoke engulfed Freddie and Colt as they used their skills and training to make a hole in the roof. Freddie re-started the gasoline-powered chain saw, the sound echoed through the night air as the blades made contact with the roofing shingles.
Freddie tore at the slices of material with his Halligan tool pulling pieces of shingle and plywood trying to make a hole large enough to spray water through.
Ryan and Brad slowly made their way up the stairs ducking together as the ceiling filled with an ocean of flames. Black smoke started making its way from the attic and the right side of the house to the center where they now stood. Ryan and Brad searched the rooms to the left. Ryan noted that the window might be their only means of escape.
Ryan eyed the fancy tapestry and loads of magazines and newspapers that covered the whole sidewall of the living room. The fire was only feet away from igniting the paper material.
Ryan called into the radio to Michael and Ted.
"We need that hose up here the fire is spreading fast."
"We just got the laundry room and furnace area wet down, these people have filled gasoline containers down here. We're moving them out."
Ryan realized that Michael and Ted had their own problems. They would not want the fire to get hold of any filled containers of gasoline. That could kill all of them.
Together Ryan and Brad searched and moved down the small, enclosed hallway. Brad was just ahead of him.
They continued to look around. Brad headed towards the first room, Ryan towards the second right next door. They were running out of time. Ryan could hear the water spreading against the house. The crew was trying to put the fire out, give Ryan and Brad more time to search. They heard what sounded like large objects crashing and pounding to the floor. Simultaneously, Ryan felt the rush of heat, then saw flames spreading down the hallway. Ryan knew that the stacks of magazines and newspapers were igniting and the sound had to be the towers of magazines crashing to the floor.
He called out to Brad just as the wallpaper and the hallway carpeting went up in flames. Smoke was everywhere. Ryan and Brad continued to search.
"We've got to move it. The fire will spread this way and we're going out the window."
"I'll check this room. You take the other. Call on the radio and we'll meet out the window if we get trapped,” Ryan said. Brad was already headed into the last bedroom.
Brad entered the room, searching with his hands, moving the mattress off the bed and thinking of all the possible hiding spots a kid could think of. He pulled the Thermo Imaging Camera from the clip and turned it on. He pointed it forward while making a slow circular direction around the room.
The bed was empty and the corner was, too. The camera indicated a heat form coming from inside the closet. Brad immediately opened the closet, pushing aside clothing on hangers and anything that would cover a small child.
Then Brad saw a movement and thought he heard a scream.
Frantically, Brad pushed the boxes to the side. The small child sat curled up in a ball. He held onto the poles in the closet for life. Brad instantly knew his appearance had frightened him.
Brad reached for the child but he would not budge.
"It's okay kid, I'm here to help you, come on.” Brad reached for him again and the kid held tighter.
The full gear is scaring him. It must be the mask.
Brad removed his mask, knowing it was a bad idea but the kid was not making things easy.
"Come on kid. We have to move. Your parents are outside, they're waiting for you."
The kid let go and at the same time Ryan's voice echoed over the radio and the doorway burst into flames.
"Brad, we got to go."
"The kid's in the closet. I got the kid. Oh shit!"
Ryan heard Brad yell. The hallway filled up with flames in an instant, trapping Brad and the victim in the room.
The fire was at the doorway where Brad was. Ryan attempted to meet up with Brad again but the fire caused an instant barrier between him and the hallway. The fire filled the room Ryan was in. Ryan headed towards the window, radioing in their location and the need for the ladder truck.
"The kids badly burned, we need the basket.” Brad yelled into the radio as James made his way up to the bedroom window in the bucket. Ryan grabbed onto the ladder. James grabbed his hand, assisting him into the bucket. Ryan ducked under the basket, which was secured into place.
They moved the ladder bucket towards the next window. The smoke and water sprayed their faces and the air around them. Instantly the room Ryan was in burst into flames. It was a classic flashover effect. He could feel the force of the flames against his turnout coat, ducking down deeper into the bucket, the flames shot over their heads as the ladder moved towards the other window. The firefighters below were now shooting water towards the window right beside the ladder. Ryan was at the other bedroom window and he could see the flames practically engulfing Brad and the kid.
Brad emerged yelling, “We're burned. Let's move.” He passed the child to Ryan and James. They secured him into the basket, buckling him in as the child cried. Then Ryan reached for Brad, assisting him out of the window and into the bucket just as the entire room ignited. It was a tight squeeze in the basket, but everyone was safe.
They slowly lowered the bucket to the ground where EMS workers immediately tended to Brad and the child. Above them, the fire was unrelenting as black smoke penetrated the air around them and their fellow firefighters continued to fight to extinguish the flames.
"We just got a call! Burn victims. One firefighter, second-degree burns to neck and hand. One child, age six, burns to stomach, both with smoke inhalation,” the head nurse Diane yelled from the front desk.
Dr. Broderick, Katie and Donny headed to the ER to get ready.
"Hang in there buddy, we'll be right behind you,” Ryan yelled to Brad as the paramedics closed the door to the ‘bus'.
Black soot covered Ryan's face and he was sweaty and coughing.
"You okay? Maybe you should go to the hospital, get checked out,” Michael said as the paramedics continued to monitor Ryan's blood pressure.
Before Ryan could argue, the lieutenant was in his face.
"You're going to the hospital,” the lieutenant stated.
Everyone seemed worried about the six-year-old little boy. His wounds looked bad.
Katie was assisting Donny with the injured little boy. Katie added some painkillers to the I.V. Dr. Broderick helped the firefighter behind the curtain next to them. The little boy was so scared when he arrived and Katie felt terrible. She wanted to calm him down, provide as much comfort as she possibly could to ensure him that everything was going to be all right. The paramedics had wrapped Kevin's body to keep his temperature regulated. Dr. Broderick carefully cut through the bandages so he could view the wounds and determine the treatment.
Katie gazed at Kevin. He had big blue eyes and blond hair, cut in a military style. His face was red from heat burns.
"You're being so brave. How old are you, Kevin?” Katie asked as Donny worked gently to view the stomach burns.
"Six,” he whispered and Katie smiled.
"Wow! Six, huh? I would have thought you were older. You're even braver than I thought,” she said.
"You're pretty,” he told her.
Katie glanced at Donny. He smiled.
"Thank you."
"Hold still there, buddy. This might hurt a little,” Donny warned and Kevin closed his eyes.
Katie thought that Kevin was so brave as Donny worked to heal the injuries. She stood by Kevin's side while Donny applied the ointment then some clean bandages to ensure that Kevin was comfortable. From where Katie stood, it appeared Kevin had third-degree burns to the center of his stomach. Most likely it was from his shirt catching on fire. The surrounding area suffered both second and first-degree burns. Katie hoped when Kevin's treatment was done he would have little to no scarring.
Katie smiled and was about to move away from the table.
"Can you stay and hold my hand?” Kevin asked and the tears rolled down his cheeks.
Katie looked towards Donny and he nodded an okay.
"I sure can sweetheart. Don't worry, in just another couple of minutes your Mom and Dad will be in here."
Kevin smiled.
So did Ryan from the large open doorway.
He wanted to check on Brad and was surprised to find he knew the new nurse.
"Kevin, oh my God, my baby!” Kevin's mom and dad stormed into the room wearing their nightclothes and covered in soot. It was obvious they were caught in the fire as well. Katie moved to the side. Donny explained the injuries to the parents.
Katie made her way across the room to Dr. Broderick. He was helping the firefighter who was injured.
"Thanks Doc,” Brad said as he closed his eyes, glad the pain killers were working.
"You need anything?” she asked the doctor as Brad opened his eyes.
"Keep an eye on his blood pressure and check the I.V drip. Lucy was a bit rushed,” Dr. Broderick stated. It was obvious he did not care for the young nurse Lucy.
"My God, Doc, what the hell did you put in that I.V? I'm seeing an angel and she's gorgeous!” Brad exclaimed and Dr. Broderick laughed.
Katie took Brad's arm and fixed the I.V. There was nothing wrong with Lucy's work. She did a great job.
"Don't let him sweet talk you honey, he's no-good,” Ryan said. Dr. Broderick told Ryan to take a seat.
"I thought I told you to rest."
"I'm fine Doc. Look, I'm drinking water.” Ryan lifted the water bottle in the air and Dr. Broderick rolled his eyes.
"Katie, keep an eye on his vitals and check Lucy's work. The bandage looks too tight.” The doctor exited the room.
Ryan smiled.
Katie cringed a second then felt the heat rush to her face. The firefighter from two weeks ago. Oh no!
His face had bits of black soot on it. He looked even larger dressed in full gear, minus the jacket. The yellow suspenders clung against his solid chest. The chest she fell against, the one that held her body close. God she had not stopped thinking about him since that morning.
He was rugged, tough and looked like he just went through an intense fire.
Quickly, Katie turned away from him.
"Don't listen to him, Angel, I'm not like that."
Katie smiled.
Ryan coughed.
"Relax, Brad and try to rest."
"How's the leg?” Ryan asked as Katie tried to walk around him. Ryan temporarily blocked her path. Katie looked up into his eyes then quickly scooted around him.
Ryan stayed focused on Katie. He took in the sight of her, the way the snug uniform pants clung to her thin, shapely legs. As she brushed by him, he smelled that same feminine smell he recalled from the beach. Baby's breath, it had to be.
"It's fine. Thanks,” she answered.
"You two know one another?” Brad asked and Ryan just stared at Katie.
She was a nurse. He did not think he would ever bump into her again. This time he was getting her number.
"Not really,” Katie answered Brad as she took his hand gently placing it into hers. She softly began to unwrap the bandage.
"You smell good,” Brad whispered. Katie smiled as she continued to fix the bandage.
"They're watching your vitals Buddy, didn't I tell you too much chili is no good for you? Ryan teased still keeping an eye on Katie.
"Ahhh, give me a break. I'm fine. Besides, aren't you supposed be giving blood and getting monitored."
"There's a nurse right here."
Katie caught Ryan's gaze then quickly looked back towards Brad.
"There you go, Brad. Now we'll be moving you to another room and the Doctor will be back and so will I, to check on you,” Katie told him.
"You promise?” Brad asked holding Katie's hand as she tried to move away and Ryan made a noise in the background then he coughed.
Katie smiled and patted Brad's hand.
"I promise, now rest a bit and I'm sure they'll release you soon."
"How's the little boy?” Brad asked Katie.
Dr. Broderick returned.
"He'll be okay. He's a trooper,” Dr. Broderick added as he joined the conversation.
"Smitten with our nurse. He's asking for you, Katie,” Doctor Broderick said placing a possessive hand on her shoulder.
Katie smiled. “I'll be back."
"Can't blame the kid. I'm smitten with her too,” Brad added, straining his neck to watch Katie's backside as she walked around the curtain.
Ryan absorbed it all. She was an attractive woman, petite and instantly likable.
He couldn't keep from watching her as she made her way to the little boy and his parents.
Katie. What a gorgeous name. A few minutes later, another shy nurse came in to tell Ryan the results of his blood work. All was clear and he got the okay to leave the hospital. Brad was resting comfortably and so was the kid, so Ryan headed out towards the main desk.
Running his fingers through his hair he sighed in relief and felt the exhaustion. A nice hot shower and a cold beer would hit the spot.
Glancing up he noticed the crowds of nurses and doctors had dispersed and only a few people remained outside by the front desk.
Michael was talking to Katie and she was smiling. Ryan instantly had a jealous feeling in his gut. He wanted to yell out ‘I saw her first’ or something but he opted to interrupt the conversation instead.
"Brad seems to be doing well. He'll probably need a bit of time off,” Ryan said and Katie moved closer to Michael.
"That's great and the kid is doing well, all things considered. You okay?” Michael asked. Katie half listened to the conversation.
The two men towered over her, both of them standing over six feet tall. Her stomach felt as if it were twisted in knots at the sight of Ryan. It was a nice name and Michael just told her that Ryan was Billy's best friend.
"I better get going. I'll see you later, right?’ Katie asked holding onto Michael's arm a moment as he answered.
"Sure,” Michael responded.
Katie stood on her tip toes, leaned up and kissed Michael's cheek goodbye before she walked away.
"See ya around,” Ryan stated with a wink. Katie returned the smile before walking away.
Michael gazed at Ryan noting what appeared to be a look of jealousy on his face and flushed cheeks. Ryan stared at Katie as she walked down the hall and back into the emergency room. He caught her glance back at Ryan.
Michael had been around Ryan enough to know when he took an interest in a woman. It was clear that Ryan was interested in his sister and Katie seemed to notice that interest. That had to be the purpose of the kiss on the cheek she gave him. Michael decided to play along.
"You know her?” Ryan asked.
"Yeah,” Michael said and ended it at that by crossing his arms in front of his chest and giving Ryan attitude.
Ryan did not ask any other questions. Billy was his best friend and Michael was Billy's brother so if Michael was interested in Katie and they knew one another then he had to back off. It would not be right.
Ryan could not understand why he was so disappointed. He was going to The Pit tonight, of that he was certain.
Katie arrived home around 1:30 a.m. She took a shower then walked outside to the porch. Her mom was in bed already. Katie had been at the hospital an extra couple of hours to help Kevin and his parents understand his injuries. She wanted them to feel confident about Donny and the hospital. He was a strong kid. The initial treatment on the scene by the paramedics played a crucial role in maintaining Kevin's body temperature and protecting the wounds from instant infection. The moment they rushed Kevin into the ER, Donny moved diligently and gently to administer proper treatment to Kevin's wounds. Her brother was amazing and she enjoyed working hand and hand with him.
Katie knew firsthand how scary a fire could be and the effect burn injuries had. Kevin was lucky if that was even the right word. It could have been worse, especially if the firefighters had not gotten to the burning house so quickly. She found out from the paramedics that Brad, Ryan and Michael had been the three firefighters to get the family out of their home.
Katie would be sure to visit Kevin first thing in the morning.
She rubbed her hip, annoyed that it still bothered her after a year's time. Then again, that was her fault. Her doctors told her not to push it, that recovery of a broken pelvis takes time. She wanted to heal up, ignore the pain and push through physical therapy. The pain that was in her heart was much worse than in her body.
"Hey, what are you still doing up? I thought you'd be passed out by now?” Michael whispered from the doorway.
Katie smiled.
"I can't yet. I know it's bad but I can't help but take my work home with me,” she answered with a smile.
Michael took a seat in the chair next to her.
"I know exactly what you mean."
Katie looked at her brother, his image highlighted by the moonlight.
He was just as exhausted but probably still on a high from the fire.
"It must have been bad, huh?” She asked and a twinge of fear stung her belly. Any conversations about fire could lead to what happened in Bolton Bay.
"Yeah it was. I hate to see a family in danger like that. The kid was so scared, he hid in the closet. The parents were frantic and Ryan and I got them out of the house but Brad was still searching. He looked inside the kid's closet just as the room went ablaze. Ryan was on the other side of the doorway and Brad and the kid remained trapped in the adjacent room.
"We got the ladder to the side of the house but the fire was so intense that Brad and the kid did not have much of a chance. Ryan grabbed them one at a time as quickly as possible. Brad did great. He wouldn't give up looking for that kid."
"My God! That is incredible. No wonder Kevin was so scared."
"You did great with him. I guess you've had several experiences with burn victims?"
"Too much,” Katie replied then looked away from her brother. It was nice having a conversation with him. She did not feel as uncomfortable now as when she first arrived home.
Fighting fires, hospitals, victims were all subjects of common ground in the McKeller family. That would never change.
Katie remembered the pride she felt today at the hospital as her brothers emerged doing their job to help the victims of the fire. From the house itself with Michael and Billy assisting, to Donny providing the medical attention, they were a family of public servants ready to deal with each situation head on and professionally. Her dad was sure to be proud of all of them.
"So what was the cause of the fire?” Katie asked.
"Faulty wiring work, done by the homeowner when he installed outside spotlights. The guy thought he knew what he was doing and unfortunately, he did not. The inspector believes that when the sensor for the light kicked on outside the house, the wires short-circuited. It more than likely caused a spark, which started the fire. He never added any flame retardant material or insulation around the wiring or proper seal that electricians use, which help prevent things like this from happening."
"Oh, my God. So this all could have been prevented, if he had just hired a trained electrician?” Katie asked.
"Exactly. But, believe me, that wasn't the only thing that this homeowner did wrong."
"What do you mean?"
"I don't want to get into everything, but they had numerous flammable materials around the home including gasoline filled containers near the furnace."
"Oh my."
Katie was surprised, considering how all community firehouses conducted yearly fire prevention seminars and events. They even sent reading material home with all school children. How much more could the fire departments do to prevent fires like this from happening?
Michael watched his sister a moment, noting the way she rubbed her hip as she sat on the lounge chair. Donny was right, there was something there.
Michael wanted to know but he did not want to force her. He decided to ask how she knew Ryan Masters instead.
He did not want his sister involved with him either. Ryan was not right for her. At least he hoped his sister was not into noncommittal relationships. Ryan was so suave with women and lived on the edge. He would only hurt her.
"What's wrong?” Katie asked, feeling her brother's gaze. There was something on his mind.
"I ... I'm not sure how to approach this. I thought about what it would be like to have you home, keep an eye on you and make sure the guys stayed at a distance. I just didn't expect it to bother me so much."
"What are you talking about?"
"Today at the hospital. You didn't want Ryan to know we were brother and sister. Why?"
Katie nibbled her bottom lip. She could probably find out more about Ryan even though she vowed to ignore her attraction to him. Getting romantically involved with another firefighter would kill her nerves, never mind she did not feel ready to date.
"I met him on the beach, jogging. It's no big deal."
"I could tell you guys had met before. You don't like him, do you?” Michael blurted out.
"I hardly know him Michael. I told you we met on the beach when I was jogging. It's no big deal."
"That doesn't answer my question. Do you like him?"
"I don't know. Why are you so upset?"
"Ryan's got a short fuse, he lives on the edge. He wouldn't be right for you."
Katie smiled at Michael. He was concerned for her well-being. His brotherly protectiveness was nice. Even Donny was asking her questions about her and Ryan.
Her and Ryan? That's funny, there was no her and Ryan, yet the thought appealed to her.
No way! She was not ready, yet. Besides, firefighters who looked like Ryan were hung up on themselves, their muscles and the reaction from silly females. Katie did not want to be involved with anyone like that. She wanted to feel special. It did not matter anyway, she just was not ready yet.
"He dates constantly if you can even call it that. A man like Ryan would mean no commitment. He doesn't see things through."
Katie listened to what Michael was saying. She knew the type of guy Michael was talking about. A guy as sexy and physically fit as Ryan would surely have firefighter crazed women after him. Some women out there just pined over men like Ryan. Probably sent him love letters, staked out his home for a glimpse of him. She laughed at the thought.
"What's so funny?"
"I know the type you're talking about, Michael. I've grown up around firefighters. I've seen Billy in action. To tell you the truth I've seen you in action as well.” Katie smiled. Michael huffed.
"Bullshit! I have respect for women. I don't go around flexing my muscles and letting the job help me get laid."
Katie laughed aloud and Michael stopped to stare at her. The mean look on his face instantly disintegrated. He had not heard his sister laugh like that in years.
Katie covered her mouth to try to settle down. She did not want to wake her mother.
"I'm sorry Michael, really I am. It's just that I recall some time ago you flexing in the mirror downstairs right before you were headed to The Pit. I just can't get the image out of my head.” She started giggling again.
"Okay. Enough,” he demanded pointing at her, then he stood up and walked towards the railing.
He was silent a moment then he turned back towards her.
"I missed talking to you, Katie. It feels right,” he admitted then turned towards the backyard and the night sky.
"I missed it too, Michael. I promise not to push you guys away anymore.” She looked down at her hands folded on her lap. She had not given her words a second thought before stating them aloud and it felt good. She felt at ease with Michael and the rest of her family.
Michael walked towards her and knelt down by her chair.
He covered her hand with his.
"I don't know why you didn't want us to fly out to Bolton Bay after the fire. You must have had your reasons, Katie, even though it's been hard for me to try to accept that. I want you to know that whenever you are ready to talk about it that I am here for you. We're your family, Katie, and we love you."
Katie wrapped her arms around her brother's neck and hugged him.
Michael was speechless. He held the tears in and tried to submerge the emotions he was feeling.
Did he finally break through to his sister?
Katie released her hold on Michael.
"I promise, when I'm ready I'll let you know. Please do not worry about me. I'm fine."
"And your hip?” He could not help but ask. He was concerned and immediately Katie tensed up.
"When I'm ready Michael. Please."
Michael seemed to sense the sadness that was present in her eyes, her tone, the plea for him not to push the issue. It was not the right time.
He stood up. “Goodnight Katie."
"Goodnight."
Katie laid her head back against the lounge chair. She closed her eyes and embraced the small feeling of relief. They loved her, it was obvious. Why should they ponder over the past? It was bad enough that she did.
Katie immersed the tears.
The scars would last forever. The ones across her hipbone were beginning to fade a little, the slight limp when she walked was barely noticeable, but she held onto it, she needed it to remain there.
She thought that Donny would be the one to notice the limp.
Did they all notice it? Would they ask questions just as Michael tried to?
The fire would be imbedded in her mind forever as well as the circumstances that led to that dreadful night whether she had permanent injuries or not.
They could call Katie a ‘survivor’ all they wanted. It was a title she wished she had never earned. The firefighters referred to her as ‘survivor'. The investigators, her friends, even Terry. Meanwhile, Terry's brother fell into the other category: victim.
Katie's mom and her family knew the basics about what happened. The hospital had called Katie's mom's house and got Billy on the phone. Billy called Michael and Donny then they told Mom and William.
Terry kept them abreast of what was happening. She didn't know all the details, just that her best friend Katie and her brother Bradley were caught inside the burning building and the explosion.
Bradley's sister Terry was Katie's roommate during and after college. They shared an apartment together in order to save money.
Katie closed her eyes, fighting the urge to think what may have happened between her and Bradley if he had survived. Katie and Bradley would have been together for Terry's wedding. They would have danced. Why wonder about the impossible?
She thought back to the train station, to the anticipation she'd felt about heading home. All those people traveling, some whose lives were lost.
Why am I alive?
She shook her head, trying to stop the nagging thought that at any time her life could end. She wasn't afraid of death anymore. She had come so close to it she once tasted it.
It was hard to leave Bolton Bay. Terry got married to Paul and they were buying a new house together. Katie hated being alone, tried to find a roommate but no one felt right.
Katie's brothers had been hounding her to return. Her oldest brother, Donny, was Chief resident doctor at the Warren County University Hospital and had gotten wind of a new nursing position in the hospital. The trauma unit wasn't as intense as the big city hospital Katie had worked in for the past five years but they were in need of an experienced trauma nurse. Donny pulled a few strings and passed along Katie's resume.
Maybe that's what she needed, to slow down and take a breather. She had been going at record pace, juggling her career, her relationship with Bradley, her social life and volunteer work.
The fire had woken her up, made her see that life was too short and how much she needed her family close to her. Katie waited a year in order to heal up. She couldn't come home with all those ugly injuries and her mind scattered and weak. She had needed to get the flashbacks under control or at least lessened.
No way could she do that to her mother. Mom had gone through hell when her husband died. The fact that he was a fireman and killed in the line of duty made the circumstances more difficult.
Fire played a major role in the McKeller family. Generations of firefighters and their daily battles against the devil's rage was what made them who they were. Katie's great grandfather, grandfather, father and brothers lived by their motto “First One In, Last One Out."
The tears filled Katie's eyes once again and she gulped the lump of emotion in her throat.
That was life as a firefighter. There was always the chance that something would go wrong, that they wouldn't come out of a fire the same way they went in.
Her dad didn't make it out alive, neither did Bradley.
Katie understood the risks all too well.
Saying it was in their blood was an understatement.
Talk about facing demons—Katie knew she was facing hers head on.
She looked out towards the night sky, embraced the fact that she was back home, a place that provided such comfort. She smiled thinking about Michael's reaction to her comment. Without even thinking, she fell right into the role of baby sister teasing her big brother. As if the years were merely weeks or days apart. They were just as close as they had always been.
She smiled and closed her eyes. Instantly, she recalled the scene at the hospital and Ryan Masters. So easily she held Michael's arm, pretending he was a boyfriend instead of her brother. She exchanged glances with Michael and he just seemed to read her mind. She smiled. Severed family bonds? Not a chance. There was just a bit of dust to clear away, yeah ... things were going to get better. Katie was sure of it.
Katie thought about Ryan again. It was so hard not to, especially after seeing him in uniform. He could be the cover model for any firefighting magazine or calendar. Yet, something about his appearance was inviting, approachable.
Katie recalled how Ryan stood in her way as she attempted to move towards his fellow firefighter, Brad. The back of her head nearly touched her shoulders as she looked up into Ryan's flirtatious eyes. His large stature, his bulging muscles appeared to yearn for release behind the stretched yellow suspenders. She immediately looked down and away from the alluring eyes of the downright, sexy firefighter. Her eyes quickly glanced over the trim waist of his firefighting pants that showed evidence of the fire he just worked. Then the large boots that peeked out below the cuff of the pants were monstrosities next to her size seven, white, nursing shoes. Before she left the room, she glanced towards him one last time figuring the chances of meeting him again had to be slim. The thought seemed possible until she conversed with her older brother Michael in the waiting room. As Ryan appeared, she felt the heat reach her cheeks the second she laid eyes on his smile. It was too much to handle and as she realized she was attracted to the man, Bradley's image entered her mind. Realizing she never thought about him until that moment brought on a ferocious and instant emotion of guilt.
Katie sighed as thoughts of Bradley consumed her mind.
The silly sensations she felt at the sight of Ryan and his flirtatious attributes disappeared from her body, replaced by a pain in her stomach.
Katie closed her eyes, allowing her mind to travel over the past, over the horror and the pain.
First, she recalled Bradley by her side in the fire, saving her life, giving her life and never returning. Then came images of the hospital, the pain and minimizing her injuries from the fire. Her family wanted to fly out to see her and she argued, pleaded and eventually started a fight with them to deter them from coming. The shame of causing such a fight was nothing compared to the guilt and loss she felt.
She wanted to be alone. She did not want the hugs, the sympathy, the words of condolence and regret. She wanted the unaccompanied sadness. If she isolated herself from her family then she could save them from the pain and from rekindling memories of Mack McKeller's death.
She sighed deep in thought, again, the heavy weight of emotion on her chest.
Katie imagined Bradley in her mind, smiling wide, laughing and loving her as they embraced. It was an image she fought so desperately to remember. She vowed never to forget Bradley, yet today, she did just that. Katie released a shaky breath, closing her eyes, allowing the tears to flow and vowing to ignore her attraction to Ryan or any thoughts of ever forgetting Bradley again.
She owed him too much and to forget so easily was unfair. Who was she? Wrapped up in her life, a life she never would have had if it were not for Bradley's ultimate sacrifice. She had no right to feel such deep attraction and sinful want for another man. The instant and intense attraction she felt for Ryan Masters was unacceptable.
Angry with herself she sat up and headed to bed.
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Chapter 4Earl Redding Jr. sat at a table in the corner of the restaurant. He had been to this place every day this week wearing a different disguise, waiting to see the survivor, wanting to learn his routine. Redding followed him home to his apartment that he shared with three other guys. Starting the fire there would be too difficult. There was always someone home. Redding focused on the survivor. Today he was there to confirm the survivor's schedule and was able to see him up close.
The survivor was a main manager. He usually handled things in the back-offices but today there was a large party and some dissatisfied patrons to deal with. The young blonde manager could not handle the complaints or satisfy the patron so the survivor stepped in.
He looked nervous, scared and Redding wondered if he had already leaked information to the enemies. Could they be watching Redding right now? There was a great possibility and the longer this survivor lived the chances were greater that Redding could be caught.
An eerie feeling consumed Redding's gut, the sensation to move quickly, attack and strike then disappear unnoticed. He was a pro at that and he owed it all to the devil. He heard the voice in his mind. "They're here ... they're watching you." Redding scanned the restaurant with his eyes looking for the spies that ‘had’ to be there. His hands began to shake and he reached into his pocket and held the lighter between his fingers.
The feel of the metal against his fingertips, the metal roller he ran his thumb across, gave him calmness.
Instantly visions of flames, fire and scorching heat filled his every thought. He was calming down, re-evaluating the situation and deciding his next move.
Redding paid the bill and headed towards the door, carefully watching everything going on around him. "They're watching you. Waiting to follow you, move faster." The voice continued to nag him.
He walked down the sidewalk, the voice directed him towards an older man in a suit standing near the corner talking on the payphone. Redding held his gaze a moment, instantly aware of the enemy.
Was he a spy? Were there more around him? He had better pass this bus stop and head towards another only a block to the right and three more blocks over. It was out-of-the-way but he could not take the chance that they would catch him.
Redding rounded the corner just as the man in the suit hung up the phone.
Redding looked over his shoulder. The man was following him, heading in the same direction.
"Don't get caught. I need you, you are my chosen one," the Devil commanded in a deep chilling tone. Redding covered his ears, shortly closed his eyes and they were burning with tears. He demanded himself to focus and to stay calm.
Redding picked up the pace. The man in the suit did not.
Redding did not trust him one bit, he was smarter than some spy was. The devil was on his side and they had a plan.
Redding rounded the last corner, this was it, the bus stop was right ahead.
By the bus stop, the man in the suit stood a few feet behind Redding but he kept his gaze upon him.
The bus pulled to the curve. Redding let the man in the suit board first. The man was hesitant then boarded. Redding smiled as he caught the spy's gaze and held it strong. He had him. Identified him and the spy took a seat with his back towards Redding.
"That's right. You are in control, you are my chosen one, and together we will succeed." The Devil chanted and praised Redding for his abilities, his control and his strength. Redding sat two seats behind the spy waiting for his next move.
The bus continued its journey and Redding continued to watch the man in the suit. He smiled at a woman wearing a red dress and holding a shopping bag. Another spy?
Two more stops then it was Redding's turn to get off but the spies were still on the bus, waiting ... watching.
He could feel the perspiration penetrate through his brow. It was not that he was nervous, but there were so many witnesses around and he could not afford to get caught. The devil's list contained a few more names, Redding had a list to complete.
One more stop, the man in the suit rose from his seat with the woman in red. Redding grabbed the lighter and the small revolver he held in his sport coat pocket. He was ready then suddenly they exited the bus. They did not look back, they walked down the block in opposite directions.
Redding sighed with relief and disappointment. They gave up. They knew he was ready to take them out. He won again.
Redding smiled then waited for the bus to stop one more time. He could see the sign from the window. The Rainbow. it was the only bright thing about the place. Redding could not wait to get inside and prepare for the upcoming evening. He was about to end the life of another ‘not so lucky’ spy.
* * * *Katie and Lea headed to the boardwalk after grabbing a quick lunch together.
She felt at ease with her mom, recalling all the times they had gone shopping together.
They had a close relationship at one time and Katie was determined to have that closeness back again.
"This is so much fun. I haven't played hooky from work in years,” Lea stated as she held her daughter's arm while they walked side by side along the boardwalk.
"I haven't been shopping like this in a while, either. I missed it."
Lea stopped and led Katie to a vacant bench along the boardwalk.
It faced the water and the two of them absorbed the ocean breeze.
"I forgot how beautiful this spot is,” Katie said.
"I'm sure there were gorgeous beach settings in Bolton's Bay,” Lea said. She placed her shopping bags down on the ground between her feet.
"Oh there were, but I was so busy working at the hospital I didn't have the chance to enjoy it like when I first started college."
"I remember the first time I came out to visit you there at the dorm. My little girl all grown up and away at college. I was so proud of you."
"Thanks, Mom. I remember when Donny came to see me when I moved into the apartment. He was giving the rundown about safety, locking the doors and being aware of what's going on around me while walking home and checking to be sure no one was following me. I swear, I think he stuck around a few days after he said he was heading home, just to make sure I took his advice."
Lea laughed.
"He did actually, and came back home to report to me and your brothers."
"Oh my God. That little sneak.” Katie started laughing.
"We were always worried about you."
Lea stared out at the water. Katie was silent. The more she spoke to her family the more she realized how much she missed them.
"I'm so glad you're back home and Donny is so proud of you. He is very impressed with your experience and knowledge."
"I know he is. I love working with him. I never imagined it would be possible."
"I heard you and Michael up talking the other night. Which is surprising, because getting that man to talk is like pulling teeth. He is so much like Mack."
Katie's eyes widened in shock. Again, she was caught off guard at her mom's relaxed ability to bring up her husband. As if sensing Katie's anxiety, Lea covered her hand with her own.
"I noticed that every time someone brings up your father, you tense up. We all have our ways of healing, Katie. That's what we continue to do."
"I missed out on that by leaving right after high school for college."
"You did but maybe now that you're back home, you'll be able to heal more fully."
"I don't know, Mom.” She looked out towards the water again. She wanted to tell her mom about Bradley. She wanted to cry and mourn her father the right way. But she couldn't. She made her choices and now she had to live with those choices and deal with the consequences alone.
"You know, talking helps with a lot of things. I'm all ears if you need me."
Katie looked at her mom and her kind smile. The words were on the tip of Katie's tongue but wouldn't go any further. Her mind urged her to talk, to spill the secrets, the pain and the need for her mom's embrace, yet her heart ached with pain and the difficulty and her stomach cringed at the thought of reaching out and needing help.
No. She had to do this alone.
"So how about that jewelry shop? Is it all handmade stuff or what?” Katie asked as she quickly rose from the bench and her mom joined her.
"I think so, let's go take a look.” Lea grabbed the bags and headed towards the storefront. Katie felt terrible. It was obvious that her mom was reaching out to her and she didn't want to hurt her feelings but she just couldn't talk. Not yet anyway.
Together they browsed a few more shops before heading home to make supper.
It was a hot, sunny morning. Ryan was on ‘House and Hose’ duty at the firehouse. He was more than half way through his detail, checking over the trucks and the equipment along with two other firefighters. It was a big responsibility, inspecting the trucks from the inside out. They had to check the oil, the air filters, gasoline and the water level of each Pumper Truck, clean up and prepare the equipment. Ryan and the team had refueled the vehicles, refilled the water tanks, recharged the air tanks and extinguishers, washed the trucks and hand tools then dried and reloaded the hoses.
Ryan just about had the vehicles and equipment to ready status.
Some other jobs included in ‘House and Hose’ duty were inspecting, maintaining, and repairing, as necessary, all fire related equipment.
Ryan was holding the clipboard in hand that included a checklist. He came across a few small problems, reported the damage on his checklist then replaced the damaged equipment. All other equipment was tested and proved to function properly.
The rest of the crew washed down the floors and finished sweeping up the garage bay. It was a quiet morning, no calls and a good time for maintenance check.
Katie took a deep breath and got out of her new royal blue jeep. The Ladder Three firehouse was huge, with its five bay garages. It not only had two ladder trucks but a rescue pumper, a tank truck and an emergency response, field communication bus. She was nervous about possibly seeing Ryan at the firehouse and she tried pushing the thoughts away. There were four different crews. Each with different shifts, so there was a fair chance that Ryan would not be there today.
She could not wait to see the chief. Michael told her that William had been asking about her. He had helped her brothers and especially her mother get through a lot after their father's death.
She had been home for nearly a month now.
Katie heard a whistle and turned towards a group of firefighters. They were smiling wide and staring flirtatiously.
Ryan picked up his head to see what grabbed the guys’ attention. He nearly bumped his head on the low hanging pipe in the garage when he saw it was Katie.
Michael came out of nowhere and instantly Ryan was angry.
Damn she was gorgeous and her hair was almost as long as he imagined it would be. The thick brown locks brushed against the center of her back. The short beige skirt hung snugly against her thighs and the brown, sleeveless v-neck shirt she wore accentuated her full round breasts. Immediately his groin ached something terrible and he could have sworn he smelled baby's breath.
This was insane. He could not have smelled her perfume from where he stood. Katie was doing more than just piquing his interest. Thoughts of her consumed his mind.
Ryan shifted his weight and walked towards Katie's direction. Brother of Billy or not he may not be able to play by the unwritten rules. Katie was just too damn appealing.
"Hey you made it,” Michael said to her as he approached, giving her a kiss on the cheek.
"Hey Katie!” Billy yelled out as he and the chief made their way towards the front of the garage.
"My God, you're a sight. Whoohoo!” Chief Rodney yelled, as he picked Katie up and twirled her around in a circle.
She giggled as he gently set her back down.
Katie was glad she finally paid William a visit.
"We missed you, darling. Look at you. All grown up. You're gorgeous.” The chief held Katie at arms length smiling wide with tears in his eyes.
"I missed you, Chief. It's good to be home,” Katie said and the other firefighters joined the group including Ryan.
Katie purposely avoided eye contact with Ryan as Michael began the introductions.
"Guys this is our little sister, Katie,” Michael announced then began to introduce each firefighter.
"Sister!” Ryan blurted out.
Katie caught site of Ryan just as his mouth dropped, and a look of anger covered his face. She instantly felt badly for misleading him.
"Angel!” Brad yelled out as he walked slowly towards the gathering crowd.
Katie was relieved.
"Hey, I didn't think I would see you here, Brad,” Katie said then accepted his kiss on her cheek.
"I can't stay away.” Brad smiled.
"Colt's in the back cooking up a storm, come on,” the chief told everyone, and then they all walked towards the kitchen.
Katie followed them through the garage bays. The fire trucks were enormous and sparkled brightly from the invading rays of sun. As they walked past the equipment Katie caught sight of the turnout coats, boots and other gear lined up against the wall. Her heart raced at the sight and the instant emotions it stirred within her.
The chief looked back at her and smiled. He shook his head side to side.
"I can't believe you're home Katie."
Katie smiled then continued talking to the chief. She felt badly about not coming to see him sooner.
"You look fantastic, Katie. You're all grown up. I remember when you were a little girl. Now here you are a well respected nurse."
"I'm sorry I didn't come to see you sooner, Chief. There's no excuse. I guess I thought it would be too rough coming to the firehouse. I don't know."
Katie looked around her. The firefighters were finishing their lunches, her brothers looked happy.
"Don't be silly Katie. I'll always be here for you. Now that you've finally visited I expect a few more visits now and again you hear?"
"You got it, Chief.” Katie smiled then took a seat at the large dining table in the kitchen.
A few minutes later, she had a plate full of food.
They sat at a long wide table with wooden benches for seats. It could easily seat twenty men at once but right now about a dozen of them sat around the table.
Katie absorbed the moment, the atmosphere, suddenly recalling her childhood memories and visits to the firehouse.
"It's a Goddamn shame if you ask me,” Katie heard one of the firefighters call out as a heated discussion apparently started to the far right of where she sat.
"Like it's not tough enough for us to go out there, not knowing what we're running into,” Billy added in an annoyed tone of voice.
"What the hell is this world coming to?” Michael replied.
"What are you boys all fired up about?” The chief asked, placing his fork down on the plate in front of him.
"That damn psycho arsonist they were talking about on the news this morning. Just a quick story but I got the gist of it,” Freddie said.
"Yeah I heard about that. The guy the police are after had started a huge fire out in Bolton Bay at some nightclub over a year ago. Numerous people were killed including a firefighter,” the chief added.
"How long has this been going on for?” Billy asked.
"The report I heard said over a year but they didn't get into too many details. There was some recent fire at a restaurant that they believe the same individual started,” the chief added.
Katie could feel the color leave her cheeks. Her heart raced, her palms began to sweat and the panic set in.
They were talking about The Club fire and the firefighter killed was Bradley.
Katie had allowed herself to forget what the town of Bolton Bay still faced. A demon, her demon, head on.
Instantly came the nagging images of Earl Redding Jr. Images of his picture from the numerous newspaper clippings claiming to be an accurate description, yet, no one was one hundred percent certain. Those images, his voice her mind created, haunted her dreams. Sometimes to the point where she felt that Redding would seek her out, wanting to finish the job and cause more pain.
His intentions and reasoning labeled by some textbook case of paranoia and infatuation with fire described by many so-called ‘specialists’ the detectives sought out for help.
Katie shook her head as the pain in her chest increased with thoughts of the madman. He was not coming after her.
The thought that a recent fire took place and that she never heard from Lou, was unnerving. Lou would have called her if Redding were still at large and starting fires.
"Katie, Katie ... did you hear me?” Billy interrupted Katie's thoughts. She had not heard a word of the conversation once they said Bolton Bay and that a firefighter died.
"I'm sorry, what did you ask?"
"I asked if you knew about the arsonist. You lived out there, do you recall the story or the fire?"
Katie swallowed hard and could feel all the moisture leave her mouth. The dryness made her feel as if she could suffocate for the lack of moisture and her need to lie to the multiple staring eyes upon her.
"Yes but, I can't remember the specifics,” she practically blurted out as she struggled for the words. Her gaze locked with her brother Michael's gaze.
He seemingly noticed her uneasiness about the question as he changed the subject.
"What about that jackass who dressed up in a turnout coat, pretending to be a fireman?” Michael asked.
"Oh yeah, that was the guy who broke into the woman's apartment pretending to be a firefighter then sexually assaulted the poor woman. Freaking pansy,” Freddie added and the conversation continued as relief filled Katie to her core.
She nearly lost it, right there in front of everyone. She wanted to run and cry but remained in her seat. Did she honestly think that news of the serial arsonist would not reach her hometown of Warrens Cove? It was a national story at this point and the fact that Redding was still at large was an outrage. Worst of all, she cringed at the thought of her family finally knowing the truth. How would she explain her way of thinking, her need to isolate herself and keep them away as she did? Being at the firehouse right now, made her see the comradeship, the emotional and physical bonds she should have embraced but instead denied existence of. She stayed silent, absorbing the stories they told, the sound of laughter and safety emitted through Ladder Company Three.
An hour later, they were all laughing and having a good time until the bell sounded. The atmosphere changed. The laughter stopped and seriousness filled the air.
Katie jumped just as the firefighters did. It was a natural response. The bell rang loudly as the men ran for their gear and started each engine. Katie wanted to cover her ears.
The sound stirred memories both good and bad. Her heart pounded in her chest.
Katie swallowed hard.
"We gotta go sis. You okay?” Michael asked.
She nodded her head indicating she was fine even though she was not.
Ladder Company Three cleared out in what seemed like seconds.
The thought that any of them may not return the same way they left, sent chills through her body. The dizziness set in and an intense nervousness and panic. She contemplated following the trucks to the location, wanting to see for herself that everything was going to be all right. She had not witnessed any fires since the one at The Club. She only got to see the aftermath, the victims, the injured and the ones who lives were either lost or spared.
"You can stick around and talk to me. I'm on limited duty,” Brad interrupted Katie's thoughts. The sound of the sirens in the distance echoed in her ears. Flashes of the fire filled her mind as she closed her eyes and grabbed the chair for support.
"Hey Angel, are you all right?” Brad asked, using his good arm to hold her steady.
Katie opened her eyes and forced a smile.
"Sorry Brad, yeah I'm fine. I got a little dizzy that's all.” Katie sat back down in the chair.
"I noticed you lose a bit of coloring in your cheeks. You sure you're all right?"
Brad sat down on the bench beside Katie as she folded her hands on her lap.
"I'm fine, really, just a bit tired that's all."
"You work long hours at the hospital huh?"
"Yes I do, but I love it."
"Well I'll tell you, I was glad to have you as a nurse. There are some doozies out there."
Katie laughed.
"I was glad to help."
"Well, I really mean it Angel. You have a special touch and real bedside manner that just doesn't exist in every person in your profession. It's something to be proud of."
Katie smiled. “I appreciate that."
"You sure you're all right?"
"Fine."
"How about a tour then? You can lean on me for support if you're feeling a bit dizzy,” Brad added with a wink as he held his hand out to her. She giggled then took his hand as she stood up from the bench.
Katie passed through the two main offices where the chief worked and the meeting rooms were located.
The hallway that led to the small sitting area was covered with framed pictures and posters of models in swimming suits.
"Sorry about those. The guys ... you know.” He shrugged his shoulders and appeared embarrassed.
Katie laughed as she moved closer to the wall.
There was a picture of Michael sitting on the bumper of a ladder truck. It appeared as though he just finished fighting a fire and the exhaustion set in.
"That fire was pretty intense, but your brother Michael did great. He saved two lives that day,” Brad stated and Katie's eyes widened in surprise.
"Really? When was this?” She leaned in closer trying to get a better look.
"About a year ago. He saved a little two year old and her mother."
Katie swallowed hard. She felt a mix of emotions. She was upset for not being here to celebrate the rescue with Michael and she was scared of the thought that he could have died in that fire and she was sad because she knew the feeling of loss.
She took a deep breath then continued to walk through the room.
"Your brother Billy is quite the fire fighter as well. I guess it runs in the McKeller family."
Katie smiled then quickly then turned away, trying to hide the emotion she felt.
Some radio chatter echoed in the distance and Brad excused himself.
Katie continued to look at each picture. The mementos reminded her of so much.
The fact that she lied about the extent of her injuries and the intensity of the fire she survived brought on the guilty feeling again.
Katie knew why she didn't confide in her family.
She glanced at the next series of photographs lined up in a shrine formation.
The words Lost Comrades stood out above the set.
Her eyes instantly found the picture of her father. Her father, a firefighter, had died in the line of duty when she was a senior in high school. The pain was too much for her. She loved her father. The thought caused an instant heaviness to fill her heart then the tears followed. It wasn't fair! Why did her dad have to die? She lowered her head and used the back of her hand to wipe away the tears. There was that helpless feeling again. She imagined her mother at that moment.
Lea had suffered so much and it was heart wrenching but Katie feared for the worse. She could not stay there, in Warrens Cove, just waiting for her two brothers, Michael and Billy to suffer the same fate as dad. She came from a family of firefighters and their profession chilled her to the bone. Katie had to leave Warrens Cove.
She glanced at each picture of firefighters both young and old. Each of them remembered for their ultimate sacrifice.
Numerous newspaper articles were framed as well, displaying the series of kind words and memories about each of the firefighters.
Bradley was special too and many described him as being perfect from every one of his crew along with the Fire Chief.
She swallowed hard as thoughts of Bradley's funeral filled her mind. The sound of the bagpipes and the beat of the soft yet deep and distinguished bang, each time the drummer pounded the specially designed stick against the round instrument. During her father's funeral the same type of Irish bagpipe band played. A band mostly made up of the fire department's own crewmembers, brought together in times of happiness and times of sorrow. Katie hated the sound, yet loved it. Wiping her eyes she moved on, glancing around the room at the weight lifting equipment, magazines, and other things that intensified the feeling of being completely surrounded by firefighters and everything they stood for.
"Hey Angel, sorry about that."
Katie turned around, thankful for the interruption. “Is everything okay?"
"Everything is fine. The guys have it under control. It was a brush fire gone mad. They were able to stop it from spreading to the nearby house."
"Thank goodness."
Katie turned away hoping to avoid eye contact with Brad so he wouldn't see her teary eyes.
"Hey Angel, you okay?"
Katie was hesitant before she responded. Then she felt the hand on her shoulder.
"It's not easy to lose a loved one or a friend."
Katie locked gazes with Brad and a sympathetic smile.
"Your dad was a great man. He pulled me out of a jam or two years ago on the job.” She watched Brad move closer to the wall of pictures and right in front of one that contained a group of firefighters by a ladder truck.
Katie moved closer to get a better look.
She recognized her dad and Brad immediately.
"That's me in my younger days. I was a real ladies man,” he said then chuckled.
"You look great, Brad, and I'd say you still have the touch."
"Ahh, you're just being nice. I appreciate that though."
She watched him look at the photograph and appear as if he reminisced about the time and circumstances of that particular moment.
"You know Angel, it's not easy living when it feels like so many good people doing good things around you are dying.” He locked gazes with her and it was as if Brad knew what she had gone through and how she continued to suffer.
"The thing is, I could let all the negative things and the losses eat me up alive, make me die inside but what good would that be?” He nervously placed his one hand in the pocket of his pants, shrugged his shoulders and appeared shy and embarrassed about his emotional statement.
"I got a lot of friends and family around. I learned long ago that I shouldn't waste time mourning and feeling guilty for living and actually making it to retirement. It happens and I guess God's got plans for me."
Katie felt her eyes fill with tears. Brad reached out and touched her hand.
"You're going to be fine. You're a McKeller, you've got that special thrive that emits from someone who doesn't give up. You're an angel."
Katie smiled and it didn't appear that Brad expected a verbal response from her. She wouldn't have been able to give him one because she knew if she spoke she would have began to cry and probably never stop. She stayed another 15 minutes talking to Brad then left for home.
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Chapter 5"Lea, please don't be silly darling, Katie's not going to hate you. The boy's won't hate you either,” William stated, holding Lea by the shoulders.
"I can't, Willy. The kids will not understand and Katie is still being distant as it is. It would not be right for us to continue. We're not teenagers, you know.” Lea tried to pull away from William but he would not budge.
They were not teenagers, they were adults. They were still young, she was forty-nine and William was fifty-two. They could not help their attraction to one another, they had always been close and it took a while for her to get over the fact that William was Mack's best friend.
She closed her eyes and thought about Mack, her high school sweetheart. They were just kids when they got married. The tears came on instantly.
"Oh Lea, don't do this. Don't live in the shadow of his death. You are young and beautiful. I love you."
Lea covered her chest with her hand.
"Oh no, William, please don't talk so foolishly."
"I'm not talking foolishly. I love you, damn it! And you love me!” He pulled her into an embrace, holding her head close to his chest.
Lea inhaled the scent of William's body, the manliness and the strength. She missed that feeing of safety in a man's touch and all the love and affection that went with it. She craved it, having missed that attention for so long.
William rubbed Lea's hair, spoke softly to her, their bodies close.
"I'm not giving up on us. We need each other, can't you see that?"
"We shouldn't have done this. We have to stop,” she whispered as the tears slowly traveled down her cheeks.
She felt William's hand move up her back, past her neck then cradle her head. The chills, the excitement his touch alone stirred within her was enormous. She shook with anticipation and need.
William's other hand lifted Lea's chin forcing her to look into his eyes.
"Don't ever say you regret us. I am going to make you see we are right. We make the perfect team."
William's lips covered Lea's. He kissed her passionately, her head tilted back, her arms held him tight. His hands caressed her possessively, his body's need to take her right here right now was obvious by the hardness against her belly.
Lea embraced William's demands. She did not think, she just reacted and allowed her needs to take the lead.
William's mouth covered Lea's neck with kisses and he frantically tore at the buttons of her blouse.
Lea stayed in shape, watched her diet and exercised daily. William cared about his body and health as well. It was something they had in common.
His hands roamed over her backside then he gave a possessive squeeze pulling Lea's thigh up against his hip.
William's lips found Lea's again and she pulled at his shirt demanding he remove it.
She helped him lift it up over his head. Her heart raced at the sight of him. He was muscular, toned, had a firemen's body, ready for the brutality of the danger that lurked on each fire call.
"I love you, Lea, don't fight me. Don't fight us,” he whispered then gently laid Lea down on his bed.
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Chapter 6The following morning, Katie was getting ready to leave for her routine jog on the beach. She opened the back door and found her mom just about to use her key.
Lea gasped in shock.
"Sorry. Is everything all right?” Katie asked.
Her mom's hair was messy and she was wearing the same clothes as yesterday.
"I'm fine. Off for a jog?” Lea asked as she ran her hand through her hair.
"Yep. I put the coffee on,” Katie responded.
"Oh great. I forgot to do that this morning.” Lea replied nervously then nibbled her bottom lip. Katie couldn't help but feel like her mom was up to something.
"Mom, are you sure you're all right? You look pale,” Katie asked as she held her mom's forearm.
Lea pulled her daughter into an embrace. “I love you Katie. I'm so glad you're home."
The hug caught Katie off guard. The sudden show of affection in the doorway sent up a signal immediately in Katie's mind. Then she smelled the men's cologne. Katie's eyes widened in surprise. Her mom had a boyfriend, a lover? Oh, my God, and Katie just busted her from being out all-night with some strange man.
Surely, the boys would have mentioned this.
Katie decided to play dumb. Obviously, her mom was not ready to share the news.
"I love you too, Mom. I'll see you later."
Katie was not sure how she felt about her mom having a lover. Dad had been gone for years now. Surely her mom needed to feel loved, held by a man. It was natural to need such intimacy, but it had to be tough.
Katie recalled her relationship with Bradley. They were lovers too, and although it was only a short six months, it was still difficult to think about being that intimate with someone else ever again. Katie could not imagine being married, having grown children and the same lover for nearly thirty years. Losing a spouse and then trying to be intimate with someone else had to be hell. Her mom may be feeling guilty and wondering what Katie and her brothers’ reactions would be.
Katie could not help but wonder who that person was for her mom.
Katie thought about the phone conversation she had with Bradley's sister Terry yesterday. It was a quick conversation just as the two others before it were. Was Terry trying to dissolve their relationship because of Bradley? Maybe Terry blamed Katie after all?
Katie's heart ached. Terry had been her best friend, had known everything about her. However, Bradley was Terry's brother. Perhaps it would be easier to just forget about one another?
Katie swallowed hard, feeling the swelling in her throat and the tears fill her eyes. God it hurt so badly. Will it ever not hurt so badly? Could Terry be trying to end their friendship?
Katie thought about it for a moment and it suddenly seemed possible.
Then Katie thought about what Terry told her when Katie announced that she was heading back home.
"You have to do this Katie. You have to move on with your life, it's what my brother would have wanted. I love you and you know I will miss you but you have to get out of Bolton Bay before the memories and the past eat you alive."
A tear escaped her eye. Terry knew her so well, they were so close they were like sisters. Terry understood and empathized with the emotions and what Katie was feeling. There was no hiding it from her best friend.
No ... it couldn't be that. Terry was busy with her new job and being a newlywed. She mentioned the investigation and how Lou and Kenny were still working to catch Redding Jr. Maybe there was more to that. Maybe Redding struck and Terry did not want to tell Katie.
Katie sighed and suddenly felt even sadder and more depressed. She felt alone, cut off from any information or update on the case and the worry now consumed her.
She continued to jog down the beach. Katie did not go as far as the lighthouse and it was difficult to focus on her work out this morning. She slowed down her pace.
The shoreline caught her gaze, her attention now drawn to the sequence of each wave turning into bubbling foam along the beach's edge. How gracefully the water touched the coffee colored sand then disappeared either absorbing into the sand itself or returning to the large body of sparkling, deep blue water. There was peacefulness, a therapeutic appeal to watching the tide enter then exit. Then of course, like clockwork, Katie could not embrace that peacefulness or feeling of contentment. No, she was not deserving of such pleasure, such a spiritual connection with nature and God.
She thought about what happened yesterday at the firehouse. First, the conversations about the serial arsonist, Earl Redding Jr., his heinous acts and ability to still evade capture. She thought she would die when her brother asked if she knew of the case and the arsonist. She knew all too well. It was only a matter of time before she would have to tell her family the details.
The sound of the sirens, the bell ringing and the firefighters running in the same direction had brought back memories both good and bad.
Her response to everything was understandable. She had been facing nothing but firefighters, victims of fires, colleague nurses like Lucy whose main idea of achievement in life was to nail as many probies as possible. She shook her head at the thought and the comment from Lucy about Ryan.
"He's a God, Katie, and he has his eye on you."
Of course, Katie tried not to think about what Ryan looked like in uniform or the way his precious green eyes took on a different deeper color green the second the bell sounded at the firehouse. She should not be looking at him so closely and noticing such things. It just was not right.
Katie sat down on the sand, giving up the fight to continue her work out. It was no use so she looked out towards the ocean, hugging her knees to her chest.
The sound of waves gently caressing the shoreline should have sounded peaceful. It was low tide and the seashells were everywhere.
Childhood memories of the firehouse invaded her thoughts.
The day before her father died she stopped by to see him and the chief.
She always cherished that day and she recalled the look of pride and determination in her father's eyes. He was proud that Michael was in the same company and Billy was a probie. It must have given her dad an immense feeling of pride to know that two of his sons would be working side by side with him.
She thought about Michael and his need to protect her. Billy and Donny felt that brotherly protectiveness as well but Michael was different.
He acted more fatherly, like he needed to protect Katie and it was as if he wanted to shelter her from the realities of life. He probably did not want her to make the same mistakes he did. That was a parental instinct.
What Michael did not realize was that it was excessively late. Katie had her fill and then some of life changing events, heartache and loss.
The battle to accept her life was difficult, especially on days like today when she questioned her existence.
Michael loved her just as Donny, Billy and Mom did. Nevertheless, the way Michael looked at her, obviously trying to figure out what happened in the last few years of her life, made telling them the truth even harder.
Surely, Michael would be upset when he heard the details of the fire and how so many lives were lost. Firefighters had a hard time accepting casualties. They wanted to save everyone, especially their comrades.
The time was approaching and the ability to avoid it was drawing to a close.
A couple of times Katie had awoken in a cold sweat and her mom outside her bedroom door asking if she was all right. Katie lied of course, blaming her nightmares on late dinners and events at the hospital.
Lying to her mom hurt inside. She never did that, not even as a young child.
It was the way their parents raised them, with morals, values and a strong family network and foundation. They were close as a family and she nearly blew it all. What if she had died in that fire? Katie never would have had that opportunity to share in her family's lives again or them in hers.
Her intentions to workout were dissolved by her own pessimistic outlook on her life. Her mind's recollection of certain sequences of events sent her on an emotional roller coaster. Alone with the beach, the waves, and some higher power that some days she honored and others she questioned. How does God pick and choose who dies and who survives?
Katie remembered when she was a little girl, her dad and William would let her sit in the fire truck. A couple of times they allowed her to assist them in washing the truck.
Gosh, she remembered the enormity of the engine and her dad showing her everything it contained after her multiple questions of ‘what's that for,’ and ‘what else is it carrying?'
She recalled his facial expression. He was smitten that his little girl wanted to know everything about his world, his profession, his vocation in life. Katie could see that now but as a child her focus was on the curiosity of it all.
In her eyes, her daddy was a hero whether he was a firefighter or Daddy.
Katie swallowed hard. She missed him dearly.
There were some good memories there.
Nevertheless, the sound of the sirens blaring so close by and the firefighters running towards the garage had made her think of that night at The Club.
The explosion, people screaming, Katie shook her head side to side. She did not want to remember.
No. No, damn it, I won't do this.
Katie held the sides of her head and damned every thought.
The panicky feeling seemed to cover her whole body, inside and out. She shook with fear, with uneasy anticipation of lack of control over remembering. Forceful, painful sometimes-debilitating recollections of the fire and Bradley's horrific death.
Bradley letting go of her hand, so he would not take her down with him. When she closed her eyes and even in her dreams, she could see his face clearly through the smoke, through the flames and the rumbling from the multiple explosions below.
She began to cry.
Why couldn't she just forget about it?
Why did she torture herself so much?
The anger was enormous, the hate for what had happened to Bradley and to the others was heart wrenching.
Someone had set the fire on purpose and that chilled her to the bone. She wondered if the detectives had caught him yet but Kenny or Lou would have called her. They were in charge of the case and were on the hunt for the serial arsonist. The guys at the firehouse had just heard a recent report on the news and Redding was still at large.
Katie could see Redding, Jr.'s face. His image embedded in her mind.
Usually a dark shadow surrounded his image but the brightness of the sun and sitting on the beach seemed to make his image clearer.
Brown hair, five foot eight, heavyset, bad complexion, he had deep blue eyes outlined in red to match his swollen eyelids. He was a psycho out of control and still out there somewhere causing pain.
Katie longed for the day to get that call confirming Redding's capture or that he died in a fire he had set. That would mean closure for so many victims and their families.
Again, the sirens going off at the firehouse filled her thoughts.
Firefighters running to get their gear, preparing as best they could for what they were about to face. Her two brothers were living that life just as their father had. She could not help but worry about their safety or about the calls they had to go on. They never know what to expect but just seem to go anyway, understanding that it is their job, their mission appointed from some higher power. The firefighters in Bolton Bay could have never imagined such a horrific sight. So many people died, trapped and burned alive. Firefighters were injured, many were still going through counseling because of it. Katie had met many of them, wanting to thank them for their efforts. She had been over her side of the story as she went through it. The firefighters were sympathetic. They lost one of their own that day.
She wished Bradley had been working in his firehouse that day instead of being out with her. Then he would still be alive.
He saved her by pulling her towards the staircase and letting go of her hand before the floor collapsed.
Katie cried harder at the thought.
The people screaming, burning, pleading for help continued to haunt her thoughts.
Laying her head against her knees she cried harder, fogging up her sunglasses. She was about to remove them when she heard the male voice.
"You've got some explaining to do!” Ryan yelled as he made his way across the sand towards her.
He had seen her while he was jogging and it was as if his wish had come true.
He was thinking about her the last few days. He could not get her out of his mind. He became angrier and angrier at the thought that she pretended to be involved with Michael. That was cruel.
What was her problem? He wasn't good enough for her? He could have his choice of women. Damn Katie McKeller!
The tantrum he had was fresh in his head as he approached the culprit of his anger.
Katie did not even acknowledge him and now he was fuming.
"Did you hear me?"
"Excuse me,” Katie blurted back at Ryan. She was in a mood for a fight and he would do fine.
"You have some nerve. Trying to pretend your brother was your boyfriend."
"I didn't do any such thing. You assumed!"
"Bull! You hugged his arm, kissed his cheek, and winked at him. Then I find out the truth. What game are you playing?” He demanded as he moved closer.
Katie could feel the heat reach her cheeks. Her hands were balls of fists by her side. She was so mad, so emotional and she directed everything at Ryan.
She pulled off her sunglasses and threw them to the side.
"Just leave me alone. I don't want you here. I don't need you bothering me,” she yelled. Her voice cracked, and then she covered her face in her hands.
"What's wrong?” He knelt down into the sand.
She held her head between her knees.
She sniffled then whispered in a whimper.
"Please just go, Ryan. Please."
He could not let himself leave her like this, so upset and crying. Damn it! It killed him inside to see her crying. Why?
He did not think twice about his next move. Kneeling down into the sand, Ryan pulled Katie into his arms.
She tried to resist but he would not have it.
Katie sobbed against Ryan's chest as he held her. They were kneeling in the sand facing one another.
He did not say a word, instead just held her tight until finally her breathing began to settle down.
Katie slowly began to pull away and Ryan held her by her waist.
"Please forgive me. I didn't mean—"
"Don't apologize.” Ryan reached out and cupped Katie's chin in his hand, his other hand still lay against her waist.
She was so delicate, so small compared to him. He had an overwhelming urge to protect her, cradle her in his arms and take all her sadness away. What could this attractive young woman have been exposed to?
Ryan caressed her chin, forcing Katie to look into his eyes.
Another tear fell and he gently wiped it away with his thumb.
Ryan stared at Katie and her eyes of sadness.
"Why are you so upset?"
"I don't want to talk about it. I'm sorry.” Katie turned her face towards the ocean.
Ryan placed his hand gently against her cheek causing her to look back towards his face.
"You're so beautiful."
He stared at her, absorbing the silky texture of her skin, the deep color brown in her eyes and lips seductive, pink. A tear sat at the corner of her lip.
"Please don't push me away, let me help you."
Katie closed her eyes and tried to look back towards the ocean. He heard the minor gasp of air, sniffle, then her body slightly shiver. She was hurting inside, he sensed the pain and his anger dissolved then reformed into compassion.
Ryan pulled her body against his.
Katie looked up towards him.
Their lips nearly touched and Ryan felt his heart racing, he nearly lost his breath from embracing the delicate woman in his arms.
He held Katie close with one arm while his hand cradled her head and drew Katie's lips against his own.
He kissed her deeply, absorbing the softness of her lips, they tasted better then he imagined.
Katie did not resist.
Their mouths fought to devour the other's, tongues entwined in a race to reach fulfillment. The need and the common attraction were strong and clearly expressed in their bodies’ reaction and response to one another.
Then they kissed more softly, their lips meeting each other as if planned.
Ryan kissed her chin, then her neck.
His arm moved around her waist to brace her so she would not fall as he gently lay her down on the sand.
His body half covered Katie's.
Their lips met again as he leaned on his elbows and placed his hands against Katie's cheeks.
They continued to kiss, making out on the beach, the sand soft underneath them. Ryan's fingers entwined in Katie's hair, their chests rising and falling as one.
Simultaneously they parted lips then Ryan stared at Katie a moment.
She looked like an angel, eyes closed, lips full and he smiled.
Katie's eyes fluttered open, her lips swollen.
Ryan whispered, “There should be a law against your lips Angel. You make me weak."
Katie swallowed hard. She could not believe what just happened. How could it go this far? What if someone had seen them?
Katie moved her head sideways trying to look around them, imagining a large crowd of onlookers gawking.
Ryan followed her line of sight. They were still alone.
"It's just us Angel, and maybe a few seagulls.” He smiled and her insides fluttered.
She could feel his muscles, his strength surrounding her. She tingled inside because of it and her body wanted Ryan closer. She did not know him and chemistry or not she should not be rolling around in the sand with him. This was a mistake.
Katie's eyes followed the strong shape of Ryan's face, his jaw line then back to those incredible lips of his. He was all man yet his skin was soft, clean-shaven and he was incredibly handsome.
She needed to snap out of it. He was a fireman, he was dangerous and more threatening than he could possibly understand.
Hell! Katie did not even understand her reaction to Ryan, she just knew that she was not ready for this.
"Let me get up. My leg is hurting.” She lied, anything to get the throbbing hardness against her belly away from her. Ryan was driving her wild.
Ryan slowly moved to the side and sat up. Katie did the same.
She brushed off the sand from her legs and arms and avoided making eye contact with Ryan.
His hand touched her cheek forcing her to look up at him.
"Don't push me away now ... I'm not finished with you.” He leaned over to kiss her lips and Katie turned.
"Stop, Ryan. We can't do this. It won't work.” Katie quickly stood up from the sand and brushed her backside off.
Ryan did the same then stared at her a moment with his hands on his hips.
"Are you afraid of me? Do I scare you?” He asked gently taking her hand into his own.
Katie remained silent as he stared down, noting how much larger his hand was in comparison to the soft, delicate hand he held.
Did she think he would not be gentle with her? That he wouldn't be a delicate lover, sincere, putting her feelings, her needs ahead of his own? Was he even capable of that kind of self-sacrifice? He never met a woman he wanted more with and he wanted everything with Katie.
His mind was in fast-forward and all they did was kiss. But damn he could easily devour her up. Katie was special.
Again, Katie tried to pull away but Ryan would not let her.
He took both her hands and pulled her to him.
He kissed the knuckles of her hands and gazed into her eyes.
"I'm gonna make you mine Angel. These lips of yours are too addicting."
He kissed her on the forehead then released one of her hands. He held onto the other and they began to walk silently down the beach.
Ryan did not let go of Katie's hand. He was afraid she would pull away, afraid of not being able to touch her, he held on. The emotion was both scary and exciting to him. It was an absolute first and he could not help but wonder if all the stress and regrets he had in life, were finally weighing on him, mentally. As they walked in silence, he attempted to understand his immediate attraction to Katie. He glanced at her, taking a moment to absorb the fact that he would not let her go, held her hand snugly and took control. She did not scratch his eyes out or scream for help. Maybe she was feeling the same way?
Katie's eyes moved from the water to the beach in front of them and Ryan could tell she was a bit tense. He glanced down at their hands and all he saw was her dainty wrist, peaking out against his solid hand. It was monstrous compared to hers. Gently he began to release her hand and entwined his fingers between Katie's fingers. Their gazes met and she smiled.
The warmth filled him to his soul. Katie blushed then turned back towards the water again.
They walked past the lighthouse and over the last large hill of sand.
Ryan had not spoken a word. It was as if Katie just needed his company as he needed hers.
He led the way to the end of the flat beach.
She had not been to the end of Warrens Cove Beach since childhood. There was a tall, steep mound of sand in their path. Ryan let go of her hand, felt the emptiness inside him, then quickly grabbed her by the waist. She placed her hands over Ryan's and he guided her up and over the sand bank.
As soon as they topped the mound of sand, the most gorgeous beach house came into view.Katie suddenly remembered it belonging to the original settlers on the island, the Warrens.
"Oh God, what an amazing house. I haven't been up here for ages,” Katie admitted and Ryan smiled.
"That's the Warren's house, right, the original settlers on this island? My God, I forgot how gorgeous it was."
Ryan offered his hand to assist her down the large sand dune and she accepted, placing her hand in his until they reached the sand dusted ground.
"Want to get a closer look?” He was all ready halfway across the pea gravel road.
"Ryan, someone might be home. They probably get mad at the nosy people who trespass on their property,” Katie reprimanded him and Ryan winked.
"Live a little dangerously Angel. What could they do? Besides, there's no one home."
Katie's heart was beating rapidly, she was never one to invade someone else's privacy, never mind break the law. She could not help but wonder if the police department was as mild as years ago. She also wondered if it was just as small. She cringed a moment but only a moment. Ryan had already reached the stairs to the back porch. There was no turning back now.
She leaned her body close to his in a natural need of support and courage. Ryan held her close, gave her a loving squeeze then placed his hands on her shoulders. He directed her towards the view, then released his hold to let her embrace what she was about to see.
"Ryan we shouldn't be here, they're going to call the police,” she stated, turning back towards him.
Ryan smiled, turned Katie around to face the water and take in their private, beach-front view of Warrens Cove.
Katie froze where she stood, awe struck at the view before her.
The large sand dunes blocked out everything and everyone. It was as if they were the only ones around for miles and miles. The silence was peaceful, the view breathtaking and here she was sharing this moment with Ryan.
How could a stranger have such a positive affect on her? He had the ability to take all her sadness away or at least distract her from the sadness and the fear.
Was it the simple fact that he was a firefighter, symbolizing heroism, bravery and strength? When had she become so needy, so frail and in need of protection? Katie felt confused, yet comfortable sharing this private moment with a man she hardly knew at all.
She could feel Ryan's presence behind her, instantly she wished for his touch, his solid arms to wrap around her and make the fear disappear. He held her only moments ago and she missed his touch something terrible.
Immediately, Katie felt Ryan's arms wrap around her waist from behind. It felt so right, so perfect and she laid her head back against his chest.
They stood as one in silence. The minutes passed uncounted between them.
In the distance seagulls flew, the ocean reached the shoreline and peacefulness surrounded them for what seemed like miles.
"Isn't it gorgeous?” Ryan whispered, pulling Katie against him and leaning his chin on the top of her head.
She felt so dainty and feminine and her body's curves fit against Ryan's body.
"Oh yeah. This is incredible."
They were lost in the view and in the moment. Ryan never thought he could feel so content and so at ease with a woman, never mind one he hardly knew. However, he was going to get to know her. Learn about every mysterious and amazing side to Katie that he was positive she possessed. He hugged her tighter.
He felt giddy, like some love sick teenager as he embraced the feel of Katie in his arms, the scent of her hair and her perfume. He wanted to taste her again, her lips, her neck, her body. He felt the rhythm of his breathing increase, his desire to possess her affection. He bent his head down to kiss Katie's neck. Slowly as not to frighten her or disturb the intimacy of the moment he took his time placing small, gentle kisses against her skin. She was feminine and delicate, he feared his ability to maintain gentleness as thoughts of nibbling, enticing and seducing her challenged any form of etiquette he had. Katie reached back letting her palm lie flush against Ryan's cheek.
He turned his face slowly towards the palm of Katie's hand, kissing her wrist gently then the palm itself.
Katie closed her eyes and leaned her head back. God this man is incredible. Her body craved his touch, she wanted his hands all over her.
Ryan turned her around by her waist so she was facing him.
Their lips met and he picked her up off the ground sweeping her off her feet.
Katie wrapped her arms around Ryan's neck while he held her tight and kissed her passionately.
He was so strong and she loved the way he effortlessly lifted her, drawing her body and her lips closer to his own.
She tingled from head to toe, lost in Ryan Master's kisses, caresses and strength. She could not recall ever feeling this way, hypnotized, under a spell and oblivious to anything other than the moment and Ryan's seductively talented mouth.
In an instant, reality invaded.
Suddenly, there was a loud noise like garbage pails banging against each other.
"Oh no, someone is home. Come on."
Ryan held her tighter even as he lowered her feet to the ground.
"No. Don't worry, it's just Marcus. He always comes by this time in the morning to try and knock down the garbage."
Katie pulled out of Ryan's arms and looked at him.
"How would you know that and who is Marcus?” she demanded.
"I should know who's snooping around my garbage and don't worry, Marcus is a nice dog. Just an eating machine."
Katie was trying to process what Ryan was saying.
"This is your house? I don't understand."
Ryan smiled then took Katie by the hand. He led her onto the enclosed back patio and offered her a chair. She declined and instead took in her surroundings and the fact that Ryan had misled her.
She had no right to be angry. Now they were even.
The porch was enormous and the full-length of the house. The old wide, white wood planks covered the floor. Above were four white wooden fans decorating the ceiling.
The original white wrought iron lounge chairs, table for eight and rockers were decorated with burgundy cushions. The view from the porch was magnificent.
Katie tried to imagine what it must have been like years ago when the first settlers began building on the island. She recalled the Warren house being one of the first houses ever built. The location alone had to be worth millions in today's realty market. Never mind the value of the restoration and maintenance of the original word work. Katie realized she was lost in her own thoughts until she glanced at Ryan who appeared to be staring at her.
Her heart raced at the way he watched her so intently. Shyly, she turned away from him.
"My grandparents were the Warren's. My parents had gotten divorced, my dad took off on my mom when I was just a baby. My mom remarried Roger Masters and had my name changed ... Roger legally adopted me. My father's parents, the Warrens, loved my mom dearly so they left her the house in their will."
"But I don't remember you. I don't remember going to school with you or you going with my brothers."
"I moved away with my mom when I was five. I had a rough childhood getting in and out of trouble, stupid stuff but finally got my act together and volunteered at the local firehouse. Before long, I was studying hard, hanging out with the firemen who showed me the ropes and I loved it. I got into the academy and landed a job in Hooks Bay a few towns from here and my mom told me about the house. I came here, cleaned it up, refurbished it and got the transfer to the local firehouse. Now I'm here with you.” Ryan pulled Katie back into his arms again.
"Well it's gorgeous. You should be proud of your work Ryan, really proud,” she told him and he kissed her, released her lips then smiled.
Katie was taken aback by his forwardness and the mere fact that he kissed her whenever he wanted to and as if he had every right to. It rattled her but at the same time it made her feel giddy inside. He stared at her now, just holding her gaze.
"What?” Katie asked as she attempted to catch her breath and put a little space between their bodies that were now practically one.
"I love your lips, they're addictive."
Katie could feel the heat rush to her cheeks..
"Come on, let me show you the inside.” He placed his hands on Katie's shoulders and led her through the double sliding glass doors.
It was stunning inside with all the original woodwork.
"I had to re-do the kitchen, it was a mess. I needed new pipes, new electrical work, it was nearly disastrous.” Ryan walked towards the refrigerator.
"Want a drink? I've got some cold water."
Katie smiled and nodded her head yes, she was taken aback by the beauty of the house.
The sliding glass doors opened up to a large living room, fireplace and mahogany wood mantle. Ryan told her it was the original that his grandfather built.
To the right was an all maple wood staircase that led to a balcony and a set of large windows again overlooking the ocean. The bedrooms appeared to be hidden down the hallway.
On the first floor to the left of the kitchen was a sitting area with large windows with a side view of the ocean and the private beach on the left side of the house.
A guest bedroom with an ocean front view stayed hidden near a small bathroom.
"Ryan, this house is incredible. It must have taken you a long time to do all this work."
"Over two years, but it was worth it. Let me show you upstairs.” He handed her the bottle of water. She took a sip then followed Ryan up the stairs.
When they got to the top of the landing, he stopped to look at the view.
"Do you like it?” he asked, hoping she would. Her reaction to his home was different from most women. She was truly impressed with his work and with the layout and construction of the house. He could not help but laugh at the giddy feeling he had. He was rambling on like some nervous teenager with a crush. Glancing towards Katie, the reality hit hard. She was not some teenage girl. She was all woman. He swallowed hard, his throat dry, his manhood at attention and realized this was all unfamiliar to him. So, this is what it meant, when a woman left you tongue-tied? He grabbed the railing for support and gazed at Katie. She looked gorgeous and had a rather serious expression on her face as she stared out the window. It was adorable how she gently tucked strands of hair behind her ear and leaned closer against the railing letting the curves of her body protrude forward. His eyes followed every curve from ankle to fingertips. His mind envisioned some rather naughty thoughts. He blushed, immediately embarrassed by them and the fact that Katie now held his gaze and possibly read his mind.
Thank God, she wasn't tongue-tied.
"Now did the original house have these large windows? I thought they were smaller and square?” Katie asked, squinting her eyes and trying to remember.
Ryan cleared his throat, released his strong hold on the railing and amazingly responded to Katie without a cracking voice.
"You're right. They were square and too small. You really could not see the view so I opened up the wall completely and had Elegant Glass Window Company, in Pearl, install the large panes of glass.
"It is really great how you restored this house. It's one of the last original houses on the island, isn't it?"
"Yes it is. I have gotten so many crazy offers on this house. Just last week someone offered me two million for it."
Katie gasped in shock. “Oh my. What did you say?"
"I told them no freaking way! This house means so much to me. Just think about the history and the people who lived here. My relatives, people I never met before, walked on that beach and through the doors downstairs. Some of the ‘old timers’ in town told me a few stories about the parties that took place here. Some of them attended them when my grandparents were still alive."
"I can understand why you would want to hold onto this house. Family memories alone would make me want to stay and keep the connection."
Ryan smiled at Katie. “This house has been through so much. Just think about the storms, the high tides and it even survived a fire over thirty years ago."
"Really? That is amazing. I think you made the right decision, Ryan. If you maintain it then you can pass it along just like your grandparents did."
Katie walked past another room, noting the beach theme that flowed smoothly throughout the bedroom. A light beige quilt with a seashell embossed pattern covered the queen size bed. The bedside table, hope chest at the edge of the bed and the headboard were all made of light brown rattan.
Two tan colored lampshades sat atop each bedside table and seashells filled their glass bases to the rim.
Katie smiled at Ryan, complimented his decorating skills then exited the room.
They continued to walk down the hallway and surprisingly three other full size bedrooms filled the second floor.
When they were finished looking at each room Katie began to head back towards the staircase.
Ryan took her hand to stop her.
"You're sincerely impressed, aren't you.” It was a statement not a question and before Katie could acknowledge it, Ryan embraced her.
He kissed her neck softly, trailing kisses to her ear lobe. He whispered, his breath warm and sexy against her ear. “You're perfect, do you know that?"
She still held the water bottle in one hand and her other hand lay against his upper arm. She stilled in his arms and welcomed his embrace.
Ryan's breath was hot against her ear lobe and he whispered again, tickling her ear.
"You're driving me wild, Angel. I want you."
Katie's head fell back in defeat at Ryan's tactics. He was thrilling with his hands, with his lips. The strength of his hold was so enticing, from the heat of his palms, fire, searing against her hipbone. He nibbled her bottom lip, trailed kisses against her cheek and she found herself turning to the right, allowing Ryan better access to her neck and earlobe. Katie determined that Ryan's mouth was sinful as she fell into a trance, again feeling content and whole. Her imagination ran wild just thinking about Ryan's mouth investigating every inch of her body.
Ryan pulled Katie against the hallway wall cradling her head in his hand. He began kissing her softly, at first, nibbling on her bottom lip teasing her then covering them with his own. The sound of the water bottle hitting the floor was lost in their panting. Their breathing grew rapid, their chests rose and fell as one. His body molded against hers as his mouth ravaged every inch of her mouth.
She wanted him so badly she was throbbing everywhere. Ryan's breath grew shallow as his lips scattered kisses across Katie's skin.
Katie held on to Ryan. One hand wrapped around his arm the other laid flat against his chest. She could feel his heart beating faster against the palm of her hand. He kissed her harder, deeper and she felt his hand glide under her t-shirt. Katie jumped at his touch singed with heat and passion. Her legs instantly felt weak and wobbly. As if sensing it, Ryan held her tighter.
His hand cupped her breast and he moaned against her mouth. Katie felt the rush of heat between her legs. His touch aroused her and suddenly her whole body felt as if would burst into flames. Ryan wanted more, his hands could not seem to get enough of Katie's skin as he made his way down her rib cage then to her hipbone. Katie felt every sensation, every movement to her core. His calloused hand lingered against her muscled abs then the protruding bone and hips. Calloused hands that she was certain, on a daily basis worked so hard to save lives and to put out fires. Remnants and physical proof created from gripping an axe, a Halligan or a chainsaw. Firefighters were brawny, tough and unique in such a special way. She instantly felt Ryan's fingers glide across her ribs, her hipbone then against the material of her shorts. He pulled at the elastic on Katie's shorts while his mouth tasted every inch of her neck.
Katie's eyes widened, shocked and scared She placed her hands against Ryan's chest.
"Ryan stop, please.” she insisted while she pushed him away. Katie hurried towards the stairs and Ryan followed close behind.
"Katie, what's wrong? What are you doing?” He called after her, catching up he stopped her.
Katie's eyes welled up with tears.
"I can't Ryan. I'm sorry. I can't."
Did he push her too far? What was wrong?
"Katie?"
"Ryan, please! Don't ask me to explain. I need to go."
Katie left the house through the kitchen door. He heard the screen door slam then watched as Katie ran down the beach then disappeared.
Ryan wanted to run after her. He felt so confused, so unsure of what the right move would be. He recognized that look of pure fear in Katie's expression. Had he caused that fear? Did she think he would force her to ... no, she could not have. Ryan ran his hands through his hair then walked out onto the porch. He stared at the empty beach before him, not quite sure why or how things had taken a turn for the worse. Katie seemed to be attracted to him. She kissed him back just as passionately as he had kissed her. He exhaled, consumed by the events that had taken place from the time he met her on the beach until moments ago as Katie stormed off. She was practically in tears.
Ryan rubbed his chin and envisioned the look of fear in Katie's expression. Maybe someone hurt her. Another guy? Instantly, he wanted to find out who the guy was and wring his neck.
He started to feel the throbbing in his head, a sure sign of the beginning of a headache.
He would have to take things slow with Katie. She was special, unique and very unlike the other women he had involved himself with in the past.
On that note, he headed back into the house to get ready to meet the chief at Robert's Gym. The boxing event was approaching quickly. Thoughts of some abusive, mean ex-boyfriend of Katie's would make a perfect imaginary image on the punching bag, during his training.
Ryan still had an uneasy feeling inside. He wanted to see Katie again, talk to her and make her see she did not have to fear him. What was it about Katie McKeller that had his emotions and his mind so twisted? he wondered, as he grabbed a bottle of water and the keys to his truck.
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Chapter 7Katie made her way down the hallway to the burn unit. She wanted to check on Kevin. Supposedly, they were going to release him in the next couple of days.
When she arrived at his room, a young woman sat there talking to him.
At first, Katie thought she could possibly be an older sister then she remembered that Kevin was the Murphy's only child.
Katie knocked on the door.
"Hi, am I disturbing you? Can I come in?” Katie asked lingering in the doorway.
"There she is Shelly. That's Angel,” Kevin blurted out with a grand smile that warmed Katie's heart. She was still trying to accept her new nickname. She especially liked it when Ryan called her Angel.
She pushed those feelings aside. It would only lead to trouble.
"Hey big guy! Who's your friend?” Katie asked as she shook Kevin's hand and stood near the bedside.
"This is Shelly. She was in a fire just like me but she is all better now. Right, Shelly?” Kevin asked, looking wide-eyed towards the young woman.
"That's right Kevin. It's nice to meet you, Angel. I've heard nothing but great things about you.” Shelly directed her comment towards Katie and held out her hand.
Katie shook the young woman's hand and noticed the faded burn scars on her cheek and neck. Katie was curious about the fire.
"Well, Kevin's a good friend."
"The word's out. You're top nurse around this hospital especially in the ER."
Katie smiled, glad she was making a good impression, but she did not want the extra attention. She enjoyed her job, it was fulfilling.
"Do you work here?” Katie asked.
"I volunteer here, just started a few weeks ago. I was away for six months at Belmont University Hospital and their awesome burn center. Been through a bunch of surgeries similar to what Kevin will have. I stopped by to let him know I was here for him and invited him to the SOF meeting."
Katie knew that was the survivors of fire group that met every Tuesday afternoon and Thursday evening. It was a great idea and helpful to the victims of fires. Katie attended a similar group out in Bolton Bay.
"That sounds like a great idea,” Katie replied.
"I'm not sure I want to go. I'm a little scared,” Kevin confessed.
Katie felt the discomfort in the pit of her stomach.
"There's no need to be scared Kevin. I have gone to similar meetings where I used to live and everyone is great. They had similar experiences as you did and it's good to be able to speak with someone who understands,” Katie told them and Shelly smiled.
"Angel's right. I will be there too. Usually we just talk about fun stuff anyway. It's just nice to know there are other people out there with scars from their fires that are dealing with the same feelings,” Shelly told Kevin.
"Shelly's right. It feels good to know that we're not alone,” Katie replied and Shelly stared at Katie a moment understanding her meaning.
The comment should have gone over Kevin's head but the kid was just too smart.
"How do you know Angel? Were you caught in a fire?” Kevin asked.
Katie swallowed hard then leaned closer to the bed and stared at the two expectant faces.
"I didn't want to say anything. I too am still healing and that takes time."
"What happened? How did you get out? Did a firefighter save you?” Kevin asked the multiple lines of questions and Katie's heart ached. She did not want to give all the details but soon she found herself sharing some of the story.
Then Shelly told her story and about the firefighter who saved her.
"Did you get to thank the firefighter? Has he seen what you look like now after all the surgeries?” Kevin asked.
Shelly shook her head side to side.
"He doesn't know I'm back. He had a hard time seeing me after the fire. He did come every day and even left me a flower. Usually a daisy.” Shelly smiled at the memory.
"Why did he stop coming?” Kevin asked.
"I think he had a hard time seeing my injuries. I looked bad. It was devastating. I saw him one last time before I left for the university but not since then. I didn't think he cared anymore."
"What was his name?” Kevin asked.
"Ryan. Ryan Masters,” Shelly said.
Katie's eyes widened in shock and she felt like her whole world just crumbled. Shelly appeared to pick up on Katie's shocked look but before she could question Katie the sound of Katie's pager interrupted the moment.
"I have to go, I'll stop by later to see you. Nice meeting you Shelly,” Katie managed to say with a smile even though she felt the tears stinging her eyes.
The bastard! How could he be so cruel? What would he do, how would he react if they had continued their relationship and became intimate? The scars would surely turn him off, so would her experience. He was an egocentric heartless bastard!
That poor young woman, Shelly, was hurt.
Katie thought Ryan was sincere, strong and she cringed at the thought that she nearly spilled her guts to him. Surely he would have run for the nearest exit.
She was a damn fool to fall for his lies, his false sincerity. Obviously, Michael was right. Ryan does not see things through. His tough, I care about you, want to help, fireman attitude was all a façade. Well she was not falling for it. No way!
Katie approached the emergency room and left thoughts of Ryan Masters at the door.
She entered the room instantly in ER nurse mode. There was no room for personal thoughts in the ER and the victim of a motorcycle accident was being rushed into the room on a gurney.
"I need some morphine, pronto!” Dr. Broderick yelled out with other orders.
"Got it!” Katie said, and they continued their combined efforts to save the critically injured man.
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Chapter 8Katie, Lucy, and Ella sat on the couch in the staff lounge with their heads leaning against the top of the sofa
"I'm exhausted,” Lucy stated.
"Me too,” Ella replied and sat up.
"I'm going home,” Katie told them and sat up stretching her legs.
"Oh no, you're not. We have plans,” Lucy announced, then looked at Katie as if she should know what she was talking about.
"What plans?” Katie asked.
"The three of us have been working our tails off all week. We don't have to come in until tomorrow night, which means we can sleep late. We're going to The Pit,” Lucy stated and rose from the couch.
"No. I don't think so, Lucy. I haven't been there since I was eighteen,” Katie replied.
"It hasn't changed much but there's a bunch of new ‘probies'. They just graduated this afternoon and The Pit is going to be so crowded. You'll have your pick, Angel, there's no doubt,” Lucy commented, giving Katie the once over.
"Count me out. I'm beat Lucy. You and Katie go right ahead. The guys will swarm after you two.” Ella tried to leave but Katie grabbed her hand. The young nurse was lacking in self-confidence. Katie liked Ella, she was pretty and oblivious to it, but so down to earth.
Katie was not about to go to The Pit with just Lucy. The woman was Firemen crazy and the complete opposite of Katie. However, despite their differences they had become friends.
"You're not making me go alone with this crazed woman. You and I are going to have to keep an eye on Lucy,” Katie stated and Ella smiled.
Suddenly Katie was looking forward to going to The Pit and checking it out. She had not been out to a bar or a club since the fire. She should be safe with a bunch of firefighters around and she needed the distraction.
Smiling, the women headed home to change. An hour later, Lucy was honking the car horn outside Katie's mom's house.
Katie was laughing and having a good time. It was wall-to-wall people at The Pit and the feeling of excitement was incredible. She had forgotten about the emotion and the desire the young rookie firefighters had just getting out of the academy. They were ‘pumped’ to the say the least and Katie noted the huge smiles, the cheering and massive drinking.
They all deserved to celebrate. It had been a hard road getting through all the physical testing and conditioning. Never mind the mental part. Those instructors at the academy could tell if a man or woman was capable of doing the job and if they were not then the instructors forced those people to see it.
"This is great! Look at all these guys.” Lucy said, smiling wide, then crossing her legs seductively as she sat on the barstool. Katie watched Lucy flirt her way from the door to where the three of them now sat.
"You're too much, Lucy,” Ella stated placing her purse on the bar where she sat. The bartender, an older, attractive man, winked at Lucy then took their drink order. Lucy smiled and winked at the bartender then turned her attention back towards the crowd.
"We're going to have a good time tonight, ladies. I'm going to hook you two up,” Lucy stated.
"I don't think so Lucy. We said we would join you for a few drinks,” Katie stated then glanced towards Ella. She appeared nervous and about make a run for the nearest exit. Lucy appeared to notice and started laughing.
"Hello ladies, how are we this fine evening?” The young fireman asked with his three buddies who winked and smiled at Ella, Katie and Lucy. The three gorgeous, young probies had their shirts unbuttoned, practically to their waists and carnal looks in their eyes that stated their true intentions.
Katie laughed but Lucy jumped right in on the opportunity to help the ‘probies’ celebrate. She glanced back towards Katie and Ella, nodding her head back towards the boys as if asking them to join her.
"You go ahead, Lucy,” Katie said.
"You boys in need of some company?” Lucy asked, placing herself between them and draping her arms around all three.
They smiled and off they went.
Katie and Ella looked at each other in shock then started laughing.
"She's crazy, Katie,” Ella yelled next to Katie's ear. The crowd was getting louder and rowdier.
"That she is,” Katie answered in a yell back then they both turned towards the bar and their glasses of wine.
"I don't know how she does it. Every weekend, a different guy, a different affair. I just couldn't,” Ella stated.
"Me either."
"I wonder if she remembers who she's been with? Do you think she cares about any of them?” Ella asked sounding rather annoyed.
"I don't know. How could she not care?"
"Exactly! Some of the guys get injured during a fire and need treatment. What if it is one of the guys she has been with? Do you think she even worries about them? Wonders how their injuries are healing? What their life outside of work is like?"
Katie sensed Ella's anger.
"Don't get upset about it, Ella. There are worse women, than ‘our’ Lucy. Knowing her, she probably does care but wouldn't admit it."
"I don't know.” Ella responded.
"Listen, I've been around firefighters all my life. Firefighters do not want their women or their family to ponder over whether they will come out of a fire the same way they went in. It's dangerous work and they don't need that extra negativity, if you know what I mean."
"You're talking about them being superstitious?"
"Among other things. Haven't you ever heard stories about guardian angels helping to lead a firefighter to safety as they're trapped in a fire?"
"I have heard those kinds of stories. Once, while I was working late one night in the ER, a firefighter came in. He had been in a horrific fire, was separated from his partner and then a ceiling collapsed. The whole fire company was frantic. All they could do was stand there, watch the building, and wait until their Chief said it was safe to re-enter. When they were finally allowed back in, the injured firefighter's partner said he had this urgent feeling to look near the ceiling collapse even though there was no chance his partner would have survived. Anyway, he pushed through debris and rubble and found his partner alive."
"Oh my God. How badly was he injured?” Katie asked.
"He wasn't. The paramedics brought him to the ER, where I was. He was hyperventilating, had experienced some smoke inhalation and scratches but nothing more. He just kept talking about an Angel and how she pulled him from beneath the falling ceiling just in time. He thought he was crazy."
"I've heard only one similar story, but it was the opposite,” Katie said.
"What do you mean the opposite?"
She took a deep breath. “Back in Bolton Bay, I knew a few firefighters.” Katie swallowed hard, recalling the story Bradley had told her.
"I had a friend who responded to a fire set at an apartment complex. When he and his team got to the location of the fire, there were two separate fires going on. One at the entrance of the complex and one a few floors below the top floor. I think the building had fifteen floors in it. Anyway, they got through the first fire and a friend of mine said that the chief radioed to them to approach with caution. Apparently, there was a criminal wanted for numerous felony crimes, hiding out in that particular building. Later on, it turned out to be the person responsible for setting the fire. So, the firefighters made their way to the upper floors where the other fire, a small one, had ignited. The man who was wanted by the police stayed locked in an apartment on the same floor. Suddenly there was smoke coming from under the doorway to the room and so the firefighter friend of mine and his partner broke down the door."
"What happened? What did they see?” Ella asked.
Katie looked around, being sure that no one heard what she was about to say. Some people did not believe such power and events existed or took place.
"They said the bad guy had set himself on fire and as he was engulfed in flames, they attempted to move closer and try to put the fire out.
Until they saw multiple black shadows around the man, grabbing him."
"Are you kidding me?"
"No. My friend and his partner swear that they felt such evilness in that room and surrounding the criminal that they froze where they were. The fire should have extended throughout the room in a flash effect, but it did not. It just simply died out."
"I just totally got the chills Katie."
"Tell me about it! I had a hard time believing it as well. I guess it makes sense though."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, if there are Angels present during fires that protect, then there must be some sort of evil present as well."
'Wow.” Ella took a large gulp of wine from her glass. They gazed into one another's eyes and laughed.
Katie absorbed the nostalgic décor around the bar. There was all kinds of firefighting equipment and memorabilia around the place. Including the same old picture of her father, Captain Rodney, Colt and the now Lieutenant Jones. It brought a smile to her face. There were many photographs taken of various firefighters from the three main ladder companies in Warrens Cove. Some were pictures of tired firefighters after a fire or fun ones of the men and women firefighters washing the fire trucks or hanging around the fire training building. The images brought a smile to Katie's face as well as a feeling of pride.
She was part of this family and she wondered why she let her fears get in the way of sticking around. She was back now and this was her home. Katie needed to embrace the comfort her family provided as well as their involvement in fighting fires. It was in her blood, too. Before she arrived back home, she considered the facts that she survived a fire and that her whole family were firefighters, as demons to face. When in reality it would all help her to heal, to move on with her life and strengthen the bond with her family that she had tried so hard to disunite.
The roar of the crowd, the laughter all around her was rejuvenating and The Pit would always provide a therapeutic and safe environment for all those who entered.
"Katie McKeller! Is that you?” Katie turned towards the deep male voice and the fact that her name was called.
Instantly she recognized the owner of The Pit, Randy Monroe.
"Mr. Monroe! How are you?"
The older man pulled Katie into his arms in a strong embrace. He was very close friends with her dad and William. The three of them worked fires together for many years.
As he released her she noticed the tears in his eyes.
"My God you are gorgeous! I recognized you right away. I heard that you were living back with your mom."
"Yes sir. I'm working at the hospital."
"I heard that as well. You've already established a great reputation there. My cousin Diane is the head nurse."
Katie smiled then glanced at Ella. Diane wasn't exactly the nicest nurse around.
"The place looks fantastic Mr. Monroe."
"Thanks Katie.” Mr. Monroe kept staring at her then shaking his head side to side.
"You're back home where you belong. Mack's gotta be smiling from the grave."
Katie smiled and was surprised that she wasn't instantly upset at the mention of her father, especially his grave.
Mr. Monroe squeezed her shoulder before excusing himself to help assist the bartender.
"You should try the chili, it's even better then years ago and don't be a stranger!"
Katie waved goodbye.
The Pit became famous for its award winning chili. There were a dozen different kinds on the menu. One in particular had a hot and spicy flavor. The owners called it ‘fire in the mouth'. When a patron ordered it to eat, the bartender would ring a large brass fire bell. It was an original taken from an old fashioned fire engine.
Katie smiled at the fact the bell rang repeatedly tonight.
Katie read some of the other names for the different chilies. There was Four Alarm Chili and in parenthesis on the menu it stated (for pansies), then Three Alarm Chili (for bigger pansies), then a Two-Alarm Chili (why bother?). Katie laughed.
Ella read the names as well, finding them just as amusing.
"How are you doing?” Ella asked Katie.
"I'm glad we came. Its even more fun than I remember.” Katie smiled then set her almost empty glass down on the wooden bar.
"Did you come here a lot when you were younger?” Ella asked.
"Only a few times. It was always more of a remedial place for the firefighters to hang out and regroup. I remember there being a more intimate feeling but back then there were only two Ladder Companies."
"That sounds nice. It's not so intimate anymore and not just firefighters hang out here."
"Like every other place on the island, The Pit is crowded and a hot spot."
"At least its still here. A few of the first restaurants and bars could not compete with the new, larger ones so they closed up shop."
Katie sighed then thought about Ryan and his grandparents’ house. It was one of the few original landmarks left on the island. He showed so much enthusiasm and commitment to keeping the home and restoring it. The compassion and loyalty showed as he gave Katie the tour. Commitment and compassion, who was she kidding? Ryan did not show any commitment or compassion to Shelly. Katie tried to force thoughts of Ryan from her mind.
"Buy you ladies a drink?” The voice came over Katie's shoulder and when she turned around, she was surprised to see Michael.
Katie introduced Ella to Michael. They were discussing the probies and the aura of excitement in the air. Before long, Michael and Ella were hitting it off. Katie was glad. Ella was a good nurse and professional. Katie was not sure what type of women Michael was attracted to but it was fun to watch his flirtatious moves and his technique. It seemed to work on Ella.
Katie wondered what it would have been like if she stayed in Warrens Cove throughout her college years. There was no doubt that her three brothers would have attempted to keep an eye on her. Dating would have been a hell of a struggle. She did well on her own despite her lack of experience and knowledge of boys when she left to attend college away from home. She focused on her studies and partied very little. She only dated one guy for a short period and he soon showed his true colors. Then she was too busy maintaining her honor roll grades and volunteering at the hospital besides working nights’ waiting on tables.
Then she landed the great job after graduation and dating did not seem so important. That is when she met Bradley.
Katie sighed then refocused on The Pit. It was great to be back.
Katie surprisingly felt comfortable at The Pit despite the old pictures of her dad on the wall in full gear or just training ‘probies'. For the first time it made her wonder why she had not come home sooner.
Katie took a sip from her wine glass and felt the hand on her shoulder.
She turned around to find Theo Walters and two other men she did not recognize.
"Do you remember me Katie?” Theo asked with a smile as Katie smiled back instantly remembering Theo from high school.
Theo gave Katie a kiss on the cheek introduced his friends then began talking about the old days.
Theo was a firefighter in Ladder Company Two.
Katie thought she saw Michael giving Theo a dirty look but she could not be sure. She attempted to catch Michael's gaze but he was busy talking with Ella. Theo's friend started asking Katie questions about working in the hospital and the many changes instilled in the burn facility. Katie found out the sudden increase and establishment of new homes and businesses as well as all year residents, instead of seasonal homeowners in the county, had caused an increase in accidental fires. The Warren County Hospital where Katie worked had been diligently trying to gain funding to improve and expand their burn unit.
Soon firefighters surrounded Katie.
It was interesting how enthusiastic they became with each story they told about fighting fires and victims they saved. She was enjoying the conversation and sharing a bit about her nursing career.
"It takes serious training for your job. You must be good to be an ER nurse?” Theo asked with a wink.
"Theo's one of the best firefighters around. I taught him everything he knows,” Theo's friend said, smiling wide at Katie as he stood in front of her. Theo gave Jim a gentle push in the arm then turned towards Katie. It was obvious the guys were flirting and trying to make Theo look like a god.
Katie laughed.
"Come on Jim, Katie doesn't want to hear any firefighting stories. She probably gets enough of that at home.” Theo smiled at Katie.
"It's all right. You guys should be proud of your job. It takes a special person to run into a burning building to save lives. Never mind while you are one hundred percent blind,” Katie stated.
"I like you Katie,” Jim said.
Suddenly, their attention pulled towards a group of probies hollering and cheering on one of their fellow graduates. The graduate was chugging down beer after beer, his shirt getting drenched in the process. Women flocked around the small group and the cheering continued. Katie laughed along with Theo and his friends.
"Man I remember being a probie and having to go into the smoke chamber with no mask, no protection just to get the full feeling of being trapped in the smoke and heat. It was scary,” Jim stated, ignoring the commotion and continuing with the conversation.
"That chamber helped to wean out a few guys that wouldn't be able to hack it on-the-job,” Theo added and the guys agreed with him.
Katie recalled both Michael and Billy's experience with that as well. They were determined to be firefighters. There was no other choice, career or fallback job as far as they were concerned.
Suddenly, Katie felt Theo touch her hair and their gazes locked.
"Didn't you always wear you hair short, McKeller?"
Katie immediately recognized the expression in Theo's eyes. He thought he was smooth as he moved closer, his lips nearly touched her cheek.
It was loud in The Pit but not that loud. Theo took the opportunity to make a move. The wooden step stool she sat on was high and Theo's hips were level with her thighs.
She gazed at his friends a moment as they took sips from their beer bottles and seemed to be smirking. Katie assumed Theo's friends thought he had a chance with her.
Larry, another firefighter from their unit, joined them at the bar. They were talking to Larry about an incident that happened earlier in the day. Theo had introduced Katie, she smiled and then the men continued to talk.
Katie took the opportunity to check out Theo.
Theo was a very attractive guy. He was perfect, from his strawberry blonde hair that he wore a little past his broad shoulders to his perfectly white teeth he continuously flashed and paired up with his full lips. His aqua blue shirt was at least a size too small and Katie was certain he was purposely flexing his pectoral muscles. He tried unsuccessfully, to his knowledge, to pretend to tighten his belt buckle when instead used the opportunity to flex his biceps. The man did have a magnificent physique, any moron could see that, but his use of it as a tool to land the ladies was a turn off as far as Katie was concerned. He reminded her of the guys who used to hang out by the indoor/outdoor workout gym near the middle of the boardwalk in Bolton Bay.
The women and girls would prance by gazing at the display of male flesh, sweaty muscles and lines like, ‘hey baby, wanna watch me bench press 350?"
Katie smirked inwardly at the thought.
Theo at least had a brain as far as she recalled and in all honesty, the man was very appealing. Theo moved closer to Katie, making room for Larry to move away from the bar where someone else was trying to place an order. As soon as he moved closer, she smelled the cologne. It was fancy, fragrant, like some designer perfume. Again, not her type at all. "Give me Old Spice any day of the week."
Katie waited for Theo's next move and then she felt Theo's hand on the back of her chair and against her arm. His thumb gently rubbed the side of her skin.
Katie focused on the conversation as Jim, Larry and the other firefighters expressed their thankfulness after getting through an intense fire just last night. Then they started telling Katie about the fire and how the roof collapsed just barely missing half the crew.
"That is incredible. What did you do next?” Katie asked.
"Theo and I were down on our knees, trying to feel for the hose,” Jim stated.
"The smoke was so thick, Kay, we couldn't see anything,” Theo added, caressing her arm some more as he leaned closer. He called her ‘Kay’ which no one had done in a very long time. Katie had a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach. Was it attraction or guilt? She could not identify it so she looked away from Theo and back to Jim.
"We started feeling around for the hose. It was our only way of figuring out which way was back to the truck and outside."
"You see Kay, we had to feel around for the couplings.” Theo gently took Katie's hand and began caressing her fingers.
"The male and female meet and become one, solely connected by the coupling. I had to feel around to distinguish which way was the right way.” He caressed her knuckles and held her arm strait out as if it were the hose itself. Gently but firmly, Theo held her elbow in the palm of his hand. He spoke about the short protruding line of metal and the longer protruding line of metal, that just by feeling, a firefighter knew which way was out.
He sensually glided his finger back and forth against the hairline crease where her wrist and her palm met. The strong, calloused fingers sent chills through her body and as Katie gazed into Theo's serious eyes, she could have sworn she saw hunger. Katie swallowed hard. Theo was good, really good, as he demonstrated his technique on her body.
Katie's insides tingled from his touch, his slow, smooth voice in a whisper as he moved closer. Somehow, she found her voice.
"So, you find the raised metal and know which way to go. What happens next?"
His finger stopped on the skin above her humerus and ulna. He gently pushed down, folding her arm, caressing with one hand until he held her hand in his. He kissed her hand, held it against his chest, and gazed into her eyes.
"From there on, I make my way home, through the darkness, feeling my way...” He glided his hand up Katie's arm, slowly, seductively and simultaneously whispering to her as a lover would, until he reached her shoulder.
The chills filled her body for the umpteenth time.
"I kept feeling every foot of hose, every curve, through each dark corner until I saw the light, the fresh air, freedom."
Theo held Katie's gaze deeply with his eyes, as the palm of his hand, lay motionless against the back of her neck. All she could feel was the weight, the strength and manliness of the gigolo firefighter. Katie could see the others in her peripheral vision, sensing their smiles as if Theo was successful in her abduction. She smiled, pretending that his description intoxicated her.
"Wow Theo. That was incredible,” she stated looking up into his eyes dreamily.
He smirked a successful smile and placed his hand on her knee.
She waved her hand in front of her pretending as if the heat of his description was liable to make her faint. Then as he inched closer she let him have it.
He was about to move in to kiss her when she placed the palm of her hand firmly against his chest.
He halted and the others waited.
"Two questions for you stud. Number one, how many times have you actually used that description and collaborated story with your buddies on some unknowingly, misguided female, and number two, how many times has it actually helped you to get laid?” Katie blurted out and a burst of laughter filled the air. Theo's mouth practically dropped to his chest obviously shocked at his lack of success with Katie.
She slapped his left bicep a bit too hard and glared at him.
"I think you forgot, Theo, I've been around firefighters all my life. Did you really think you had a chance with those moves and a story like that, on me?” She giggled then grabbed hold of her wine glass to take a sip and break eye contact with Theo. Everyone continued to laugh including a very flushed looking Theo Walters.
Katie gulped down the wine and glanced around the bar. Truth of the matter was that Theo did get to her. What woman in their right mind wouldn't be attracted to a 6 ft 3 in, hunk of a gorgeous firefighter with hands large enough to ... She shook her head, trying to extinguish the fiery thoughts about an old high school hottie. Thankfully, Jim started up on a similar story that had a more humorous outcome.
Before long, they were joking around about the outcome after a more serious fire and their facial expressions of relief. Theo continued to take every opportunity to touch Katie's elbow, lean closer and he even touched the skin against her neck where her necklace lay. He claimed the heart pendant was twisted and that he was just fixing it.
They were laughing up a storm and enjoying the conversation when Katie glanced around the room and caught sight of Ryan with Billy.
Ryan was smiling as he walked through the bar and strange women let their hands glide across his chest. They smiled and winked and from where Katie sat, Ryan seemed to enjoy every second of it.
What a jerk!
Katie brought her attention back to the guys in front of her.
"Hey there's Katie!” Billy blurted out.
Ryan stopped dead in his tracks. He tried calling her cell phone multiple times today but she never returned his calls. Now there she was at the bar, surrounded by guys.
His stomach churned something terrible. The jealous feeling consumed him.
"Let's go say hi,” Billy said.
"Let's!” Ryan said sarcastically, taking a slug from his beer bottle and determined to get Katie away from those other guys. He was feeling a ‘buzz’ from the beer he had consumed.
As Billy and Ryan made their way closer towards the bar, Ryan was shocked at who was hitting on Katie. He felt the heat hit his face, his hand clenched into a fist. No way was Theo Walters going to make a move on Katie. He would rip his head off.
When Ryan and Billy made their way to Katie, Theo Walters had his hand on Katie's knee.
"Hey sis!” Billy interrupted saying hello and squeezing his way between the guys and his sister. Ryan nearly pushed Theo out of the way and now stood by Katie's side.
Katie had an annoyed expression on her face but Ryan did not care.
Katie noticed her brother Billy giving Theo a dirty look but she dismissed it, her attention immediately drawn back to Ryan and his obnoxious invasion. What was wrong with him?
"Hi Billy. You remember Theo, right? Also Ben, Jim and Calvin and Larry?” Katie asked, introducing the guys to her brother and trying to ignore Ryan.
Billy knew exactly who Theo was. Theo and Ryan were sworn enemies for many reasons. Billy could not stand the guy and the smirk on his face said that Theo was aware of it. Billy wanted to knock that smug look off Theo's face but it was not the time or the place.
"Yeah, we know Theo. I want to talk to my sister, why don't you take a walk,” Billy stated moving next to Katie's stool.
Theo put his hands up, palm forward in retreat.
"Hey man, all I'm doing is reminiscing with an old friend. You can talk to her later,” Theo replied.
Billy watched Ryan as he nearly knocked Theo away from Katie. Billy smiled.
Theo placed his hand on Katie's shoulder.
Billy watched Ryan's face turn a bright shade of red.
Ryan reached over and pushed Theo's hand off Katie's shoulder.
"Her brother said he wants to talk to her. Give him some room?"
Billy hoped the two men would not make a scene. He did not want to risk the fight. If the two boxers were caught brawling outside the competition and the ring then they would automatically be disqualified.
It was too late. Theo was in Ryan's face.
"What are you doing, Masters? I was talking to the lady first."
"Well you're not any more. I am.” Ryan turned his attention towards Katie.
"How you doing, Angel?” he asked.
Katie crinkled her nose. She could smell the beer on his breath. This was not good and obviously there was some bad blood between Theo and Ryan and her brother Billy as well.
Now she sat in the middle of something she hated, barbaric men using their hatred for each other and interest in the same woman as an excuse to brawl. The Pit was filled beyond the limit with adrenaline, testosterone and macho attitudes tonight. The probies could not wait to fight their first ‘real’ fire while the veterans were beyond that and just full of themselves and their abilities. Firefighters had strong personalities. They lived to compete, especially with other Ladder Companies. Ladder Company One with Engines one and two thought they were better than Ladder Company Two and Engines three and four and so on. It was a constant competition. Katie knew that, and once you mix alcohol into the picture things get bad. Katie realized she needed to do something. Billy looked like he would back up Ryan and she needed to intervene.
"Want to take this outside?” Theo challenged with his chest puffed out like some crazed giant.
Ryan was about to say ‘yes’ when Katie stood between the two monstrosities.
"No you don't Ryan. I am not going to stand by and watch you two destroy the celebration these young probies are enjoying. Neither of you have a right to start fighting.” Katie had her hands on both firefighters’ chests. Katie's head barely made it to either man's shoulders.
"That's why we're taking it outside Angel. Dipshit here and I have a score to settle.” Ryan began to move forward. Katie pushed her hands against Ryan's chest and Billy grabbed Theo. Someone yelled “White Hats,” then coughed loudly.
A fight was about to break out just as Chief Rodney, Captain Morton and two other higher-ups were walking by. Both Ryan and Theo stopped. If they caused a fight at The Pit, both men would suffer and the ‘white hats’ were in charge of promotions. Never mind they could be thrown out of the competition.
"Hey Katie darling how are you? Is everything all right?” Chief Rodney asked as he embraced Katie but kept an eye on the men around her.
He gave Ryan a stern look and Ryan turned away. To Katie, the chief seemed to sense the conflict between the two firefighters.
Katie hugged the chief, her nostrils filled with his cologne and immediately it reminded her of her mom. Mom smelled the same when she hugged Katie the other morning. Oh My God! William?
She suddenly suspected the good family friend was involved with her mother.
"What's wrong Katie?” William asked and she smiled.
"Nothing."
Then she could not resist. She eyed the older yet handsome man from head to toe. He was in good shape, tall like her dad was and almost as built. Her mom had good taste.
William? No wonder mom was so nervous about everyone finding out.
"What's going on?” Michael asked, joining the conversation with Ella at his side. The two of them had walked outside together to talk and now returned to the bar.
The conversation continued with Ryan gazing at Katie every chance he got and Katie praying no one noticed. Theo promised Katie that he would see her again before he and his friends walked away.
Katie emerged from the ladies room to find Ryan waiting for her. He grabbed her by the hand before she could protest and pulled her past the kitchen and through the opened back door.
"Ryan let go of me. What is wrong with you tonight?” She asked as he led her to the side of the building.
The man could sure fill out a pair of blue jeans nicely. Katie couldn't help but give Ryan the once over. The short sleeve black shirt he wore accentuated the bulging arm muscles but hung loosely against his waist.
He was so damn attractive her heart raced from his touch.
"What's wrong with me? What's wrong with you? I called you, left messages for you."
Katie turned away from him knowing damn well that the more her eyes absorbed this man's body the less self control she had.
"I was busy at work."
"You came here though. You look like you were having a good time.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and stood tall and authoritative with his legs slightly apart.
"I was until you showed up and ruined it."
She was angry as hell and wanted to tear his head off. The anger from this afternoon and her talk with Shelly got her blood boiling all over again.
"Is that right? You like that guy? You think he's better than me?” Ryan asked taking a step towards Katie, filled with anger.
Katie shook her head. Ryan's temper was outrageous.
"My conversation with him has nothing to do with you Ryan. I went to high school with Theo. We were talking."
"He had his hands all over you."
Katie recognized the angry expression and it confirmed her thoughts that Theo and Ryan were enemies of some kind.
"So what? You were walking through that crowd with strange women touching your chest, rubbing their bodies up against you, pushing themselves on you and you didn't make a move to stop them. You're a ‘player’ and I want nothing to do with you.” Katie started to walk away but Ryan grabbed her hand and pulled her body against his.
His breathing was rapid as he stared down into her eyes. He began to speak then stopped.
"Please."
He started again.
"It's not true. You think I like that?” he asked, with his teeth clenched.
"It sure as hell looked that way. You are self-centered and heartless. Your words of affection, promises of helpfulness are just lies to get what you want.” Katie was thinking about Shelly.
Ryan looked at her sideways as if asking what she could be talking about.
"That's not true. I care about you, I wanted to help you, and I want to be with you."
"I can't be with a man that doesn't see things through or a man that allows his temper to get the best of him and his selfish pride. The world doesn't revolve around you, your fears, your inability to handle what life throws at you,” Katie yelled and pushed away from Ryan.
"What are talking about?"
"Shelly!” Katie yelled.
Ryan instantly lost color in his face.
"That's right Ryan. Shelly is back and working at the hospital, volunteering to help other victims. She told me all about you not wanting to see her. About you not being able to handle looking at her. Damn you for your insensitivity! It is easy to say you are going to be there for someone, it's another thing to actually do it. Stay clear of me, Ryan. I mean it!"
"Katie!” Michael and Billy were standing in the doorway. They heard Katie tell Ryan off. She looked back and Ryan turned away from them, placing his hands in his pockets.
Katie pushed by her brothers and headed through the bar and out the front door.
Billy drove her home.
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Chapter 9Bolton Bay Police Department
Arson Investigator Kenny Travis stood alongside Detective Lou Bachelli.
"It's plain and simple Lou, he's taking this to a new level,” Kenny stated as he ran his fingers through his hair. He was tall, lean and in his forties but he felt the weight of the world on his shoulders. These were the types of cases that sent guys into early retirement.
Kenny was not the only one mentally affected by the arson investigation and the others involved in the investigation wondered where Redding Jr. might head next. Lou exhaled.
"Just when we think we're close he pulls something like this. I don't get it. What is he after?” Lou asked looking at the pile of photographs from all the previous fires.
They posted the material on the wall in the room, filing each piece of evidence alongside the proper fire and crime scene. There was not a pattern or at least not one the task force could identify. With each fire, innocent people were injured or killed. Earl Redding Jr. was using accelerants and other traceable and not so easily traceable means to set the fires.
Kenny picked up the photograph from the recent fire at the club.
"The damage here was slight compared to the previous fires. The firefighters were able to get to the scene quickly and expel the fire's potential to burn out of control. I have a feeling this set Redding Jr. off. He retaliated by setting the other fire at the other club down near the boardwalk."
"Yeah and two employees weren't so lucky,” Lou added.
"Redding set what we arson investigators call a ‘plant’ or ‘booster'. From my initial investigation at the fire scene, Redding had gathered many gasoline covered rags and had moved storage boxes and other flammable material in the basement of the club. He then poured gasoline along the concrete flooring and towards the stairs leading to the upstairs of the club. No one had a clue what was about to happen. Patrons were dancing and enjoying drinks at the bar while a fire began to emerge right below them."
"So that's why the fire burst through the flooring? Why wouldn't it just melt through the floor and penetrate through the wood?” Lou asked.
"If he did it that way then yes, you're right Lou, the flooring might have begun to melt through and the patrons would have felt the heat and the flooring on fire. Redding wanted to ensure that people did not escape. The fire patterns on the wall indicate some kind of liquid thrown against it. I took some samples and from my experience, I think Redding had thrown two flammable solutions—for example, Molotov cocktails—against the other two corners of the basement walls. When the accelerant and the flames united, bursts of fire ruptured the basement ceiling, immediately penetrating the wooden planks and hardwood flooring above. It was amazing that more people weren't severely burned or killed."
"Thanks to the fact that the club owner had gone that extra mile by installing sprinkler systems and many smoke and heat detectors throughout the basement and club area. Witnesses say that the heat alarms immediately activated, signaling trouble. The owners, bouncers and staff were able to evacuate the patrons right before the dance floor turned into flames. They were damn lucky,” Lou said.
"So Redding Jr. tied two club employees up in the offices behind the bar and above the only corner of the basement where an accelerant wasn't used?” Lou asked.
"Yep. Redding's intents were obvious. He wanted those two individuals to burn to death. He doused them with lighting fluid and left them there to die,” Kenny said, his tone filled with anger.
"I'm curious buddy, how did you figure out the whole basement thing?” Lou asked.
Kenny thought about the evidence to support his theory on the use of accelerants.
"The concrete flooring in the basement looked popped and uneven. I found finger-like patterns against two corners of the basement. This usually indicates an accelerant of some kind, as I mentioned before, probably a Molotov cocktail. He intentionally threw them against the corners. The liquid dripped down against the wall, pooling at the corners before igniting."
"This all confirms arson?"
"Yes. Remember Lou, I am thorough. I want to be sure that Redding will spend the rest of his life behind bars when we catch him. By following procedure, documenting every detail and form of evidence collected at the crime scenes, we are ensuring a solid case against Earl Redding Jr."
"The son of a bitch just added two more counts of murder to the charges against him. What is he after?” Lou asked.
"He's making a point, Redding wants to be on top, cause fear and stay in control.
"Stay in the spotlight. He enjoys knowing that we cannot catch him and he is right under our noses. Damn, this guy is sick!” Kenny crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned against the desk.
There was a knock on the office door. Lou waved the police officer in.
"Here are the reports on the two victims.” The officer handed Lou the folder then left the room.
Lou opened one folder up at a time. He read the names of the victims. They sounded familiar.
Lou looked up the victims’ names from a list retrieved by the officers who canvassed the neighborhood where the fire took place. He then looked at the list of surviving victims from the previous fires. He was sure the names were on that list.
A few minutes later, he saw a connection.
"What is it, Lou? What did you find?” Kenny asked.
"These two kids who died in the club fire, they worked in the same club that was Redding's first major fire. There was no escape route, people were trapped and killed."
Kenny was silent a moment.
"I don't get it. Coincidence or—
"Oh shit Lou, you don't think this could be some hit list or something?” Kenny asked.
"Although many people died in that fire there were still survivors. It would be absurd to go after every single one of them."
Lou instantly thought about Bradley and Katie.
"Now this could be our link. As crazy at it seems, Redding is a serial arsonist. He could be paranoid and is now afraid that someone may be able to identify him, find him and cause his demise. He will not accept failure. Think about it Kenny, most serial arsonists suffer from paranoia and are schizophrenic. He may have perceived these two individuals as a threat."
"You're right, which only makes our job harder and the need to capture Redding imperative. This sick bastard could be working on a hit list."
"Before we jump to any more conclusions let's interview the witnesses and the surviving families from the first fire. Redding may have showed his face or tried other methods of contacting them.” Lou fingered through the folder and found the telephone number of the first victim.
"This place is not too far from here. I'll give a call first then we'll both go."
Kenny nodded, agreeing.
"What about Katie? Should we call her, give her the heads up?"
"Let's check this one out first then decide."
Ryan slammed his fists into the narrow, red punching bag. A jab, a hook, a jab, a hook, the hits repeated along with the speed. He had Theo Walters on his mind and a vision of Theo with Katie. Katie was his and he was determined to make her see that he was not a player. It was all a game, an image he could hide behind so his fears, his failures would stay hidden.
The sweat was pouring from his brow, burning his eyes as the drops of perspiration rolled off his cheeks and onto the floor, but he continued to give it all he had. The punching bag was Theo's face. Theo had taken away the championship, had beaten Ryan by the skin of his teeth. Theo was not going to win this year and he sure as hell was not going to get his hands on Katie McKeller.
Ryan slugged the bag a few more times.
"Whoa! Bull what the hell are you fired up about? You're gonna hurt yourself and then what?” William yelled as he walked closer to Ryan. They were in the gym and a few other fighters were working out and sparing in the large square ring.
Robert's Gym was huge with a separate fighting arena and seating for more than one hundred fans. Tickets for the fight this September had sold out months ago.
Ryan stopped hitting the bag to catch his breath.
"You feel better? What's gotten into you?” William asked.
"Nothing Chief. I'm fine."
William could tell Ryan was lying. “There's obviously something bothering you. Do you want to talk about it?"
Ryan walked towards the bench near the chief and took a slug of water from the large water bottle.
"Something's got you fired up. Does this have to do with last night at The Pit?” The chief asked, then placed a toothpick slightly into his mouth holding it between his teeth. The chief continued to try to get Ryan to talk about what was bothering him. He had an idea where all the anger stemmed from.
Ryan picked his head up, appearing annoyed by the chief's persistence but still refused to answer his questions.
"You have to stay focused, Bull. You cannot let that short fuse of yours get in the way of your concentration. It's what made you lose the fight the last time."
Ryan's hatred for Theo was obvious by his facial expression.
"I know that! Just seeing him last night made my blood boil."
The chief continued to chew on the toothpick while holding Ryan's gaze. He moved the thin piece of wood to the side of his mouth, between his teeth.
"Just seeing Theo or seeing Theo with his hands on Katie McKeller?” The chief asked as he continued to chew and hold the gaze of the young fighter in front of him.
It was obvious Ryan was interested in Katie. The chief wondered if Katie felt the same.
Ryan jumped up from the bench and walked towards the bag again. He ignored the chief's comment and started hitting the bag.
The chief leaned against the wall with his arms crossed in front of his chest.
"She's quite a lady, the whole package. Her and Theo were hitting it off."
Ryan gave the bag a forearm then turned away from it. His hands were on his hips, his back away from the chief.
"They went to high school together—
Ryan abruptly turned around.
"I don't give a shit if they knew each other since grade school. He's not gonna get her, that's it!” Ryan yelled and the chief smirked.
His gut was right. The kid had a thing for Katie.
The chief removed the toothpick from his mouth and deposited it into the trashcan beside the bench. He took a few steps towards Ryan.
"Listen Bull, you've got to control that temper of yours. I have known Katie since she was born. She is strong and bullheaded just like her brothers and her mother. She will not take a liking to some testosterone infuriating man making demands and playing games.
"Katie is a lady. She is to be respected and not taken for granted. I am surprised you are interested in her. I thought you were more of the ‘love em and leave em’ type of guy."
"That's not true and you know it, Chief."
"I know it and you know, it but it's not how you present yourself to others. If you're going to have a shot at someone as special as Katie McKeller then you'd better make her see the real you. Now focus on your training and control that temper of yours and maybe ... just maybe, we'll win us a championship.” The chief patted Ryan on the shoulders then walked away.
Ryan thought about Katie. He was determined to show her who he really was. He had made an ass out of himself last night and his splitting headache this morning was a constant reminder.
Ryan turned towards the red bag and began punching it again. This time his focus was on his form and the power behind each punch.
* * * *Katie was crying, yelling for help. She could feel the force of heat against her face. There was an explosion that caused her to fall to the floor. Then she heard the screams and she tried to cover her ears. It was as if she were standing there watching the scene unfold instead of being in the fire itself.
She looked on in anguish and pain as people did whatever they could to get away from the flames and to get out.
She saw Bradley, then he disappeared for what seemed like minutes until suddenly she felt his hand, heard his voice.
"I'm here, Katie!” he whispered. She felt his warm breath against her skin. Closing her eyes, she reached for him to hold on tighter but she couldn't feel his touch.
Her body was shaking the heat increasing and she was losing her breath. Then she saw Bradley again, he smiled at her. “I love you. I'm never gonna let you go."
Katie screamed as she felt the impact of Bradley shoving her away from him. She was descending towards the ocean of flames that swallowed up Bradley when suddenly her body made contact with the solid metal flooring. Katie landed on a half broken stairwell. Bradley fell two more floors to his death. The fire swallowed him up.
"Bradley! Bradley!” Katie was screaming and crying, the pain in her hip was enormous, she could feel her ribs protruded through her flesh.
Her heart ached, she could not breathe. She wanted to die, she wanted to reach for Bradley.
Gasping for air, screaming out loud from the top of her lungs, “Bradley ... help!"
She heard her mom's voice, felt her hand against her forehead caressing her softly. Katie continued to cry, feeling the pain in her hip begin to subside.
She crunched her body up into the fetal position, holding her ribs, her hip as if the injuries were real and present.
"Let me die. Please, let me die,” she pleaded in between sobs.
"Katie honey, you're okay. Everything is gonna be okay.” Her mother's voice brought her back to the present and she slowly opened her eyes.
Mom, Billy and Michael were kneeling beside her bed. Their facial expressions were grim and concerned.
Katie took in her surroundings, she knew she was in her bedroom, the safety of her home but she wished she were dead. She wondered why she was alive. Katie closed her eyes and cried.
"It's okay baby. You're not in the fire anymore. You're all right. You're safe,” her mother tried to convince her as Katie continued to shake and calm her breathing. Sobbing, her mom consoled her.
She sat on her bed after taking a long hot shower. She was applying some lip gloss when her mom knocked on the bedroom door.
"Can I come in?” Lea asked hesitantly.
Katie wasn't certain how to handle the situation. “Sure mom."
"How are you feeling? Did the shower help?” Lea sat down on the edge of the bed.
Katie placed the brush back down onto the dresser.
"Kind of."
Katie was silent a moment. She knew the family had questions.
"I'm sorry that happened. I didn't mean to upset everyone.” Katie's eyes filled with tears all over again.
"Oh baby, don't say that.” Lea moved closer to her daughter and embraced her. Katie laid her head against her mom's shoulder.
"Were you in love with Bradley?” Her mom asked and Katie's head shot up in shock.
"You called out his name. You were reaching out to him."
The tears streamed down Katie's face the pain in her chest intensified.
"He was my boyfriend. He died in the fire."
"Oh God, Katie. Why didn't you say anything? You mean you saw it happen?"
Katie wiped her eyes.
"I should have died in that fire. I shouldn't be here right now,” Katie whispered her voice cracking.
"No. Don't say that. Don't ever think that. Can't you see that it wasn't your time? God has plans for you. Look at the good you bring people and the hope."
"Oh mom, please.” Katie pulled away, rubbing her eyes then crossing her arms in front of her chest.
"Katie Marie McKeller, I've heard about what you do at the hospital, the way you help people, the way you helped that little boy. Do not underestimate your purpose here on Earth. Not everyone looks the Devil in the eye and lives. You are meant to do more. That is why you are still with us. Now what happened between you and Ryan?"
Katie looked into her mom's eyes. How did she know about her and Ryan?
"Ryan?” Katie whispered.
"Yes. You've got your brothers in an uproar and Billy's not talking to Ryan."
"This is between Ryan and me, not the boys."
"What happened?” Lea asked and Katie told her mom everything.
"Katie, this is something that Ryan needs to face and to handle. You should know how difficult it is to look at someone with burn scars and injuries."
"Mom, Shelly is devastated, she looked up to Ryan. He's her hero and he couldn't put away his own selfishness and just go to see her, talk to her? No, Mom, if he can't do that then...” Katie looked away from her mom.
"Then what?” Lea asked and Katie turned towards her.
Katie pulled up her shirt with one hand and pulled down the elastic of her pants with the other hand.
Lea looked closely at the scars against her daughter's skin.
"Oh Katie.” Her mom stood up and embraced her. “Why didn't you tell us? What injuries did you sustain in that fire? I want to know everything.” Lea held her daughter in her arms.
"So do we,” Donny stated from the doorway and the two women turned towards him.
Billy, Michael, Donny, and Lea sat in chairs by the kitchen table. Katie leaned against the counter. They each had mugs of coffee in their hands and were waiting for Katie to begin.
"You guys know my roommate, Terry. I met her brother Bradley and we started dating. He was a firefighter in Bolton Bay. We were close."
Katie swallowed hard.
"Bradley and I went to see this local band play at this club down by the beach. It was a huge place, four floors and crowded as hell. We were all just enjoying the music when there was an explosion in the basement. The place went up in flames in seconds. The rumble from the explosion separated Bradley and I. The club quickly filled with smoke."
Katie took a breath and closed her eyes.
"I was so scared, I couldn't see anything and then Bradley called out my name and took my hand.” The tears ran down Katie's face.
"I would have died there if it weren't for Bradley. He took my hand and we crawled towards the door to the stairs, the smoke was thick and we headed for an exit. Suddenly, there was this horrific ‘swooshing’ sound, Bradley let go of my hand and he pushed me to the side and the floor just ... disappeared. We fell two floors below."
"Oh my God, Katie!” Michael stood up and placed his arm around his sister's shoulders.
"What happened next?” Billy asked, sitting forward in his chair.
"I landed on the edge of a broken stairwell ... Bradley fell all the way to the basement ... into the fire and died.” Katie covered her mouth and cried. She tried to continue with the story and crying at the same time.
"I reached out to him, but the fire ... the fire burned my hand. It was so hot! I wanted to die. I just wanted to lie there and die, but the heat was so intense. My hip was hurting so badly, my ribs—the blood.” Katie rubbed her hip and her side, the tears still flowing from her eyes.
"I rolled to the side and hit the door. I couldn't reach the knob. The heat and smoke were so intense, I couldn't see my own hand in front of me. The smoke ... the smoke was covering me."
Katie cried harder, closed her eyes and could not get a full breath. Michael tried to console her.
"There were terrible sounds. The floors and walls were creaking and moaning, I thought it was going to collapse right on top of me."
"I was coughing struggling for air. Breathing was becoming too difficult, and then I heard someone yelling. So many people were screaming for help, trapped, I should have died there."
"What did you do, Katie? How did you get out?” Billy asked obviously full of concern and sitting on the edge of the chair.
"Suddenly the door opened just as I rolled over onto my stomach coughing, my lungs burning."
"Two firefighters were there reaching for me. My hip was so bad, my ribs, the burns..."
"You were burned? What?” Donny began to ask and Katie continued.
"I woke up in the hospital with Terry and her boyfriend at the time, Paul, by my bedside.
I had a broken pelvis, broken ribs and third-degree burns on my hip and side. Never mind the smoke inhalation. My lungs and breathing were terrible."
Michael held his sister close then Billy, Donny and Mom stood up from their chairs to hug Katie as well.
"Why wouldn't you let us come to see you, Katie? Why did you minimize your injuries and the fire?” Lea asked between sobs.
More tears rolled down Katie's cheeks.
"You guys had gone through enough with Daddy. I didn't want to worry you or make you go through the pain again."
"Oh Katie!” Lea grabbed her daughter and held her close.
"I can't believe you went through all this on your own. Your hip, it's not fully healed.” Donny stated.
"I pushed through the physical therapy quickly. I wanted to get well in case you guys made a surprise trip or something. I continue to push it. I guess I want it to go away so I can forget the fire."
"Your other injuries, the burns, how bad are they?” Billy asked.
Katie swallowed hard then looked at her mom while tears rolled down her cheeks.
Her mom smiled then placed a reassuring hand on Katie's shoulder.
The boys stared at Katie waiting, wondering, how badly their sister suffered.
Katie slowly pulled up her shirt a little and pulled down the elastic to her shorts so her brothers could see.
Donny moved closer.
"You had surgery on this? Why didn't you call me?” Donny was upset. He immediately looked at her injuries from a medical standpoint.
"I didn't want you to worry. The doctor at the burn center in Bolton Bay did a great job. It was so ugly, so intense looking. It still is,” she told him as she stared at the scars.
"Honey they're not bad at all. The surgeon did an excellent job. My God, Katie.” Donny hugged her next.
They all talked a little more. Katie told them about Bradley, Terry and Paul.
"What was the cause of the fire?” Michael asked and everyone waited for Katie to explain.
Katie nibbled on her bottom lip.
"What is it Katie? What are you not telling us?” Billy asked.
"The fire was set on purpose.” Katie rubbed her temples and closed her eyes. She instantly saw Redding Jr.'s image in her mind.
"Oh My God! You mean like some pyromaniac or something?” Lea asked shaking her head in disbelief.
"I don't understand. Did they catch the person? How big was this fire?” Michael asked.
The tears filled Katie's eyes again.
She tried to take a deep breath, her hatred for Redding Jr. filled her to her core.
"He's responsible for more than sixteen deaths. There could be more by now."
"Oh Christ, what kind of a monster—
"The worst monster, Mom. An unstoppable callous man who wants to set the world on fire.” Katie stated drying her eyes then placing her hands on her lap.
"Are you sure they haven't caught this guy yet?” Billy asked.
"Redding? No way. Lou or Kenny would have called me."
"Who are Redding, Lou and Kenny? Is this the serial arsonist the news was reporting on recently?” Donny asked.
"Redding is the monster. The serial arsonist the news has been reporting on. Kenny is the arson investigator in charge of the case and Lou Bachelli is the homicide detective working with him. They would call me right away if Redding was apprehended."
"Why's that?” Billy asked.
"Lou is Bradley's uncle. Besides that, I was one of the few people who survived being trapped in the fire."
Michael took Katie's hand. Everyone was silent, at a loss for words and she knew there was nothing her family could say to her to heal her pain, make her forget or even minimize the loneliness she felt.
"I love you, do you know that? I'm so glad you're home, Katie.” Michael hugged his sister.
Those words, her brother's embrace and the deep emotion and sibling connection she felt in his arms were remarkable. Her family was exactly what she needed, what was missing in her life and to think she stayed away from them for so long, was so foolish.
"I love you too, Michael. I love you all."
Michael continued to hold Katie a little longer. When they parted, Michael caressed his sister's cheek and wiped the tears away from her eyes.
"No more I can handle things on my own nonsense, you hear? Big brothers are for leaning on,” Michael stated with a smile.
Then Katie told her family about the investigation, Kenny, and Lou.
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Chapter 10An hour later, Katie's brothers left the house and Katie and Lea sat at the kitchen table. In the aftermath of her daughter's confession of the truth, there should have been a more relaxed feeling in the air. Instead, Lea's heart was heavy with concern and an even greater need to keep her daughter close and protect her. Katie was a strong young woman. That was obvious not only by her experience in the fire but in her actions in her job and in her personal life. Lea felt guilty for not pushing her daughter to confess the truth over the phone a year ago. Why had she allowed Katie to start a fight with her and why hadn't she just jumped on the damn plane and rushed to her side? Was it selfish fear? Deep down the thought of losing one of her children to a fire as she had lost Mack naturally entered her mind. Subconsciously, she made the decision to stay in Warrens Cove and prayed that Katie was telling the truth. Now, after hearing the truth about what Katie experienced, Lea felt awful. When Mack died Lea had prayed that none of her children would ever experience such loss and pain. There was no way to describe the hollow feelings, the lack of will to go on with life or the constant depression. Lea's children were what kept her alive.
"Mom, are you all right?” she asked.
Lea sighed a moment then looked up.
"I'm so sorry you had to go through that, Kay, I'm...” A tear escaped Lea's eye and ran down her cheek.
Katie placed one hand over her mom's and wiped the tear away from her mom's cheek, gently, with her thumb.
"I know, Mom. I'm sorry I didn't come home sooner. I guess I have made a lot of decisions that I should not have made."
"That is not true. You made the same decisions I would have made."
Their gazes met and Lea smiled lightly.
"After everything you witnessed with your father's death, my reaction to the loss, my lack of will to live, how could you want to come to your family for support?"
"Oh, Mom, I wasn't thinking straight. I was so wrapped up in pain I could not see what I really needed. Do you remember when I first arrived home and we were all sitting at the dining room table? You asked me what my plans were and when I mentioned finding an apartment you flipped out."
"I overreacted Katie. I'm sorry about that."
"No, Mom. Don't be sorry. It was exactly what I needed to hear. I had been alone in my apartment with my thoughts, my loss, my depression."
"What is it?"
Katie began to cry and her mom embraced her shoulders.
"I ... I don't know how to say this.” She continued to cry.
"It's all right Katie, tell me. I'm here for you now, remember."
Katie wiped the tears with the back of her hand.
"I wanted to die, Mom. I wanted to end my life so I wouldn't feel the pain anymore.” Katie sobbed and Lea held her close, caressing her hair as she spoke to her.
"Katie, darling. Look at me."
Katie glanced up into her mom's tear filled eyes.
"I understand.” The tear rolled down Lea's cheek.
"I understand all too well. I felt exactly the same way when your father died. There are only four reasons I am still here right now. You, Donny, Billy and Michael kept me alive. Without you.... “Lea cried and Katie held her mom tighter.
They remained silent for a few minutes, neither saying a word after such confessions.
Katie found it interesting that never once had Catholicism played any part in the decision to take her own life. Knowing they were practicing Catholics, receivers of all required sacraments, yet angering God and sinning by taking her own life never crossed her mind. Katie figured she was angrier at God than he could have ever been with her. She pushed the thoughts from her mind as Lea began to pull away.
"I love you so much, Katie. I hope you realize that you're never going to feel that alone again."
"That goes for you too mom. I need you in my life. I need the boys and I need Warrens Cove."
Lea watched her daughter fiddle around with her coffee mug. It seemed to Lea that more was on her daughter's mind.
"What else is wrong Katie?"
"I can't believe Donny said that my scars don't look bad. They're ugly."
"You think they're ugly and look so terrible because you're attaching your emotions to them and all your memories of the fire. You're gorgeous Katie and you can't be afraid to fall in love again and be intimate with another man because of those scars."
Katie shot her head up, surprised by her mom's rather forward comment, even though her mom had read her mind.
"I'm not in any such position, Mom.” Katie attempted the lie and as the words left her lips, she knew better. The emotion, the attraction and connection to Ryan were just too damn intense.
"Don't even try that with me.” Lea leaned forward in her chair. “Ryan Masters, a certain handsome, intimidating, firefighter you have a thing for."
"Mom, there's nothing going on between me and Ryan."
"Bologna! Your brothers told me about you telling Ryan off, and the way Ryan looked at you at the hospital, the bar, and about Theo Walters. Come on Katie, you're attracted to Ryan, just admit it."
"If you admit that you're seeing William,” Katie countered and Lea lost all coloring in her face. She quickly glanced towards the doorway hoping the boys had left.
"How did you...."
"Probably the same way you knew. Oh Mom, why are the two of you hiding? The boys won't be upset. They love William, they look up to him."
"Oh God, honey it is so hard. I am afraid they will be upset like I am cheating on Dad. Do you care that—
"Oh Mom you deserve to be happy. I am happy for you. It has been years since Daddy died. You should not feel guilty. I guess we are a lot alike. It's good we are talking about everything. I feel better now that you know what I went through and about Bradley. I think you should tell the boys about William. It has to be hard for William, always trying to hide his feelings."
"Never mind sneaking around,” Lea said, laying her hand against her forehead.
"Oh My God. That was so funny when I opened the back door and busted you.” Katie started to laugh.
"Katie Marie, that wasn't funny. You nearly gave me a heart attack."
"You're not kidding. You lost all coloring in your face."
"You knew and you didn't say a word to me?"
"I figured you weren't ready to tell yet. You have a right to your privacy."
Lea smiled then ran her finger gently around the rim of her brown coffee cup.
"You guys are in love, huh?” Katie asked. “Come on mom we're alike remember?"
"William told me that he loves me. He's upset that we haven't told the boys and that we're hiding our relationship."
"I don't blame him. If he loves you, then, he wants the world to know. You should be happy about that."
Lea sighed then reached across the table to touch Katie's hand.
"I still think about your father. I can't help it."
"That's understandable. You were together so long and had a family. That love and emotion does not just go away. I would think that you would never forget him. I know I won't. But, William isn't Dad. William is his own man with his own feelings and he loves you. You two deserve this and each other."
Lea stood up from the table. “Come here, smarty-pants."
Katie stood up and the two women embraced.
"I love you, Katie Marie, and I hope you take some of your own advice. Ryan could use a woman like you."
"What do you mean a woman like me?"
Lea held her daughter's hand.
"A strong, good-hearted woman, who can brighten anyone's day and heal them in the toughest of times. He needs you."
"I don't know, Mom. I don't think Ryan knows what he needs or what he wants."
"Everyone deserves a chance and assuming that he won't be able to handle your scars, your emotions or a relationship isn't a fair thing to do. Maybe he doesn't like being in the spotlight so much."
Katie sighed, unsure what to do. She leaned against the counter in the kitchen for a moment as Lea poured more hot coffee into their mugs.
"I feel a lot better now that you all know what happened. That was a big step and I don't think I'm ready to explain things to Ryan. I'm not sure I'm ready to be intimate with another man yet either. It's just too soon.” She sighed.
"You can't put a time limit on when it's right or wrong to fall in love again, to be intimate with a man again and to share your heart. You just offered me some great advice and it is not easy,” Lea stated.
"Oh mom, I'm not comparing the years of love and commitment you and Daddy had to what little bit Bradley and I had. There's no comparison."
"I know that Katie, and you're not understanding the simplicity of this. Neither did I and you've helped me to realize it."
Katie gazed at her mom, not quite understanding what she was getting at.
Lea smiled. “It's all about falling in love, making that deep connection, knowing that when you're in his arms nothing else matters. You can't ... I can't, control fate and what is meant to be. It is time to move on and to give love a chance again. Not everyone gets a second chance.” Lea smiled.
Katie exhaled, unsure what to believe.
"I have to make a phone call,” Lea stated. Simultaneously, Katie's cell phone rang. Katie walked to her purse to retrieve it.
"Hello."
"Hey Katie. It's Lucy."
"Hi Lucy. What's going on? How was last night?"
"Eventful. I'll tell you about it tonight at work. I ... I just wanted to call you to tell you how amazing you are."
"What are you talking about?"
"Surviving that fire, losing your friend, your injuries ... everything. The article was incredible."
"Who told you? What are you talking about?"
"Oh my God, you mean, you haven't seen the paper?"
"No!"
"The newspaper did a huge article on fire prevention and on Kevin's family and Brad. You're mentioned in the story and how you took care of Kevin and about your nickname, Angel."
"Oh no. Oh my God.” Katie covered her mouth.
* * * *Michael started to type the information into the search browser on the Internet. Billy sat on chair next to Michael and Donny stood behind them.
"Do a search on the serial arsonist loose in Bolton Bay. That should bring up some information,” Donny stated.
"I know what I'm doing,” Michael replied as he clicked the ‘Enter’ button.
Numerous pages of links filled the screen but Michael's eyes immediately drew to the words in bold capital letters.
"There! That was the name of the place. This is it.” Billy pointed to the screen, confirming what he was thinking the same thing that his brother Michael was.
"TEN PEOPLE AND ONE FIREFIGHTER DIE IN CLUB FIRE AND FLOOR COLLAPSE, MANY OTHERS INJURED"
Michael read the article aloud.
"Eleven people, including one firefighter, died last night and many others were injured during a fire at The Club, located on the boardwalk in Bolton Bay. It was a warm, summer evening of live music and entertainment as many young people crowded the famous, multi level club."
As he read the words aloud and the sequence of events that occurred through the eyes of numerous witnesses the tears filled his eyes. He scanned over some of the other headlines, reading them to his brothers as well.
"The community, leaders and comrades pay tribute to the fallen firefighter and ten civilians killed in the fire authorities believe was set on purpose. The combined investigation by the local Bolton Bay Arson Investigative Unit and Bolton Bay Police Department continues with little insight into the individual or individuals responsible for last week's blaze."
"Many survivors of the fire have set up a memorial for all those lives that were lost last Friday evening, laying flowers and lighting candles outside by a sign and the only remnant of the famous club that once existed. The sight of the building's remains is heart wrenching and the town of Bolton Bay will forever mourn the sequence of events that led to such a great loss."
"Many continue to send cards, words of condolences and prayers to the firehouse where brave firefighter, Bradley Riley worked for more than six years."
"We're going to miss him. He was a great firefighter, a true friend. You could always count on him,” Fire Chief Jerry Parker stated when asked about the firefighter serving under his command.
"Click onto the Federal Emergency Management Agency, they should have the specifics about the event there,” Billy stated, pointing to the next link on the page.
Michael clicked the mouse a few more times, typing in the date and the information he obtained from the previous articles. Then the report appeared.
"Key Issues: Situation: As firefighters arrived onto the scene, it appeared the fire was in the basement level but no fire was visible. Smoke and heat increased then multiple explosions occurred minutes after entering the structure.
Structure: Appeared to be brick and heavy concrete along with surrounding wooden decking and outdoor seating areas. Actually, thin concrete floors supported by unprotected steel.
Rescue attempts: Valiant rescue efforts proved unsuccessful as ten civilians and one firefighter died from either a final large explosion that rocked the structure causing the floor collapse or from the initial force of the blow itself.
Response: Independent volunteer companies. Mutual Aid request on arrival and additional companies called in succession.
Communications: Radio system inadequate for current needs.
"My God, are you guys reading this? The fire was outrageous,” Donny stated.
"They were just doing their jobs and those poor people that were trapped—Katie,” Donny said, then quickly wiped the tear from his eyelash before it fell.
"I couldn't even imagine how Katie must have felt. It is amazing that more firefighters and civilians hadn't died in that mess,” Billy said.
Michael read the information in the following paragraph. The firefighters were operating with a standard approach to operational safety. There were numerous rescue attempts to save those who remained trapped in the building. Michael read further, there were a series of smaller explosions that caused the second floor to collapse first, leaving only the emergency exit staircase as a means of escape. The smoke was so thick it consumed the air most likely causing visibility issues for both the civilians and the firefighters themselves. He recalled Katie's side of the story as she experienced it. They had no idea that a madman had planned the fire and each explosion precisely. His brothers read along with Michael.
"Her boyfriend, the firefighter killed, probably sensed the movement in the floor structure, knowing that it would collapse at any time. Katie landing on the broken stairwell was a damn miracle,” Billy added.
"Bradley saved her life. To think she went through all of this..I just can't believe this,” Michael whispered.
"I know exactly how you feel. As trained firefighters, we never know what to expect when that bell rings. These guys walked into a nightmare. Katie was one of the only survivors thanks to the firefighter. I can't believe she kept all this inside and she didn't want our help,” Billy said.
"She was scared, hurt and that is Katie, always putting everyone before herself,” Donny said.
"For a whole year we didn't go to see her. We all had a feeling something was up but were too wrapped up in ourselves to see she needed us,” Michael said.
"She did a good job of keeping us away, Michael. She kept busy at the hospital she worked at, remember how everyone there spoke so highly of Katie? She submerged herself in her career and volunteer work and inside she was dying,” Donny stated then paused for a moment just thinking back to every phone conversation he had with his sister. He was a doctor, why hadn't he questioned her somberness and the constant excuses of why he could not visit?
"I can't believe that I couldn't see the signs, pick up on her tone of voice during the phone conversations. Every time I got that damn answering machine of hers and thought nothing of it,” he said.
"She didn't want any of us to worry. That is obvious now. I don't think we should ponder over it. She is here now and we need to make her see that she's no longer alone,” Billy added.
"I want to know more about this Redding asshole. Who the fuck is he and what else has he done?” Michael stated as he clicked onto another link.
There did not seem to be any more information online than a few newspaper articles. Michael figured either the police had given up hope of finding Redding or they were deeply involved with an investigation and were not taking any chances in leaking their progress.
* * * *The chief sat alone in his office at the firehouse just staring at the picture on his desk. There he stood in full uniform with his arm around Lea and they were standing next to the boys. He had promised their father that he would watch over them and protect them in any way he could. He never expected to fall in love with Lea. Over the years, he had always thought his best friend was the luckiest guy around. Lea was class, gorgeous and so caring. Everyone who knew her instantly liked her.
They became close after Mack died and they helped one another heal through their conversations and expressions of sadness. They learned to rely and count on one another and that meant a lot to him.
For the past few years, William tried his hardest not to pressure Lea or to make her commit to a relationship or an intimacy she was not ready to commit to. When he confronted her and insisted that she provide some sort of logic and explanation behind not making such a commitment, it always led back to guilt. She felt guilty for falling in love again and guilty that she was in love with her dead husband's best friend.
William sighed. He loved her with all his heart and he had been so patient. Could he continue to live like this? Loving a woman behind closed doors and perhaps never being able to show the world how much he loves her? He was a strong man when it came down to the physical and fighting fires. When it came to his heart, a heart instantly stolen by Lea McKeller, he was weak.
He could not help the feelings. There was just no use in denying them.
He wondered if she would ever not feel guilty and finally reveal their relationship to the kids.
The phone on his desk began to ring, instantly bringing him back to reality.
"Hello."
"William. It's me."
William felt as if his heart leaped. Lea's voice always did that to him.
"Hi, what's going on?"
"We need to talk."
William did not like the sound of that. The last time Lea stated that they needed to talk, she wanted to break things off. She was afraid that the boys had discovered their relationship.
"Is everything okay, Lea?"
"Everything is wonderful. Can I meet you at your place later tonight?"
"I won't get there until late. I'm on duty until midnight. How about tomorrow morning? I don't have to be at the station house until noon?” He could not help the uneasy feeling in his gut. This was going to kill his patience for the remainder of the day. Lea sighed and was hesitant before answering. Something was definitely wrong.
"I'll see you then.” Lea stated then hung up the phone.
William sighed as he placed the receiver back into its cradle on the desk. What in the world could this be about? Was she going to attempt to break things off with him? Damn it, this woman was making him crazy inside. He loved her just so damn much and enough was enough.
No matter what she said tomorrow, he was going to make her see how good they were together. He wasn't going to let her talk him out of continuing their relationship. He could be just as stubborn as Lea McKeller and in the morning, he would prove it.
The pep talk gave him confidence and simultaneously the bell sounded. There was a fire they had to respond to and he hurried out of the office.
Burn Unit
Ryan walked down the hallway and around the corner to the burn unit. He was so nervous his palms were sweating and his heart raced. He glanced down at the small bouquet of Daisies he held in one hand. If he squeezed them any harder, they would be broken before he even made it to see Shelly. That was if she wanted to see him. He was not going to chicken out now. Not after the big pep talk and self-realization that he screwed up. He needed to let Katie see the real him but first he needed to make things right with Shelly. Katie was right. He was scared and selfish and Shelly deserved better. Katie was so angry with him last night at The Pit, she wanted nothing to do with him and that killed him inside.
Ryan slowly opened the door to the game room area. He had not been in there in a long time but he knew the value of the place and that it was never empty. There were all sorts of board games and books, craft tables and other activities for the patients staying in the burn unit. The ping-pong table seemed to get the most use and today there was a small crowd gathered by it, cheering for a young boy playing against a male hospital worker.
"You can do it, Kevin!” a young blonde woman yelled as Ryan approached the crowd and the game. As he got closer, he realized the boy was the kid that Brad had saved from the fire.
Everyone was cheering on Kevin and finally he hit the small round, white ball with the wooden paddle. The ball landed just a hair shy of the corner of the table and the hospital worker was not fast enough to make contact with the ball.
"Yeah!” The crowd cheered and Kevin smiled and laughed then held his stomach.
Immediately the blonde woman was near his side helping him back into the wheelchair.
Ryan saw the girl's face for the first time and he froze where he was.
Shelly was gorgeous.
Ryan watched as other patients and hospital workers tapped Kevin on the back or shook his hand before he headed out of the game room.
Shelly looked right at Ryan then stopped walking.
Ryan walked towards her feeling awkward and more nervous then he could have imagined.
"Shelly?"
Shelly nodded her head at him but she did not seem to recognize him.
There was still time to run.
No way! I'm doing this and that's final.
Ryan cleared his throat, looked down at his boots for a second then back into the eyes of the young woman he hadn't gotten to fast enough. Memories of the fire entered then exited his mind. He clenched the bouquet tighter.
"I don't know if you remember me...."
Ryan nearly lost his breath, Shelly jumped into his arms and embraced him.
They sat on a bench outside of the game room in a quiet area of the burn unit.
"I thought you hated me. I thought I would never see you again,” Shelly cried.
Ryan caressed her hair then felt the tears stinging his own eyes.
"Not a chance. I'm so sorry it took me this long to see you,” Ryan whispered as Shelly slowly pulled away.
"It doesn't matter, you're here now."
"I wanted to see you so badly but....
Shelly looked down at her hands. “But my injuries were too terrible. You couldn't look at me."
Ryan grabbed her hand. “No. That wasn't it at all, Shelly. Oh, God. Is that what you thought?"
Shelly looked up into Ryan's eyes. They filled with tears and as she nodded her head ‘yes’ a tear drop escaped and traveled down her cheek.
"I'm so sorry that you thought that, Shelly. My staying away had nothing to do with what you looked like after the fire. It was my fault you had your injuries. If I had only gotten to you sooner."
"Oh no Ryan, you shouldn't have blamed yourself. You saved my life that night, you were my hero and you still are my hero. Without your bravery, I would have died in that fire."
Ryan smiled at Shelly.
"I've wasted so much time. Can you forgive me?” Ryan asked.
Shelly smiled then looked towards the seat next to Ryan where a bunch of Daisy's that looked desperately in need of some water, sat scattered along the seat.
"Only if those flowers are for me."
Ryan glanced at the bunch of Daisy's he nearly squeezed to death and gathered them up then handed them to Shelly.
"Sorry about the stems. I was a bit nervous."
Shelly laughed then held the flowers close to her.
"So, what made you come around and finally see me?” Shelly asked.
"Not what, but who.” Ryan found himself telling Shelly all about Katie, the most wonderful woman he had ever met.
Two hours later Ryan headed home and when he got there, Billy was waiting for him.
Katie headed to work, she was not sure what to expect when she arrived at the hospital. She had spoken to Donny and he informed her that everyone knew about the fire and were so impressed with her. They could not wait to talk to her and seemingly neither could the reporter.
Katie worried about her co-workers bombarding her with questions and she did not want to tell the story repeatedly.
She prayed she could handle it.
Just as she pulled into the parking lot, her cell phone rang.
"Hello."
"Hey Angel."
Katie put the car in park and sat back. She could not believe that Ryan was on the phone. He called her three times and left messages since the other night, at The Pit, but she did not have the nerve to call him back.
"Ryan, I'm just getting ready to walk into work."
"I know. I saw Billy. We need to talk."
"I don't think there's anything to talk about, Ryan. I have to go."
"Please Katie. Hear me out. Meet me tomorrow on the beach. I need to see you."
"I'll see how I feel. I have to go.” Katie hung up the phone.
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Chapter 11Katie headed towards the nursing station, Dr. Carle Broderick, paged her. When she got there a tall, handsome, young, man was standing beside Dr. Broderick with a photographer. Katie's heart felt as if it dropped from her chest. Carle had mentioned this reporter when she first arrived at work. Carle had told her to hear the reporter out because he was a friend of his.
"Angel, this is Jack Remming. He is a journalist for the magazine I told you about called Your Community, Your World. It is a national magazine and the publishing house is here in Warrens Cove but is delivered all over the country. It is all about the communities people live in and what they think about society and every day life events. Anyway Jack can explain better,” Carle stated as Katie shook Jack's hand.
"It's a pleasure to meet you Katie. You're even more stunning than Kevin and Carle had described.” The reporter winked at her, he was flirting, but she was onto his tactics.
"Well what can I do for you, Jack? I'm on duty,” Katie replied.
"Oh don't worry about it Katie, Lucy can cover for you and Diane is at the nurses’ station. We'll pull someone from upstairs.” Carle had all the answers and Katie had no way of getting out of having a conversation with Jack.
"Go into the lounge area, you will have some privacy in there,” Carle ordered, placing his hands on Katie's shoulders giving them a squeeze.
Katie walked towards the lounge.
They closed the door and sat down at the table with the photographer.
"What's your name?” Katie asked reaching out her hand to shake the photographer's hand.
"Jim. It's a pleasure to meet you ... Angel,” he called her, as they shook hands.
"Well, Angel—
"It's Katie."
"Well, Katie, how does it feel to earn a nickname like Angel?” he asked, as he opened up his notebook and clicked his ballpoint pen, preparing to write down her answers.
"Listen Jack, I'm not into this. What is it that you want?"
"I want your story. I want to hear about how you survived a fire and how you got the nickname Angel? People want to know and you've made an impression around here, never mind back in Bolton Bay."
Katie sat forward in her chair.
"How do you know about my life in Bolton Bay?"
"I'm a reporter, Katie. It's my job. Your story is compelling and our readers want to learn more about you."
"Well, what about the victims of fires? Are you contributing any of the sales of this magazine issue to our burn unit?” Katie egged him on and Jack got her message.
"I'm sure I can talk to the editor at the magazine and the president about contributing something."
"Good. Let your readers know, they can help right in their own communities. What do you want to know?” Katie asked and Jack asked away.
Before long Katie was giving her story, being sure to give credit to the Bolton Bay fire departments that responded and to Bradley for saving her life.
Afterwards, Jim took some pictures of Katie in the hospital then by the nursing station.
When they finally left, Katie was talking to the rest of the staff at the hospital, then busy in the ER, until an hour after her shift ended. She was dragging as she headed home to sleep.
* * * *William held Lea in his arms as they lay in his bed. Their lovemaking was better than any fantasy he ever created in his mind and right now he was beaming with joy. Lea must have told him a hundred times just how much she loved him, too, and more importantly, she showed him.
"What are you thinking about?” Lea asked as she opened her eyes and caught William's gaze upon her.
William smiled then caressed her chin with his thumb.
"I was just thinking about your surprise visit and how you attacked me."
Lea felt the heat hit her cheeks and William pulled her body closer against his own.
"I loved it, woman. It was like a scene in some movie. Except the firefighters in the movies do not do a thirty hour shift like I just did and still perform well in bed. I was so exhausted, I'm surprised I even heard you pounding on the door."
Lea caressed William's cheek. “You did ... okay ... for a firefighter who hasn't slept in 30 hours,” Lea teased.
William pulled Lea's hips against his stomach. “Only okay?” he asked, squinting.
Lea giggled.
"You were fantastic."
William kissed Lea than they embraced.
They held one another close, their bodies entwined as they embraced their emotions.
"So what happened to bring this on?” William asked.
Lea pulled away from William and leaned on her elbow.
"Katie and I had a talk. She knew about us and she helped me to see how foolish I was being."
"I'm gonna give that girl a big hug when I see her,” William teased then smiled.
William noticed Lea's eyes take on a more serious look. He immediately was concerned as he caressed her hair.
"What is it, Lea?"
Lea was hesitant before she answered. Soon enough everyone would know what Katie had gone through. Maybe not in such detail, but still, they would find out.
"Katie finally told us what really happened out in Bolton Bay."
"Really? What did she say?"
Lea explained the story as best she could. With each painful detail, Lea cried.
"I nearly lost my baby girl, Willie. She could have died in that fire. None of us had any idea."
"Did she tell you why she didn't want you to know?"
"She said we had all gone through enough when Mack died. She didn't want us to have to go through the pain again. Can you believe that?"
William embraced Lea then she continued to fill him in on the other details.
"You guys didn't know about her boyfriend, Bradley?” William asked.
"Not a clue. He saved Katie's life and I couldn't even imagine the guilt and loss she has been feeling,” Lea admitted.
"I believe Ryan Masters has a thing for Katie. She's probably feeling pretty guilty and unsure about getting involved with another man. The fact that Ryan is a firefighter as well must be tough on Katie."
Lea caressed William's cheek again. “I'm sorry for the way I acted, Willie. I kept pushing you away. I was afraid for similar reasons that Katie is now. Not everyone gets a second chance at love."
William smiled then kissed Lea.
"I forgive you Lea and I'm willing to wait until you're ready to tell the boys."
Lea smiled.
"So what about Ryan Masters? Is he good enough for our Katie?” Lea asked.
"I think those two kids belong together. They can help each other heal in so many ways. I'm sure they'll work things out."
Lea opened her arms so that William could lay his back against her. She began to rub his hair and the side of his temples in an attempt to help him relax.
"You just lay here and rest. Close your eyes. When you wake up, I promise to have another surprise for you,” Lea whispered.
"Yes Ma'am.” William closed his eyes and smiled.
* * * *Katie rolled over in bed and looked at the clock. It was nearly2:00 p.m. She pulled herself out of bed and headed to the shower. The warm water caressed her skin and rejuvenated her. Katie's stomach growled as she turned off the faucet and dried herself off.
Visions of cold cuts or scrambled eggs filled her head. She dressed quickly, tossing on a snug fitting black sleeveless t-shirt dress. It was comfortable and showed off her figure. She tied her white lace sneakers and headed downstairs.
From the staircase, Katie could hear a few male voices. She froze in the kitchen doorway and at the sight of Ryan sitting there.
"There she is,” Billy stated with a huge smile on his face and a large pile of coins in front of his cards. It was obvious by a glance at Michael and Ryan's winnings that Billy was very ahead.
Katie swallowed hard at the sight of Ryan sitting in her mom's kitchen. He was so large and tall, even as he sat at the round wooden table. She wondered why he was there and why her brothers hadn't intervened.
"What's going on?” Katie asked, placing some strands of wet hair behind her ears. She wished she had dried it before she came downstairs. She had no idea Ryan would be there.
"We're playing a little poker, want to join in?” Billy asked.
Michael gave Billy a look then watched his sister.
"I don't think so. None of you are on the box today?” Katie asked hoping they would have to leave for work soon. She thought she would have the day and the house to herself.
"No, tomorrow we're on,” Michael added then sat down his cards and folded.
"I'm out. Anyone need a drink?” Michael asked, rising from his chair to retrieve a soda from the refrigerator.
"I could use one,” Ryan stated but kept his eyes on Katie.
Katie met Michael by the refrigerator door. They exchanged glances, he shrugged his shoulders then smiled.
"What is he doing here?” Katie whispered and Michael glanced at Ryan who was talking to Billy.
"He showed up looking for you. He insisted that he had to talk to you, explain and—
"And what about him being a jerk and not seeing things through?” Katie asked with her teeth clenched and still trying to whisper.
"He asked our permission—
"So you forget everything. Damn it, Michael! I do not need this right now. I'm leaving."
Katie headed towards the doorway.
"Katie, wait!” Ryan called after her then looked towards Billy and Michael.
"What happened?” he asked.
"You're on your own now, Bull, we did our part,” Michael stated with a smirk then sat down. Ryan huffed then headed after Katie.
Katie grabbed her purse and the keys to her jeep and headed out the door.
Ryan caught up to her by the driver's side just as she opened the door.
He touched her hand, she froze, then looked up into his eyes. She cursed the flat pair of sneakers she wore, they did nothing for her height.
The top of Katie's head barely reached Ryan's shoulders.
"Please, Angel, I want to talk to you. We need to talk."
Ryan took the hand Katie was holding the car keys in. He pulled it against his chest with both hands and gave her the saddest face.
"Please let me explain. I know I acted like a jerk, you have to give me a second chance."
"Why is that Ryan?” Katie asked, trying to hold her ground but Ryan's green eyes penetrated to her soul and made her belly flutter. She tried lying to herself but it was no use. She missed his embrace, his kisses and his touch.
Katie looked away and down towards the ground and her shoes.
Ryan took her chin in his hand and tilted it back up towards him.
"I've missed you Angel ... you've missed me too. Let's talk. I'll drive."
Katie's stomach growled and they laughed.
He took her hand, closed the driver side door to the blue jeep and led Katie down the driveway.
Katie looked at the medium sized, crew cab, pick up truck parked by the curb in front of the house. It was fire engine red with black tinted windows. She laughed inside. She found it amusing and could relate to his need to obsess over his career. Back in Bolton Bay, Katie would volunteer at the counseling center at the hospital when she wasn't working. She even wore her nursing pants while hanging around the house. It was no different from Ryan and his ‘fire engine red’ truck.
Ryan opened the door for Katie and he heard her stomach growl again.
"Where are we going?"
"From the sounds of your stomach we're going to get something to eat. I know a place in Pearl and I'll have us there in fifteen minutes."
Katie got in and off they went to Pearl, a small town outside Warren's Cove.
The drive was quiet and peaceful, as Ryan drove the car over the winding roads that bordered the coastline. He looked over towards Katie, her long brown hair drying naturally with the wind. She was lovely and all he wanted to do was to pull her into his arms and take all her fear and sadness away.
He thought about his conversation with Billy last night. Katie had held in so much for so long. She was strong and stubborn but what she revealed to her family was heart wrenching. He wished she would have told him and had confided in him, but that was his own fault. Ryan had allowed her to believe the worst about him and his reaction at The Pit the other night was uncalled for. He could not help the jealousy he felt. Ryan knew he wanted Katie all to himself but he did not realize just how much until she was angry with him. She would not talk to him or return any of his calls, which drove him crazy. Then there was her misunderstanding about Shelly. Ryan could not face Shelly because he felt she would blame him for her permanent injuries and for not rescuing her sooner. He needed Katie to know the truth.
That night haunted his dreams and when Shelly told him that she never blamed him for his injuries, he was speechless. What an idiot he had been. He wasted so much time, time spent helping Shelly and being the true and complete hero she believed he was. She forgave him for not being there and then she asked him to be her friend. What an amazing young woman.
Ryan recalled feeling so happy and it was as if a huge weight was lifted off his shoulders.
Then Billy showed up in a rage of anger, stating that Ryan was no longer his friend.
Billy was mad as hell and in a fit of rage, he shoved Ryan against the garage door to the house.
Ryan stood his ground and demanded an explanation.
Ryan would never forget the conversation.
"How could you be so cruel? How could you not help that poor girl get through her injuries? Who cares that you could not deal with looking at the scars? They're scars and they are not Shelly's fault. The fire did it!” Billy yelled and Ryan stood there confused and on the defensive.
"I didn't forget about her or not continue to see her because of the injuries."
"Bullshit!” Billy exclaimed. “They're just scars, you're not the one who has to live with them."
"Billy I don't think you understand. I couldn't go see Shelly because it was my fault she has such bad scars ... If only I had gotten there sooner.” Ryan bowed his head and leaned against the garage door.
Billy watched him. What a mess this was and now Katie was suffering as well.
"So you care about Shelly? You didn't turn your back on her because you couldn't look at her injuries?” Billy asked running his fingers through his hair. His heart ached for his sister.
"No! I blame myself and that is why I stayed away. I didn't even know that Shelly was back until Katie accused me of being selfish and heartless."
"She's scared, that's all,” Billy whispered.
"Scared of what? Scared of me? Billy I wouldn't hurt your sister. I care about her. She can't see that."
"She has her reasons and they're becoming clearer."
"What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Ryan blurted out, getting in Billy's face. “You don't think I'm good enough for your sister."
"You don't know what she's been through, Ryan. You don't even take the time to see, to read between the lines. Is she just another piece of ass to you?” Billy yelled and stuck his finger at Ryan's chest
Ryan pushed Billy's finger away.
Billy swung at Ryan and missed.
Ryan swung at Billy and missed.
Billy swung back and the two men grabbed each other.
They slugged it out making contact a few times and Billy's temper got the best of him.
"My sister's not some piece of ass for you to claim. I won't stand by and let you hurt her, damn it. Friendship or not!” Billy yelled then took another swing, hitting Ryan in the jaw.
Ryan swung back, missed and yelled in anger, “I love her!"
Billy stopped and his mouth dropped.
Then Billy told Ryan everything that Katie had told her family, that same night.
Ryan looked back towards Katie. Would she be angry that Billy told him everything? Could he make her see why he did not go see Shelly sooner?
Ryan pulled the truck into the parking lot down by the marina.
The place was empty, the lunch crowd long gone and Ryan was grateful, he wanted to be alone with her.
He opened the door for Katie, taking her hand and leading her to the restaurant. The sounds of soft island music filled the air and a gentle breeze caressed against the green canvas awnings that covered half the deck.
"I haven't been here in ages,” Katie whispered as the waitress led them to a table outside.
She recalled that Caspers used to be an old boathouse where the local fishermen gathered before heading out to sea. It was a cozy, well-maintained, little restaurant well hidden from the non-locals. A few men gathered by the bar inside, only glancing up a moment as Ryan and Katie were led through the inside dining area. Katie loved the atmosphere and feel of the restaurant. Many fishermen and true natives to the island of Warrens Cove traveled through these doors and boarded their boats right at the docks just outside the porch area. Katie was amazed at the thought and always loved the place. The restoration of the boathouse and how the owners maintained the nostalgic power of the location was impressive.
They sat at a private table by the water near the corner of the dock. The water from the departing boats rocked gently against the seawall. The waitress took their order then headed back inside.
Katie watched the boats enter and exit the marina. It was a perfect day for sailing and a boat ride.
Katie stayed silent and avoided exchanging glances with Ryan until she felt his touch.
Ryan reached across the table and took Katie's hand.
Their gazes met then Katie looked down at her hand.
He noticed the small heart shaped ring with a ruby in the center. It sat on her ring finger.
"That's a lovely ring,” he whispered, caressing her finger and he wondered if Bradley had given it to her. Billy told Ryan about Katie's boyfriend dying in the fire and about him being a firefighter.
"Thanks. My dad gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday.” She smiled as she looked at the ring. She wore it all the time.
"That's special. I heard your dad was a great firefighter. The chief always speaks of him."
"They were good friends."
"Kind of like me and Billy."
Katie smiled. She stared at Ryan, she was sure he knew about the fire. Everyone was aware of it by now. She cringed just thinking about what he thought. Did he just feel sorry for her? She could not help but wonder.
"Billy came to see me the other night. He told me about the fire ... he told me everything."
She tried to pull her hand away. “Why would he do that? He knew I was angry with you."
Ryan took Katie's hand again. “He came over to tell me off. He was upset thinking that I was using you, would hurt you or not accept you with the scars and your experience. He made the same accusation you did about Shelly."
Katie's eyes widened in shock, Ryan figured she was upset that he knew about her scars. He was certain she probably wondered why Billy revealed her secret.
"He was wrong about Shelly. So were you."
Katie was about to argue when Ryan continued talking.
"I couldn't see Shelly go through all that pain because I felt that it was my fault. If I had only gotten to her sooner then it could have turned out differently."
"Oh Ryan, I'm sorry. You cannot control destiny. It is not your fault and Shelly does not blame you. She told me. She thinks of you as her hero. You saved her life and she is so thankful. She looks great Ryan. You should see her."
Ryan gazed into Katie's eyes. “I did."
Katie squeezed Ryan's hand. “What?"
"I went to see her yesterday. It was all in my head. You were right, she doesn't hate me.
"I'm so glad Ryan. I bet she missed you."
Ryan glanced away towards the water then gazed back at Katie.
"What about you? Do you miss me?"
Katie's eyes filled up with tears. She missed Ryan. She missed his embrace, his kisses and she dreamed about making love with him.
Katie nibbled her bottom lip.
"Tell me you missed me Angel. Tell me you want me as badly as I want you."
"Oh Ryan.” The tears escaped Katie's eyes. She tried to wipe them away but they just kept flowing. Ryan rose from his chair and sat in the chair beside Katie, embracing her shoulders.
"Don't be afraid. Don't push me away and assume I can't handle your pain or your injuries. You are gorgeous, you are such an amazing woman and I want to be with you. I've never wanted anything more."
Ryan took Katie's face gently in his hand and kissed her lips. He could taste the salty water from her tears then he embraced her.
"I'm sorry I let my temper get the best of me the other night. I was jealous and you had every right to be angry with me. I didn't handle the situation calmly. I can't lose you, and I promise that won't ever happen again.” Ryan kissed Katie's nose.
Katie wiped the tears from her eyes.
"I did notice that about you. I guess having a call sign like ‘Bull’ doesn't help either?” she teased, then smiled.
"No it doesn't. However, ‘Angel’ suits you well. I'm a better person when I'm with you."
Katie smiled, looked down at her hands on her lap then back to Ryan.
"Why do you get so angry, Ryan?"
Her forwardness shocked him, her ability to make him want to spill his every emotion, pain and triumph from one ‘not so simple’ question.
"I guess I've always allowed my anger and frustration to make the decisions for me. As a kid, I used my fists a lot to solve my problems, my inadequacies. It took me a long time to gain some control over that. It's one of my many faults.” He smirked but then it disappeared. Now he turned away for a moment, taking a breath and realizing he never admitted this much about himself to anyone.
Katie turned her body towards Ryan's then placed her hand against his cheek.
She looked into his green eyes, the eyes she admired and found strength in.
"Letting your emotions get the best of you is not a fault or an inadequacy, Ryan. Letting the anger build up so much for so long and not talking to someone about it is the problem. You are human, Ryan. As much as you have conditioned yourself to believe that you are not ... you are human. If life did not affect you or if seeing Shelly injured did not hurt so badly then you would not be the man you are today. The firefighter who wants to save the world from ever becoming a victim of a fire.
"I'm sorry that I assumed you didn't care about Shelly, that you were selfish and that you wouldn't be able to handle...” Katie pulled her hand away she could not complete her sentence. The tears filled her eyes and she swallowed so hard that she was certain Ryan heard her.
Now Ryan took his hands and placed them against Katie's cheeks. He softly kissed her lips.
"How about from here on out we give each other a chance instead of just assuming?” He smiled.
"Okay,” Katie agreed then laid her head against Ryan's shoulder. He placed his arm around her, silently looking out towards the water.
The waitress brought along their food.
Ryan remained by her side during lunch. They ate, enjoyed one another's company then headed out of the restaurant.
Ryan headed back towards Warrens Cove. They held hands as he drove along the coastline.
She did not say a word as they approached Ryan's house, she was nervous although her heart raced with anticipation. She had silently hoped he would take her back to his home. Katie did not want today to end.
As they entered the house, Katie noted two wineglasses sitting on the island in the center of the kitchen
Ryan walked to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of red wine. Katie met him by the island in the kitchen.
She read the label, 1995 Chateau Ste Michelle Reserve Merlot.
"Did you have this all planned out Ryan? How did you know what my response to you would be?” Katie teased.
Ryan gently took the bottle of wine from Katie and gazed into her eyes. She recognized that look, it was beyond flirtatious, and it was a look of hunger and desire. She instantly felt the fluttering inside her belly.
"You're a reasonable young woman. Besides, if you fought me on it I would have moved to plan ‘B'."
Ryan opened the wine and poured them each a glass.
He handed one to Katie. “What was plan ‘B'?"
Ryan hesitated then took a sip of wine from his glass.
He touched the material against Katie's belly, gently gliding his finger across her ribs then to her waist as he answered her.
"Well, it involved throwing you over my shoulder, bringing you back here, tying you down and making you see that I'm not such a bad guy."
"Lucky for you plan ‘A’ worked."
Katie took a sip of wine from her glass and smiled. She hoped she appeared confident despite the fact that her legs were about to give out. Ryan's seductive answer to her question combined with his touch was enough to make her want to jump him right there in the kitchen. The thought of Ryan throwing her over his shoulder appealed to her.
Ryan held Katie's gaze, appearing serious then he gently took her wrist into his hand. “I will do whatever it takes to make you see that we're meant to be together. My life is better because of you. I need you, Angel, more than you know.” He kissed her wrist then smiled.
Ryan took the wineglass from Katie's hand and placed it beside his on the island.
Then he pulled Katie into his arms.
Ryan kissed her softy, savoring the taste of wine, blackberry and plum.
"I want to make love to you Angel. Please tell me you want me too?” He whispered his plea and Katie welcomed his mouth over her own again.
Ryan's mouth savored her neck, her collarbone. His hands caressed her body, following the curves of her hips.
He reached under the hem of her dress to her thigh, pulling her leg against him as he caressed her backside.
"Tell me Angel, please tell me,” he begged of her and Katie could feel herself trembling.
She wanted Ryan with all her heart, yet she still feared his reaction to her scars. As if sensing it, Ryan spoke softly, convincing her that it would be all right.
"I know you're scared Angel, I know it's been a while but I won't hurt you ... I'm in love with you."
Katie grabbed Ryan's face between her hands, the tears stung her eyes, her heart raced and he smiled, looking back at her.
"You what?"
"I'm in love with you ... and I'm not afraid to say it."
"But Ryan, we—"
"Shhhh ... I know you're afraid but you don't have to be anymore. I'm going to take all your fears away Angel, I'm going to protect you."
Before she could respond, Ryan was kissing her again then lifting her into his arms.
"Put your arms around my neck and tell me where to go.” He nodded his head up towards the staircase and the bedroom. He would not go there unless she gave the okay, admitted her need for him as well.
Katie smiled.
"I want you too, Ryan."
He smiled wide, kissed her again and effortlessly carried her in his arms then climbed the stairs towards the bedroom. Ryan had drawn the shades and through the opened window, Katie could hear the roar of the ocean. It was high tide and the waves pounded against the boulders that separated the beach and the ocean.
She could envision the white foam descending over the rocks after each break. Katie absorbed the atmosphere the peacefulness that surrounded them.
There was calmness despite Katie's fluttering stomach and warmth between her legs.
It felt right, natural.
Ryan held Katie close, standing in front of her, letting his fingers run through her hair.
Katie closed her eyes, absorbing his touch, his every show of affection.
He was solid and strong and his cologne intoxicating. He had no idea what strength, power and security Katie felt just from being in his presence. Ryan could heal her and the realization immediately struck her.
The tear escaped her eye.
"Are you all right, Angel?” He let the palm of his hand caress her neck under her hair.
He kissed her on the lips and she smiled and nodded her head ‘yes'.
Katie lifted her chin as Ryan kissed her neck, rubbed her arms then knelt on the rug in front of her.
His head was eye level with her ribs, his hands made their way from her ankles to her thighs. Katie placed her hands on Ryan's shoulders.
He hugged her against him, she could feel the warmth of his body instantly surrounding her. His warm breath as it penetrated through the material of her dress and against her skin.
Ryan slowly began to push up the hem of Katie's dress, leaning down kissing her knees, her thighs. Katie crossed her arms against her waist, was afraid of what his reaction would be to the scarring.
He took her wrists gently into his hands and led them to his lips.
His lips pressed against the skin.
"Don't be afraid.” Their gazes locked.
Ryan removed the dress with Katie's help, and tears streamed down her cheeks as Ryan kissed her belly.
He could feel her trembling. He could see the scars, and visions of what she must have experienced clawed at Ryan's mind.
"You're gorgeous, Katie."
He placed his lips against the discoloration. Katie inhaled a sharp breath then took Ryan's face into her hands.
"They're ugly. I told you. You don't have to—
Katie tried to pull away and Ryan held her close against him, his hands gently caressed her backside.
His hands glided over her hips and he softly took her hands bringing them to his lips.
"They're not ugly Katie. I'm sorry you had to go through that. You don't have to be afraid with me."
Ryan ran his fingers across the inner elastic material that clung to Katie's hips.
He pushed them down and out-of-the-way then embraced her again.
Katie closed her eyes and Ryan picked her up to carry her towards the bed. He gently laid her down on the navy blue comforter.
Katie watched as Ryan removed his shirt then the rest of his clothing.
He was gorgeous and the sight of his nakedness made her feel giddy and excited with eagerness. She wanted his body against hers, to unite and be as close as humanly possible.
Ryan laid his body over hers.
Katie wrapped her legs around Ryan's waist and laid her head against his neck and shoulder.
The size and weight of his body appealed to her, she found herself feeling lost in his manliness. She was underneath him, confined, content, complete.
Ryan's mouth covered Katie's, their tongues entwined, their need to be one taking full control.
Katie kissed Ryan's neck, licked his skin and let her inner desires and needs lead the way. She wanted him, felt safe with him and her body was ready to explode.
Katie felt Ryan glide his hand across her outer thigh then between her legs. His fingers drew her deeper into need.
Ryan's arm was under Katie's neck and shoulder cradling her head, his lips devoured hers as his fingers drew out the best in her.
"Oh, Ryan ... oh, please,” she pleaded, wrapping her legs tighter around his waist. There was no denying the need for him to be inside her.
The feel of his mouth caressing her neck sent tingling sensations to her core. His warm breath, soft lips against her chest, simultaneous with the movement of his fingers inside her sent her boding spiraling towards ecstasy. When his tongue seductively peeked between his lips gently grasping the light pink skin protruding from her breast Katie thought she would explode. His tongue teased and nibbled at the flesh, she ran her fingers through his hair, held his mouth against her skin not wanting the sensations to stop. The moment he paused, released his mouth, retreated his crafty fingers and pulled away, she felt a tremendous loss and the urge to cry.
Swallowing hard she held his gaze, could see the desire in his eyes and all she could do was watch his next move.
Ryan reached towards the bedside table, opening the drawer and retrieving a condom.
He looked back into Katie's eyes as he safely prepared to enter her.
She smiled, filled with relief and nervous anticipation. Every part of her wanted Ryan. Wanted his hands on her, his lips, his body pressed against her body and mostly she wanted....
"I love you, Angel.” He kissed her softly as they became one. Instinctively Katie wrapped her legs around Ryan's hips and held on.
They made love slow and long, whispering words of want and love and with each thrust their connection to each other grew stronger.
Katie held onto Ryan's neck, the strength of each muscle filled the palms of her hands. The look of determination and need filled his eyes, he kissed her deeply.
Ryan's body claimed Katie's. Katie panted and Ryan continued until he could not hold out any longer.
Thrust after thrust Katie chanted him on until finally he collapsed against her.
An overwhelming feeling consumed Katie to her soul. She began to cry, holding onto Ryan, keeping him deep inside her not wanting to disconnect and to feel separated from him ever again. It was ridiculous to even think such a thought.
Ryan leaned on his forearms, his body still molded to Katie's as he smiled at her.
"Are you okay Angel?'
"I just wanted to stay like this a little longer. It feels so wonderful."
Ryan smiled, kissed her lips then whispered, “I love you."
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Chapter 12Ryan held Katie close. He did not want to let her go. Her back lay angled against his torso. Their bodies fit, confirming their perfection as one.
He gently caressed her hair, loving the feel of it all around him. Ryan inhaled the aroma of baby's breath, their lovemaking and the moist ocean air combined. It was heaven just lying next to her.
The sheets barely covered Katie's breast as Ryan let his fingers gently glide down the natural pathway of her curves. He watched closely as the tiny goose bumps followed his finger's direction. Katie squirmed a little.
He leaned against her ear and kissed her cheek. Katie smiled, her eyes stayed closed.
Ryan snuggled closer, wrapping his arm around Katie's waist, pulling the sheets down to her rib cage. He could see the beginning of the scars from the burns.
He wished he could take the pain away, wished Katie had not experienced what she did. When he thought back to the day at his house and the look of fear in her eyes, his heart ached. How could he have been so insensitive? He should have known there had to be more to Katie McKeller. She was strong and compassionate when it came to providing for others, even strangers. He saw that first hand at the hospital when she assisted with Kevin and then Brad. She was willing to give so much to others, was empathetic and attentive to others’ emotions never thinking of herself. Again, he thought about Billy and the story behind Katie's fear. Now he understood her reservations and he wanted and needed her to trust him and allow him to be there for her. Today was just the beginning.
Ryan found himself wondering about the other man, the firefighter who died in the fire. That had to be horrific to watch someone you care about die right in front of you. He should not be thinking about that other guy, it was selfish of him to feel any form of jealousy.
Again, Ryan kissed Katie's cheek. She smiled.
His hand moved over the sheet, pulling it down farther, revealing more skin. He scooted his body down under the sheets scattering kisses along her back, across Katie's shoulder, down her arm then over the mound of flesh.
He took it into his mouth. Katie moaned then draped her arm above her to place her hand against Ryan's cheek.
Ryan moved the sheets farther down, revealing more of the scarred flesh that covered Katie's hipbone.
Katie pulled the sheet up and Ryan stopped her.
"Ryan, please."
"It's all right. I love you, remember?"
Katie's eyes welled up with tears.
"I don't want you to look at it. There's no reason for you to look at it.” Katie tried to pull away and move to the side of the bed.
Ryan pulled her back across the sheets and against his chest. He lay halfway on top of her.
"Don't try to push me away. I thought we discussed this."
"Ryan...” Katie took a breath. “Why doesn't it bother you?” she asked with her hands pressed gently against his chest.
Ryan's hold was firm and possessive.
"The scars don't bother me Angel. What you experienced does."
"Don't. It happened and that's it."
"Billy told me a bit about the way it happened. I'm sorry you had to go through so much pain. Your hip seems fine to me.” Ryan winked then laid his leg over Katie's pulling her hips against the hardness. He was ready to make love to her again.
"I want you to tell me what happened. I want to know everything about you,” Ryan asked.
"You first, I don't know anything about you, remember? I assumed you couldn't handle Shelly's scars, I'm not sure if you like all the female attention you get from being a sexy hot fireman—"
"You think I'm hot, huh?’ Ryan licked his lips and winked before kissing Katie.
He had that flirtatious sparkle in his eye and Katie giggled.
"What's so funny?"
"Do you realize that when you flirt you get this twinkle in your eye that ‘tells all’ you're up to no good?"
"No I didn't. I wonder if I show that same ‘twinkle’ before a fight."
"A fight?” Katie squinted her eyes at Ryan, unsure what he meant by the comment.
"Oh, here's something you don't know about me. I'm a boxer representing Ladder Three, Warren's Cove's bravest, in this September's competition."
"Get out of here!” Katie eyed him seductively, touching his cheek with her hand and kissing his lips.
"That explains the muscles and rock solid abs.” She winked, and Ryan grabbed her backside.
"You're pretty tight yourself, gorgeous."
Katie smiled then held Ryan's face between her hands.
"That also explains the temper on you."
Ryan was silent a moment. “I'm sorry about the way I acted at The Pit. I was a jerk and my temper got the best of me."
"I suppose I can forgive you."
"What do you mean you ‘suppose’ you can forgive me?"
Ryan straddled Katie's hips then began tickling her.
"Ryan ... Ryan stop!” The room filled with laughter as Katie tried to catch her breath.
Ryan stopped tickling her and their gazes locked.
"I'm gonna make you forgive me and the convincing starts now,” Ryan whispered, lowering his body over Katie's then kissing her tenderly.
* * * *"Mom, you're acting funny. Who's the guest coming for dinner? Billy asked, slicing the Italian bread thin as his mom had directed.
Lea kept her back towards her son and continued to clean the fresh spinach in the colander. Her heart was beating quickly, her stomach hurt and she anticipated the dinner turning into a disaster.
William would be arriving any minute and Michael was late getting home from work. There was a car fire and the crew needed to respond to it.
Lea thought about William and his phone call from the firehouse.
He was just as nervous as she was about dinner tonight.
"Mom, did you hear me?” Billy stated, interrupting Lea's thoughts.
"It's not a big deal, I told you this before ... William is coming over,” Lea blurted out then quickly looked at her son.
His head was still down and he was busy cutting the Italian bread. Again, her heart raced and her stomach ached something terrible.
"Hey, I'm back. What can I do to help?” Katie asked, entering through the side kitchen door all bubbly and excited.
When her mom told her about the plan to have William over for dinner Katie thought it was a great idea.
Although she thought it was wimpy and told her mom she should just come out with it, it was solely her mom's decision. Then her mom told her that she and William were going to come clean about their relationship. Katie was thrilled and showed her support.
The look of pure relief on Lea's face was enough to make Katie laugh.
"Where have you been?” Lea asked and Katie smiled.
"Oh.” Lea smiled back.
"Is Ryan joining us for dinner?” Lea asked and Billy looked up at his sister.
"He can't. He's working tonight, another time maybe."
Katie walked towards her brother, smiling then taking a piece of bread.
"Can you get me a pot for the spinach—"
"You're not kidding. That was crazy. Did you see her face?"
The front door opened and a roar of laughter then conversation filled the living room. Lea turned around immediately recognizing the two voices. Michael and William entered the kitchen.
"Hey mom!” Michael blurted out, walking up to her and planting a kiss on her cheek.
"Hi honey,” she said, her voice shaky.
"Lea ... Thank you for inviting me to dinner,” William said planting a small kiss on Lea's cheek.
Lea felt the heat rush to her face. God this man had such an effect on her she hoped the boys did not notice.
Katie did and rushed up to William to greet him with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
"Hi William. I'm about to open a bottle of red wine, would you like a glass?” She asked.
"Thank you Angel,” William replied and smiled.
"Are you getting used to your new nickname?” William asked.
"It's all right."
"Well don't expect me to call you it,” Michael replied sarcastically.
"No problem stud,” Katie teased and Michael squinted at her, seemingly not understanding her comment.
"Stud?” Billy asked.
"Oh yeah, old Romeo over here has established quite a reputation with a certain young nurse I know.” Katie winked and smiled.
Michael blushed.
"You're dating a nurse?” Billy asked then started adding different comments.
"Cool it Billy.” Michael reached into the refrigerator for a beer.
"Hello!” Everyone turned towards the loud greeting from the living room. Donny and Melody had arrived.
Minutes later, everyone gathered around the porch snacking on appetizers of shrimp cocktail and pigs in the blanket. They were all conversing nicely.
Michael leaned in closer to Katie.
"Do you like Ella? Do you think she's nice?” He asked, taking a bite of appetizer.
Katie smiled then whispered back.
"She's very nice and a very respectable young woman. Do you like her a lot?"
Michael looked around to be sure no one was in earshot.
"I like her. She's different, she's sincere and she doesn't care that I'm a firefighter."
Katie wasn't sure what he meant.
"What I mean is that she's not all ‘gaga’ about it, she knows that there's more to me then just fighting fires.” Michael took another slug of beer.
"That's great Michael. I like Ella, we have fun when we go out."
"By the way I should probably apologize for that night at The Pit."
"What are you talking about?'
"I shouldn't have let Theo Walters get that close to you or even talk to you. I can't stand the guy but I saw Ryan and just let things fall into place. Ryan had me fooled and thinking that he was a womanizer, only caring about getting the ladies’ attention."
"What does that have to do with Theo Walters?"
"Theo and Ryan are sworn enemies. They'll be competing together this September for the championship."
"Oh. That explains a lot."
Katie thought about how angry Ryan was at The Pit that night. It scared her how much his temper flared. Now his reaction was understandable.
"I think it's safe to say Ryan is over that. He and I were misled by a lot of things, most of which we had created ourselves."
"Yeah I heard about Shelly. Billy told me everything and that's the only reason Ryan was here the other day in the kitchen."
"Everything worked out fine."
"So are you two officially an item?” Michael asked.
Katie smiled.
"I suppose you can say that."
Michael grinned.
"As long as he makes you happy, I'm happy for you Katie. If he messes up or tries anything you'd better tell me."
Katie grabbed Michael and hugged him then placed a kiss on his cheek before releasing her hold.
"Thanks brother,” she said, smiling.
"Hey you didn't work today, did you get a copy of the magazine?” Donny asked Katie as everyone gathered around the porch and the barbecue.
"What magazine?"
"This month's issue of Your Community Your World hit the newsstands today and you're on the cover,” Donny stated.
"What?"
Melody headed into the house to bring back a copy to the porch.
When she returned everyone was grabbing for it.
Katie was on the front cover standing in front of the hospital building. Then inside, the main story was about her experience, with multiple pictures. There were some with her standing next to Kevin's bedside, others with her in the emergency room.
She was shocked. She thought it would take time to release the story and perhaps it would be in next month's issue. She thought about the reporter. He had it planned from the get go to have the story published immediately.
"This is fantastic. You look gorgeous in that picture,” William stated and everyone else agreed.
After her family got a look at the article, she took the time to read it herself. She had to admit the reporter did a great job. He even listed available burn centers people could donate to as well as some basic fire safety tips.
"Looks like we have two celebrations tonight,” Donny stated raising his wineglass.
"Two celebrations?” Lea asked with eyes squinted.
"Sure. Our sister Katie is a celebrity who, by sharing her story with the world, has gotten more people aware of burn facilities in their area and I hope more funding,” Donny stated.
"And the second thing we're celebrating?” Lea asked.
Donny smiled then winked at his brothers and Katie.
"The fact that you and William are finally coming out about your relationship."
Lea and William's mouths dropped and everyone else laughed.
Lea began to cry “You mean you knew?” She sniffled as Michael put his arm around both William and his mother.
"Yeah Mom, we knew.” He smiled.
William released a long sigh.
"And?” he asked.
"And what? We think it's great and the two of you are great together. We are happy for you William, and for you, Mom. Now, no more sneaking around like a bunch of teenagers,” Donny added.
"Yeah and take our mom on a real date, Chief. A public place, dinner, a movie, something,” Billy teased and everyone laughed.
Lea hugged her children then William.
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Chapter 13Lou Bachelli stood over the body at the crime scene. His stomach was in knots, his head pounded and he felt like his nerves were just about shot.
He got the call twenty minutes ago, the victim's address was the third one down on a list he and Kenny had formed. Harris Feeley was a survivor from the original club fire and now he lay murdered and burned to death.
The fire department had responded in record time to the condominium complex. Redding could have taken out half the residents and Lou wondered what had gone wrong.
The fire never made it across the living room and down the hallway. The fire appeared to have started against the curtains in the front window. That was Redding's mistake. Someone was walking their dog and saw the flames. They immediately dialed 911 and the fire department responded. The firehouse was only a block down the road.
Lou had questioned the witness already and found out that he saw a man leaving the grounds in a hurry as the sirens blared. The man's description of the person leaving in a hurry matched Redding's size and build. There was no way to be positive but Lou had a feeling it was Redding.
"Hey, what do we got?” Kenny interrupted Lou's thoughts as he entered the room with his entourage. They immediately began their investigation finding the fire chief, the first responding officer, identifying the victim and whether there were any suspects.
"It looks like Redding rushed the job. The flames never made it close enough to the victim to destroy evidence of his death,” Lou said, as Kenny absorbed his surroundings.
Kenny walked past the crime scene being careful not to get in the way as the technicians continued their investigation. The homicide investigators, forensic technicians and the mobile arson unit had collected all the pictures, prints and other evidence. It was now Kenny's turn to look into the cause of the fire.
Kenny scanned the room with his eyes. Even a novice would be able to figure out where the fire had begun.
He walked over towards the curtains and opened his special kit.
Lou absorbed it all as he watched the two departments working hand and hand, side by side trying to stop a madman. He walked over towards Kenny.
"I think I should call Katie. Her brothers work for one of the local fire departments and getting in touch with the chief and giving him the heads up as well might be a safe thing to do. What do you think?"
Kenny took a deep breath. As much as he hoped Redding would not go after Katie, the possibility was great. Katie had been through enough. All the survivors had been but Redding was an arsonist filled with suspicion.
"I think you should get in touch with her and the chief. Keep it low-key and insist that she take precautions. Redding is smart, he was wearing another disguise, he's good at that and finding him in a crowd, on a bus or train would be impossible. Our only choice is to pull the last two victims in. Make them aware of the situation and get the department to provide some protection."
"He's going to go after Katie next,” Lou stated then looked around him before continuing his sentence.
Kenny stood next to him.
"What is it?"
"Some reporter did a huge cover story on Katie and the fire in a magazine called Your Community Your World. It's a national magazine distributed all over the United States. Redding gets his hands on that and—
"Get on the horn now and let's move on this. Get the chief and the local cops on top of the case. You may have to fly out there and check things for yourself to make sure the locals are aware of the intensity of the case and the capabilities of Redding.” Kenny shook his head.
Lou headed out the door.
Lou sent out a description of Redding, his crimes and the urgency of his capture and made certain that the information reached all law enforcement personal and departments nationally. The Bolton Bay P.D. also sent out an all points bulletin to every police department and fire department in the area and nearby cities. Someone had to have seen Redding or know where he had been hiding out. Lou hoped that it was not too late and that Redding had not succeeded in leaving the Bolton Bay area. They needed a break and they needed it fast. Lou had the department arrange for him to leave for Warren's Cove on the first available flight when the time came. Currently, he and his detectives were following up on numerous leads and it seemed like they were only steps behind Redding.
Lou pulled into the police department parking lot and took a deep breath as he dialed the phone number for the Ladder Three firehouse in Warrens Cove.
"Chief Rodney."
The chief answered the phone, within five minutes he was instantly afraid for Katie and the family. Detective Bachelli was going to call Katie next.
"I have a task force and will bring a few people with me when the time comes. We have a few leads here that I need to look into but then I will be coming out your way. Now I know your arson department is small but this situation requires special handling so no one else gets hurt,” Lou told William.
"I understand that and we will all do our best to assist you, detective. You should know that I am close with the McKeller family. Katie is like a daughter to me. Our whole department is close. We'll help every way we can and we'll protect Katie from this monster."
Lou went over everything he needed from William and before long William's phone was ringing off the hook and multiple specialists were volunteering their help to capture Redding.
William waited in his office. William's heart was heavy with concern and impatience as he waited for Katie to arrive at the department. She was meeting Ryan after his shift and Lou was about to call her to tell her of the situation.
William sighed, took a few deep breaths then started to organize the necessary steps.
First, Katie and her mother would need protection. The two McKeller women were not going to take this sitting down. He sighed again. At least he had backup. Ryan and the boys would make certain that Lea and Katie received the protection. Second, they needed a plan of action. He already spoke with the Chief of Police and the head Fire Marshal. They would be arriving at the firehouse shortly.
They would have to go over everything from steps of necessary precaution, surveillance with Katie and then discuss the situation with the rest of the family. Without creating a scare, William would have to inform the other fire companies of the situation and organize a meeting. If Redding made his way to Warrens Cove, he could attempt to create a diversion of some kind to get to Katie. He could also start little fires to keep the departments busy or to make them tired. By exhausting the crews and their resources, Redding could have full control of the situation. Katie did not need to be present for that meeting. She had a right to be informed and William was certain her brothers would be right there in the middle of it all.
Katie?
Immediately William stopped thinking about organizing his plan. Instead, he thought about Katie. She had been through so much, now this? He glanced at the clock, knowing that Detective Bachelli was probably breaking the news to her right now.
He sighed then his phone began ringing. He answered it and refocused on organizing an emergency meeting at his office.
Katie was standing beside her jeep when her cell phone rang.
"Hello."
"Hey Katie, it's Lou."
Katie felt her heartbeat pick up the pace. Was Redding captured, was he dead, did he strike again? Her mind asked a bunch of questions.
"Hi Lou. How are you?"
"I'm hanging in there, Katie. I saw the story on you about the fire."
Katie sighed a breath of relief. He was only calling because of the article.
"Yeah, pretty crazy, huh?"
"You look good and it was a great article."
"The local burn units should be getting some nice donations, I hope."
"I'm sure they will."
Katie could sense the tension in Lou's voice.
"What's really going on Lou?” Katie asked and Lou was silent a moment too long.
"Where are you?"
"I'm just about to leave for the firehouse."
"Good. I've got some news on Redding."
Katie got into her jeep and listened to everything Lou was telling her but it was as if her mind was not processing everything. She seemed to be stuck on the realization that Redding had a hit list and she was on it.
She grabbed the steering wheel feeling her hands, her body shaking.
This could not be real. This could not be happening.
"Katie, the local departments are aware of everything. I will be heading out your way with a few others from the task force. Now we could intercept Redding before he attempts to locate you. There's the possibility that he may not be aware of the article or your location."
"Do not bullshit me Lou. I understand the seriousness of the situation, what I am concerned about is my family. I do not want them involved, I do not want them to get hurt. Is there any way we can set this up as a trap for Redding?"
"I'm not using you as bait Katie."
"I'm not going to place my family in jeopardy."
"Listen doll, I know this is upsetting. He's crazy, he's paranoid. From our previous homicide investigations, he's made a list, and your name is on it."
"How can you be sure?"
"I wish I were wrong. I wish many things Katie, as I am sure you do. I won't place you in any amount of danger and it's just not an option."
"You said other homicides, has Redding continued setting fires and killing people?” Katie swallowed hard as the realization of her question hit her, the instant the words left her lips.
"Yes."
Katie was silent a moment. She took a deep breath then spoke.
"Then we have to stop him Lou. If he wants to come after me, then we need to set some sort of trap."
"No! I'm standing by this Katie and placing you in danger is not happening."
"God damn it Lou, this man is crazy, he's evaded capture for nearly two years. If you think he's coming for me next then let's make a plan. We can end it all right here."
"Bradley would want me to protect you."
Katie covered her mouth with her hand, she felt the tears roll down her cheeks and her heart ached at the sound of Bradley's name. Bradley. Oh God why was this happening?
A sound of upset escaped her lips.
"Katie, I'm sorry, I know this has to be hell but I need you to be strong. I'm telling you one final time, placing you directly in harm's way is not an option I am willing to entertain, do I make myself clear?"
Katie was hesitant a moment.
"Yes. How long before you think he'll be here in Warren's Cove?"
"There's no way of knowing. I do have a few leads and if they pan out then he is still in town. I'll keep you updated and you get to the department and work out a schedule with your family and friends."
"Thanks Lou."
Katie closed up her cell phone and stared out the windshield. She scanned the neighborhood with her eyes, watched the children riding bikes, the parents smiling and laughing. The town of Warren's Cove had no idea who was on his way to visit or what he was capable of accomplishing.
Her fear and sadness thinking about Bradley was beginning to turn to anger as she thought about her family and the danger she was placing them in.
She started the engine and headed towards the firehouse trying to prepare herself the best she could. There was no way William, Ryan or her family would stay out of this.
She thought about Ryan and their relationship. Redding could purposely try to sabotage a fire in an attempt to kill her brothers and Ryan. No way could she allow that to happen.
She decided that her plan was to try to convince Lou and the team to use her as bait. If Redding wanted her dead then she could put a stop to his madness, to the pain he caused so many and it would all be over. He needed to be stopped. If using herself as bait was necessary then she would be just that—bait.
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Chapter 14Lou felt exhausted and nearly out of fuel and patience. His desk was a mess, his head was pounding and he could not shake the bad feeling he had in his gut. His concern for Katie grew stronger. She was tough, he knew that but she went through enough, losing Bradley and surviving her injuries. There was only so much one person could take. The sound of her voice and knowing that she was in pain had killed him inside. He thought about his nephew Bradley. He was a great firefighter and Lou knew he saved Katie's life. Lou remembered when Bradley first introduced Katie to the family. They instantly fell in love with her. She was precious, compassionate and she came from a firefighting family as well. She understood the dangers, the intensity of the job and she showed respect. Bradley's death had changed Katie. She was depressed, pushed through her injuries and refused to continue with her counseling. He sighed just thinking about it. What she went through, the loss, the pain and she refused to tell her family back home in Warrens Cove everything about the fire. He never understood that and often wondered why she had distanced herself from them. Especially since she had spoken so highly of her brothers, her mom and her dad. She helped so many fire victims at the hospital, had a reputation as being the best ER nurse and that was one of the qualities Bradley loved about her.
Lou sighed, thinking about his nephew and the conversation he had only days before the fire.
"I know it's crazy Uncle Lou, but I think I love her."
"What's so crazy about it?" Lou recalled asking his nephew. He was delighted that Bradley had confided such information with him. They were always close and he would treasure that moment forever.
"I don't know. We have only known one another for a few months. We both have demanding jobs and she is somewhat shy. I don't want to scare her away."
"I've seen the way you two look at one another kid, I'm sure she feels the same way. So when are you going to tell her?"
"Soon ... real soon."
Lou could not help but wonder if his nephew ever had the chance to tell Katie how strongly he felt. It wasn't as if he could have asked Katie about it after the fire. That would have torn her up even more. In his mind, Lou believed Bradley got the chance to share his feelings with Katie.
Katie never got involved with any other man after the fire. Over a year had passed and his niece Terry expressed great concern for her best friend. They talked about it one night after Terry dropped by Katie's apartment for a surprise visit.
The place was a mess, all the blinds closed tight and Katie looked terrible. Terry thought about calling Katie's brother, Donny. Katie pleaded with her, convincing Terry that it was pure exhaustion from over working. They all tried to get Katie to go out with them, join the family for gatherings, but she always had an excuse. Then one day, she called Terry and told her she was leaving Bolton Bay.
Things were improving for Katie. She headed back home which she seemed happy about, aside from saying goodbye to all of them here in Bolton Bay. Bradley's sister took it hard but knew her best friend needed to leave. Bradley would want Katie to move on with her life. There was no doubt that the two kids loved one another.
He closed his eyes and began to rub them, hoping to take some of the fatigue away. Flashbacks of Bradley's funeral, Katie sobbing in the hospital, went through his mind. Then the crime scenes after the multiple arson fires and the remains of innocent people caught in Redding's paranoid world. It had been about five minutes since his office door opened or his phone rang and he embraced the few minutes of silence.
Then came the knock at his office door.
Lou sighed heavily.
"Come in."
"Detective Bachelli, this is Officer Tyler. He has something important to discuss with you and feels he may have information on the case you're working on."
Lou was up to his neck in possible sightings on Redding and dead end leads. Now people were showing up at the precinct.
He could not help the doubtful emotion that consumed him but over the years, he learned to never leave any rocks unturned. Sometimes the smallest clue was right in front of a detective's eyes.
"Come in, Officer Tyler,” Lou said. He greeted the young cop and a young woman who stood beside him.
"Thank you detective. This is my girlfriend Stephanie. She's a social worker working at The Rainbow."
Lou shook her hand and smiled at the attractive woman who seemed rather nervous.
"Nice to meet you. What is this all about? As you can see I'm up to my ears.” Lou waved his hand signifying the mess of papers and chaos around him.
"Yes sir. Well Stephanie thinks that maybe she knows this guy you're looking for.” Tyler passed over a pencil sketch of Redding to Lou. Lou took the picture and looked at it. The guy had a gruffy beard and green eyes.
"Who is this?"
"I work at The Rainbow and there was this weird guy I kept bumping into. He gave me the creeps big time and one of the things that stood out about him was that he always was playing with a lighter. Flicking it on and off, I saw the wanted poster when I went to meet Tyler for lunch yesterday. I could not get this guy off my mind. I swear this is the guy you're looking for."
"Who did the sketch?” Lou asked.
"I did. I drew him when he was fresh in my mind. I'm an artist and have even helped out doing suspect sketch work for Tyler's department."
"When did you see him last?” Lou asked, now interested in the story and the possibility that Redding and this guy were the same person.
"I saw him yesterday at The Rainbow."
"Do you know what room is his?"
"Yes."
An hour later, The Rainbow was swarming with cops.
Lou walked through the main entrance to The Rainbow. It was a filthy mess covered with wall-to-wall scum. He received the evil eye from multiple residents of the home and Lou was sure he had locked up a few of them in the past.
His senses were irritated from all the pungent smells as he made his way up the narrow staircase. Lou noted the elevator was not working or the residents decided to use it as a dumpster instead. He tried to hide his disgust as his shoes stuck to the dirty floor, making noises with each step he took. He was careful not to put his hand on the railing or lean against any walls.
The patrol officers followed Lou up the stairs, making comments about the place and the smells as well. They did not hide their disgust for the situation.
Lou looked around the empty, filthy room Redding had used as a hideout. He and the detectives had searched every homeless halfway house in the surrounding area in hopes of catching Redding. It had made sense that Redding could hide in places like this. It was perfect.
Lou could not waste time wondering how they missed Redding at The Rainbow.
"Hey detective, we got this hooker that says one of her associates spent some time in this room,” another detective stated as forensics finished collecting evidence of fingerprints and other DNA that they hoped belonged to Redding.
"Where is she?"
"We got her down the hall, a real piece of work."
Lou walked down the hallway and found two officers standing next to a local working girl.
Her outfit was skimpy, it was summertime and there was not any air-conditioning in places she conducted her kind of work. The ‘go-go girl’ tight shorts and the half tank top did not stand out as much as the long black lace gloves up her arms all the way to the elbow. It was not exactly a fashion statement and Lou thought there was more to that. Track marks came to mind.
"So you're a regular order for a guy who lives in room 408?” Lou asked as he offered the ‘pros’ a cigarette.
She took it and he pulled a lighter from his pocket.
The girl shook a little at the sight of the lighter but it was barely noticeable. Lou noticed though.
He continued to play with the lighter, flicking it on and off and noting the shaky reaction from the blonde.
"Well, what can you tell me about him?"
"I don't know shit!"
"You know enough and you'd better start talking,” Lou insisted as he moved closer to the blonde.
"I don't know nothing. I was never in there.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest.
"I bet your DNA is all over that room. Maybe you're involved with this guy. Maybe you've been helping him. You're just as bad as him. You're a walking disease, ready to infest and kill.” Lou clenched his teeth.
"You can't talk to me like that. What gives you the right?"
Lou took a step forward and pointed at her face.
"I gained that right the second you opened your legs to our ‘perp'. Now start talking,” Lou demanded.
"I don't know anything about him. He paid me extra to keep my mouth shut. He'll come back and kill me if I talk."
"He ain't coming back. Now, when did you see him last?"
The prostitute rolled her eyes.
Lou flicked the lighter again. “He likes fire doesn't he?"
The prostitute gazed at the flame then turned away.
"He was into some kinky stuff huh?"
She rubbed her arms.
"Did he burn you?” Lou asked his eyes followed the blonde's line of sight to her arms then back to her eyes again.
"He'll kill me,” she whispered.
"He won't.” Lou motioned the blonde to show him her arms.
She was hesitant a moment then rolled down the sleeves of the gloves she wore.
Lou eyed the burns that covered her forearms. “Help me and I promise he won't come after you."
The blonde had seen him only two hours before. She told Lou that Redding left with a duffel bag.
* * * *Redding Jr. boarded the train on route to an old fisherman's town and a tourist playground called Warrens Cove. He walked right through security, his disguise was foolproof.
Redding held the latest issue of Your Community Your World in his hand. He looked at the many choices of magazines on the rack in the bookstore and fate stepped in. Anything having to do with fire excited him, got his adrenaline flowing, instantly provoking the need to burn something.
He saw her face—the one called Angel—and immediately he knew she was special. She had touched the fire, met face-to-face with the devil himself and lived to tell her tale. He nearly passed out when he read the full article telling how she suffered her injuries and where the fire took place.
Angel had gotten away, had escaped the Devil's grasp but the devil left his mark on her. It was Redding's sole purpose in life to fulfill the Devil's needs.
He spoke to him often, insisting that Redding burn whatever he could get his hands on without being caught. 'Burn the world,’ ‘set everything on fire, everyone'.
Redding took his seat on the train. In a few days he would be at his destination. His plan was in motion, his objective clear.
"Kill the angel of God, burn her at the stake then burn the world as they watch in horror."
He traced Katie's picture with his finger and smiled.
* * * *Katie pulled up in front of the firehouse. There were cars everywhere, including a specialized unit vehicle with the words Warrens Cove Arson Unit. It had already begun and Katie wondered if Ryan and her brothers were aware of everything yet.
She parked the jeep and walked towards the garage. Ryan came out smiling.
"Hey Angel.” He kissed her on the cheek. She was hesitant a moment.
"What's wrong?"
What a stupid question to ask, unless he did not know yet. Had the chief waited for her to break the bad news?
"Katie ... what's wrong?"
Katie took Ryan's hand with both of her hands and held it against her chest.
"I love you. No matter what happens ... I love you,” she whispered and her eyes filled with tears.
Ryan pulled Katie into his arms and embraced her.
"I love you too, Angel."
"Katie."
Ryan and Katie both looked towards the direction the voice came from. The chief, the lieutenant and four other men stood near the doorway that led from the garage to the offices. Earlier, Ryan and the rest of the crew wondered why the big shots were showing up at the firehouse.
Ryan looked at their faces then back at Katie when it hit him all at once. Something was wrong.
"Miss McKeller we need to speak with you and go over everything,” the Detective from the local Warrens Cove PD stated.
Katie nodded her head agreeing as the men motioned her to follow them.
Ryan was about to follow as well.
"Sorry son, we'll have to fill you in later.” The Detective stopped Ryan from following.
"Ryan, there's a lot going on right now and I want you safe, I want my brothers, my mom safe as well. Please just remember what I told you in the garage. We'll talk later."
Katie turned away and entered the office.
"So what the hell is going on?” Billy asked as he, Michael, Ryan and the other firefighters stood around the kitchen.
"It's something huge. The police even have a patrol car patrolling outside,” Freddy said.
"Why won't the chief let us in? We're her brothers,” Michael replied then stood in the doorway keeping an eye on the office the group of men had his sister in.
"It has to be that arsonist Katie told us about. The one responsible for her injuries,” Billy stated and everyone stared at him a moment.
"What arsonist?” Ryan asked.
Michael and Billy exchanged gazes.
"What arsonist?” Ryan asked again.
"That fire Katie was caught in was started by a serial arsonist. They haven't found him yet.” Michael explained the story as Katie had told them. The other firefighters asked questions as well.
A short time later the bell sounded. No one wanted to leave but they knew they had to. Ryan sat in the front cab of the fire truck with Michael and Billy on the way to the call.
"Whatever is going on, Ryan, we have to be sure that Katie knows she's not in this alone,” Michael stated. Billy glanced at his brother then Ryan.
"She could try to push us out of this...."
"She already has. She told me she wants us protected and uninvolved before she entered that room."
"Well there's no way. It's Katie that needs protecting and whether she likes it or not she's not pushing us out this time,” Michael said and both Billy and Ryan agreed.
They arrived at the fire and glad to see that it was not anything major. A family placed a barbecue too close to a tent and it caught on fire. The homeowner and his guests were using a garden hose to put out the flames.
* * * *Detective Lou Bachelli and Arson investigator Kenny Travis continued their interview with the parents of one of the victims.
The place was a madhouse, kids scattered everywhere, toys along the floor in the living room and down the hallway as well.
Debbie wiped her eyes as she thought about her loss. Her son was working hard to help pay for college. He was a good kid and his death was pointless.
The younger sister came out of the bathroom with a three-year-old kid on her hip. The mother was running a day care in her home.
"So you're sure you never saw this guy?” Lou asked again showing Debbie the picture.
"I don't think so. My mind is crazy these days. It's hard to focus on my responsibilities when my heart is aching."
"We understand Debbie. We're sorry we've taken up so much of your time,” Kenny said then rose from the chair.
"Can I see the picture?” Jill asked. She was the sister of the deceased.
Lou handed her the picture and the girl squinted a moment, absorbing the features of the man in the picture. Then her face grew pale.
"This is the guy. This is the one I told you about, Mom. Two days before Richie died in the fire this man was at the restaurant. Then I saw him the day Richie was killed."
"Are you sure, Miss? This is important,” Lou asked.
"I'm positive. I remember seeing him around town. He had a beard though and wore a baseball cap. I think he was homeless. I saw him on the same street as The Rainbow. Is this the man responsible for my brother's death?"
"He could be. Do you think you can come downtown with us and work with one of our sketch artists?” Lou asked.
"Definitely. I hope you catch this guy before he hurts someone else,” Jill stated.
Lou and Kenny immediately drove Jill to the police department.
They were making all the connections, there were witnesses and evidence placing Redding at each crime scene. Some fingerprints recovered from two previous crime scenes led to confirming Redding as their suspect. Redding was responsible for the fires and the current botched fire and murder. They were building their case, connecting all the dots. Now they needed to track him down. They would have the support, the warrants if needed and all the assistance to do surveillance. Once they got this sketch together along with the other disguises then they could post them through the police computer systems throughout the country.
* * * *"Katie, think about this please. What about your mom, Michael, Billy, Donny and Ryan? They won't stand for this, nor will I,” William said.
"I'm sorry, Chief, but this guy has to be stopped. I will not put those I love in jeopardy."
"Putting yourself in harm's way is not an option either."
"I won't be. Lou and Kenny will be flying here if needed in a couple of days. They're not even sure Redding has left Bolton Bay."
"Investigator Travis believes that Redding might be headed here. We need to stay on top of this and to provide protection for you and your family,” the detective told Katie.
"I can't believe this. My God, what kind of a monster is he?” Katie covered her face in her hands. This was real and now that she moved back home and did that article, she placed her family and numerous others in grave danger.
"I shouldn't have left Bolton Bay. I shouldn't have done that article."
"Katie, there was no telling what this man was capable of. It's not your fault,” the chief stated, laying his hand on her shoulder.
"Miss McKeller, this is serious. The man has been undetectable, he is callous and paranoid. You moving back home and doing that article has nothing to do with why Redding could be coming here. Detective Bachelli and investigator Travis can explain in detail the mind of a serial arsonist. There will be no negotiating with him,” the Detective stated.
"Why would he come after me? It's not like I witnessed him setting the fire. The detectives already know he is behind the fires and the murders. What is the point?” Katie succumbed to the helpless feeling that was consuming her. The tears ran down her cheeks.
The detective took her hand.
"You've done nothing wrong. The mind of the serial arsonist is one of paranoia, schizophrenia and by his actions he obviously doesn't feel complete. Do not fight the help we are offering. Our department is small but we are going to do our best to protect you and your loved ones. That is why it is important that we have your full cooperation. Now, Detective Bachelli will contact me and let me know when he will be arriving. I will keep in constant contact with you and provide protection as needed."
"We can pitch in around here as well. The guys will all want to help protect Angel,” the chief stated.
"I told you, Chief, I don't want to put anyone in harms way."
"That's not your choice. Now let us do what we can. You are not going through this alone. You've got a family and we love you."
Katie was silent a moment as the detectives and the arson investigator spoke about the evidence and the next steps.
"I trust Lou and Kenny. I'll wait for their call."
"Let's go over what we have so far. What we discuss stays in this room, got it?” The detective explained the current updates of the investigation and what Redding had done to one of the last fire survivors.
The nauseous feeling in Katie's stomach intensified as the meeting continued.
They discussed possible scenarios Redding could create in an attempt to cause a diversion. Katie was deep in thought as the conversation continued around her. All these specialists yet Redding could travel across the United States undetected and sneak into her hometown. She thought about how Redding used fire as a weapon and about his lack of respect for human life.
Bradley and the other victims of Redding's madness lost everything. There would be no relationships, no love, no affection ever again. Katie closed her eyes, instantly seeing Bradley. He was smiling wide, posing in his firefighter's uniform outside of the station house. God, he was so proud and so honored to be a firefighter. He was handsome, strong and tough yet gentle. She felt the tear escape and run down her cheek. Her heart ached all over again. She thought about Ryan, as well as her brothers, instantly imagining them caught in a fire Redding set. She would not survive something like that again. Her heart ached for Bradley. The thought of it alone was enough to make her dizzy.
"Katie, why don't we get you home? There's no need for you to stay here and hear all this,” William interrupted her thoughts, taking her by the hand to escort her to the door.
As they exited the room, all eyes were upon her. Ryan took a step towards her and she looked down at her feet. It would not be fair to embrace him, to love him right now when all she could think about was Bradley.
She felt his hand take her own. The skin to skin contact brought on that old guilty feeling.
Katie pulled away.
"Let's get her home. We'll explain everything there,” William stated as he placed his arm around Katie's shoulder.
Katie remained silent. Her thoughts and emotions twisted in a ball of pain and confusion. Afraid the helpless feelings would lead her to say something she would regret later, she decided to remain silent.
The chief appeared to sense her emotional state and asked them to give her some time and she would talk to them once they returned to the house.
Her entourage was behind her the whole way home. The chief drove in front of her, Michael drove her jeep, Billy behind Michael and then Ryan's truck at the end.
Was this what life was going to be like now that Redding was supposedly after her? She cringed at the thought.
Where would she begin? How could she tell the people she loved most in the world that her life was in jeopardy and that she didn't want their help and didn't want their involvement?
The task was going to be difficult. She would need to minimize the threat and convince her family that protection was there for her and that they needed to take the proper precautions as well.
She did not want to discuss any of it yet. Her perception of the situation and planning was twisted up just like her insides. She asked to be alone for a little while as soon as everyone arrived at home. At first, her brothers were insistent that she tell them what the meeting was about until once again the chief suggested they give her a few minutes. He told them there was a lot for her to absorb. What an understatement.
Katie sat on the edge of her bed staring at the photograph and the Maplewood frame that bordered the picture. The scene was a happy memory at Bradley's parents’ house during a family barbeque. He held her close and she recalled his whispers of love before and after posing for the picture. He had it framed and gave it to her as a gift one night after work. The fire was a week later. The tears rolled down her cheeks, her heart ached and then the fear set in as Ryan entered the room interrupting her thoughts.
She glanced at him then clutched the frame to her chest as she looked down, closing her eyes.
Ryan stood in front of her.
"Hey Angel, I know you said you wanted to be alone but I think we should talk."
"Ryan, please, I..."
He knelt down on the floor in front of her. “It's understandable that you would think of Bradley right now."
The tears streamed down her cheeks and she gazed into Ryan's eyes.
"You loved him Katie, and he loved you. I know that and I understand, so do not push me away or hide it from me.... I understand,” he repeated as he caressed her arm.
"It's not fair of me to do this to you. I can't help it Ryan, I'm so sorry.” She placed the picture back underneath the bedside table then covered her face with her hands.
He moved closer to her, kneeling on the rug with his chest level with Katie's head. He pulled her to him, embracing her and caressing her hair.
"There's nothing to be sorry about. I love you and you love me. I will never question that and we are going to get through this together.
He continued to hold Katie as she cried.
A few moments later she slowly pulled away. Ryan clasped her hands and held them on her lap.
The tears continued to trickle down her cheeks. Ryan absorbed all the emotion, the anxiety that Katie felt and his own heart ached for her.
"It will all work out, you'll see, honey.” He pulled one hand away from her to reach up and gently smooth away the tears from her cheek.
Katie sobbed.
"I can't help thinking about Bradley,” she gasped for air, for control of her emotions.
"You don't have to. You loved him,” Ryan whispered.
Katie slowly raised her eyes and locked gazes with Ryan.
"I don't want to hurt you, Ryan."
He smiled at her.
"I love you and I understand and respect what you had with Bradley. This is a bad situation Katie and you need all of us around for support."
Katie inhaled and exhaled before responding.
"Katie?"
"There's more to it than that Ryan. I won't stand by and place you or my family in danger.... This has to stop now."
"There's a patrol car outside,” Lea said, appearing in the doorway. “Can you please come out and explain what's going on, Katie? I'm so scared.” The tear rolled down her mom's cheek.
Katie rose from the bed and walked over towards her mother, embracing her.
Ryan followed the women back out to the living room.
"Oh my God Katie this is crazy,” Lea said as everyone gathered around the room.
The chief explained the situation and where the police were in the case.
"So he's headed here from Bolton Bay to kill her,” Michael said, and Lea began to cry.
Katie held her face in her hands, trying to fight the urge to lose it in front of her family.
"He won't succeed,” William said. “Obviously, they have numerous sketches of Redding. Different disguises he has worn while trying to evade capture. Katie will be under surveillance and we're all going to pitch in since the locals are understaffed.” “No,” Katie stated in a low tone and stood up from the chair. “I told you that is not a choice. I won't put your lives in jeopardy because of me."
"Because of you? What are you talking about? You did not bring this on. This psycho did and we are your family,” Michael yelled.
"You've pushed us away once before and you're not going to do it again. You are not alone in this Katie,” Billy added next then Donny added a similar comment.
"You don't know what he's capable of. What if he tries to hurt one of you to get to me? Then what? I would die if anything ever happened to any of you."
"That's not going to happen. We are going to protect you and one another as well. We will talk to this detective Bachelli when he arrives. In the interim the chief can keep us posted on everything,” Ryan added then looked at Katie.
"We'll work out a plan so you're never alone, Katie, or your mom. The guys in the squad will pitch in.” Ryan pulled Katie into an embrace.
"What if he comes after you or my brothers? I can't lose another...” Katie could not complete her sentence, the tears rolled down her cheeks.
Ryan gently took her face into his hands. He looked into her eyes as the tears continued to flow. She was shaking with fear and he was sure visions of the past and Bradley were consuming her thoughts.
He softly wiped away some tears with his thumb.
"I love you Angel. I would do anything for you. Now we are going to handle this guy. I know you are scared, we all are, but he has chosen the wrong weapon. We're firefighters, it's what we do and if he starts setting fires around Warrens Cove then we'll be there to put them out."
"How can you be so sure, so confident about that?"
"It's what we do, Angel, and Redding no longer has the element of surprise."
"Ryan's right. We know Redding is coming,” Billy added.
"We'll be on top of this Katie. He won't get his hands on you,” the chief added and Ryan hugged Katie tighter then placed his hand against her cheek.
Katie looked up into Ryan's eyes. He kissed her softly.
The chief cleared his throat.
"Now let's start getting organized. This s.o.b. has messed with the wrong family of firefighters."
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap18]
Chapter 15A few days had passed and Katie could not wait to see Ryan. Unfortunately, they were working on opposite shifts. Katie worked nights when Ryan worked days. Ryan and her brothers had a few friends on the police force that offered to patrol near the hospital during Katie's shifts. The hospital security had a sketch of Redding and was on guard as well.
Katie found herself missing Ryan.
She attempted to see him when she got off her shift yesterday morning by stopping by his place. She had taken a shower and lay down next to him on the bed but passed out a few minutes later.
Ryan did not mind, he called her an hour ago and laughed about it.
She was embarrassed but Ryan insisted that all he cared about was seeing her and holding her in his arms, knowing she was safe.
"We've got a two-alarm fire, multiple injuries,” Diane yelled from the front desk. The fear filled Katie's heart. She thought about Ryan, Billy and Michael. Damn it! She knew if it were a two-alarm fire more then likely Ladder three was responding.
"Katie, Lucy, let's get the ER set up pronto. The paramedics will update us on their way in,” Dr Broderick yelled. Just then, Donny came running around the corner form the hallway.
Katie let out a small sigh of relief. At least Donny was safe.
Fifteen minutes later, injured victims filled the ER. A fire had started at a bar near the boardwalk called The Crab House and as always, it was crowded with people. They provided live music on Friday nights and their award winning crab cake sandwiches were well known.
The fire spread quickly and the flames were so intense that a few cars in the parking lot close to the building exploded. Multiple firefighters suffered from smoke inhalation and dizziness.
Katie aided Dr. Broderick with the patients who had the worst injuries. She was moving diligently, trying to help ease the victims’ pain as quickly as possible.
A half hour went by with fewer critically injured victims entering the hospital. An extra staff of nurses from the surrounding departments joined in assisting to keep things organized. Certain staff members logged in the treated patients then brought them to numerous rooms, depending on the follow up treatment needed.
Suddenly paramedics were accompanying a group of five firefighters into the hospital's ER unit.
Katie helped give out oxygen masks and attended to minor burns.
"Get that thing away from me!” Katie's attention was drawn towards a firefighter who was refusing to be treated. He claimed he was fine but kept coughing up a storm.
Moving closer to see if she could assist, Katie identified the firefighter as Theo Walters.
"Ella, why don't you continue bandaging up Alex over there? I'll get this one,” Katie stated and Ella rolled her eyes at Theo.
"Good luck Katie, he needs a kick in the ass."
Ella walked away looking agitated and Katie immediately took Ella's place beside Theo.
"I see you're still as charming as usual, Theo.” Katie checked Theo's neck wound and began to check his breathing with the stethoscope.
"I'm fine, Katie.” Theo began coughing.
"Oh yeah, you sound just fine,” Katie stated sarcastically while raising her eyebrows, challenging his statement.
"I am!” he blurted out before starting another coughing fit.
"Listen Theo, just sit back and let me do my job."
Behind them, more firefighters entered the ER for treatment.
"I'm fine, really."
Theo stood up too quickly and Katie caught him in time, wrapping her arms around his waist.
He grabbed a tight hold of her.
"Somebody assist please!” Katie yelled as Captain Franks from Ladder Two grabbed Theo and Katie. The three of them wobbled a moment as Theo continued to claim he was fine.
"You're not fine Theo, just sit down.” Captain Franks pushed forward a bit too hard.
They crashed to the chair, Katie on top of Theo and the Captain half on top of Katie.
The hooting and hollers, whistles and sexual innuendos started to fill the air.
Dr. Broderick started laughing then yelling the second he saw the scowl on Katie's face.
"Let go of me Theo!” Katie demanded with clenched teeth.
Theo let his hand glide across Katie's backside as she pushed herself up off him.
"I want that nurse!” Another firefighter yelled from across the room.
Katie could feel her cheeks burning. She roughly turned his face to the side so she could work on the injuries to his neck.
"Sorry about that, Miss,” Captain Franks said, clearing his throat and smirking at the same time.
He stood by Theo's chair and watched Katie work on Theo. They would need some blood samples to test for carbon monoxide, this would help the doctors determine the intensity of treatment required.
A few minutes later, she finished applying some burn ointment to Theo's wound then cut out some gauze and bandaged up his neck.
Katie ignored Theo's gaze as best she could while she wrapped the band around his arm to test his blood pressure. He was trying to speak to her and she pointed to the stethoscope she wore, indicating that she could not hear him. She placed her hand against his chest warning him to stay still while she took his blood pressure. It was a little high, so she wrote it down in his chart and would inform Dr. Broderick. They would need to keep his blood pressure level or it could indicate a problem.
Theo attempted to speak.
"No Theo, I don't want to hear it,” she stated as she secured the bandage on his neck. Theo covered her hand with his.
"Please.” he whispered.
"What's the problem, Walters?” Katie called him by his last name keeping a mean look on her face.
"You're gorgeous."
Katie tried to walk away.
He grabbed her wrist.
"When you're ready to be with the best you let me know Katie, I'll set that body of yours on fire."
Theo touched Katie's leg with his other hand.
"Move your hand Theo."
"Katie! You're wanted by Dr. Broderick over there,” Lucy called out.
Katie turned towards Lucy's line of sight and her mouth dropped.
Ryan and Dr. Broderick stood near the corner of the room. Billy was sitting in a chair receiving treatment.
She immediately headed over towards them hoping that Billy was okay and that Ryan had not witnessed Theo's actions.
"Oh my God, Billy, are you okay?” Katie asked, immediately by her brother's side.
"He's fine Katie, just inhaled a bit too much smoke. I won't be taking away his ‘blue tag,’ I figured you needed some help getting away from that firefighter. He's a bit too touchy with you."
Ryan appeared to be clenching his teeth.
"It was nothing I couldn't handle,” Katie replied then looked at Billy.
The thought was still on her mind about Dr. Broderick's statement and Billy's ‘blue tag'. That wasn't exactly something to joke about. When a firefighter had his blue tag taken away, it meant that he could not fight fires. Whenever the firefighters entered the fire truck on their way to a fire, they all had a number of tags clipped onto their turnout coats.
Upon entering the truck and arriving at the location, the firefighters present removed their yellow tag and clipped it onto the truck. Upon entering the fire itself, each firefighter had to hand their red tag to the chief, or whoever was in charge.
The ‘blue tag’ was their medical card. Without it, a firefighter could no longer do the job.
"I'll go wrap things up over there. You did great Katie, as usual,” Dr. Broderick said with a smile then walked away.
Billy cleared his throat.
Ryan pulled Katie closer to him.
"Are you all right?” Ryan asked.
"We saw what Theo did. That asshole,” Billy said.
"You mean—
Ryan took a deep breath. “He's lucky your brother was here to stop me. What did he say to you?” Ryan asked.
"Nothing worth mentioning. I'd better head back. Are you sure you're all right?” Katie asked Billy.
"I'm fine."
Katie looked at Ryan and smiled.
"I'll talk to you tomorrow.” She began to move away when Ryan grabbed her hand and moved closer to her.
Over her shoulder, Ryan saw Theo, Captain Franks and a few other members of Ladder Two watching.
Ryan gently lifted Katie's chin up towards him and kissed her on the lips pulling her into an embrace. He gently released her and smiled.
"Was that for me or for them?” Katie asked looking Ryan in the eye.
He winked and she smiled. “I'll fill you in later. Don't take any of his shit."
Katie turned back towards the group of onlookers.
By 7:00 a.m., she was exhausted.
* * * *Redding Jr. walked around the corner of the building to get a closer look at the warehouse found in the business district of Warrens Cove. It was perfect and if he planned the fire correctly then he could light up more than a thousand feet of the building. The whole four blocks of commercial property including a condominium complex could go up in flames in a matter of minutes if planned precisely. Redding smiled at the thought. Especially the image of Angel trapped in the middle with no escape. She would be a pile of dust and lost forever. Everything good and heavenly replaced by fire. He could watch from a distance this time or he could be even closer. After all, what fun would it be to stay so far away from the spectacular flames?
Redding crossed the street, taking in the enormity of the warehouse, the close proximity to the surrounding buildings including a fencing company and an electrical supply store. If he planned the fire accurately then he could use the electrical supply store as a barrier for the firefighters to get by. He wanted the detonator to be something unique and symbolic, something that would grab the firefighters’ attention and lure them to it. All this would happen while the precious ‘Angel’ of Warrens Cove, along with multimillion dollars worth of businesses, burned to the ground. There would not be time to save anyone.
Redding smiled. He needed a few days. Just a few days and everything would come together nicely.
Then came the voice, telling him to set smaller fires in the upcoming days that would send the authorities in the opposite direction. Break down their resources, tire them out and the rescuers wouldn't be good to anyone.
He had to be careful, it was a small town and people noticed strangers, especially in the business district, where tourists and vacationers tended not to explore. An hour ago and only a day after his arrival, someone introduced himself and welcomed him to the island. Redding tried to play it off as no big deal but the Devil felt otherwise. The Devil saw the stranger as a threat and so did Redding. He would head there next, to remove the possible spy from the equation. Smiling, Redding continued to explore and plan the precise locations for the other explosions.
He would not underestimate the abilities of these local firefighters. They were a combination of paid firefighters and volunteers, which meant that they lived for the job.
His little test at the Crab House bar, was a definite indicator of the enemy's abilities. Redding did not think the fire was that intense, yet the first responding department called for immediate backup. Redding was glad he had done his research. He found out that there were really only three ladder companies in the surrounding area of Warrens Cove. Two other firefighting companies were miles away and probably prepared to come to the local's aid if necessary. Redding counted on it and planned his attack accordingly. The intensity and speed of this fire would be so extreme, the other two Ladder companies would not make it to the scene in time.
Perhaps they could be the body bag collectors? Redding laughed aloud at the thought. The whole town of Warrens Cove would burn and burn until nothing remained.
Timing was everything and now that he knew where his precious Angel lived and worked, catching her and presenting her to his Master would be simple.
He smiled confidently then moved on to his next mission.
* * * *"I missed you, Angel. You have no idea.” Ryan pulled Katie into an embrace.
She met him at his house for dinner. Billy dropped her off on his way home. Katie and Ryan had finally made some time to spend together.
"I missed you too, handsome. You look a little tired,” Katie noticed as Ryan took her by the hand and led her into the kitchen.
Ryan had started dinner and opened a bottle of wine.
"I am a bit tired. I've been training crazy and busy at work."
"You shouldn't overdue it."
"I had to keep my mind off missing you.” He smiled and winked.
"Well just be careful. I don't want you to get hurt."
Ryan's facial expression changed. He looked insulted.
"Contrary to what your old friend Theo may have told you, I'm going to kick his ass this September."
Katie did not like Ryan's tone. Did he think she was interested in Theo?
Katie moved closer to Ryan pulling him into an embrace.
She gently touched his cheek with her hand.
"What's really bothering you Ryan? You know better than to be jealous with me. Theo means nothing. I don't care what he has to say about you."
"He bad-mouthed me to you?"
Ryan's jaw tightened. Katie needed to calm him down.
She stood on her tip toes, held Ryan's gaze then kissed him on the mouth. He was stubborn as he held his facial expression firm and unemotional. As if her tactics couldn't penetrate the invisible shield he held. He was not budging and she realized she needed to get through to him. For such a confident person it seemed he was insecure when it came to his emotions and commitments. He would have to learn to trust her just as she learned to open up her heart again.
She decided to resort to using her sexuality.
Keeping her hands on his shoulders she rubbed the skin and hardness beneath her palms. She could feel the muscles protruding from under his T-shirt. It was sexy and she could tell he had been training hard and the definition in his muscles showed. Staring at her own hands squeezing and manipulating the muscles, she focused on the sensations and desire she felt from touching him.
Licking her lips softly before gazing up into Ryan's eyes she stilled a moment at his reaction.
He glared at her, his face as muscular and defined as the rest of him. He was like steel, a body of armor prepared to destroy anything that collided with it. She trembled with a combination of trepidation and sexual desire. He was so damn appealing she nearly lost her breath.
Inhaling, she trudged on into his guarded territory with focus to penetrate the shield he held so well.
Leaning forward she began her strategic attack. Katie kissed his cheek, his neck then back up to his lips again. She nibbled on Ryan's bottom lip.
"Talk to me Ryan. Tell me what's bothering you,” she whispered, caressing her hand across his chest, over his hips then past his backside while she softly kissed his lips.
Katie absorbed the warmth from the palms of Ryan's hands as he held her by the waist. He picked Katie up, placing her on the island behind her. He wedged his hips forward closing the gap between their bodies. She invited him closer as she wrapped her legs around Ryan's waist as he pulled her against him.
His mouth covered hers and they held each other close.
His kiss felt hot and demanding, his raspy moan as his lips traveled over her skin emitting tiny sensations throughout her body. He was all man, her man and she wanted him to touch her all over, make love to her.
Breathless, he whispered against her skin.
"I saw what Theo did to you at the hospital. I saw him touching you to get back at me..."
She heard him breathing, trying to control his desire.
"It pissed me off,” Ryan admitted, holding Katie's gaze..
She placed her hands against his chest then gently glided her palms up to his shoulders. She continued her path until she held her hands against Ryan's cheeks.
"Forget about it, Ryan. It was no big deal. He is such a jerk and obviously, you scare him. He is trying to make you lose your temper. That's your weakness."
Ryan smirked. Slightly. Then adjusted his stance near the counter and placed his hands on either side of the counter and against Katie's hipbones in a challenging stance. His defined dimples seemed to wink at her.
"What are you, some expert in this field?” he challenged her then stole a kiss.
Katie let go of his cheeks and placed her hands, palms down behind Ryan's as she casually, leaned back.
"I call them as I see them Ryan. I have heard that you are the best and you are going to win that fight, win that championship. Do not even think for one moment that you won't. We definitely have to work on your temper though."
"You can help in that department."
"I can?"
Ryan placed his lips closer to Katie's, smiled then kissed her. It was a gentle kiss then a slow release. He grabbed hold of her around her waist and Katie held onto his arms.
Katie smiled as Ryan caressed her bottom lip with his thumb.
"I told you once before these lips of yours are addictive. One kiss from you and I have no more angry thoughts."
Ryan kissed Katie again then caressed her outer thigh, using it to pull her closer to him, Their most intimate parts touched through the fabric of their clothing, yet ignited an instant flame and desire to be one. Their gazes locked, signifying their simultaneous needs.
Katie wrapped her legs tighter around Ryan's waist.
"You're an amazing woman, do you know that?” Ryan kissed her neck then her cheek. “You have the power to heal me.” He kissed her neck again. “Make me stronger.” He kissed her chin. “Confront my fears and I love you for it.” He kissed her lips and embraced her tighter.
Katie's head rolled back in defeat as Ryan continued to seduce her and drive her wild. She placed her palms against Ryan's cheeks and held him steady as she gazed deeply into his eyes. “I love you too,” Katie whispered.
He smiled, his eyes twinkling with delight before darkening. Simultaneously she felt his embrace tighten.
"Dinner can wait.” He picked Katie up off the island, setting her feet down on the tile floor.
Katie took Ryan's hand as he led her upstairs to the bedroom.
Katie grabbed Ryan by his waist, leading him backwards towards the bed.
She stopped him just shy of the edge and began unbuttoning his shirt.
"You're driving me wild Angel ... pushing me around, taking control."
"Shhh.” Katie placed her fingertips against Ryan's lips.
He devoured them with his mouth. Their gazes locked.
Katie kissed Ryan's bare chest, finding the light pink flesh with her teeth and gently nibbling. She continued licking, kissing, nibbling on every inch of skin she could get her mouth onto while she fumbled with the zipper on his jeans.
He pushed her skirt to the floor then grabbed her by the waist, pulling her hips against his own.
Katie nibbled harder.
Ryan pulled Katie's fancy tank top over her head pleasantly surprised to find no bra to remove.
"Oh Angel...” Ryan could not stand it any longer. He had to have her. He wanted to be inside Katie as he picked her up and placed her onto the bed. He quickly removed his pants and covered her body with his own.
They kissed again, changing their mouth position, thirsty for every inch of each other. Katie gently squeezed the light pink flesh between her fingers to give pleasure to her lover. Ryan could not take it. He grabbed her wrists, gently placing them above her head.
"Stop it Angel, I'll never make it.” He gave her a look that told her he was in charge.
Ryan placed his mouth over her breast. He sucked and nibbled every inch then moved to the other, being sure to satisfy each breast.
Katie panted, rubbing her leg against Ryan's outer thigh.
He held both her wrists with one hand above her head while trailing his fingers gently along the curves of her body. Her stomach muscles tensed.
Katie absorbed the flexing muscles of Ryan's stomach and arms as he lifted his hips to grab at the small article of clothing that lay in his way.
Ryan pulled at the dainty material that clung against her feminine parts. They heard the sound of material ripping. Katie smiled.
A moment later, they were one again, rocking and thrusting, making love until they simply could not hold back any longer.
They sighed contentedly in unison
They gasped simultaneously, satisfied, united and one.
Katie laid her cheek against Ryan's chest as he held her in an embrace.
She loved touching him and letting her fingers glide across the lines of his defined muscles. He was a large man and not just because of his height and physique but his personality and heart as well. He was able to heal her from every sad thought or worry. She thought about how she tried to push him away and how she thought that continuing life alone would give honor and respect to Bradley. She sighed, as intense emotion from thoughts of Bradley filled her heart. He saved her life. Bradley knew what he was doing when he pushed her to the side during the fire. He wanted her to live. He sacrificed his life to save hers. Katie's eyes began to tear. As if sensing it Ryan pulled her tighter against him.
"What is it Katie?” he asked. She did not want to tell him. She did not want him to know that she was thinking of Bradley when they had just finished making love. Then it hit her. She had continued to feel guilty, blaming herself for Bradley's death and not letting go of the past. Hadn't Ryan been doing the same thing with Shelly? He had thought Shelly hated him, blamed him for her injuries and not getting to the fire sooner. He was wrong. Ryan was Shelly's hero just as Bradley had been hers.
"Are you thinking about the fire and Bradley?” Ryan asked and immediately Katie wiped her eyes and sat up to look at Ryan.
"I was Ryan, but not how you think."
"Talk to me then. Do not bottle it up inside Katie, it will eat you alive. Believe me."
Katie smiled as she leaned on her elbow and Ryan turned towards her so they were facing one another.
He gently wiped the tears away from her cheeks.
"You're an amazing man Ryan.” Katie placed her hand against Ryan's cheek and smiled.
"You've brought me life, you've helped me in so many ways and I love you for it."
Katie took a deep breath, trying not to cry. She wanted Ryan to hear everything she needed to say.
"Not too long ago, I gave you some advice. Advice that I should have used myself and hadn't until now."
"What was that?” he asked as he placed his hand on Katie's waist.
"I told you that you shouldn't blame yourself for Shelly's injuries and that it wasn't your fault and you should go see her. Every day since the fire and Bradley's death, I have asked myself, why am I alive? Why did Bradley have to die? I have told myself repeatedly that I had no right to be happy, never mind be in love.
Somewhere along the way between the heartache, the loss and anger, I did not see the big picture. Bradley loved me, yes, he did and I will never forget him, Ryan. He will always be a part of me and he deserves that. He pushed me out of the way and sacrificed his own life to save mine.” Katie began to cry and Ryan held her close.
"You shouldn't forget him Katie. I would never ask you to do that."
"I know you wouldn't, and with time it will get better because I have you. You ran into that fire to save Shelly's life. To get there as quickly as you possibly could and she is alive today because of you. I was so scared to come back home, surrounded by firefighters and everything they stood for when really it was exactly what I needed. Bradley was doing his job and because of his sacrifice, I am here with you. I love you so much Ryan. I feel so safe, so loved and protected in your arms and I want you to know how much you mean to me."
Katie kissed Ryan then they embraced.
"I love you too Katie,” Ryan whispered then held her close enjoying their time together and the love they shared.
The following morning, Ryan dropped Katie off at the hospital. 15 minutes later, the first patients of the day arrived. An entourage of panicked teenagers, mostly girls, entered the double doors crying and carrying on behind the paramedics and the stretcher.
Katie went over to assist Dr. Broderick.
"Is he gonna be all right? Is he gonna be all right?” one young red headed teenager asked, as the tears streamed down her face and two other girls held her.
The teenagers continued to panic and ask questions and Dr. Broderick motioned for the police officers to remove them from the ER. The paramedic informed Dr. Broderick and Katie of the situation.
"Looks like this kid decided he wanted to ride his skateboard off of the roof and then onto a metal railing. Things did not go so smoothly for him. Apparently, he did it once and succeeded then tried again to impress the girls. His friends thought it would make it more interesting if they threw full soda cans at him while he was attempting this stupid ass trick.” The paramedic shook his head in disbelief.
"My God, what an idiotic thing to do. So what happened?” one of the other nurses asked.
"One of the soda cans wedged into the gutter and the kids skateboard hit it. He went airborne without the board, rotated through the air, passed over the railing but just barely. Apparently his ankle slammed against it, that's definitely broken, then his face and head hit the pavement and his hip went sideways which caused him to land crunched up."
"I think this kid has a broken pelvis besides a broken ankle, never mind the concussion. Let's get him to x-ray immediately,” Dr. Broderick stated as Katie finished checking the IV drip. They continued to check over the teenage boy then Ella accompanied him to X-Ray.
Katie made her way through the waiting room where now the parents of the injured teenager were talking to Dr. Broderick. He was explaining the kid's injuries.
The morning continued with three more injured patients. One severely injured patient and one minor injury and all before lunchtime.
Katie was about to take her break when a man entered the ER with his hand all wrapped up in a bandage. There was blood seeping through it. One of the attendants ran over to assist him. A few minutes later, Dr. Broderick and Katie entered the curtained off partition to assist the injured man.
The patient was in his forties with dirty brown hair a mustache and a go-tee. He did not appear to be in much pain as he gazed at Katie and smirked. Katie took the patient's hand and began to unwrap the bandage as he explained the cause of his injuries to Dr. Broderick.
"I was sharpening the lawnmower blades when my hand slipped. I missed my knuckles and fingers and instead the blade sliced the top of my hand."
As Katie removed the bandages, she could tell the cut was deep but it did not look like the blades had damaged any bone. His hands were dirty and she knew he would need a Tetanus shot.
Katie could sense the patient's eyes upon her and when she glanced up, he appeared angry.
"Am I hurting you?” she asked.
"You couldn't,” he said rather quickly, and with obvious anger.
Dr. Broderick moved closer and took the patient's hand.
"Katie couldn't hurt a fly. She's the best nurse you could have taking care of you,” Dr Broderick added as he began to clean up the wound and inform the patient of the next steps.
Katie looked at the man again and he just stared at her.
"What's your name?” Dr. Broderick asked.
"My nickname is Red."
Dr Broderick glanced up then looked back down at the wound.
"Red, huh? You don't have red hair,” Dr. Broderick said, then asked Katie to get things ready. The patient needed stitches and a Tetanus shot.
"I did when I was younger,” the patient grumbled then released a sigh that appeared to indicate he was annoyed at the line of questioning.
Dr. Broderick and Katie exchanged glances.
"Well you're going to need a Tetanus shot because of the dirty lawnmower blade. Nothing I can do about it,” Dr. Broderick stated.
"No problem.” The patient glanced towards Katie.
"Are you going to hold my hand?” he asked Katie.
She suddenly felt very uncomfortable and she did not like the look of the patient nor the way he stared so intently at her.
She was suspicious as she laughed the question off as a joke.
"A big guy like you should be just fine. Here we go,” Dr. Broderick stated and Katie watched, as the patient never blinked his green eyes. He just gazed into Katie's eyes, never flinching.
When Dr. Broderick was finished with the stitches he began to clean up the mess including the open packages of gauze pads and other supplies. It was Katie's job.
"I can get that, Doctor,” she said.
"That's all right, Angel. I got this and we are finished here. Why don't you take that break you're overdue for?” Dr. Broderick winked and Katie smiled then left the room but not before glancing at the patient one last time. There was something very unnerving and rather strange about him. She pushed off the feeling as she headed towards the ladies room to freshen up. He was just some weirdo.
As Katie left the room Earl Redding Jr. continued to play with the doctor.
"Angel, huh? That's some pet name you have for the sexy nurse?” Redding asked Dr. Broderick.
Dr. Broderick gave the patient a dirty look. He was glad he was finished and he did not like the way the patient was watching Katie. It was intense.
"Is she coming back? Does she always work this shift?” Redding asked as he eased himself down off the examining table. The stitches and the needle did not hurt as much as the self-inflicting cut he had to administer this morning. He thought about the dirty piece of metal he found behind the warehouse and that the Devil commanded him to cut himself and visit the Angel in person. Her immense beauty surprised Redding. He still maintained the bulge in his pants despite her absence from the room. She was a sight and he nearly fell under her spell. The Devil had warned him about the Angel's power.
"She's an ER nurse so she has numerous shifts. Why do you ask?” Dr. Broderick gathered the file and his charts preparing to leave the room.
"She's quite a beauty. I was going to see if she does any freelance work.” Redding licked his lips and smiled.
"She doesn't. Now here is a prescription for some painkillers if the pain gets to be too much. Keep the bandage clean, there is a list of directions and treatment in this pile of papers. Any concerns or questions just call and ask to speak with me. Dr. Broderick."
"Hate to insult you Doc but if I call or stop by again it will be to ask for Angel. You have a nice day.” The patient exited the room and Dr. Broderick followed him. He wanted to be sure he left the hospital and did not try to locate Katie. Dr. Broderick's gut told him that Red was nothing but trouble. He jotted down a description of the man who called himself ‘Red'. Just in case the creep came back to bother Katie, Dr. Broderick wanted a good description and documentation of his feelings at the time.
* * * *Detective Lou Bachelli had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. Jill identified Redding Jr. even with a disguise on. They ran the sketch through the system connecting numerous aliases that Redding had been using. Lou and Kenny had everyone they could get on locating Redding and keeping their ears opened to any fires with similar MO's.
By early Saturday morning, they received two major breaks in the case.
"Detective Bachelli, we have a man matching the description from the sketch as well as one of the aliases. His name is Tomas Riley. He purchased a train ticket under that name,” the detective told Lou.
"Where was the destination?” Lou asked.
"A place called Warrens Cove."
Lou looked at Kenny and they both knew who Redding's next target was.
"Katie! Get on the phone with the Warrens Cove Arson Investigation Unit. Find out if there have been any fires in the area with similar Modus Operandi. Kenny we need to contact Katie, if Redding—"
"Don't even say it. I'm on it right now.” Kenny instantly flipped open his cell phone and dialed Katie's number.
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Chapter 16Katie finished getting dressed when her cell phone rang.
"Katie, it's Kenny, and Lou is here, too. Where are you?” he asked and Katie sensed the worry in his voice.
"I'm in Warrens Cove at my mom's house. What's wrong?"
Instantly a bad feeling filled her gut.
"It's Redding, we believe he's in Warrens Cove. He was wearing a disguise when he boarded the train. Can you get to a safe place?"
"What about my family? How do you know he's here?” Katie immediately thought about the fire at the boardwalk restaurant.
"The fire from two nights ago? We think that was him."
"If that's true than he probably knows where I live, he might go after my family. What disguise was he wearing?” Katie asked and Kenny described Redding's disguise. It matched the description of the patient in the hospital yesterday. The creepy guy named ‘Red'. Damn it, how could she be so stupid? He was right there in front of her.
"Katie? Are you still there?” Kenny asked and she told him about Redding and the hospital.
"Oh my God. All right, listen Katie, everything is going to be all right."
Katie covered her mouth with her hand.
"We've notified the local Arson Investigator in Warrens Cove who's looking into the fire. We also contacted the police department. Is the patrol officer outside your house?"
Katie walked to the window. “Yes, he's still here. He's sitting in the driver's seat looking down at something."
"I want you to go out there and have him drive you to a safe place. Inform your family. Kenny and I are on route to the airport. We'll be there in an hour."
Katie hung up the phone and called William first. She knew her mom was with him.
She explained the situation and William said he would get in touch with Billy, Michael and Ryan at the firehouse. They planned on meeting at William's house.
Katie grabbed some things and headed downstairs. She ran through the hallway entering the kitchen when a shocking blow to her midsection sent her feet out from under her. Her body slammed down onto the tile floor.
As she looked around her while attempting to get up off the floor, a large figure appeared above her.
She scrambled to her feet, the blow to her head knocked her back to the floor. He punched her.
She tried to fight back, to get up off the floor and away from Redding. The second blow to her head made her shut her eyes and fight against the pain. She tried opening her eyes again, not knowing if Redding was about to strike her and with each attempt the blurriness cleared and she could see her attacker.
Redding's face stared down at her, laughing.
"Angel!” He reached down pulling her from the carpeting by her arm.
Katie screamed and Redding hit her again, this time across the mouth. The blood splattered from her mouth and hit the rug.
He held a fistful of her shirt in his hand as she struggled to get free. She was dizzy from the blow to her head but she would not give up so easily.
Katie swung her fist at Redding, hitting him multiple times in the face and chest. He retaliated and she tried her hardest to block each punch. He threw her against the kitchen table and as the table moved against the kitchen counters Katie rolled off the side. She grabbed at whatever she could. Her nails scratched against the tile floor in attempt to escape Redding's grasp. She knocked over the garbage pail, threw the lid at Redding. He blocked the hit, stood over her stopping any attempt to escape and pulled Katie up by her hair. The chairs fell over as he dragged her body out from underneath the wooden table. Katie swung her arms and legs in an attempt to make Redding lose his grip on her. As he defended himself she reached for the ceramic bowl on the counter, grabbing it and tried to hit Redding. He blocked it with his arm, screamed at her then struck her again as he dragged her through the kitchen the rest of the way.
Katie tried to fight back but her attacker was too strong.
* * * *Right before Lou and Kenny boarded the airplane, Kenny received all the information about Redding Jr. The fingerprints came up with a match through the police and FBI computer system. Earl Redding Jr., a.k.a. Tomas Riley was the perfect match and as they looked over the files, they were able to confirm him as their suspect. They boarded the plane, prepared for take off and hoped for a quick and smooth flight to Warrens Cove. The state police had an escort waiting for them at the airport.
Kenny opened up the laptop and began to go over the information about Tomas.
Tomas had a criminal record since the age of ten. He had been in and out of foster care, juvenile hall and then state prison. He landed a job at a local business that was expanding and had moved up the ladder rather quickly. There were multiple warrants out for his arrest and for questioning in numerous other crimes all fire related and all taking place after he was fired from his job.
"He is a real catch, huh Kenny,” Lou stated, reading over Kenny's shoulder.
"It gets worse, look at this. The local Carrion Police Department has been trying to track Redding down for over a year. They apparently want to question Redding in regards to the murder of his ex boss, Mel Flores. Get this Lou, the guy was found severely beaten and burned."
"Great, he's been in the psych ward too,” Lou added noticing the medical records and the name of the local psychiatric ward two towns over from Bolton Bay in the town of Sayreville.
"Let me guess his diagnosis. Paranoia and schizophrenia with tendencies to want and set the world on fire,” Lou added sarcastically.
"Close enough.” Kenny continued to review the records.
"Man I hope Katie and her family are safe,” Lou stated aloud.
"Chief Rodney said all three brothers, the mother and Katie's boyfriend were at his place. The patrol officer would be bringing Katie there. We'll get the family in protective custody and hunt down Tomas."
"Katie's boyfriend?” Lou asked, surprised that this was the first he heard about Katie having a boyfriend.
Kenny looked at Lou appearing hesitant.
"It's all right Kenny. Who is he?"
"A firefighter."
Lou's mouth dropped and he sighed.
"My God.” Lou stated aloud as a number of crazy thoughts went through his mind.
No wonder Katie wanted to use herself as bait. She was probably in a total panic right now with worry for her boyfriend and family.
"It will be all right, Lou. Katie is going to get through this."
Lou covered his face with his hands then prayed.
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Chapter 17"Now what, Goddamn it!” Ryan yelled as he ran his fingers through his hair. Billy, Michael, Lea and William gathered inside the garage at the firehouse. The detectives called and told them to stay put. Katie never made it out of their mother's home.
"Calm down Ryan, let's just try to calm down,” William stated as he held Lea in an embrace against him.
"My baby girl, he's going to kill my baby girl,” Lea cried.
"No mom. We won't let him,” Michael added as the other firefighters listened in.
"What did the Detective say?” Freddie asked as Colt and Ted, Charlie and Brad stood around the front of the fire truck.
Just then, two state police cars, an unmarked police car and the local Arson Investigation Unit van pulled up.
William and Donny met the men as they reached the doorway.
"Mrs. McKeller?"
Lea nodded her head.
"I'm Detective Lou Bachelli and this is Arson Investigator Kenny Travis. We're in charge of the case."
"Where's Katie? What happened to the patrol officer at the house?” Lea asked.
They had heard over the scanner that an officer was down and evidence of a break in at house.
Lou cleared his throat.
"It looks like Redding took out the patrol officer, broke into your home and has taken Katie."
Lea covered her mouth with her hand and gasped. Ryan, Michael, Billy and Donny began to simultaneously ask questions.
Lou and Kenny began to fill them in on what they had so far.
"The Warrens Cove police officers canvassed the neighborhood. The older woman across the street saw a man carrying Katie out of the house then leave in her jeep."
"So did you put out and A.P.B. on the jeep?” Michael asked.
"Yes and we haven't found it yet but we do have some witnesses who claim to have seen a blue jeep traveling rather fast right outside the business district."
"So are you going through all the buildings?” Billy asked.
"We're trying to figure out Redding's next move. We have detectives in the area doing a search and asking if anything strange has occurred, anything out of the ordinary and they're giving a description of your sister."
"So what do we do now? Can we go look and help?” Ryan asked.
Everyone around him volunteered.
"Let the detectives and the local police department handle this."
"So what do we do, wait until another fire occurs and wonder if Katie is trapped inside?” Billy asked, instantly causing a wave of silence.
"That may be our only choice,” Kenny stated.
"I don't believe this!” Ryan blurted out as he paced the floor.
"You have to stay calm. We've already notified the surrounding firehouses. If any fires get started, you are all going to hit them hard. It is the only way. I'm sorry but Redding could be holding your sister anywhere."
Ryan stepped forward.
"I can't believe this. That is your freaking plan? Do you even give a shit about Katie?” Ryan yelled and everyone waited for Lou's answer. Ryan knew he was not the only one with the same sentiment.
Lou took a step forward towards Ryan.
"Bradley was my nephew."
Ryan just stared at the man in front of him. He was Bradley's uncle. Maybe he resented Katie for surviving the fire instead of Bradley.
As if reading Ryan's eyes, Lou spoke again.
"I care about Katie. I want to see her happy, I want to see her get through this and move on with her life. It is exactly what Bradley would have wanted. He loved her."
* * * *Redding snuck around the outside buildings between the warehouse and the electrical supply company. He had parked the blue jeep close to the building. Redding had it all planned out and as the firefighters arrived, their focus would not only be an attempt to put out the jeep but also the attached building. Then out of nowhere would come an explosion to throw off the firefighters. The firefighters in Katie's family would surely wonder if she was trapped inside the jeep. They would focus their attention there while a few hundred feet across the way dozens of people would be trying to escape a burning warehouse. Wood and furniture burned quickly and caused black smoke. The firefighters would have to inch their way inside causing the death of many. Redding planned the second explosion in a location where the firefighters would be trying to put out the flames. If his plan worked then the floor would cave in, the black smoke would hide the hole and many firefighters would die.
Redding smiled as he lit the three old-fashioned Molotov Cocktails then threw them at the jeep and the building. Immediately the jeep was burning as well as the surrounding boxes and garbage by the side of the electrical supply company. That fire alone would surely keep a whole ladder company occupied. The Warrens Cove Fire Department would have to call in for assistance from nearby fire stations. It would be useless. There was no way the other companies would make it in time and if by some chance they did, then surely they would suffer the same fate as Angel's family and friends. This was the end and Redding could feel it deep inside. The voice in his head was louder, more demanding and he just knew that the Devil would be proud of him. He smiled wide taking a moment to watch the red, yellow and orange flames spread across the jeep. He listened carefully, noting the silence, the peacefulness as the seconds became minutes and still there were no sirens. They had no clue as to what he had in store for them. The firefighters were meaningless, worthless and about to suffer a magnificent loss.
Confidently Redding ran back towards the side street and towards the entrance of the building.
Inside the building, Katie struggled to free the ropes and the gag that covered her mouth. Redding had tied her to some pipes in the basement, promising to return. The metal surrounded her, and the stale smell of wet, musty basement filled her nostrils. In the distance, she could see the steam from some larger pipes. She was so scared, she couldn't stop shaking.
At first, she thought the steam was smoke from a fire but then the smoke disappeared as it rose higher towards the ceiling. Her heart was pounding in her chest, her head hurt and she continued to twist her wrists in an attempt to loosen the binding.
She could not help but wonder if she would die right here in the middle of some old basement. She listened carefully, waiting to hear someone else enter the basement to the building. There had to be maintenance workers in a building this large. Where were they and what did Redding have planned?
She heard a door slam then approaching footsteps. Was someone coming to her rescue? The sounds were coming from beyond the steam pipes, the steam blocking the view until Redding appeared through the smoke, carrying a bag with him. Instantly her heart sank and the realization that no one was coming to help her set in.
Redding was too sly, too smart for even the brightest investigators.
"The fun has begun Angel, are you ready to meet the Devil?” he asked with a large grin. She turned away from him in disgust as he yanked the gag from her mouth.
"Go to hell,” she mumbled and Redding laughed.
Redding untied the binding on her hands and held the loose rope while he pulled her up from the floor.
He was strong as she nearly fumbled completely over and onto her face.
"Move it.” He pulled her back before she fell and shoved her forward then towards the stairwell. He released the loose binding and allowed her to walk in front of him. She contemplated her escape.
If she tried to run he could catch her, beat her or possibly knock her out and leave her for dead. She waited for the right opportunity to attempt to escape.
They began their ascent, passing black barred, covered windows that looked over the streets and nearby buildings. The flights were long as they approached the second floor. She paused and he poked her hard in the spine causing her to lose her balance and trip. Katie fell face first against the concrete and metal stairs. Her chin hit the edge cutting it open.
He straddled her from behind grabbing a fistful of hair.
Redding leaned down close and whispered against her face.
"Do you smell that?” He raised his nose as if sniffing the petals of a beautifully scented flower. Abruptly he pulled her up from the floor, causing her to bang her knees and scrape her thighs against the roughness of the stairs.
He shoved her face towards the window and she cried in pain as her cheek wedged up against the cold metal bars, bruising her skin. Then she inhaled despite the fear.
Katie could hear sirens in the distance. What the hell was he up to?
The windows were filthy, she could barely see past the glass when suddenly she saw flames coming out of the side of the building. Before she could react there was a huge explosion.
Instinctively Katie took cover and Redding pulled her the rest of the way up the staircase
"Come on. He's waiting."
Katie wondered ‘whom’ Redding was talking about. Did he have a partner? Someone who helped him start the fires and kill all those people?
Just as they approached another door, a second explosion rocked the warehouse. Katie fell against the railing then the concrete stairwell. Alarms instantly sounded, lights flashed. Panic filled her to her core.
The door swung open and loads of people were trying to escape.
The terror set in and the memories of the fire at The Club in Bolton Bay and those who were lost. Katie could not help but feel that this time she would not make it out alive.
"Help me. He's holding me hostage, he started the fire!” Katie screamed to the men and women as they pushed through the doorway.
One man stopped.
"What's going on?"
Redding slugged him in the face then shoved him down the stairs before he pushed Katie inside the doorway entrance to the third floor.
He did not even bother to pay attention to the people trying to escape.
They left her and soon it was just Katie and Redding.
Katie scanned the third floor with her eyes. They were on the top floor, the executive level that had a large opened balcony that overlooked the warehouse. She could see boxes upon boxes of furniture. Right next door there was a whole other building. The large enclosed bridge connected the two warehouses.
Katie knew that the local lumberyard and a local building company shared the offices she and Redding were standing in.
If it all caught ablaze, it would become a firefighter's nightmare. That is when it hit her. It was Redding's plan. She was going to die here and she would not be the only one.
Redding pushed Katie towards the pole in the center of the room. She could barely see the factory below.
"No! Please ... don't do this."
Katie tried to pull away and Redding punched her in the jaw. She cried out in pain as she fell to the floor.
Redding dragged her across the carpeting to a large pole in the center of the room.
He grabbed her hands then pulled two sets of handcuffs from his bag. He attached them to Katie's wrists. She was pinned against the pole.
Redding knelt down to the side of Katie and raised his hands in the air then bowed down on the rug to the side of her.
He stared off in the distance as if someone was there.
Katie watched in terror. This was it? This is how she was going to die? By the hands of some insane lunatic who thought he was conversing with Satan.
Katie could not stop the tears.
"Yes. Yes, for you Master, I have brought you the Angel."
Katie could not hear the rest of Redding's words. They were mumbled, followed by more bows of his body.
The sirens blared in the distance, firefighters were at the fire, and they had to be next door.
Oh, God please keep Ryan and my brothers safe. Keep all the firefighters safe, Katie prayed as Redding pulled a firefighter's uniform out of his duffel bag.
He smiled at her, seemingly convinced that he had won.
Katie watched in horror as Redding got dressed in the uniform and smoke made its way through the spindles of the metal railing across the room. Smoke detectors blared, the lights flashed on and off. Katie wanted to cover her ears to block out the horrific sounds that penetrated her eardrums but she couldn't. Her hands were cuffed against the solid pole, her shoulders ached and with each inhale of breath her chest and breathing felt constricted.
"I don't want to die. I don't want to die."
"This is it. This has to be it,” Billy exclaimed as the fire truck pulled onto the scene. Ladder two had first position and was lead company on the fire.
Ryan swallowed hard. Fear and uncertainty filled him as he tried to get closer to the jeep.
Was Katie inside? Panic filled each of the firefighters.
In the distance, an explosion rang out then another. Debris scattered through the air landing on parked vehicles, fire apparatus and the people trying to escape. Everyone ducked for cover as more objects fell from the sky. It was a damn war zone and they all looked towards the chief who needed to decide where to send Ladder Three and the Engine Companies.
Ladder Two was beginning to hose down the South side of a furniture warehouse next door with their three rescue pumpers.
It was total chaos as the fire engulfed the electrical supply company then half the warehouse next door.The Captain was in touch with Detective Bachelli over the radio.
"What?” The chief asked Lou to repeat himself.
"Ryan, guys, we're headed over towards the South side of the warehouse. We need to try to contain that fire. There is a lumber company next door. People are trying to escape,” William stated.
"Oh shit. If that goes, forget it,” Billy yelled over the roar of sirens and radio crackle from the other fire company trucks.
Two ladder trucks and a pumper truck from Ladder Three positioned themselves near the side of the warehouse. The long streams of water barely reached the height of the rooftop. The firefighters were trying to surround the building and contain the fire to one side as continuous streams of water pounded against the building tops. Sprays of water sprinkled down over everyone's heads as each firefighter helped to evacuate the buildings.
The chief directed a few firefighters to remove the deck guns from the trucks and position the portable monitors in various areas around the building. They hooked each one up to various water supplies and directed the sprays of water towards six precise locations on the building. People were still escaping from the building as Ryan, Michael, Billy and Lieutenant Charlie Jones helped.
Ryan noted the size and layout of the building. There was a two hundred to six hundred foot lot with a bridge that connected the two warehouses.
With flames this intense, the people on the side streets felt the heat. Police cars began to set up barricades and move traffic and onlookers far away from the site.
Ryan listened to the calls for assistance and then waited to be told where he and the crew should start.
The chief called for an ‘All County” mutual aid which would bring additional firefighters and equipment. There was no way that the four surrounding Ladder Companies could handle a fire like this alone.
To the South side Ryan could see the streams of water ascending from the hoses off the fire trucks. Ladders One and Two were working their way across to the roof on the South side while trying to extinguish the jeep fire and the electrical building. Ryan could tell the electrical building would be a total loss.
Michael, Billy and the Lieutenant tried to approach the doorways as the last people escaped.
"Anyone else inside?” Billy asked yelling over the roar of the flames.
"There's a crazy guy in there holding a woman hostage."
"Where are they?” Billy yelled, instantly knowing it had to be Redding and his sister.
"The third floor. But forget it, the fire is out of control,” the man yelled in between coughing as paramedics aided him.
Ryan was about to rush into the flames when Michael grabbed his arm.
"Let's do this right Bull. Our sister's life depends on it."
Ryan nodded his head in agreement.
They removed their red clips and handed them to the chief in charge then prepared to enter the fire.
"Notify the white hats that we need backup and get them in here to help us fast,” Ryan stated. They could use all the help they could get. These types of fires move quickly and eat everything in their path.
"Okay, we know she's in there. It has to be Katie. Let's pull in the two and a half-inch line. This fire is a doozy, men,” the lieutenant stated and Ryan's stomach hurt something terrible. When the Lieutenant asked for a two and a half-inch line, the men knew the fire was extreme. They could feel the heat of it against their faces. The outside temperature was a humid ninety-two degrees and their equipment added an extra hundred pounds to their weight. Ryan was sweating profusely, so were the others in the crew. Entering this fire would be like entering hell. It had to be way over a hundred degrees and they were not even inside the building yet.
Michael, Billy and the Lieutenant pulled the hose closer to the front doors. The smoke was thick and black and they could not see more than inches in front of them. They scooted down on the ground, one behind the next. Michael first, then Billy, the lieutenant and Ryan pulled up the slack.
The smoke filled their lungs, their eyes watered, their noses ran. It was brutal. They placed their masks over their faces, securing them and waiting for the lieutenant's command. He signaled with a wave of his hand. They inched their way towards the front entrance as thick, black smoke escaped in a cloud above them.
The hose was heavy. Fifty feet of it normally weighed about ninety pounds empty.
Ryan felt the sweat pouring from his brow. They crawled into the darkness and the fire, pulling the enormous hose.
Ryan could see the orange flames in the distance. The man said the stairs were to the right, which is where Redding had to be holding Katie.
The fire headed in that same direction.
They were moving too slowly, they would not make it to Katie, especially if the fire reached the stairs.
Fire shot up through the building and roof. They could hear the glass from the windows shattering. The flames had to be reaching the sky from the roof. The windows were shattering open.
The radio crackled.
Two more companies and equipment arrived from Pearl the town nearby because of the ‘All County’ mutual aid request.
It was now a five-alarm fire.
They were stuck in their position, no one could move as debris scattered over them, some pieces large enough to cause serious injury.
Ryan could not wait any longer. He could not chance it. Katie's life was in jeopardy.
A large piece of debris shot through the air with the next series of small explosions. The Lieutenant was hit in the side, causing him to release the nozzle. The water was shooting rapidly in a zigzag direction.
Ryan dove near the hose. Grabbing the nozzle, he ran straight for the fire that was about to swallow up the staircase.
The others watched as Ryan disappeared into the smoke.
"Bull, what the hell are you doing?” The Lieutenant yelled as Ryan turned the nozzle on and sprayed the flames. The power of the water and the two in a half-inch line destroyed the flames in seconds. Suddenly Ryan reappeared. Billy jumped on the hose to assist Ryan.
"Are you crazy or something?” Billy asked as he helped Ryan continue to put out the flames.
"No! If the fire reaches that staircase then Katie's done for!” Ryan yelled pointing at the staircase and Billy nodded his head understanding Ryan completely.
The lieutenant tapped Billy and Ryan on their arms and pointed towards the staircase. They both looked in that direction and simultaneously saw a firefighter all alone.
"Who's that? What company is he with? Why is he by himself?” Michael yelled above the holler of the flames.
"Who the hell knows,” the lieutenant responded.
Another explosion occurred, a burst of flame, then thick smoke. They all ducked and covered their heads as pieces of ceiling and debris fell from above them, they could not see past the staircase.
More flames shot through the roof. Freddie, Colt and Ted joined the rest of the crew.
The fire opened on the opposite side of the staircase as well.
"Chief! Who else we got in here? There's someone from another crew,” Michael yelled into the radio just as he tried to make eye contact with the unidentifiable firefighter.
The black and gray smoke caused nearly complete blindness. All Michael could see was the outline of the firefighter and his turnout coat.
"Ladders One and Two from Pearl are on the outside, the roof and Southside,” the chief yelled.
"What company wears green metallic reflectors on their coats?” Michael yelled into the radio.
There was silence, then the chief's voice. “No one!"
Then it struck him. It was Redding. It had to be Redding.
"Identify yourself!” Michael yelled.
Just then, the roof on the South side of the warehouse began to partially cave in. Ted, Colt and Freddie brought in the second line. Billy and the lieutenant were still using the other hose to keep the fire away from the third floor.
The bogus firefighter tried to escape to the right. Michael ran towards him.
Redding swung his Halligan, slamming Michael in the arm then hitting him in the face with the handle.
"Where's Katie?” Michael yelled.
"She's going to hell and so are you,” Redding replied, swinging the Halligan again and knocking Michael down.
Ted and Colt held their position keeping their eyes on the fire and containing it.
Michael covered his head as Redding raised the Halligan, preparing to strike again.
Ryan moved quickly, pointed the hose towards Redding, knocking him across the room and deeper into the smoke.
Michael scrambled to his feet then ran towards the black smoke and into complete darkness and instantly he was blind. Redding was gone. Michael reappeared and he and Ryan made their way out of the area and back towards their crew.
The flames traveled across the ceiling. Katie watched as the room around her filled with smoke and fire. If she could get the handcuffs off, she could get to the window. It was the only way out.
Her heart pounded, the gag made breathing more difficult but soon it would not matter, her lungs were inhaling excessive amounts of smoke.
She was a firefighter's daughter-a nurse-and she knew the process. Breath in the smoke, fill up the lungs, become disoriented, then unconscious.
The intense heat of the flames pressed against her skin. Soon the whole room would engulf in flames. She began to cry, losing breath with each inhale of smoke. Her nose ran and her eyes burned with a combination of smoke and tears. With her hands handcuffed behind her back, she could not even use her shirt to cover her mouth and nose. There was nothing more she could do. She continued to try to squeeze her wrists from the metal. With each turn and pull of her wrists, the pain increased. She was bleeding now, but not enough to lubricate the metal and slip her wrist through. The tingling and sharp pain was nothing compared to the fear that consumed her. The panic set in, she pulled her wrists harder, wishing she could break them to free herself and do anything to get fresh air, to live. Katie began coughing profusely.
The lieutenant got the command from the chief.
"We're not making any progress,” the lieutenant yelled. Every time they seemed to put out the flames, new ones emerged.
"We're not leaving here without Katie,” Michael yelled.
"She's up there. I just know it,” Ryan yelled, feeling the pain in the pit of his stomach. The chief was not going to pull them out of there without rescuing Katie.
The Lieutenant was silent a moment then gave the orders pointing at Ryan, Billy and Michael.
"You three, Search and Rescue. We'll keep the heat off best we can from here. Move in fast, do a quick sweep. If you do not find her then get your asses back down here pronto. Keep in radio contact,” the lieutenant commanded and the three firefighters set off on their mission.
The hose team went down the staircase in an attempt to make a path for the Search and Rescue team to climb the staircase. The ceiling above remained in a pool of bright orange and red flames.
Ryan, Michael and Billy started to climb the staircase that they hoped would lead to Katie. An ocean of fire roared above their heads as they squatted up each step in an attempt to stay as low as possible. They knew they needed to hurry to find Katie. Without a mask and oxygen, Katie would fall unconscious.
From the second floor below, the rest of the team sprayed the fire, trying to keep it from traveling to the north side of the building. It was no use, the furniture lit up faster than a book of matches, and there were multiple fires everywhere.
Ryan, Michael and Billy got down low as the fire sputtered and sparked in their direction. They instinctively covered their heads and bodies from the flames.
"We better move it, this place is going down,” Michael yelled.
They were crawling up the stairs, the ceiling was lower and engulfed in flames. They made it to the third floor. The fire was moving up from below them.
Ryan was at the top first. He scanned the room with his eyes. Orange and red flames fully covered one side of the room, the walls and ceiling above them filled with smoke. The smoke was thick and Ryan could see the fire right under it inching its way across the ceiling. It was a hungry monster, actively gorging itself on everything in its path. Ryan squinted to try to see farther ahead.
"Do you see her?” Billy yelled in a muffled voice through his mask. They were all wearing their masks, knowing that the longer Katie was without fresh air the worse off she would be.
"No! Not yet!” Ryan yelled.
"There! Over there, look,” Michael stated. There was another rumble and a call over the radio.
"The South side is going down, evacuate the building! I repeat, evacuate the building!” The chief yelled.
"They're calling us out, the building is going down,” Billy stated.
"Let's move it,” Ryan yelled. He was sweating and tired but the adrenaline kicked in the second he knew that Katie remained trapped upstairs. There was no way he would let her die. He promised to keep her safe.
Paneling from the sidewall fell across their path. The three of them pulled and tossed the barriers of debris out of their way. They were a team on a mission to save a life. They would not leave this building without Katie.
Katie lay slumped over against the pole. Ryan, Michael and Billy tried to move her.
"She's unconscious already, we have to hurry,” Ryan yelled, full of concern. The fire raged on.
"The son of a bitch handcuffed her,” Billy yelled.
"The axe, use your axe,” Michael stated.
Ryan covered Katie's body with his own as Billy struck at the pole and the handcuffs with the axe. Katie's body was limp against the pole. He removed his glove to feel for a pulse. He got one and relief filled his soul.
Billy could feel the heat of the fire against his helmet and coat. He had to hurry.
One more strike and the handcuffs would break.
Suddenly out of nowhere, a figure came running towards Billy, knocking him to the ground.
Michael instantly knew it was Redding as he grabbed for the Halligan tool Redding was about to strike Billy with.
Ryan let go of Katie and grabbed the axe off the floor. To the side he could see a struggle going on between Redding, Billy and Michael.
"She has to die. The Angel must die!” Redding was yelling as he tried to maintain control of the Halligan while fighting Billy and Michael.
Billy lay on his back on the ground with his arms reaching out to stop the Halligan from striking him while Redding attempted to gain control. Redding straddled Billy's body and held the handle of the Halligan against Billy's neck, choking him. Michael slammed Redding in the head with his forearm causing Redding to release the tool. Billy rolled to the side, Redding moved towards Katie, grabbing her ankle until Michael pounded away on Redding punch after punch. Billy grabbed the Halligan.
"Michael, move!” Michael looked up and quickly moved to the side as Redding attempted to hit Katie again. Billy swung the Halligan, striking Redding in the head. Redding fell to the floor a few feet away from them. Billy and Michael pulled their attention back towards their sister and Ryan.
"Call it in, we're gonna have to move out the window,” Ryan yelled.
"There's no way we'll fit even after we knock down those bars,” Michael added.
They all looked towards the stairwell.
"Forget it, Ryan. Katie's got no protection,” Michael yelled.
Ryan looked towards the flames that were beginning to surround the only other doorway. It led to an enclosed tunnel. Maybe they could reach the other building.
"That way!” Ryan pointed towards the flames and the small doorway.
Michael called it in. The rest of the room was filling with flames including the ceiling beams.
"What about him?” Michael asked, pointing towards Redding just as the ceiling beam fell to the floor and covered Redding's body with fire.
The wall of flames ignited around Redding, waves of darkness filled the air around him and the firefighters watched. The flames around the room appeared to move back towards Redding, engulfing his body in a pool of death.
Immediately the three firefighters huddled around Katie trying the best they could to protect her from the flames.
The room ignited in a flashover effect.
"On three!” Ryan yelled.
"One ... two ... three!” They bolted through the flames. The fire burned against their coats. Just as they got through the doorway, the bottom of Katie's pants lit on fire. She was going to burn. Ryan placed her body to the ground. Michael, Ryan and Billy used their gloves and patted the fire out before it spread.
They stopped it from spreading. They had made it through the flames.
Ryan continued to carry Katie through the tunnel and the bridge. They could hear a strange sound and to the side of the tunnel as the fire continued to spread. They needed to hurry.
Billy looked back the way they came, the fire was entering the tunnel, the windows near the front burst open and the flames shot through them. The fire needed more oxygen to feed on and they needed to run faster.
They ran towards the end of the tunnel just as another explosion occurred.
"Bull, where are you guys now? You got to get out of there!” Chief Rodney yelled over the radio.
"The north end of the tunnel,” Ryan responded.
Through the last barred window, Ryan could see the fire trucks and other firefighters making their way towards the building.
"They're coming in, let's get the hell out of here,” Ryan yelled.
They were exhausted and running on pure adrenaline as they finally exited the tunnel, making their way down the metal staircase that led to the parking lot below. Trucks zoomed into the parking lot, preparing to attack the fire from the tunnel side of the warehouses.
Ryan, Billy and Michael emerged from the fire with Katie still in Ryan's arms. He rushed her to the paramedics that were waiting to help.
The paramedics gave Katie oxygen and prepared to take her to the hospital for treatment.
Ryan stood near the ambulance with Michael and Billy, waiting to hear that Katie was breathing and accepting the oxygen.
They each undid their collars then sat bent over in exhaustion on the back of a nearby truck adjacent to the ambulance. They were relieved they found Katie and made it out alive.
In the distance, the warehouse looked more like a prehistoric mound of rubble than the full warehouse they had first entered. There was wreckage everywhere, furniture, charred vehicles and the angry flames continued to travel along the attached building. The other companies continued to spray the buildings with water hoping it would eventually extinguish.
"You were great man, a real leader,” Michael told Ryan in front of the rest of the crew.
"We were great, we handled it as a team and now Katie's safe,” Ryan responded.
"And Redding's where he belongs,” Billy replied.
"Yeah, to meet his master in hell,” Ryan added and they all smiled.
"We're taking her now,” The paramedic informed the firefighters and Ryan looked at the chief.
"Go with her, Bull. We'll cover for you,” the chief stated. Ryan smiled then hopped into the back of the ambulance.
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Epilogue"Are you making fun of my voice?” Katie asked, as she stood in the boxer's dressing room at Robert's Gym.
Ryan smiled then touched Katie's cheek with his gloved hand.
"You sound adorable. I told you a thousand times.” Ryan smiled.
"The doctors said it could take a while for my vocal chords to heal, so you guys better quit making fun of me,” Katie said, squinting her eyes at her brothers Michael and Billy. They were grinning from ear to ear.
Ryan pulled Katie against him and the satiny red boxer's robe he wore. He moved his face close to her ear so only she could hear.
"I think it sounds sexy Angel,” he kissed her cheek.
"Enough of that Bull! Stay focused,” William yelled and they laughed.
"Good luck Ryan, I'll see you after the fight.” Katie prepared to leave.
"Any words of advice?"
"There's no room in that ring for your temper. Leave it out.” Katie pointed at him and gave Ryan a serious look.
He smiled.
"I second that,” William stated.
"I third that,” Michael said and they laughed again.
"And?” Ryan asked.
"Kick his ass."
Katie sat in the first row watching and listening as the ring announcer described each fighter before the fight began. Theo entered first and the crowd to the left of the stage roared. He danced around, throwing a few jabs and doing some fancy footwork. The ladies screamed.
Ryan watched from the back curtain. He could see where Katie and her brother Donny were and he watched Theo as he approached his corner. Then the ring announcer called in Ryan. He jogged in throwing a few jabs as he approached the ring. Billy, Michael and the chief were at his side.
He danced around a little and the crowd went wild. Most of the crowd seemed to be rooting for the underdog, Ryan.
Theo stood up and walked towards the side of the ring where Katie's section was. Ryan watched as Theo pointed at Katie stating she was his. Katie knew what Theo was up to. He knew Ryan had a temper and that he and Katie were together. She watched, noting Ryan's cheeks turn a shade redder. Katie stood up, stuck out her tongue and made a face at Theo. Then she looked at Ryan sternly reminding him to keep his temper in tact and use his skill.
He must have gotten the message because he smiled and the coloring in his face returned to normal.
The boxers met in the center of the ring, they banged gloves and came at each other. Theo missed Ryan's face by a hair and the chief yelled from the corner.
"Guard yourself, Bull, remember your training."
Ryan swung a right hook, slightly catching Theo by his chin. Theo's head went back then came forward. He shook it side to side then swung at Ryan and missed. The two boxers danced around each other throwing jabs and punches, some landing on their target and some missing.
Theo was saying something to Ryan and for a moment, Katie thought she saw him getting angry then suddenly Ryan got a good right hook in on Theo. One punch after the next Ryan used Theo's face as a punching bag. The crowd cheered.
"Bring it home Bull. Bring it home!” The chief yelled.
Ryan threw a straight punch, knocking Theo out flat onto the mat. The ref called it. The fight was over before a full round.
The crowd cheered and Ryan's fellow firefighters stormed the ring and cheered on Ryan for being the new Warren County firefighter-boxing champion.
Katie and Ryan held each other close as they lay in Ryan's bed. The championship trophy sat on the large dresser and Ryan gazed at it with a huge smile on his face. He was in a trance and Katie could not help but smile. Tomorrow the trophy would be displayed in its new home at the Ladder Three firehouse.
"You really love boxing, don't you?” Katie asked as she trailed her fingertips along Ryan's chest.
He gazed into her eyes.
"I do."
Katie smiled.
"More than fighting fires?” she asked.
"No. Fighting fires is my life. It's what keeps me going."
"Don't you ever worry?” Katie asked and Ryan pulled her closer.
"No Angel. There is no room on the job for fear. It's who I am and what I do."
"I know. First one in, last one out, right?"
Katie's stomach fluttered. The phrase used to faze her, fill her with negatives and worry. With Ryan and her brothers, it filled her with pride.
"Right."
Katie looked away a moment then grinned.
"What is it Angel?"
"You may just be worth keeping after all."
Ryan laughed.
"You think so, huh?"
"Maybe."
Ryan softly gave Katie a kiss.
Katie snuggled closer to Ryan, absorbing his cologne, his manliness and the fact that she was in love with a firefighter.
"Prove to me that I'm a keeper, Angel."
"How would you like me to do that?” Katie said, seductively rubbing her hand over his thigh and to his backside.
Ryan smiled.
"Say you'll love me for the rest of our lives."
Katie sat up to look Ryan in the eyes.
"What?"
"You heard me."
Katie was silent a moment, not sure where exactly Ryan was headed with such a statement.
"Maybe I could,” Katie teased and Ryan reached towards the nightstand and opened the drawer.
He sat up in bed and took her hand into his.
"Katie Marie McKeller, I love you. Will you marry me and be the wife of a firefighter, a boxer and a man with a short fuse?” he asked, smiling, then showing her the sparking round diamond ring.
Tears filled Katie's eyes.
"Those are all the things I love about you, Ryan Masters. I will."
Ryan placed the ring on Katie's finger then kissed her.
They both scooted back down under the sheets and held each other close.
"I've got one more question for you Angel ... how many kids do you want?"
"Oh, I don't know. A few I guess."
"I was thinking about six. You know, our own little Ladder Company,” Ryan teased.
"Or ER trauma nurses,” Katie challenged.
Ryan laughed.
"Whatever they want to be."
"Yeah, whatever they want to be."
They both smiled with thoughts about their future, their marriage and plans for a family.
Katie knew that heading back to Warrens Cove was the best decision she ever made.
She was in love with the man of her dreams, she had her family's support and love and a firefighting family tradition she thought she did not want to be a part of.
Katie was going to be a wife of a firefighter just like her mom, her grandma and all those before her. She embraced the tradition with pride, with respect and felt honored at the chance to be part of the elite force. From this day on, she promised Ryan that she would love him for the rest of their lives, always and forever.
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