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In March of 1996, my neighboring town of Jackson, Mississippi, was shaken to the core when one of our firemen walked into Central Fire Station and killed four district chiefs. He then wounded several other firefighters and a cop in his effort to get away. Shortly thereafter, police discovered that he had also murdered his wife.

The event was a tragic one for our community. A gaping hole was left in the Jackson fire department, and suddenly the town became aware of how important those men and women in our protective services can be.

It gave me the idea for the Newpointe 911 series, in which the close-knit community of firefighters, paramedics, and police officers in my fictitious town of Newpointe struggle together against the dangers that threaten their town. I wanted my readers to have a new appreciation for the individuals who make up these forces—individuals with families and friends and beliefs and values. Individuals who hurt and grieve and bleed like we do, but who must go on, because they’ve sworn to protect us. This series is a salute to those real individuals who live from emergency to emergency, and often put our lives before their own.

Thanks to my stepfather, Bill Weathersby, retired Jackson firefighter, who fought fires because it was what he loved to do. He gave me answers to many questions—both simple and complicated. I couldn’t have written this if he hadn’t been just a phone call away.


Also, thanks to Dr. Harry Kraus, who doesn’t report me to the FBI when I ask him questions like, “How could I shoot a person in the head without killing him?” Being a novelist himself, he patiently talked me through the scenarios I needed to set my story up. I hope I can someday return the favor.

Thanks to my agent, Greg Johnson, for not putting money above the calling. How wonderful to work with someone who shares my vision.

Thanks to Mike Hoffman, Zondervan webmaster, who gave me a map of cyberspace and opened a whole new world of research for me.

And finally, a huge thanks to the best fiction team in publishing today—Dave Lambert, Lori Walburg, and Sue Brower—for their tireless work to make my books something we can all be proud of. I probably put us all through the wringer on this one!







Chapter One



The competing sounds of brass bands, jazz ensembles, and zydeco musicians gave Newpointe, Louisiana, an irresistibly festive atmosphere, but Mark Branning tried not to feel festive. It was a struggle, since he stood in a clown suit with an orange wig on his head, preparing to make the long walk down the Mardi Gras parade route. Already, Jacquard Street was packed with tourists and townspeople here to chase beads and candy being thrown by drunken heroes. In moments, he and his fellow firefighters, also dressed as clowns, would fall into their sloppy formation on the town’s main drag, followed by the fire truck that carried even more painted firemen.

It was what promoters advertised as a “family friendly” parade—unlike the decadent bacchanalian celebrations in New Orleans, only forty minutes away. But Fat Tuesday was still Fat Tuesday, no matter where it was celebrated, and it always got out of hand. It was the time of year when the protective services in Newpointe had to be on the alert. Last year, during the same “family friendly” parade, a man had been stabbed, two women had been raped, and they’d been called to the scene of four drunk-driving accidents. It seemed to get worse every year.

Just days ago, Jim Shoemaker, police chief of the small town, and Craig Barnes, fire chief, had appealed to the mayor that the town was better served if their forces remained on duty on Fat Tuesday. Mayor Patricia Castor insisted that the community needed to see their emergency personnel having fun with everyone else. It fostered trust, she said, and made the men and women who protected the town look more human. At her insistence, and to Shoemaker’s and Barnes’s dismay, only skeleton crews were to remain on duty, while the rest of the firemen, police officers, and paramedics were to dress like clowns and act like idiots. “It’s a religious holiday,” she drawled, as if that sealed her decision.

Mark slung the shoulder strap of his bag of beads and candies over his head, and snickered at the idea that they would call Fat Tuesday a religious anything. The fact that it preceded Lent—a time for fasting and reflection as Easter approached—seemed to him a lame excuse for drunken revelry.

A police squad car pulled up beside the group of wayward firefighters, and Stan Shepherd, the town’s only detective—still unadorned and unpainted—grinned out at him. “Lookin’ good, Mark,” he said with a chuckle.

“So how’d you get out of this?” Mark asked him, ambling toward the car. “I thought Newpointe’s finest were supposed to dress like demonic bikers.”

“Makes a lot of sense, doesn’t it?” Stan asked with a grin. “Pat Castor wants us to show the town how human and accessible we are, so she makes us wear makeup that could give nightmares to a Marine.”

“Hey, what can you say? It’s Mardi Gras. You still haven’t told me why you’re not made up.”

“Because I refused,” Stan stated flatly. “How’s that for a reason?”

Mark leaned on the car door and stared down at his friend. “You mean that’s all it took?”

“That’s all. Plus I read some statute to her about how it was illegal for someone out of uniform to drive a squad car.”

“You’re not in uniform, Stan.”

“Yes, I am. I’m a plainclothes cop. This is my uniform.” Stan looked past Mark to the others milling around, waiting impatiently for their chance to ruin their reputations. “Speaking of nightmares, check out George’s costume.”


“You talkin’ ’bout me?” George Broussard asked, coming toward the car. Mark grinned at the Cajun’s gaudy three-colored foil wig and the yellow and purple-polka dot shirt he wore. It was too little for him, and the buttons strained over his protruding gut. His hairy belly peeked out from under the bottom hem of the ill-chosen blouse, and someone had drawn a smiling pair of lips under his navel and crossed eyes above it.

“Yep. The stuff that bad dreams are made of,” Mark agreed.

“Yeah, and you got lotsa room to talk,” George returned. “Just ’cause you don’t got the canvas I got to work with…” He patted his bare belly again, and Mark turned away in mock disgust.

Mark was glad he had lost weight since he and Allie had split up. The wives gleefully wielding the face and body paint were particularly cruel to those midlife paunches. His costume did, at least, cover all of his torso without accenting any glaring flaws, though he could have done without the flapper fringe that some sadistic seamstress had applied in rows to the polyester shirt.

“Is Allie gonna be here today?” Stan asked Mark.

Mark glanced at George, wishing Stan hadn’t asked that in front of him. He hadn’t broadcast the news of his separation from his wife and figured there were still some in town who didn’t know about it. That suited him just fine. George, who had only been in Newpointe for the past year, wasn’t a close enough friend for Mark to air his dirty laundry with.

As if he sensed Mark’s discomfort, George wandered off and blended back into the cluster of clowns.

“How would I know what Allie’s gonna do?” Mark asked.

“Don’t give me that garbage,” Stan said. “You keep closer tabs on your wife now than you did before.”

“Estranged wife. I don’t know if she’ll be here. I doubt it. It’s not her thing.” He straightened, unwrapped a Jolly Rancher, and popped it into his mouth. “Then again, I did kind of think she might swallow some of her self-righteousness today to come help the wives paint us up. It’s a power thing, you know. They love to make us look ridiculous. Allie’s devoted her life to it.”

“At least you’re not bitter.”

The barb hit home. “Bitter? Why should I be bitter? Actually, I feel great. I love my new bachelor life. Did I tell you that I picked up some great furniture at Kay Neubig’s garage sale? Mid-century relics complete with the original stuffing coming out from the tears in the authentic vinyl. And my apartment has ambiance. The building’s foundation is going, so the whole place slants. It’s hard to keep gravity from pulling the kitchen cabinets open, and I worry a little when the train that comes by at two A.M. every night makes the building sway and vibrate—but like I said, ambiance. You know how I live for ambiance.”

“So you’re ticked about the apartment. Do you miss your wife?”

Mark was glad his face was painted so the heat moving to his cheeks wasn’t apparent. Stan was a good friend, but he was crossing the line. He decided to change the subject. “Let’s just say I’m aware that she’s not here. I’m also aware that your wife isn’t here. Why isn’t Celia wielding a paintbrush today with the other cop wives?”

“Because we’re boycotting the whole makeup idea. She’s here. I’ll pick her up when the procession gets up to Bonaparte, and she’ll ride the rest of the way with me.”

“I thought only uniformed cops could ride in the squad cars.”

“She’s dressed just like I am—in plainclothes.” Stan grinned and winked, then put the car into drive and skirted the band and the motorcycles up ahead.

Mark turned back toward the firemen and saw George dancing to the jazz band. That face painted on his stomach gave him a comical double-decker look that had the women among them doubling over in laughter.


“If Martha could see you now!” one of the wives yelled.

“She will, darlin’,” George said. “She’s bringin’ the baby. They’re probably in the crowd as we speak.”

“Poor kid,” Mark muttered with a grin. “Only six months old, and he has to see a thing like this.”

 

The noise of the sirens, revving motorcycles, and brass bands playing three streets over almost drowned out the screams of the six-month-old baby in the Broussard house, but Reese Carter, the old man who lived next door, pulled himself up from his little rolling stool in his garden and wondered why the baby’s mother hadn’t quieted him yet. The parents—George Broussard, a local fireman, and his pretty wife, Martha—were attentive, and he rarely heard the baby crying for more than a few minutes. But this had gone on since the parade had started—probably more than half an hour now.

Not one to intrude where he wasn’t invited, he tried to mind his own business and concentrate on the weeds he pulled from his garden. He wished the parade would end, so that he could have peace again. The conflicting sounds of jazz and marching bands, drum corps from the high school, tapes playing on floats, and sirens blaring were making him wish he’d picked today to visit a relative out of town. But most of his people lived here in Louisiana, and he doubted there was a place in the state that was immune to Fat Tuesday.

Despite the parade noise, he could still hear the baby screaming. He pulled his gloves off with a disgusted sigh, trying to decide whether to go inside where he couldn’t hear the baby’s cries, or check to see if things were all right next door. His first instinct was to go inside, but then he remembered that last Christmas, after his wife died, when he’d expected to spend the day alone mired in self-pity, Martha Broussard had knocked on his door and invited him over to share Christmas dinner. He hadn’t wanted to go—hadn’t been in a festive mood and didn’t want to pretend he was—but she had insisted. So he had gone, and several hours later he realized that the day was mostly over and he hadn’t had time to feel sorry for himself.

If something was wrong next door now, he owed it to them to see if there was anything he could do. Maybe the baby was sick, and he could go to the drugstore for some medicine. Or maybe Tommy just had colic and couldn’t be comforted, in which case Reese could show Martha some of the tricks that his wife had used on their children and grandchildren.

He dusted off his hands, then rinsed them under the faucet on the side of his house and dried them on his pants. He caught a faint whiff of smoke in the air. Someone must be breaking the city ordinance about burning limbs in their yard. Fat Tuesday seemed to give people license to do whatever they wanted, he thought with disdain as he headed down his driveway, cut across the Broussard yard, and trudged up the porch steps to the door. He rang the bell and waited. No answer.

Now that he was closer, he could hear that the baby wasn’t just crying—he was screaming wildly. Reese leaned closer to the door and called, “Martha? Are you there?”

He knocked hard, hurting his arthritic knuckles, then raised his voice. “Martha! It’s Reese Carter, next door. Martha, are you there?”

But all he heard in reply was the baby’s gasping wails against the background of jazz music three blocks away.

 

The jazz band in front of Mark and the other firemen changed tunes, and some accordions launched into a zydeco tune. Trying to keep himself and the rest of the firemen in the spirit as they waited for their turn to march out onto the parade route, Mark led some of the others in an absurd chorus-line kick dance that fit perfectly with their attire. As he clowned, he scanned the other firemen and wondered how much beer they—and the rest of the parade participants—had already guzzled in the spirit of the festivities. It was only ten o’clock in the morning, yet trays and trays of drafts in plastic cups had been doled out to those waiting to participate.

Some of the wives still milled among the firemen, finishing up the outlandish makeup jobs. Jamie Larkins, with a cup of beer in one hand and an eyeliner pencil in the other, was swaying to the beat as she painted Marty Bledsoe’s face. Susan Ford, a pretty black woman who wouldn’t touch alcohol even if she were dying of thirst, finished Slater Finch’s bare back—on which she’d drawn Betty Boop eyes and lips and applied a fake nose. She saw Mark horsing around and said, “You better stop that sweating, Mark Branning, you hear me?” The sweet demand cut through the laughing voices as Susan approached him with her makeup tray. “Look at you. Your smile is dripping. Our king of choreography is losing his looks.”

“Me? Never,” Mark deadpanned. “You may note that I have the least amount of face paint on. They knew not to mess with a good thing.”

“Either that, or you already fit the bill without it.”

Mark looked wounded. “Susan, you slay me. I believed you when you said I looked like George Clooney.”

“Loony, Mark, not Clooney. And I never mentioned a George.”

He grinned as she reached up with a tissue and wiped the smear from his mouth. “You’re a mean woman, Susan Ford.”

“You bet I am. And don’t you forget it.” Her smile faded as she touched up his face. “By the way, I saw Allie yesterday.”

“Speaking of mean women?” he asked.

She wasn’t amused. “She looked awful lonesome, Mark.”

Again, he was glad that his face paint hid the heat rushing to his cheeks. He didn’t know why every conversation these days seemed to lead directly to Allie. If Allie looked “lonesome,” it was because she’d chosen to be alone. They’d been separated for over two months now, and although neither of them had made a move to file for divorce, there was no movement being made toward a reconciliation, either.

Susan seemed to realize she’d hit a nerve. Reaching up to press a kiss on his painted cheek, she whispered, “Sorry, honey. Didn’t mean to bring you down.”

“It’s okay. No problem.” A bone-thin majorette passed with a tray of beer, and he eyed it this time, wondering if he should drink just one to keep his mood from deflating completely. But Susan was there, as well as others from his church who would pass immediate judgment. He let the tray pass and wished the parade would hurry up and move so he could get the morning over with.

 

At Midtown Fire Station on Purchase Street, where all of Newpointe’s protective services were located side by side, right across from city hall and the courthouse, Nick Foster paced the bunkroom and rehearsed his sermon for his little church’s midweek service. It was tough being a bivocational pastor, juggling practical and spiritual duties. Sometimes it was impossible to separate his ministry from his profession. Today was one of those times. Whenever he dared to buck the mayor’s authority and refuse to participate in something he believed to be immoral—as he had today—he risked losing his job as a fireman. Without it, he wouldn’t make enough to pay his rent. Though Calvary Bible Church had its share of supporters, there weren’t many families in the body who had much to give. Newpointe, as a whole, was not a wealthy town. Most of the tithes and offerings went to pay for the building they’d built two years ago, plus the missions projects he’d started. There wasn’t much left over for him, which was fine as long as he had firefighting to keep his refrigerator stocked. He lived in a trailer across the street from the church. “The parsonage,” his church called it, even though neither he nor the church owned it.

He got stuck on one of the points in his sermon, went back to his notes, made a quick change, then began pacing again. What did you tell a town whose residents had been brought up on voodoo and Mardi Gras? Even though he’d made it a point to preach a series of sermons on idolatry in the weeks preceding Mardi Gras, he was still astounded at the number of his church members who made themselves part of the infrastructure that upheld the holiday. Half of his congregation was in the parade, and the other half was watching.

He stumbled on the words again and sank onto a bunk, feeling more frustrated than usual. Did it really matter if he got the words right, if no one really listened?

Taking off his wire-rimmed glasses, he dropped his head and stared down between his feet for a moment, feeling the burden of all those souls weighing on his heart. Finally, he closed his eyes and began to pray that God would make him more effective, that he’d open their hearts and ears, that they would see things clearly…

He heard the door slam shut and looked up to see Dan Nichols, one of the other firefighters holding down the skeleton crew.

The tall blonde man was drenched in sweat and breathing hard, but to Nick’s amusement, he went straight to the mirror and checked the receding hairline that seemed such a source of preoccupation to him.

“Has it moved any?” Nick teased.

Dan shot him an annoyed look. He slid the towel off of his neck and began wiping his face. “I wasn’t looking at my hair.”

Nick forced back his grin. Though he knew that he and Dan were considered two of the most eligible bachelors in town, Dan was by far the first choice of most of the single ladies. He was athletic and physically fit, something no one could say about Nick. And Dan had something else Nick didn’t have. Money. Lots of it. He was one of the rare breed of firefighters who didn’t have to work a second job to make ends meet. Dan had come from a wealthy family, had a geology degree, and could have been anything he wanted. But all he’d wanted was to be a fireman.

“You been out jogging?” Nick asked, a little surprised that he’d risk being away from the station when they were understaffed.

“I didn’t go far,” Dan said. “If we’d gotten a call, you would have seen me as soon as you pulled out.”

“So is it crazy out there yet?”

“Gettin’ loud, I’ll say that.” He dropped down on the bunk across from Nick, still panting. “You know—” He hesitated, as if carefully weighing his words. “I know it was right for us to take a stand and not participate in Mardi Gras, but part of me feels like a stick-in-the-mud.”

“Sure, I know,” Nick said. “It’s just a parade, right? No big deal, just a day of fun that’s no harm to anybody. Don’t buy into that lie, Dan.”

Dan grinned. “It’s just that everybody’s there. I’m human. I grew up on Mardi Gras. It feels weird not being part of it.”

Nick fought his disappointment. “Tell you the truth, I was surprised you stood with me on this. Why did you?”

Dan patted his shoulder and grinned. “Because you’re right. You know you are.” He stood up. “I think I’ll go take a shower.”

The door opened again as Dan headed for the bathroom, and Craig Barnes, the fire chief, shot in.

“Hey, boss,” Nick said. “Thought you were at the parade.”

“Yeah, I’m going,” he said. “I’m hoping to avoid the blasted makeup. You won’t see Mayor Castor prancing down the street with floppy shoes and a big nose. No, she gets to ride in a convertible and hang on to her dignity, and she expects me to hoof it with a bunch of drunken firefighters whose goal it is to make this department the laughingstock of the town.”

Nick thought of echoing the sentiment, but in this mood, he doubted Craig would appreciate it. The chief wasn’t one to pal around with his subordinates. He rarely vented, but when he did, it was usually meant to be a monologue.

“Where’s everybody, anyway?” Craig demanded as he went to his locker and pulled out his cap. “Don’t tell me you’re the only one here.”

“Dan’s in the shower, and Junior is sweeping out back. You know, Craig, if you didn’t show up, it might make a nice statement.”

“With all those other bozos falling all over themselves to be in the parade? Some statement. No, I’ve go to grin and bear it.” He slammed the locker and started out. “If anybody calls looking for me, tell ’em I’m on my way.”

“Sure thing,” Nick said.

As the fire chief headed back out the door, Nick sighed. So much was being made of so little. The mania itself ought to be a wake-up call to those who made themselves a part of the custom.

But all he could do was preach and pray, and hope that someday, they would start listening.

 

The city employees’ float, decorated like a pirate’s ship, pulled into the street several positions in front of the firemen, cueing them that it was time to get into formation. Laughter erupted from some of the wives milling among the firemen, some already tipsy, others sober yet giddy as they prepared their husbands for the parade.


Lonesome, Mark thought with contempt. He couldn’t say why Susan’s description had ruined his mood.

He remembered another parade: the July Fourth parade last year, when Allie had been there among them, part of the fire family and the other half of himself. She had dressed like Martha Washington, and he’d been Uncle Sam. It had been a fun day, even in the sweltering heat.

He winced as Jamie Larkins, another fire wife, was swept away on a gale of raucous laughter. Cale, her husband, had been stealing sips from her draft, too, and Mark wondered if the effects would wear off before Cale went on duty tonight. He hoped so. A drunk or hungover firefighter was the last thing they needed on Fat Tuesday.

As the parade began to move, the brass band in front of them kicked into a newer, faster cadence and began dancing their way toward Jacquard Street. The firemen all looked at each other with comical dread before following. Some of them were jollier clowns than others, having been siphoning the beer that had been circulating like water since they’d gotten there that morning. It was the one day each year when the mayor footed the bill for something that wasn’t an absolute necessity. Nick Foster, Mark’s pastor, had protested the use of funds and asked her to spend it on much-needed bulletproof vests for the cops, a new pumper for the fire department, or updated rescue units for the paramedics. But as usual, she paid no attention.

Mark had considered taking Nick’s stand and refusing to be in the parade, but part of him wanted to join in the fun, even though he’d voiced his righteous indignation just for the record. Part of him felt like a hypocrite—pretending to be spiritually offended by the parade even though, as everyone knew, he hadn’t attended church since he and Allie had separated. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to—it was just that it was too uncomfortable with his wife there, all tense and cold, and with all of the members who had been his close friends offering advice that he neither needed nor wanted. If Mark had chosen to follow his pastor’s lead, he was sure Nick would have used their time alone at the station to lecture him, again, about the mistake he was making in letting his marriage fail—as if that were his choice.

In a whirlwind of noise, the siren on the ladder truck behind them went off, and the motorcycles carrying the cops with faces painted like demonic rock stars roared louder. Another siren farther back, presumably from a rescue unit, moaned at migraine-level volume. Mark tried to shake himself out of the depression threatening to close over him; impulsively, he reached for one of the passing trays. He grabbed a draft and threw it back, then crushed the cup in his hand and dropped it to the ground. It did nothing to improve his mood, but he noticed Susan Ford and her husband, Ray—one of Mark’s closest friends and the captain on his shift—watching him with sober, concerned faces. He wished they would both just mind their own business.

As the parade moved, the firemen scuffed onto Jacquard Street in their oversized shoes and undersized ruffled shirts, waving and tossing beads and candy to the cheers and pleas of hyperactive children and intoxicated adults, begging, “Throw me some beads!”

For the sake of goodwill in his community, Mark plastered on a smile and tried to have a good time.







Chapter Two



The baby’s vibrato cries grew hoarse, but the level of urgency in his tone seemed to heighten as Reese Carter banged once again on Martha Broussard’s door. Should he go around back? Maybe Martha was hanging laundry or working in the yard with one of those carry-around stereos with those despicable headphones that young people seemed to love these days. That wasn’t like her, though. Martha wasn’t that young, and she wasn’t that irresponsible.

The smell of smoke grew stronger, and finally his fear that something was terribly wrong overcame his reluctance. He tested the knob, found it unlocked, and pushed the door open.

Feeling as if he were intruding in a place where he had no right to be, he stepped hesitantly inside. “Martha? Is anyone here?”

The baby’s hoarse voice choked out louder and more desperately, so he headed down the hall to the baby’s room.

Martha wasn’t there. The baby’s face was crimson and wet, and his eyes were swollen from the tears. It had been a long time since Reese had picked up a baby, and again he worried that Martha would think he was intruding, but something was obviously wrong. He leaned over the crib and lifted the baby out.

Tommy had been crying too hard to stop, so his pattern changed from screams to hiccup sobs as the old man rocked him. “Martha?” Reese called again.

He carried the baby back down the hall and peered into the living room. There was no sign of her, but a packed diaper bag lay on the floor, some of its contents spilled out. He stepped toward it, peering from the living room into the kitchen. “Martha?”

It was then that he saw the splatters on the blue carpet, the brownish-red spray that was easy to miss at first, then the darker red blotches. He caught his breath.

His heart began to pound painfully against his chest. The baby still cried, and Reese held him tighter as he followed the drops across the carpet and into the kitchen, toward the back door that stood open. His mind raced with possibilities. Maybe she had fallen and hit her head, then gotten up, confused, and wandered outside, where she had passed out in the yard.

He stepped carefully around the blood and pushed open the screen door.

The yard was filling with smoke, and he doubted that it was coming from someone burning tree limbs. He turned back into the kitchen and, with trembling hands, set the baby in the swing and locked the seat belt. As Reese stumbled outside, the baby began to wail again, but he couldn’t go back. There was an old storage building at the back of the Broussard yard, and flames were shooting out of the roof.

The door to the structure was partially open, and thick smoke poured out. Coughing, he kicked the door open and tried to see inside. Between the lawn mower and a bicycle, he could barely make out the shape of a woman’s legs.

“Martha!” Stomping out the flames over the threshold, he stepped in, reached for her feet, and pulled her out. It wasn’t until she was out of the reach of the flames, lying on the grass, that he was able to see her face.

Martha Broussard had a bullet hole through her forehead.

Reese fell back in horror, then turned and ran, tripping on the step as he rushed into the house for the telephone. The baby kept screaming as he grabbed the phone and dialed.

“911, may I help you?”


He tried to speak, but the words choked in his throat. “Uh…yes…please, help. Martha…Martha Broussard…has been shot…and there’s fire.”

Clutching the telephone in his shaking hands, Reese gradually became aware of the raucous strains of “When the Saints Come Marching In” mingling with the screams of the baby whose mother lay dead.







Chapter Three



Stan Shepherd’s wife Celia leaned out the passenger window of his squad car, tossing “What Would Jesus Do?” bracelets and gospel tracts to the frolicking onlookers as he drove slowly along the parade route. It had occurred to Stan that he could get fired for sharing his faith from a squad car. But he had decided to allow himself that freedom to make up for having to be in the parade in the first place. Besides, Celia wouldn’t have taken no for an answer.

The roar and clash of the parade almost drowned out the radio call from Dispatch, but he heard the name Martha Broussard and just enough more to make his face go pale. He reached across the front seat for Celia’s shoulder and pulled her back into the car. “Honey, you’ve got to get out.”

“Why?”

“I’ve got a call. Possible homicide.”

Celia got out, closed the door, and trotted alongside, asking through the open window, “Who was killed?”

He didn’t want to alarm her—and besides, he still hadn’t confirmed the identity of the victim—so he didn’t answer. “I don’t know how I’ll get out of here,” he said instead. His siren and lights were already on for the parade, so there was nothing he could do to let the crowds know he had a real emergency.

“Stan?” Celia asked again. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know yet,” he shouted over the noise. “Get back now. I have to find a way through.”


Celia fell back, and he tried to inch his way to the side of the road—but there were people crowding the roadside. Up ahead, one of the motorcycle cops had heard the call and was turning his bike around and ordering people out of the way. He yelled something to the other cops in the parade, who stopped their parade maneuvers and skirted the side of the parade up to where the firemen clowned.

Up ahead, Stan saw the fire truck pull out of the line and make a path through the crowd toward an intersection that wasn’t on the parade route. He wondered if anyone who’d heard the call had told George Broussard yet.

He picked up the radio mike and told the dispatcher he was on his way. As he inched his way through the crowd to the next intersection, where he could escape the parade route, he saw George Broussard standing stock-still in the middle of the parade, his face painted in a surreal smile and his belly poking out from under his shirt with a face painted on it. One of the cops straddled his bike next to George, shouting into his ear, breaking the news. George’s face went slack as he reached up and pulled off the foil wig he wore, then spotted Stan in the approaching squad car and launched toward him.

The music played on, festive and upbeat, as the distraught fireman reached Stan’s squad car and dove into the passenger seat. “My wife!” he cried.

“We’re on our way, buddy,” Stan said. Finally reaching the intersection, he stomped the accelerator.

 

At the Midtown Station, Nick Foster, Dan Nichols, and Junior Reynolds pulled the pumper out of its stall and raced to the address the dispatcher had given them. Something about Martha Broussard-had the dispatcher said she’d been shot?


Nick pulled on his oxygen tank and set the mask over his head as the truck approached the Broussard house. As the truck slowed and he leaped off, he prayed that Martha Broussard wasn’t this year’s first casualty of Fat Tuesday.







Chapter Four



The fire at the Broussard house had been small; the crew on duty had put it out quickly. In no time, the modest home had been converted into a crime scene. Yellow tape cordoned off the yard and the street for a block in either direction, and a handful of cops in clownwear came and went from the front door, most with smeared paint on their faces, since none had taken the time to remove it.

Mark Branning, still dressed in his flapper fringe and baggy ruffled pants, stood back among the firemen awaiting further instructions. None of the usual post-fire policies could be observed, since the blaze was connected with a shooting. The police department was in charge now.

Nick, who’d been one of the first firefighters to reach the scene, had told him that Martha Broussard had been found in the fire with a head wound from a gunshot. Two paramedics were still in the backyard—saving her life, Mark hoped, but as time passed and they didn’t rush her out to the ambulance to be helicoptered to the hospital in Slidell, his fears rose that the news wasn’t good.

The faces were sober as cops and crime photographers came and went from the house. The air was charged with smoke and apprehension.

“She’s dead, don’t you think?” Ray Ford asked him in a dull monotone.

Mark shook his head in sympathy. “Poor George. Who could have done this?”


“Could be anybody,” Ray said. “We don’t really know them that well.”

That was true. The Broussards had lived in Newpointe for only a year. George had grown up here, but had lived in Monroe for most of his adult life. They had moved back to be closer to his aging parents. The fire department had accepted George’s experience with wide-open arms, making him a shift captain. They had seemed like nice people—kept their yard neat, went to church, minded their own business…

But this murder changed everything.

“You don’t think they was runnin’ from somethin’ when they come here, do you?” Ray asked him.

Mark glanced at him, surprised. “I thought Susan and Martha were friends. Wouldn’t she know?”

“She thought the world of Martha. Loves that baby. She gon’ be sick.”

Mark stared back up at the house as Stan came out the front door, got behind the wheel of the car he’d driven in the parade, and radioed something in. The baby’s cries grew louder, and Mark looked back at the front door. George stood in the foyer with that stupid clown shirt hanging open, his burly chest and the face on his belly exposed as he stared into space.

Mark wondered if Allie would be frightened when she learned that there was a killer on the loose. He thought of asking Stan if Martha was, indeed, dead, and if they knew who did it. But Stan was busy.

“I still say they was runnin’ from somethin’,” Ray Ford muttered. “George’s got some enemy did this. Maybe a gamblin’ debt.”

“Does George gamble?”

“I don’t know. But it makes sense.”

Mark glared at the black man who was one of his closest friends. “Anybody ever tell you you watch too many movies? You don’t even know if the man gambles, and you’re convinced that his wife was murdered because of a gambling debt. If you leave here and tell anybody that, so help me, I’ll strangle you.”

Ray looked offended. “I ain’t no gossip, Mark. I’m just sayin’—it looks a little suspicious.”

“Hey—maybe George did it,” Mark muttered sarcastically.

Ray’s eyebrows shot up. “No! You don’t think—”

Mark rolled his eyes. “Stop speculating, Ray. The man’s wife was killed. That doesn’t make him a gambler or a murderer, and it doesn’t mean he was in the Witness Protection Program, and it doesn’t mean he’s an underworld spy. It’s Fat Tuesday, and bad things always happen on Fat Tuesday. Leave it at that and let the cops do the detective work.”

Ray bristled and ambled back to the fire truck.







Chapter Five



Allie Branning put the finishing touches on the last purple Mardi Gras centerpiece she had made for the Krewe of Janus Ball tonight at the Newpointe High School gym. Sweeping her blonde hair behind one ear, she checked her list to see which hospital arrangements she needed to do first. She couldn’t make any deliveries until after the parade, because it cut through the center of town, making it impossible to get from her little flower shop, Blooms ’n’ Blossoms, to the tiny noncritical care hospital on the other side of town. At least she could take consolation in the fact that the steady stream of customers she’d had yesterday had stopped, if only for the duration of the parade.

The bell attached to the front door clanged as someone came in, and she peered from the back room to the front. It was Jill Clark, her closest friend. “Come on back, Jill,” she called. “I’ve got a ton of things to do. These Mardi Gras parties are killing me.

“Enjoy it and just make a killing,” Jill said, purloining one of the peppermint sticks that Allie kept in a container beside the cash register. Peeling off the wrapping, she stuck the tip in her mouth and strolled to the back room. The candy gave her a youthful, pixie look that belied the fact that she was the most respected attorney in town. “You know, I think you’re the only business in all of Newpointe that’s open today,” Jill said.

Jill was wearing jeans and tennis shoes rather than the usual dark suit that seemed to be her dress code in the courtroom. Her short brown hair looked more relaxed and less polished than usual.

“Did you take off today?” Allie asked.

“Well, not really, but when no one made any appointments and court wasn’t even in session, I figured I might as well kick back and take it easy. You want to have lunch?”

“Can’t,” Allie said. “Too many deliveries to make after the parade is over, and no help. I’ve called every part-timer who’s ever worked for me, and they all considered it cruel and unusual punishment to make them work on Fat Tuesday. Last year, I had Mark to help me. But things were different then: Pat Castor didn’t force the firemen to observe this oh-so-solemn religious holiday, and we weren’t in the middle of a divorce—”

“Divorce?” Jill took the peppermint from her mouth. “Allie, you said that wasn’t an option, that you didn’t believe in divorce.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about it, and I’ve decided that it believes in me,” she said, clipping the flower stems with a vengeance in the sinkful of water. “I have biblical grounds.”

“What biblical grounds?”

“Adultery.”

Jill stepped up to the table where Allie stood and touched her wet hands, stopping her work. Allie met her eyes.

“Allie, I know you. Biblical grounds or not—adultery or not—divorce will make your life worse, not better.”

Allie held her gaze for several moments. Outside the shop, she heard the upbeat music of the parade passing by, children shouting and revelers laughing. She wondered if Mark was at the beginning of the procession or the end—and if he’d even give her a second thought as he passed the business they had built together.

“What choice do I have?” she asked Jill. “What am I supposed to do? There haven’t been any grand gestures or any noble attempts to reconcile.”


“From you or him,” Jill pointed out.

“I’m the one who was wronged.”

“You aren’t even sure about that, Allie.”

“Oh, I’m sure, all right. Jill, the ball’s in his court, and he’s not going to play it.”

“Do you really want him to play it?”

“I don’t know.” She smiled sadly. “Maybe I just want to ram him in the head with it.”

“He’s a stubborn man,” Jill conceded. “But I don’t really think you want to lose him.”

“I have already.” Allie picked up a long-stemmed rose and tapped the white petals against her lips. They’d had white roses shaped in a cross as the centerpiece of their wedding, when they’d vowed to love each other until death. The death of what, she wondered now. “Problems can be worked out, but when your husband just stops loving you…”

Jill took the rose out of Allie’s hand. “See, I don’t think he really has stopped loving you. Not entirely. It’s a miserable, unhappy man that I see walking around town these days. He covers it with jokes and barbs, and all that Branning sarcasm and charm, but there’s a lot of pain in his eyes.”

“He’s not proud of our failure,” Allie said. “Neither am I.”

“Then don’t fail.”

Allie met her friend’s steady, pull-no-punches gaze. Jill would never change.

The front door jingled again as someone came in. “Allie, are you here?”

Allie and Jill came out from the back room and saw Celia standing at the door, perspiring as if she had just run two miles, and gasping to catch her breath. Outside, the jazz of the parade mixed with jubilant shouts and motorcycle engines and horns honking. “Celia, what is it?”

“There’s been a murder,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “They’re saying it’s Martha Broussard.”


Allie’s eyes widened. “Really?”

Celia went to the small water tank and filled a paper cup with water. She took a drink, then tried to go on again. “The whole crew left. Cops, firemen, paramedics. The parade was gutted.”

Allie looked at Jill, then back at Celia. “Celia, are you sure?”

“No,” Celia admitted, “not about who the victim was. But Ray Ford told Susan that the call had been to the Broussard address, and that Martha had a gunshot wound. I’m telling you, it gets worse every year. I just hope Stan can figure out who did it before the creep gets away. All we need is to have a killer loose on the night of Fat Tuesday.”

“Poor Martha,” Allie whispered. “I can’t imagine…” She looked at the other two women. “Did either of you know her very well?”

Celia shook her head. “I kept meaning to have them over.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Allie said. “But with Mark and me separated…”

“Maybe it’s not too late. I’ll hear from Stan as soon as he gets back to the station,” Celia said. “Maybe she’s still alive. You know how news can get distorted in this town.”

A while later, Allie tuned to the Newpointe radio station as she returned from her deliveries. Details about the shooting were sketchy, but the announcer seemed certain that Martha had been murdered, that there were no leads on the killer, and that someone with a gun and a heart to kill was still roaming the streets. Allie drove back from the high school gym by rote, down Second Street, then right on Jacquard to Bonaparte. The parade was over, and broken beer bottles, cigarette butts, plastic cups, and confetti of every shape and color lined the streets. She pulled into the parking lot in front of Blooms ’n’ Blossoms, turned off the van’s ignition, and sat there for a moment.

She had never been one to enjoy being alone, and this murder wouldn’t make things easier. As it was, she had trouble sleeping nights. Every creak in their old house, every whistle of the wind, every car that drove by woke her.

Tonight she’d probably be up all night, listening for killers.

Summoning the numbness that had anesthetized her for the past two months, she got out of the van and hurried in, tied her apron back on, and began to furiously design the last of the arrangements that had been ordered. If she could just keep busy, keep her hands working and her mind racing, keep her schedule full and hours packed, she wouldn’t have to let the horror of the news sink in. She would finish the arrangements, make the deliveries, then come back and clean up here. The floor in the front of the shop needed mopping, and it was time to clean the bathroom, even though no one but employees ever used it. And those curtains in the windows were getting dusty. She should wash them tonight, then iron them and hang them back up. There was so much to do that it would be hours before she stopped hurrying and settled into the quiet. After that, maybe she’d be exhausted enough to sleep.

The telephone rang, startling her; she knocked a glass vase off her work table, and it shattered all over the floor. She stood still, staring down at the sharp fragments as if they formed a picture of her life blowing apart.

She made no move to answer the phone. She couldn’t talk right now, not about Martha or George, not about murders or marriages, not even about parades or flowers.

Eventually, the phone stopped ringing, but she remained frozen. I’ve got to move, she told herself. Got to keep busy. No time to think.

But she couldn’t move, couldn’t organize her thoughts enough to clean up the glass or find another vase or arrange the flowers.

She heard the bell on the front door as someone came in, and she wished she had put the “Closed” sign out and locked the door behind her.


“Allie?”

Mark’s voice startled her again, but there was nothing nearby to knock over.

“Allie, are you in back?”

“Here,” she said, surprised at how hollow her voice sounded. “I’m here.”

He came into the doorway.

“Stop!” she said. “You’ll step on the glass. I broke a vase.”

He looked down at the pieces all around her feet. She realized it must look odd to him, the way she just stood there, not making any attempt to clean it up, but she still couldn’t manage to make herself move. “I…have so many deliveries to make. So many arrangements still…and now this.”

She realized how absurd it sounded, as if in the course of her busy day a broken vase rated higher than a murder.

She made herself look at him, at the redness in his eyes and the remnants of white face paint around the edges of his unshaven face. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a pullover golf shirt. Despite the paint, he looked good-as good as he had when she’d first met him. And he stood silently looking at her, as if he had something to say but couldn’t find the words. Looking away from those eyes that seemed to see straight into her, she tried to make a list. Get broom, sweep up glass, finish the arrangement, load the van…

As if he sensed her distress, he got the broom and the dustpan and began to sweep up the glass. She stayed where she was, watching him empty the dustpan into the trash, then come back for a second round of sweeping. “There,” he said quietly. “No harm done.”

She nodded like a robot. “Thank you.”

He regarded her carefully. “You heard about Martha Broussard, didn’t you?”

She nodded again. “How is George?”

“Not too good. You’re not either, are you?”


She felt her face flushing and reached for another vase. “All this business about murder,” she said. “It’s just shaken me a little.”

“I thought you might be afraid.” He got the vase and held it under the sink, filled it halfway with water. He set it back down in front of her.

She began to stick the flowers in the vase, with no regard for color or symmetry.

She looked down at her watch, but the time didn’t register. “I have to get back to the high school. They’re already decorating for the Krewe of Janus Ball. I’ve taken one load over there already. They’re probably waiting.”

“I thought you’d decided not to sell to them. Idol worship, you said, since Janus was a mythical god and all.”

She might have known that he’d throw her words back in her face. “I had to do it anyway,” she said. “I needed the money. It’s not easy maintaining two households. You said you were going to boycott Mardi Gras,” she told him. “Guess neither of us is too good at following our convictions.”

“Or keeping our commitments.”

Her eyes whiplashed up to his as she wondered how he dared make a comment like that when he was the one who had broken his vows. “Like I was saying,” she bit out, “they’re waiting for me at the high school.”

“The Krewe can wait, Allie. I need to talk to you.”

Not today, she thought. Not now. The last thing she wanted was to cry in front of him.

He rubbed his face and took a deep breath, but kept his eyes on the floor. “I was wondering something, Allie. I was wondering if you would go to the funeral with me.”

She felt transparent and wondered if he saw the million conflicting emotions battling on her face. “Why?” she asked. Though the question seemed confrontational, Allie couldn’t help asking it. Did he want her with him for image control—so people who didn’t already know about their breakup wouldn’t find out now?


He swallowed. “I just thought we could put our differences aside for George’s sake. And…well, it’s not going to be an easy day.”

Maybe he needed her, she thought. He was certainly closer to George than she was to Martha. But that idea raised questions.

“Is she going to be there?”

“Who?” he asked in a flat voice, but she didn’t doubt for a moment that he knew.

“Isabelle Mattreaux. Oh, that’s right. You call her Issie.” She said it so bluntly that she surprised even herself. For so long, they had talked around the name, as if uttering it would somehow unleash things that were better left contained.

He looked slightly indignant. “Everybody calls her that. And I would imagine she’ll be there. The whole town will be there. What difference does it make?”

She tried to think. Did it make a difference if she was there? Wouldn’t Allie go anyway? Would she rather be with Mark or without him when she faced her? Would she rather look like the independent, strong woman who’d gone on with her life, or the wife who still hadn’t quite let go?

Mark watched the struggle on her face. Finally, he said, “Never mind, Allie. Just forget it. I thought it would be nice if we went together, for George’s sake, but never mind.” He started for the door.

For a moment she thought of letting him go, but something told her that, if she did, it would become one more thing to add to her list of regrets.

“Mark?”

“What?”

“I’ll go with you.”

He swung around. “Don’t do me any favors, Allie.”

“Do you want me to go, or not?”

“Yes! That’s why I came here. That, and to see if you were all right. To tell you to lock up carefully, and not answer the door if you don’t know who it is.”


The tears that had threatened her, that she had managed to hold at bay, pushed into her eyes now. She turned away and closed her eyes, pressing her tear ducts to keep her tears from falling.

He stepped slowly back into the room.

“Do they know who did it?” she asked, not sure if real curiosity triggered the question or if she was merely trying to get the focus off her feelings for Mark. “Do they have any idea?”

“No. There are very few leads.” His words were delivered in a soft monotone, all business. “We know that it wasn’t a forced entry. Her back door was wide open, and the killer probably just came in through the unlocked screen. He didn’t take anything, so robbery isn’t the motive, and there was no rape. They took fibers and prints and blood samples, and they’re all at the crime lab now.”

“So there’s somebody out there who could walk in and shoot a woman in the forehead for no good reason.”

“Probably somebody who came to town for Mardi Gras. The whole holiday seems to bring out the absolute worst in society. Wouldn’t bother me if Newpointe refused to celebrate it.”

“We’d be evicted from the state of Louisiana.”

He shrugged sarcastically. “A murder here, a rape there—small prices to pay to boost the economy.”

She wasn’t amused, but she knew he didn’t mean for her to be.

“Well, I’ll let you know if they find out anything. And we’ll make firmer plans when the time for the funeral is set.”

She nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

He gazed at her a little longer, then finally looked away. “Are you gonna be all right?”

“You know me,” she said without much feeling. “I’m always all right.”

He started to respond to that, then stopped himself. Finally, he said, “Keep everything locked, okay? Even the shop. I’ll lock up on my way out and put out the ‘Closed’ sign. You have enough to do without any new customers today, anyway.”

She nodded agreement. “Are you on duty tonight?”

“Unofficially. It’s not my shift, but I’m gonna go in and help out for a while. We’re expecting a little more activity tonight.”

They held each other’s gaze for a moment longer, and finally, Mark headed out of the shop.

As she heard him locking the door, Allie sank down onto her stool and covered her face with her hands.







Chapter Six



As expected, the 911 lines stayed lit up the evening of Fat Tuesday as brawls broke out in barrooms and drunk drivers rammed trees. Some addict on PCP tried to fly from a two-story building and wound up breaking his back and both legs. A group of pot-smoking teenagers gathered leaves and sticks to start a campfire in the elementary school’s playground, only to find that the wind was too strong and caught the school on fire. The firefighters had put out the fire before too much damage was done, while the police dispatched to the scene had arrested the youngsters and the paramedics had treated them for smoke inhalation and a few minor burns. Almost every call required a collaborative effort among the town’s emergency teams, and tonight, they were all hopping.

But none of the emergency personnel in Newpointe wanted to answer these emergency calls when there was a killer on the loose. Every one of them wanted to be out searching the¥ town for the man who had killed Martha Broussard.

Since Mark wasn’t officially on duty, he left the station just after ten and headed to the bar a couple of blocks away, where many of the cops and firemen hung out after work. It was unusually crowded as the Fat Tuesday-ers crushed in to celebrate. Their cigarette smoke left a haze over the room, and the low roar of voices competed with the jazz band playing in the corner.

There had been a time when Mark had hated this place. But then he and Allie had begun having problems, and he’d dreaded going home. He had started coming here after work with Cale Larkins, one of the firemen on his shift. He hadn’t come to drink—he’d always gotten a soft drink while his buddies indulged in their choice of spirits. Now, looking back, he couldn’t remember exactly when he’d made the transition from Sprite to vodka, but it had happened some time after he and Allie split up. Now his visit to Joe’s Place was almost a nightly event.

He took a stool at the bar and looked around. Some of the off-duty cops sat at a table, probably talking about the murder. He wondered if they’d learned anything about the killer yet.

Joe Petitjean, the proprietor, pointed to him. “Where y’at, Mark?” It was the typical Cajun greeting, and even non-Cajuns like Mark responded appropriately.

“Awright,” Mark said. “Vodka, straight up. Double.”

Joe turned back, unfazed, and poured the drink. “Was you at the Broussard’s house today when they found her?” he asked, leaning across the counter to be heard when he handed him the drink.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Ever’body’s talkin’.”

“Anybody saying who could have done it?” Mark asked.

“Not yet. No leads, what I hear.”

Joe went back to work, and Mark swiveled on his chair and scanned the patrons. He sipped on his vodka, let the liquid burn down his throat, and told himself that soon he wouldn’t be thinking about the murder or his marriage, or any more of a million things that could keep him awake nights.

The door opened and cool air spilled inside, providing a little relief from the smoke. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Issie Mattreaux coming in with two girlfriends. She saw him immediately, said something to her friends, and started toward him.

She wasn’t in uniform, the way he usually saw her, and in her jeans and sweater she looked almost like a teenager. Her nickname suited her well. No one could ever call her Isabelle with a straight face. Her silky black hair hung straight to her shoulders, and she wore a small barrette on one side to hold it back from her face. But around her eyes were tiny lines, lines that belied her youthful look and gave away the fatigue and worry on her face since the murder. He wondered if Allie would still be threatened if she could see Issie now.

She came up behind him, set a hand on his back, and leaned around him to Joe. “Give me a Diet Coke, Joe,” she said.

Mark lifted an eyebrow and looked back at her. “Diet Coke? On Fat Tuesday?”

She knew him well enough to know that his question was sarcastic. “I’m not in the mood to drink,” she said, pulling up onto the stool next to him. She nodded at the glass in his hand. “I see you are, though.”

He grinned. “Whatever gets you through the night.”

She turned so that she was facing him, and asked, “You okay?”

“Sure, why?”

“Well, it was a rough day. Martha and everything…” Her voice trailed off. “I saw your car at the florist this afternoon. Is Allie all right?”

“I guess.” He looked down at the bar and tried to rub a spot off the wood. He knew she wasn’t really concerned about Allie’s state of mind. More likely, she just wanted to get the scoop on what had happened between them today. But he couldn’t blame her—before his separation from Allie, he’d accommodated that curiosity plenty.

“So…are you two trying to work things out?”

It annoyed him that she would ask such a thing.

“You don’t have to answer if I’ve hit a nerve,” she said, starting to get up. “I know it’s none of my business.”

“No, that’s not it,” he said. “I mean…I’d talk about it if I had any answers. I just don’t.”

He felt her gaze on him, but he didn’t dare meet it. He had managed to keep his distance for the past few weeks, even though he saw her frequently at the fire station. But he kept her at arm’s length, didn’t look her in the eye, and avoided any heartfelt conversations that he’d feel guilty about later.

“Has either of you filed for divorce?”

He shook his head. “I don’t believe in divorce.”

“Just separation?”

He rubbed his eyes. “No, I don’t believe in that, either. But sometimes you don’t have a choice.”

“Are you still going to counseling?”

He knew he should never have told her about that in the first place, but she had been there when no one else had, and he’d needed to talk. “No. When she threw me out, she refused to go back. Said I wasn’t being honest and it was a waste of time.” He took a gulp of his drink, then grinned up at her, trying to shift the conversation away from such serious matters. “Speaking of wasting time, can we talk about something else?”

“Honest about what?” she asked, ignoring his question as she sat back down.

He couldn’t tell her that it was all about her, but he knew she realized it. That was why she questioned him so hard. She wanted him to state the obvious, so that their relationship—or whatever it was—could move to a higher level.

Either that, or she was just genuinely interested in seeing him reunite with his wife.

Yeah, right.

“You don’t really care about this. It’s too sad for a stand-up act and too boring for a country song.”

“Come on, Mark,” she said, leaning toward him. “It’s me you’re talking to. What did she think you weren’t being honest about?”

He turned away from her and scowled, frustrated. He didn’t like being put on the spot. “Got me.”

She leaned forward on the bar and took a sip of her drink, pondering what he’d said. He glanced up at her, saw her expression. “What?” he asked. “You have something on your mind. What is it?”

She shook her head. “Just something I’ve wanted to ask, but haven’t had the nerve.” Their eyes locked. Was this where he was supposed to tell her to go ahead and ask? No, no need. She would find the nerve somewhere.

“Mark, this may come out sounding like a real arrogant question, and if it does, then I’ll just have to look like a jerk.”

“You should become an ambassador, Issie. You’re the queen of diplomacy. All those great lead-ins…I want to ask, but I don’t have the nerve…this may come out sounding real arrogant, but…I can hardly wait for what all these lead-ins are leading up to.”

“It’s about Allie,” she said, ignoring his sarcasm—which she had said she found charming anyway. “I’ve run into Allie a few times, and I feel a little bit of a chill from her, and I was wondering…”

His stomach tightened, and he brought the glass to his lips, seeking the burn it could bring.

“Mark, are you sure your breakup doesn’t have anything to do with our friendship?”

“Are you kidding?”

She frowned. “Mark, I’m serious.”

He set the glass down hard, and Issie jumped. Mark took a deep breath, trying to calm himself, then looked her in the eye. Lowering his voice so they wouldn’t be overheard, he said, “My wife caught me with my arms around you in the bunk room at the fire station. She drew a conclusion—a mistaken one, but it had some pretty serious repercussions.”

“But the breakup came weeks later, and you said it had nothing to do with me.”

“I lied. I didn’t want you to feel bad, when nothing really happened.”

“She should have trusted you enough to know that. Even I know you better than that.”


He looked into his glass, recalling how Issie had cried on his shoulder about being jilted by her pseudofiancé. He had closed the door so she could cry in private, and they had sat on the bunk while she bared her soul to him. She’d told him he was her best friend, the only one she trusted, and when she’d been overcome with emotion and grief, he had held her to let her cry.

So much for being a nice guy.

Just his luck that Allie had surprised him with a visit to the fire station, that the other guys had innocently directed her to the bunk room, that she had walked in on that little scene. He had tried to explain, but she wasn’t interested in explanations. Only in what she thought she had seen.

The fact that Issie seemed so concerned now galled him. She hadn’t cared that much at the time.

“I could talk to her,” Issie said. “I mean, if it would help.”

He almost laughed. “Trust me. Having you call Allie is the fastest way I can think of to get the divorce wheels turning. Allie would turn the wheels, and they’d run right over me.”

“Don’t worry, Mark. I’d be there to rescue you.”

He met her eyes and saw that she meant exactly what he thought she did. Something about that pleased him.

The door opened, and several other off-duty firemen spilled in and made a beeline for him. Talk about rescue, he thought. They just might be rescuing him from himself.
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