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            Chapter One

         

         Ivy Serrano smelled smoke.

         Not the Ooh! Someone must be having a bonfire kind of smoke or the Mmm! Someone is grilling up burgers kind of smoke. She smelled the Shoot! Something’s burning kind of smoke right here, in her new shop, on the day of her grand opening.

         She glanced around the small boutique, brows knitted together. She’d been about to flip the CLOSED sign to OPEN for the very first time when it hit her. Something was burning.

         After two years of putting her life on hold due to a family tragedy from which she thought she’d never recover, here she was, back home, starting over. And of all things, she smelled smoke.

         It didn’t take long for the smell to be accompanied by sound, the high-pitched wail of a top-of-the-line smoke detector. Although, if anyone was keeping score, she’d noticed first. One point for the Ivy, zero for technology.

         Except then she remembered that each detector was wired to the next, which meant that in five, four, three, two, one…a chorus of digital, ear-splitting screams filled eight hundred square feet of space.

         Her senses were keen enough, though, that it only took a second to register that the first alarm came from the back office.

         Her design sketches! And samples! And Oh no! It was opening day!

         She sprinted through the door that separated the shop from her office and storage. The only appliance she had back there was a mini refrigerator, because every now and then a girl needed a cold beverage and maybe even a healthy snack and ohmygod this was not happening.

         She gasped when she saw the charred cord and the licking flames dancing up the wall from the outlet. Items on her desk were turning to kindling as the fire reached paper. She grabbed the extinguisher from its prominent space on the wall and, amid the incessant shrieking, snuffed out the fire in a matter of seconds. She yanked on the part of the cord that hadn’t been completely cooked and unplugged the appliance.

         Problem solved.

         Except the design drawing on her desk, the one she’d been working on for the past week, was partially burned and now covered in foam.

         No big deal. She’d simply start over—on the first piece she’d been brave enough to attempt that reminded her of Charlie. And now she had to muster that courage again after—of all things—a fire.

         Or it would be, once she remembered how to turn the alarms off. Did she rip the battery out of the first one and all the rest would follow? Or did she have to somehow reset each and every one? She spun in a circle, panic only now setting in, because she knew what happened once the first alarm triggered the rest.

         She ran back to the front of the shop and pushed through the door and out onto First Street. Sure enough, an emergency vehicle had already pulled out of the fire station’s lot, siren blazing.

         She dropped onto the public bench in front of her store and waited the fifteen seconds it took for the truck to roll down the street.

         “It would have been faster if you all had walked,” she mumbled.

         Four figures hopped out of the truck in full gear. One who she recognized as her best friend Casey’s younger sister, Jessie, started to unfurl the hose while another—yep, that was Wyatt O’Brien—went to open the nearby hydrant. The third was Wyatt’s younger brother Shane.

         Ivy stood and crossed her arms. “Fire’s out already.”

         The last one—the one she hadn’t recognized yet—strode toward her, his eyes narrowed as he took her in.

         “Sorry, miss. But we still need to go inside and assess the situation, figure out what type of fire it was, and if you’re still at any sort of risk.”

         She shrugged and cleared her throat, trying to force the tremble out of her voice. “It was an electrical fire. Probably caused by faulty wiring in a mini fridge cord because I had this place inspected a dozen times and know it was up to code. Used a class C extinguisher. I have smart detectors, though. Couldn’t get the fire out before you guys were automatically called. Sorry to waste your time.”

         The fire was out. That wasn’t the issue. Fire didn’t scare her after the fact, especially now that she was so prepared. It was—them. She didn’t want them here, didn’t need them here, and certainly didn’t require anyone’s assistance. Just seeing their uniforms made it hard for her to breathe, made it impossible not to think of how Charlie wearing the uniform had cost him his life.

         The man in front of her took off his firefighter helmet and ran a hand through a mop of overgrown dark auburn hair. If he weren’t wearing the uniform, he’d have been quite handsome. She knew it was backward, that most women found men in uniforms sexy. But there was nothing sexy about a man who risked his life for a living. Noble? Absolutely. That didn’t mean she had to find him attractive.

         There was something familiar about him, though, even though she swore she’d never met him. Ivy knew just about everyone in town, especially those who worked at the fire station. So who the heck was this stranger?

         “You still need to let us inside,” he said. “We’re not permitted to accept civilian confirmation of fire containment.”

         Ivy scoffed. “Just tell Chief Burnett it was Ivy’s place and that I said everything is fine. He knows me well enough, so that should suffice.”

         The stranger grinned, but Ivy got the feeling it wasn’t because he was happy.

         “Chief Burnett is also my new boss, and I don’t think he’d take kindly to me slacking off on my first call. But, hey, appreciate the heads-up and the unneeded paperwork I’ll have to file when I get back to the station.”

         Definitely not a happy smile. Well, that made two of them. He wasn’t happy to be here, and she wasn’t happy to have him here.

         He pushed past her and through the front entrance of the store—aptly called Ivy’s—while two of his crew assessed the outside of the building’s facade and the fourth jogged down to the end of the street and disappeared behind the row of stores that included her own.

         “I really do have things under control in here,” she called over the continued screech of the multiple alarms. When she received no response, she followed into the back office, where Needed-a-Haircut Man was inspecting the charred cord from the mini fridge and the blackened outlet.

         “Don’t you turn those off or something?” she yelled, barely able to hear her own voice.

         The firefighter stood, pulled off his glove, and climbed onto her office chair. He reached for the smoke detector on the ceiling and pulled it out of its holster. Then he pressed a button, and it and all other alarms ceased.

         “Thought you had things under control in here,” he said with a self-satisfied grin as he hopped down to the floor, his boots hitting the linoleum tile with a thud.

         Her mouth hung open for a second before she regained control.

         “I did. I mean, I do. The detectors are new. This is the first time I’ve had to use them.” And I grew up in a firefighter household, thank you very much. So who are you to question what I do and do not have under control? Of course, she kept all that to herself because her family was her business, but still—this guy had a lot of nerve.

         He pointed to a button on the device marked with the word RESET.

         “All you have to do is press and hold for five seconds, and they all turn off. But, if you accidentally do the same thing with the TEST button, all alarms will sound for half a minute. So I don’t recommend doing that during business hours. Might scare customers away.”

         Ivy rolled her eyes. “I can read, but thanks for the warning.”

         “My pleasure,” he said, smiling. “I’m gonna grab the rest of the crew so we can do a full assessment on the outlet, check your circuit breaker. Glad to see you’re not using power strips.”

         “It was the fridge. I’m sure of it.” That was the last time she took a hand-me-down appliance even if it was still under warranty. “Look, Mr.…”

         “Lieutenant Bowen,” he said.

         Her eyes widened. “What happened to Lieutenants Russo and Heinz?”

         “Nothing. Lieutenant Heinz runs his team, and I run mine. Russo’s wife got a really great job in Seattle. They’re moving at the end of the month. I’m taking over his team. You new in town?”

         She scoffed and smoothed out her A-line blue sundress, then straightened the shoulder straps made of small embroidered daisies she had painstakingly created on her sewing machine. It was one of the few items in the shop that was an Ivy Serrano original. Part of her wanted him to notice. The other part called her out on even considering flirting with him. Firefighters were not her type, yet today she seemed to need extra reminders.

         “No,” she said, indignant. “I was born and raised in Meadow Valley, California. Been here all my life. Mostly. But I can’t believe I didn’t know Jason and Angie were leaving town.” She’d been in her own little world the past couple of months getting the shop ready to open. Had she really been so wrapped up in her own life that she’d missed everything happening around her?

         “I might be a little out of touch,” she admitted. “But I know you’re not from Meadow Valley.”

         He chuckled. Even though it was a small smile, this one was genuine, going all the way to the crinkle of his blue eyes. Not that she was noticing his eyes. Or how his broad shoulders shook when he laughed. “Just got here last week from Houston. You’re very perceptive, Ms.…”

         She could hear his light accent now. “Serrano,” she said. “Ivy Serrano.”

         He raised a brow. “Any relation to Captain Emilio Serrano, who practically ran the Meadow Valley Fire Station up until a few years go?”

         Ivy swallowed and her eyes burned. “Guess you did your homework. Captain Serrano is my father.”

         The playfulness left the lieutenant’s eyes, but his gaze didn’t falter. “I’m sorry to hear about your brother. From what I’ve been told, he was a hell of a lieutenant himself.”

         “Thank you.” It had been two years since Charlie died in the line of duty, but it still felt like she’d found out only five minutes ago. She cleared her throat. “You were saying something about inspecting the outlet?” She was 99 percent sure the outlet was fine, but right now she’d let him and his crew tear apart the drywall if it meant this conversation would end.

         “Right,” he said. He pressed a button on a small radio clipped to his collar and called for the other three firefighters. “We should be out of here in less than an hour.”

         She nodded. “Can I still open the store? Today was supposed to be my first day.”

         “That’ll depend on what we figure out after a short investigation,” he said.

         The three firefighters she knew poured into her office from the back door.

         “Hey, Wyatt,” she said.

         Wyatt O’Brien, always the gentleman, tipped his helmet. “Hey there, Ivy.” Then he turned to Lieutenant Bowen. “All clear out back, sir.”

         The lieutenant nodded. “Thanks, O’Brien.”

         “This was a waste of time,” Shane said, storming past them all and back out front. That was pretty accurate. Wyatt’s younger brother always had a bitterness about him that clung tight. Looked like not much had changed.

         The lieutenant’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything.

         “Hi, Ivy,” Jessie said.

         Ivy forced a smile. She’d known Jessie all the young woman’s life. But all she could hope when she saw her in uniform was that Casey would never have to go through what Ivy and her family did.

         “Heard you’re working the front desk at the guest ranch on your off days,” Ivy said. It’s safer there. Maybe you’ll like it and sign on full-time.

         Jessie nodded. “Those school loans aren’t going to pay themselves off.” She looked nervously at the lieutenant. “I’ll go check on Shane.” And she hurried after him.

         Ivy pressed her lips together and forced a smile. “Thanks, gentlemen,” she said to the two remaining men. “I guess I’ll just wait up front and let you do your job.”

         She blew out a shaky breath and headed back into her unopened shop—past the checkout counter and the table of baked goods and refreshments she’d set up for her very first customers.

         All she’d wanted was to start fresh and instead she’d started with a damned fire and four firefighters bursting her bubble of safety.

         A small crowd had gathered outside the store, which meant the gossip mill was in full effect.

         She knew to fight an electrical fire with a type C extinguisher. But the only way to fight small town gossip was to shift the focus. The last thing she needed was every person in Meadow Valley talking about poor Ivy and how fire had brought tragedy into her life again.

         She squared her shoulders and fluffed out her brunette waves, then pushed through the door and out onto the street.

         “Nothing to see here, folks! Just a quick inspection before Ivy’s doors are officially open.”

         “I heard sirens!” a man shouted, and Ivy recognized Lonny Tate, the owner of Meadow Valley’s Everything Store. Most small towns had a general store or a small supermarket, but not Meadow Valley. Lonny Tate prided himself on carrying everything from toilet plungers to the occasional bottle of Coco Chanel. The only problem was that because the place was a quarter of the size of the Target the next town over, you never knew for sure if what you needed was in stock.

         “Was there a fire?” a woman cried. It was Mrs. Davis from the bookstore. “Oh, poor Ivy. Not another fire.”

         “I’m fine, Mrs. Davis,” Ivy said. “Promise.”

         “If you’re fine, then you’ll call me Trudy like I’ve been asking you to do for decades,” the woman said with mild exasperation. “The only Mr. Davis I know is my father.”

         Mrs. Davis—Trudy—was practically family to Ivy, so she understood the worry and wanted to put the woman’s mind at ease. But Poor Ivy? The whole town would be calling her that before long if she didn’t set the record straight.

         She kicked off her wedge sandals and climbed onto the bench. A hush fell over the growing crowd of Meadow Valley residents. The town was still abuzz after the annual Fourth of July festival. Ivy had hoped to open up shop before then to capitalize on the event, which was one of their biggest tourist attractions, but—as her good friend irony would have it—her electrical inspection hadn’t yet gone through.

         “There’s no fire,” she lied. “Everything is fine. Just a misunderstanding. The store will be open soon. But in the meantime…” She held a hand to one side of her mouth like she was telling them all a secret. “How about that dude ranch on the outskirts of town? I hear we got ourselves some real live cowboys over there.”

         “Oh!” Mrs. Davis exclaimed. “And I hear they hired that good-looking new fire lieutenant to give some trail tours. Turns out he’s a bit of a cowboy himself!”

         Suddenly the mumblings changed from the likes of Poor Ivy to things like “I’ve always had a thing for redheads” and “There’s nothing sexier than a man on a horse,” along with “You mean a redheaded firefighter on a horse.”

         Funny. Ivy thought the lieutenant’s hair was more of a brown with a hint of red. And maybe there was something slightly sexy about a rancher on a horse, but not when fighting fires was in the mix. Fire was dangerous. Fire took lives. For the bulk of hers, her family had always worried about her father. But once he hit fifty and still hadn’t let any blaze get the best of him, they’d all been lulled into a false sense of security, one that let Ivy and her family believe that Charlie, her brother, would also be immune.

         They’d been wrong.

         The throng of locals Oohed, snapping her back to the present. They weren’t looking at her, though. They were looking past her. So she gazed over her shoulder to find the supposed sexy redhead striding through her shop door and out onto the sidewalk, his three cohorts following close behind. While the other firefighters pushed through the crowd and headed back to the truck, Lieutenant Bowen did no such thing.

         When he saw her standing on the bench, he crossed his arms and grinned.

         “Are you gonna sing or something?” he asked. “And if so, are you taking requests?”

         She rolled her eyes.

         He thought he was so charming with those blue eyes and that one dimple that made his smile look a little crooked but at the same time really adorable.

         Again, all of the nopes. Men who played with fire were far from adorable.

         “Am I open?” she asked. Please say yes and then go away.

         “Open for business, Ms. Serrano. Though I think you’ll need to retire that pesky appliance of yours.”

         “You heard the man!” Ivy said. “We are open for business!”

         She hopped off the bench, slid back into her shoes, and held open the door, ushering much of the crowd inside.

         “So,” she said. “I was right?”

         He nodded once. “You were right. But it’s still my job to make sure.”

         “And it’s my job to sell the stuff in there, so I better head back inside,” she said. “Thank you, by the way. I know what you do is important. I just wish I could have caught the alarm before you all had to gear up and head over here.”

         He shrugged. “Beats pulling kittens from trees.”

         She laughed. He was funny. If he weren’t wearing all that gear and the uniform underneath… But he was.

         “You obviously haven’t met Mrs. Davis yet,” Ivy said. “She fosters kittens when she’s not at the bookshop. And she’s got a big old oak in front of her house. I’m sure you’ll hear from her sooner rather than later.”

         “I’ll consider myself warned.” He glanced up and down the street, then back at her. “So what do people do around here for fun?”

         Her brows furrowed. “I hear there’s a new firefighter in town who leads trail rides at the guest ranch. Maybe you can look into that.”

         He chuckled. “Checking up on me already, are you?”

         She brushed her hands off on her skirt. “Not sure how much you know about small towns, Lieutenant, but around here we don’t need to check up. Information is pretty easy to come by, especially when someone new takes up residence.”

         “Okay, then. When I’m not riding trails or saving kittens, what do you suggest? What are you doing tonight?”

         She shook her head. “Oh no. I don’t date firefighters.”

         He leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “I wasn’t asking for a date, Serrano. Tonight’s my first night off since I got to town. Just figured if you were going out, it might mean you knew a thing or two about where someone might let off a little steam.”

         His warm breath tickled her ear, and a chill ran down her spine.

         “Midtown Tavern,” she said. “It’s the only place open after eight o’clock.”

         She didn’t wait for a response. Instead she headed into the safety of her shop and headed straight for the thermostat.

         It was getting hot in here.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Even though he’d technically had a few nights off in his first week in town, as a new lieutenant—who’d beat someone on his team for the job—he wanted to hang around the station, get the lay of the land, and hopefully ingratiate himself to those who saw him as an interloper. Chief Burnett wanted to keep it under wraps who it was that lost the position to Carter. Regardless, things were tense. And it was never easy being the odd man out.

         He’d had a good job back home at the Houston Fire Department. It was the home part of the equation that made leaving so easy. There was nothing like a father who disapproved of your life choices. Carter’s solution? He left when opportunity presented itself.

         Now here he was, a stranger in a strange land who didn’t even have a place to live, which meant the firehouse bunk room was the closest thing to home for the time being.

         He checked his watch. It was six o’clock on a Saturday evening, and aside from a trail ride he was leading at the Meadow Valley Ranch tomorrow morning, he had the next forty-eight hours off.

         “Hey,” he said to Wyatt and Shane, the two guys on his team. “What’s the best place to go around here to get a burger and a beer?”

         “Midtown Tavern,” the two said in unison as they stared at the rec room television watching a baseball game that was not the Astros, so he didn’t care what it was. But it looked like the consensus was in on nightlife in Meadow Valley. He nodded his thanks to the other two men, whose gazes stayed glued to the screen.

         He shrugged, assumed the T-shirt and jeans he’d changed into was proper attire, and headed for the station’s front door.

         The sun shone over First Street like it was still high noon, which made it easy to spot his destination—right in the middle of the main block. He laughed. Midtown Tavern was quite literally mid town.

         He crossed the street and strolled past the inn. Pearl, the owner—and Carter’s great-aunt—had offered him a room when he’d first arrived in town, but he’d preferred the station. She was the reason he was here—the reason he’d learned about an opening for a new lieutenant and possibly part of the reason the chief had even considered an outsider, but both Carter and Pearl were doing their best to keep that under wraps until his one-month trial period was over.

         “Secrets don’t stay buried for too long around here,” Pearl had told him. “So make sure they all realize how good you are at doing what you do before they have a chance to claim favoritism.”

         Carter knew he was good at his job. Damn good. That was why the chief had brought him in and why he was in the running—along with the other lieutenant—to be the next captain when the chief retired in a couple of years. This was it. One false move, and he would have to start from square one again at another station. He couldn’t go back to his job in Houston. And truth be told, he needed this distance from home. Going back wasn’t an option.

         So he was bent on proving himself to everyone at the station, which meant no mistakes, no distractions, and no reason for anyone to say he got the job because of who he knew rather than because of his long list of qualifications.

         He passed the Everything Store and chuckled at the signs advertising a flash sale on vegetable peelers in one corner of the window and the release of a romance novel in the other corner.

         He sure wasn’t in Houston anymore.

         It might have looked like noon outside, but when he stepped through the doors of Meadow Valley’s Midtown Tavern, it was officially Saturday night.

         He grinned at the dark wooden tables and booths that framed a square bar in the center of the space. This was what he needed. A place to unwind and mix with the residents of what he hoped to be his new hometown.

         He grabbed an empty stool at the bar and cleared his throat to get the attention of the woman behind it. Her back was to him as she typed something into a cash register, so all he could see was the dark ponytail that swished across the back of a black T-shirt that said MIDTOWN SLUGGERS in a baseball-style yellow font. The pockets of her jeans were painted with what looked like pink lily flowers. Not that he was paying special attention to the pocket area of her clothing. The vibrant art simply drew his eyes.

         His eyes widened when she turned to face him, a receipt and a few bills in her hand.

         “Serrano,” he said. “And here I thought you owned a clothing store.”

         She smiled, not at him but at the older man on the stool next to him. “Here’s your change, Lonny.”

         The man waved her off. “Keep it, Ivy. Put it toward repairing the damage from the fire.” He shook his head. “Such a shame something like that had to happen on opening day.”

         Ivy leaned over the bar. “Nothing happened, Lonny. The shop opened. I sold a bunch of stuff. There’s nothing to repair, but I will accept your tip because I was an excellent server.”

         She brushed off her hands and turned her attention to Carter.

         “Evening, Lieutenant. Yes, I do own a clothing store. But sometimes I help out around here.”

         “You got a thing for flowers?” he asked, remembering the dress she was wearing earlier that day, the straps made of daisies. Or maybe it was she who stood out in his mind’s eye, and the memory of what she wore simply followed.

         Another woman sidled up to Ivy before she could answer, nudging her out of the way with her hip so she could get to the beer tap. “This is the new guy?” she said to Ivy while looking straight at Carter.

         “Sure is,” Ivy said.

         “You’re right,” the other woman said, blowing blue-streaked bangs out of her eyes. “Totally not as sexy as everyone keeps saying.”

         Ivy backhanded the other woman on the shoulder. “Casey!”

         Casey laughed. “Thanks for covering for me while I took that call. I’m good here, so you can—you know—punch out or whatever.”

         “You don’t pay me,” Ivy said, rolling her eyes.

         Casey finished pouring the beer and winked. “Yeah, but I let you drink for free. And I’ll add a bonus. You can take Dreamboat’s order.” Then she disappeared around the corner to deliver the drink to a patron on the other side of the bar.

         Ivy’s jaw tightened, and then she smiled what Carter guessed was her patented customer-service smile. “Yes, I like flowers,” she said matter-of-factly. “What can I get for you, Lieutenant?”

         “I’m off duty,” he said. “You can call me Carter.”

         “Sure,” she said. “Now, what can I get you, Lieutenant?”

         He laughed. She sure was determined not to like him, which was fine by him. It didn’t matter that he’d been attracted to her the second he’d hopped out of the truck in front of her store. He could have a drink, blow off a little steam, but that was it. No other distractions.

         “I’ll have whatever’s on tap,” he said. “How about you choose?”

         She grabbed a beer and filled it with a dark wheat beer, then slid it across the bar to him.

         “I didn’t call you a dreamboat,” she said. “Just for the record.”

         He nodded. “But there was talk of my sexiness, or I guess lack thereof?”

         She shook her head and gave him a haughty lift of her chin. “No. I mean, I just don’t get what all the fuss is about. So you’re cute in a uniform and can supposedly hold your own on a horse. It’s not like it’s newsworthy.” She looked around the bar and rolled her eyes. “Although not much happens in Meadow Valley, so I guess around here it is.”

         She poured another beer, then took a sip before setting it down. She glanced down each side of the bar, pursing her lips at the occupied stools.

         Carter cleared his throat. “There’s an empty stool right here.” He nodded to the vacant seat on his left. They could sit next to each other and have an innocent beer, right?

         She blew out a breath. “Yeah, I know, but—”

         “But there’s an empty stool. You obviously need a place to sit. You don’t even have to talk to me.” He took another pull of his beer. “I’m perfectly happy to drink alone.”

         Ivy groaned, set her beer down next to his, then disappeared the same way Casey had gone. A few seconds later she appeared next to him, hopped on the stool, and took a good long swig from her own mug as she stared straight ahead, not sparing him a glance.

         “This is good,” she said more to herself than anyone else. “Drinking alone, just me and my thoughts.” She sighed. “Me and myself.”

         Carter stifled a laugh. “You don’t do alone, do you?” he asked.

         She finally shifted her gaze to him. “I do alone just fine. Quiet, though. Quiet isn’t my thing.”

         He laughed out loud this time. “You’re in a noisy tavern.”

         She threw up her hands. “I’m a talker, okay? An extrovert. I get energized by being around others, by interacting with them. If I were sitting over there?” She pointed to the side of the bar on Carter’s right. “Lonny and his fishing buddies would be telling me all about what they caught today, and I’d tell them how the highlight of my day was not, in fact, the fire but the grand opening of my very own store.” She directed him to the row of patrons on the side to their left, a group of women who looked to be about the same age as his mom. “If I were hanging with the knitting guild, we could talk design and what kind of pieces I’m thinking of making for the store when the colder months roll in.”

         “But instead you’re stuck next to me,” he said matter-of-factly.

         “Exactly.” She gasped, her hand covering her mouth. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

         But she did, didn’t she? And he should be relieved she wanted nothing to do with him, but instead he was—disappointed.

         “So you think I’m cute in my uniform?” he asked, brow raised. What was he doing? He wasn’t sure, but the urge to flirt with her just sort of took over.

         “Of course not,” she insisted.

         “Like, kitten-hanging-from-a-branch-in-Mrs. Davis’s-tree cute?” he added.

         “No one is that cute.” She snorted and took another sip of her beer. “By the way, I’m simply enjoying a drink after a long day. I know you weren’t asking me out earlier. This doesn’t mean anything. You just happen to be sitting next to the only free seat. So let’s just forget whatever this is.” She motioned between them.

         So they were in agreement. There was something between them. Something neither of them wanted, but something nonetheless.

         He laughed. “Wow. And here I thought your sunny disposition meant you were a people person.” He threw back the rest of his drink.

         “I am sunny…with the right company.”

         She buried her face in her mug, catching up with him.

         “Yeah,” he said with a laugh. “About as sunny as a box of kittens.”

         “You really have a thing for kittens, don’t you?” she asked.

         “Actually, I’m allergic. You were saying?”

         “I wasn’t saying anything, just that this isn’t anything more than two locals drinking a beer at a pub. My opinion of you in your uniform is irrelevant, as is what you think of me. Not that I’m assuming you think anything of me at all or that you’re any more or less attracted to me than I am to you. I’m not—by the way—attracted to you.” She rolled her eyes, but it seemed more at herself than at him.

         “Oh, I’m attracted to you, Ivy Serrano,” he admitted. “But I don’t want to date you.”

         Her mouth fell open, but she didn’t get a chance to respond. A second later, Casey appeared from around the corner carrying a liquor bottle and three shot glasses.

         “You know if I comply with your request, I’m enabling you, right?” Casey said.

         Ivy nodded. “But a fire on grand opening day. Of all things. It destroyed more than my fridge. Got my latest sketches too.”

         “The ones with the—”

         Ivy interrupted Casey’s question with another nod. The two women had a language all their own—an immediate understanding between two people who knew each other better than anyone else. He’d had a friend like that once. He also knew loss not unlike Ivy’s. How similar they were. If they’d met under any other circumstances… But they hadn’t. There was also the issue of her not exactly supporting his career. That was an automatic deal breaker no matter how attractive she was.

         Casey blew out a breath, lined up the three shot glasses, and filled them all with a light brown liquid.

         Carter lifted his glass and sniffed. “That is not whiskey.”

         Casey shook her head. “No, Lieutenant, it is not. It’s Ivy’s favorite, apple pie liqueur.” She groaned, then stared at her friend. “You know it actually pains me to say liqueur instead of liquor, right?”

         Ivy smiled. “I know. But it’s also how I know you love me.” She lifted her glass, her big brown eyes softening as they fixed on Carter’s. “You know who my family is, which means you also know I have nothing but respect and admiration for what you and everyone else in that firehouse does. You save kittens and you save lives, and that’s a really big thing. But you also risk your own lives, and I’ve already lost enough for this lifetime.”

         Casey grimaced at her shot glass. “She, Charlie, and I used to sneak this crap from her parents’ liquor cabinet when we were teens. My tastes matured. Hers have not.”

         “To Charlie,” Ivy said, and Carter guessed her brother was exactly the reason why she still drank the stuff he couldn’t believe he was about to drink. Despite bad timing and the surety that nothing could happen between him and Ivy Serrano, he couldn’t ignore the warmth that spread through him at being included in such an intimate act—toasting a loved one who’d been lost in the line of duty.

         “To Charlie,” he and Casey said together. Then all three of them drank.

         The gravity of the moment was quickly lost once his taste buds caught on to what was happening.

         “That was terrible,” Carter said.

         “I know,” Casey replied.

         “One more!” Ivy exclaimed.

         Casey shook her head but poured her friend another. Ivy quickly threw back the shot, narrowed her eyes at the almost-empty bottle, then snatched it from her friend.

         “Serrano…” Casey said with brows raised.

         Ivy looked at her imploringly, her brown eyes wide and her lips pressed together in an exaggerated frown.

         Casey relented, and Ivy poured and drank the remaining shot.

         “Something stronger for you?” Casey asked him. “She doesn’t usually drink like this,” she whisper-shouted with one hand covering her mouth.

         “I don’t usually drink like this,” Ivy parroted, her eyes narrowed at her friend. “But today kinda caught me off guard.” She turned her attention to Carter. “Anyway, three is good luck, right?”

         He held his hand over the top of his shot glass and shook his head in response to Casey’s question. “It’s my first full day on the ranch tomorrow. How about a burger,” he said. “Hear they’re pretty good around here.”

         Casey shrugged. “Probably because it’s the only place to get one around here. You want something a little more gourmet—and I stress the little—head on over to Pearl’s inn. Otherwise, I got you covered.”

         He laughed and guessed there was some friendly competition between the two main eateries in town. Because if there was one thing he knew for sure, his great-aunt’s recipes were a force to be reckoned with. But he was steering clear of Pearl’s during the busy hours, and a burger sure did sound good.

         “Then I’ll have a burger with everything and fries.” He nodded toward Ivy. “She should probably eat something, too.” He knew a thing or two about some days catching you off guard. Life was funny that way. It never waited for you to prepare for the worst before the worst got handed to you on a silver platter.

         “This isn’t a date, by the way,” she told her friend as she pointed at Carter and then herself. “He finds me attractive but doesn’t want to date me, and I don’t date firefighters, so we have an accord.” She hiccupped.

         Casey raised her eyebrows. “An accord? Did you two write a treaty or something when I wasn’t looking?”

         “I’ll have my usual, please,” Ivy said, ignoring her friend’s ribbing.

         Casey winked. “A burger and fries for the gentleman and fried pickles for the lady who are on an accord and not a date.”

         She reached behind the bar and grabbed a tumbler glass, then used the soda gun to fill it with water. “In the meantime, drink this.” She set the water down in front of Ivy, who pouted but did as she was told. Then Casey headed out from behind the bar and back toward the kitchen.

         “You okay?” he asked.

         She nodded, then swayed in her seat.

         “Whoa,” he said, catching her before she toppled off the side of the stool. “Maybe we should switch to a booth so we don’t have another emergency today.”

         She nodded again, then let him help her down. She wasn’t quite steady on her feet either, so he wrapped an arm around her torso and carried her water in his free hand as they made their way to an empty booth. She didn’t object but instead responded by wrapping her arm around him.

         His palm rested on her hip, and he had the distinct urge to rub his thumb along the curve of her waist. He didn’t act on it. But holy hell he wanted to.

         Once she was situated in the booth, he slid into the seat across from her. Then he nodded at her half-empty glass.

         “Drink more of that.” He ran a hand through his hair. He really needed a cut. “You eat anything at all today?”

         She drank, both hands wrapped around the glass, and shook her head. When she’d drained the contents, she set the glass down and swiped her forearm across her water mustache.

         Damn she was cute. There was nothing wrong with thinking that or wanting to sober her up so he could keep her sitting across from him for as long as this night went on, was there? It was nothing more than two strangers getting to know each other, and where was the harm in that?

         “The day just sort of got away from me,” she said. “The fridge fire, the first day of the store being open—I kind of forgot to schedule myself a lunch break. I might need to hire on an assistant or something, but the store has to make some money first.”

         Carter caught Casey looking for them at the bar and waved her over to their booth.

         “Pickles were up first,” she said. “Figured you wouldn’t want me to wait.”

         Ivy’s brown eyes lit up. “Did I ever tell you you’re my bestest friend in the whole wide world?”

         Casey nodded. “Once or twice.”

         Ivy pointed at her friend but looked at Carter. “Isn’t she beautiful? She broke all the hearts in high school, especially Boone Murphy’s. Do you know they almost got married?”

         For a second Casey looked stricken, but then she laughed. “And now he’s getting married, so everything worked out for the best. Speaking of work, I’m closing, which means I need some backup in the friend department.” She glanced at Carter. “Can you make sure she gets home okay? It’s a short walk from here, ten minutes tops.”

         Carter nodded. “I’m on it.”

         Ivy dipped a fried pickle slice into a small bowl of ranch, took a bite, and sighed.

         “See?” she said, chewing. “Now I have my best friend and my new friend. Today wasn’t so bad after all.”

         “Atta girl,” Casey said, patting her friend on the top of her head. “Also, nothing other than water for you for the rest of the night. You’re supposed to open at noon tomorrow, and you don’t want to miss the Sunday out-of-towners who want to go home with an Ivy original.”

         Ivy gave Casey a salute then went back to her pickles.

         “Be back with your burger in a minute,” she told Carter. “Want another beer?”

         He leaned back in his booth and shook his head. “Just a soda,” he said. “Coke or Pepsi. Whatever you got.”

         A second later it was only the two of them again.

         “I don’t have much of a tolerance,” Ivy said.

         Carter laughed. “Yeah. I sort of figured that out.”

         “Thanks for walking me to the table,” she added.

         “Mind if I try one of those?” he asked, eyeing her food. “If you’re looking for a way to repay me, food always works.”

         Ivy shook her head. “I guess I can spare one. You did keep me from butt planting or face planting at the bar. Not sure which it would have been.”

         He snagged a pickle disk, dipped it in the ranch, and popped it in his mouth.

         “Mmm,” he said. “Those aren’t half bad. And it would have been a butt plant, judging from the angle of your sway.”

         Ivy blew out a breath, and a rogue lock of hair that had fallen out of her ponytail blew with it. “I’m not usually half in the bag before seven o’clock,” she said. “Today was just—”

         “One of those days,” he said, finishing her sentence. “I get it. No need to explain. And the pickles and water seem to be helping you crawl back out of that bag, so no worries.”

         She smiled, and he was sure in that instant that Casey wasn’t the only one breaking hearts when they were teens. He’d bet the last fried pickle that her smile alone had devastated a heart or two along the way.

         “Food and water,” she said with a shrug. “Who knew they were so much better for you than three shots and a beer?”

         Casey took a break for dinner and ate with them. When they finished their food and Casey headed back behind the bar, Ivy insisted they head back as well.

         “I don’t want to hold up a four-top when there’s only two of us,” she said.

         But he knew the truth. She didn’t want to be alone with him because that would have been like a date, even if it wasn’t. And though he knew that was the right thing to do—to keep Casey as their buffer—he’d have stayed at that table alone with her if she’d wanted. He’d have stayed until the tavern closed, if only to avoid the inevitable for as long as possible—saying good night to Ivy Serrano and good morning to a reality that didn’t include terrible liquor or fried pickles or the woman he hadn’t stopped thinking about since walking through her shop door that morning. She was beautiful, yes. But she was also strong-willed and funny. What it boiled down to, though, was that simply being in her presence made him forget the stress of the job, of being a new person in an unfamiliar place he hoped to call his permanent home.

         He was in big trouble.

         Carter had played with fire plenty in his line of work, but never had he felt more in danger of getting burned.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The sun had finally dipped below the horizon when they left the tavern two hours later. While country music blared inside the bar, as soon as the door closed behind them, all Ivy could hear was the buzz of the cicadas and the occasional chirp of a cricket.

         “Wow,” Carter said, looking up and down the street. “This place really does shut down at night, doesn’t it?”

         “Did you live in Houston proper?” she asked. “I imagine this is a far cry from city life. Spent some time in Boston when Charlie and Allison first had the baby and then again after he…” She cut herself off and shook her head.

         Charlie had thought their parents would flip when he told them he was moving to the east coast to be near Allison’s family. Instead they’d seen it as an adventure—a reason to travel more—especially with their father nearing retirement. Ivy hadn’t expected them to move there permanently, but then no one expected Charlie to die. After that, her parents couldn’t leave the place where their son was buried, and Ivy couldn’t blame them. “It’s like it’s happening for the first time every time I think of it. I wonder if it will ever get any easier.”

         They walked slowly, Carter seemingly careful to keep his hands in his pockets, which she appreciated. If his pinky accidentally brushed hers, she might do something stupid, like hooking her finger around his.

         Why had it been so easy to mention Charlie’s name with a man who was a stranger before this morning? To share a sacred shot of apple pie liqueur and even her fried pickles? Opening day was a success, but she couldn’t get past how it had started, with a fire and the reminder of what she’d lost. And here was this man who was the embodiment of that loss, and he’d somehow made it better.

         “Couldn’t you have been a jerk instead of a perfect gentleman?” she mumbled.

         “Did you say something?” he asked.

         She turned her head toward him, her eyes wide. “What? No. Cicadas,” she said, protesting a bit too much.

         “Cicadas,” he mused. “Sure thing, Serrano.”

         She shifted her gaze back to the sidewalk and tried to ignore the charming lilt of his accent. They ambled along the sidewalk to where it looked like the street hit a dead end at the trees, but she kept on to the right and led him to a small residential area where most of the Meadow Valley locals lived if they weren’t farmers or ranchers.

         “It’ll always hurt,” he said as they slowed around the curve. “But after a while the hurt has a harder time clawing its way to the surface. It gets covered up by the good memories of the person you lost and eventually by new joy you let into your life—when you’re ready, of course.”

         She stopped, shoved her hands in the back pockets of her own jeans, and turned to face him.

         She stared at him for several long seconds. They were the only two people outside at the moment, but the way he looked at her made it feel like the quiet street was their own little world. If he were anyone else—if he did anything else for a living other than risking his life—she would… What would she do? The only relationship Ivy’d had for the past two years was with her own grief. She still wrapped it around herself like a blanket—a reminder to protect her heart from ever having to go through that again.

         “You ever lose someone close to you?” she finally asked.

         He nodded once but hesitated before saying more.

         “It’s okay,” she said, breaking the silence. “You don’t have to tell me. It helps enough simply knowing when people understand.”

         He cleared his throat. “We already shared my first emergency since coming to town, my first taste of fried pickles, and my first and last shot of apple pie liqueur. Why not share personal loss as well?”

         His attempt at humor would have sounded callous if she couldn’t tell it was a defense mechanism. She was an expert there.

         “I’m all ears,” she said.

         He shrugged. “I was an idiot kid who got in the car after a party with a buddy who shouldn’t have been driving. But because I’d been drinking, too, I believed him when he said he was okay to drive. Made it all the way to my street before he lost control and wrapped the car around a light post. Front end caught fire. I got out—and he didn’t.”

         He said the words so quickly and matter-of-factly, like it was the only way he could get them out. It didn’t stop her heart from aching, or the tears from pooling in her eyes. He more than understood what she’d been through yet hadn’t said a word all night while she’d cocooned herself in her grief blanket tighter than she had in months.

         She reached for him but pulled her hand away before making contact. This was too much. Their connection kept getting harder to ignore. She had to make a concerted effort to keep him at arm’s length.

         “I’m so sorry, Carter. I—you—this whole night you were so nice to me, and I had no idea that—”

         There were no right words for wanting to wrap him in her arms while also wanting to run as far from him as possible.

         “Hey there,” he said, resting a palm on her cheek and wiping away a tear with his thumb.

         She shook her head and stepped back, hating herself for doing it. But all she had left was self-preservation, and Lieutenant Carter Bowen was the biggest threat to it.

         He cleared his throat, taking a step back himself. “It was more than a decade ago. And I meant what I said. It does get easier. I can talk about Mason now—remember how he was the best at making people laugh, even our teachers. He kicked the winning field goal at our homecoming game junior year. And he had a real future planned, you know? Football was going to take him to college, but he wanted to be a doctor. A pediatrician, actually.” Carter laughed. “He was the one on the straight and narrow path while I cut class more often than I went.”

         Her eyes widened. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

         He forced a smile.

         “It’s true. I never cut for the sake of cutting. It was always for work. My brothers and I knew from the time we were young that our future was already mapped out. After graduation, my two older brothers went to work at my old man’s auto body shop. I was supposed to do the same. It wasn’t like there was money for college for three kids, least of all the youngest.” He shrugged. “I accepted my fate like my brothers had—until Mason died.”

         Ivy crossed her arms tight over her chest, the urge to touch him—to comfort him—almost more than she could bear. “You changed direction after the accident,” she said. It wasn’t a question. She knew.

         He nodded. “Much to my father’s dissatisfaction, but I was done letting others make decisions for me, especially when I know better than anyone else what’s right for me.”

         “What about your mom?” she asked, tentatively.

         “She was sort of caught in the middle. She understood us both but wasn’t about to take sides. So I got my grades up senior year. Did two years at community college, got my EMT certification, then took out a loan so I could finish my bachelor’s in fire science.”

         “So fighting fires is your penance for surviving when Mason didn’t?”

         He shook his head. “Maybe it started that way, but the more I learned, the more I realized I could help people in all sorts of capacities. Even did some presentations at local schools about my firsthand experience being in the car with someone under the influence. I hope to set up a similar program in Meadow Valley and neighboring areas.”

         She let out a shaky breath. “You’re a good man, Carter. Your father should be proud of you. I hope he comes around someday.” Ivy dropped her hands to her sides. “I’m only a few more minutes this way. You can head back if you want.”

         He glanced up at the star-studded sky, then back at her. “Don’t really have anywhere to be. Plus, I promised Casey, and I don’t want to get on the bad side of the person who runs the one nighttime establishment around here.”

         She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

         But she smiled softly as she turned away from him and strode toward the bend in the road. The safest thing she could do was put as much distance between herself and Carter Bowen as possible, but a few more minutes with him by her side wouldn’t hurt anyone.

         He didn’t say anything for the rest of walk, letting her silently lead him to her porch, where she stopped short of the front door and pivoted to face him once again.

         “Can I ask you something?” he finally said.

         “Okay,” she answered.

         He scratched the back of his neck, avoiding her eyes for a moment, then squared his shoulders and set his blue-eyed gaze right at her.

         “I’ve dated plenty. Some relationships got more serious than others, but I’ve never told a woman about Mason until tonight, and it hasn’t even been twelve hours since I met you, Ivy Serrano. Why do you suppose that is?”

         Because, Lieutenant, there’s an undeniable connection between us.

         Because, Lieutenant, if I believed in such a thing, I’d say we were kindred spirits.

         Because, Lieutenant, it feels like it’s been more than twelve hours. If it didn’t sound so crazy, I’d say I felt like I’ve known you all my life.

         But it wouldn’t help either of them to say any of that. So she swallowed the knot in her throat. “Because, Lieutenant, I’m simply a good listener. It’s my blessing—and maybe my curse. People like to tell me things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. I guess I just have one of those faces.” She shrugged, hoping it would sell the lie. “I wouldn’t read any more into it than that.”

         Except that I’m a liar, and I want to kiss you, and you scare me, Lieutenant.

         She finally gave in and skimmed her fingers along the hair at his temples and where it curled up above his ear. She couldn’t let the night end without any sort of contact, hoping he understood this was the most she could allow herself to give.

         “You need a trim,” she said. “I could do it. Casey went to cosmetology school right after high school. She used to practice on Charlie, even taught me how to do a simple cut.”

         He laughed. “And here I thought you were going to break your own rules and do something crazy.”

         “Like what?” she asked, but she knew. She wouldn’t be the one to say it, though. She wouldn’t break the rules.

         “Like kiss me,” he said. And even though he was teasing her, hearing the words out loud made her realize how much she wanted them to be true.

         Her cheeks flushed. “I don’t date firefighters, Lieutenant. And you made it very clear that you don’t want to date me.”

         “Good. Then we’re both on the same page. I can’t let anything get in the way of work right now. My future rides on everything that happens in the next month. Plus, I’ve already dated a woman or two who either couldn’t handle the hours I worked or the risks I took. I won’t change who I am, not for my father and not for any woman, even if it means missing out on something great. On someone great. No matter how much you bat those big brown eyes at me.”

         “I do not bat my lashes,” she insisted. “Wait, what did you just say?”

         She stood there, eyes wide, for a long moment as everything he said registered. Then she held out her right hand.

         “Friends, then?” she said, the word leaving a bitter taste in her mouth. But it was all she could offer and all that it seemed he’d be willing to take.

         He wrapped his hand around hers, his calloused palm sending a shock of electricity up her arm as he shook.

         “Friends it is.”

         “Well then,” she said. “I’m around after five tomorrow if you want that haircut. No charge, of course. Just a favor from one friend to another.”

         He nodded once, then let her hand go. “Appreciate the offer. I’ll get back to you on that. Good night, Ms. Serrano.”

         “Good night, Lieutenant.”

         He flashed her a grin, spun on his heel, and then headed off the way he had come.

         Ivy leaned against her door and let out a long, shaky breath.

         “Friends,” she said to herself. “Friends.”

         If she said it enough, she might even it believe it was true.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Ivy went through the store, checking all outlets. even though she hadn’t used any up front. You never could be too careful. Then she went to the back office, where she checked on her new battery-powered mini fridge and powered down and unplugged her laptop. She went to her design table, where she’d been trying out a new pattern, hated it, and went at it with the seam ripper, then unplugged the sewing machine as well. Then she scanned the small space twice, made sure the circuit breaker looked up to snuff, and locked the back door. Once over the threshold and into the store, she doubled back one more time to make extra sure she hadn’t left an unknown fire hazard behind.

         It was a quarter past five. She remembered her offer to Carter the night before. It had been in the back of her mind the entire day. One minute she hoped she’d make it home to find him waiting on her doorstep while the next minute she prayed he’d forgotten the whole thing.

         Why had she even put the offer out there? A haircut, one-on-one? It was almost as intimate as kissing. It wasn’t like she could blame it on the alcohol. By the time he’d walked her home, she was as sober as could be. But the things she’d confided in him about losing Charlie—and what he’d told her about Mason? She’d connected with him in a way she hadn’t anticipated.

         Shake it off and move on, she said to herself as she turned off all the lights in the shop. You get close to someone like that and you’ll never find peace. It was why she’d established her rule. And it wasn’t just firefighters but police officers, too. She had the utmost admiration for those who put their lives before others, but she couldn’t fall for someone like that. No way. No how.

         When she’d finally satisfied herself that the shop was safe to leave for the night, she hoisted her bag over her shoulder and slipped out the front door and locked it behind her. After spinning toward the sidewalk to walk home, she gasped to find Carter Bowen leaning against a dusty, beat-up red Ford F-250.

         “Evening, Ivy,” he said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

         She shook her head, half hoping she simply needed to clear her vision and it would be Shane or Wyatt or any other guy she didn’t think about kissing the second she saw them. But nope, it was Carter Bowen all right. Lieutenant Carter Bowen. And tonight he was wearing a blue-and-white-plaid shirt rolled to the elbows, jeans that looked about as old as his truck, and dirt-caked work boots.

         Shoot. He looked as good in clothes that should probably be marched straight to the washer as he did in his uniform. He’d have to take said dirty clothes off, and she’d bet he also looked pretty darn good—

         Stop it, Ivy. You aren’t doing yourself any favors letting your mind go there.

         “Ivy?” Carter said, and she realized she had not offered him any sort of verbal response yet.

         “Lieutenant. Hi. What are you doing here?”

         He crossed his arms. “First, when I’m not in uniform, Carter will do just fine. Second, are we going to do that thing where we act like you didn’t invite me around last night for something as innocent as a haircut?” He ran a hand across the stubble on his jaw. “Could probably use a shave, too. Don’t suppose that’s included with the cut?”

         She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. “I’m not pretending anything,” she said. “Guess I was expecting you at my house, though, rather than outside my shop. My trimmer and barber shears are back at home.”

         He shrugged. “It’s early yet. Sun won’t go down for another few hours. Figured we could take a ride first, show you the trail I rode with some ranch guests earlier today. It’s real pretty, and there’s a great view when you get to the hill. Though I have to admit the view’s pretty good right where I am now.”

         She rolled her eyes and fidgeted with the messy bun on top of her head. Today she wore a chambray linen tunic that had wrinkled the second she’d put it on, but she loved it anyway. It was so comfortable and looked great with her floral leggings and black moto boots. Comfort all around. Maybe she’d been sober when she’d gotten home last night, but that didn’t mean waking up this morning was easy after putting away four drinks the evening before. She hadn’t had it in her to wear wedges today.

         “With corny pickup lines like that, it’s a wonder you’re still single. Wait, you are single, right? Not that it matters. I mean it might matter to other women, but not to me.”

         She winced. She was about as smooth as sandpaper.

         Carter grinned. “I’m single. Not that it matters, since we are just friends. Is that a yes to the ride, then?”

         She opened her mouth, then closed it.

         “Everything okay?” he asked. “You said you were free after five. It’s after five. It’s not too hot, now that the sun is headed west…”

         Not too hot. Ha. He was funny. Carter Bowen was an actual riot. Had he looked in a mirror? He was hot on a stick dipped in hot sauce. That was part of the problem. His overall charm didn’t help either.

         She rolled her eyes again and groaned.

         “Okay now I feel like I missed a whole conversation,” he said.

         She laughed. “Only what’s going on in my head. And trust me, you do not want access to what’s in there.”

         He pushed off the side of the truck and took a step toward her. “May I?” he asked, lifting her bag off her shoulder.

         “Um, sure,” she said.

         Now that he had her stuff, she guessed she had no choice but to go with him. Her house keys were in that bag, which meant she was practically stranded. That was sound logic, wasn’t it?

         He opened the passenger door and held out a hand to help her climb in. She plopped down onto a black leather seat with a stitched-up tear down the middle. The interior was clean as could be, but the dashboard looked like something out of an old movie. There was no USB port and a very minimal digital display for the radio.

         When Carter climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled his door shut, she gasped.

         “Is that a tape deck?” she asked.

         He nodded. “Works, too.”

         “Wait a minute,” she said, brushing a hand over the dashboard. “Does this thing even have airbags? Because I’m not sure if you remember my safety setup in the shop, but I don’t do risk.”

         He laughed. “The truck’s old, but it’s not ancient. Twenty years never looked so good on another vehicle.”

         She put one hand on the door handle, threatening to get out. “You didn’t answer my question, Lieutenant.”

         He cocked a brow. “I’m not in uniform, Ivy. See how easily I bypassed the Ms. Serrano? I bet you can do it, too.”

         She sighed. “I can call you by your name.” Except that meant they were dispensing with formalities, which also meant they were—what? They’d agreed on friends, but this little after-work activity already felt like something more.

         “That’s funny,” he said. “Because I didn’t hear you say it.”

         “Please, Carter, can you confirm that this vehicle is safe by today’s standards?” She smirked.

         He laughed. “Yes. There are airbags. It has four-wheel drive if we ever get stuck in the mud or—highly unlikely for this time of year—snow. Hell, it even has working seat belts. You forget I’m the son of a mechanic. I know a thing or two about maintaining a vehicle.”

         She pulled her seat belt over her shoulder and clicked it into place, then crossed her arms over her chest. “Tease me all you want, but there’s no reason to ride in a death trap when I can walk almost anywhere I need to go around here. Plus, it’s enough that you do what you do for a living. The least I can do is make sure you’re cruising around town in something safe.”

         He laughed harder this time. “Cruising? Darlin’, you don’t cruise in a machine like this. You ride, drive, and sometimes even tow, but wherever you’re going, it’s always with a purpose. Cruising is aimless, and I am anything but.”

         Damn he was sure of himself. In any other man, that quality would be sexy as all get-out. But she didn’t want Carter Bowen to be sexy as anything.

         He put the key in the ignition and shifted the truck into drive. She expected the tailpipe to backfire or the car to lurch forward, but the engine purred quietly as Carter maneuvered smoothly onto the street.

         “It’s been a few years since I’ve been on a horse,” she said, her heart rate increasing. It wasn’t because she was afraid of riding, though. It was being next to him, the thrum of anticipation, but of what she couldn’t say. If he’d have kept to the plan and come over for a haircut, she’d have been in control. But Carter Bowen was literally at the wheel, and Ivy had no idea what came next. “Used to ride every summer at sleepaway camp,” she continued. With her big brother, Charlie. There he was again, creeping into her thoughts and reminding her of what unbearable loss felt like. Her throat grew tight, and she hoped Carter would fill the silence while she pushed the hurt back into its hiding space.

         “Well,” he said with a grin. “This is your lucky day. Because in addition to this morning, I’ve been riding my whole life. My father may be all about cars, but my mother is a rancher’s daughter. We spent a lot of time on my grandad’s ranch growing up, and our mama made sure we could all handle ourselves on the back of a horse.”

         This made her smile, the thought of a young Carter and his big brothers, ribbing each other like brothers do, riding around a ranch.

         “Sounds like you and your family were really close growing up,” she said.

         He nodded. “My father always preferred four wheels to four legs, but he managed.” His jaw tightened, and his smile faded.

         “I feel like there’s another but in there somewhere,” she said.

         He blew out a long breath. “He makes a good enough living doing what he does. My brothers do, too. And for a long time I was fine with following along.” He shrugged. “Meant I didn’t have to take school too seriously and it meant my parents weren’t breathing down my neck about grades and stuff like that as long as I was serious about the auto shop. And I was.”

         She laid a hand on his forearm and gave him a gentle squeeze. “But it wasn’t important to you.”

         He shook his head. “I’d trade everything to have Mason back, even if it meant fixing cars the rest of my life. But I know now that something would have always felt like it was missing if that was the path I took. I wish I’d figured out what I was meant to do in a different way, you know? But I’m happy where I am now. What I do means something to me, just like I’m sure what you do means something to you.”

         Her hand slid off his arm and back into her lap. “I have a degree in fashion design,” she said. “The stuff I sell in the shop comes from a lot of local designers. But—some of it’s mine, too.” Her cheeks heated. She was proud of the few pieces she had in the shop and would be even prouder when she sold them. But after growing up with a firefighter for a father and watching her brother follow in his footsteps, it was still scary to share her creative side, to run the risk of someone not liking a design or thinking her work wasn’t as important, even when it was to her. “It’s not saving lives,” she blurted. “But it means something to me.”

         He rounded a corner and came to a halt at a four-way stop sign on a rural road outside the main part of town. She could see the sign up ahead welcoming her to Meadow Valley Ranch, but Carter put the truck in park.

         “What are you doing?” she asked.

         He turned to face her, one arm resting on top of the steering wheel.

         “I’m making sure you can see the truth in my eyes when I say what I’m gonna say so you don’t think I’m blowing smoke.”

         “Okaaay,” she said, drawing out the word with a nervous laugh.

         “Is making clothes your passion, the one thing in your life you can’t live without? Filling your bucket and whatever other mumbo jumbo means you’ve found your calling?”

         She nodded slowly, his ocean blue eyes holding her prisoner so that even if she wanted to look away, she couldn’t.

         “Then don’t ever sound apologetic about it,” he said, his face serious. “Because you’re never going to change the minds of the naysayers, if there are any. And worrying about what other people think of what you do? All it does is rob you of some of the joy you’re due.”

         He stared at her long and hard until she nodded her understanding, though she knew he was likely trying to convince himself even more than convince her. Still, the power of those words and the intensity in his gaze? No one had ever looked at her like that.

         Once he got his response from her, he turned back to the wheel, put the car in drive, and drove them the final thirty seconds to the ranch.

         After that speech and the way his eyes had bored into hers, she’d held her breath, thinking he might do something crazy like lean across the center console and kiss her right there. Only when they rolled to a stop in front of a stable and riding arena did she realize she hadn’t yet exhaled. Or how much she wished he had planted one on her right at the four-way stop.

         “You ready?” he asked.

         To ride a horse? To find herself even more attracted to him by the day’s end? To wonder if he did want to kiss her and what she’d do if it happened? Or how in the heck she was going to get this little crush out of her system once and for all? Because Carter Bowen could and would break her heart eventually. So no, she wasn’t ready for any of it. Not one little bit.

         “As I’ll ever be,” she said instead, and Carter flashed her a smile that knocked the wind straight out of her lungs.

         Honey, you are in trouble, she said to herself as he rounded the back of the truck and opened her door.

         “Did you say something?” he asked, offering her a hand to help her down. He had a pack over his shoulder he must have grabbed from the bed of the truck.

         “Just how much I’m looking forward to an evening ride,” she said.

         Lies, lies, lies. Her words were nothing but lies. Only the flutter in her belly when her palm touched his spoke the truth. So she pushed it down deep, hiding it where she’d tried to hide her grief for two long years.

         “Me, too,” he said. Then he laced his fingers with hers and led her toward the stable doors.

         And just like that, butterflies clawed their way to the surface without any warning at all.

         Trouble with a capital T.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Carter held the door for Ivy as they entered the stable. Sam Callahan—one of the ranch owners and also a recent transplant to Meadow Valley—greeted them inside.

         “Ivy Serrano, this is Sam Callahan. Not sure if you’ve met him or his brother Ben yet. Or Colt, the third owner of the ranch.”

         Ivy shook her head and also shook the other man’s hand. “I’ve seen you about town but don’t believe I’ve officially made your acquaintance, Mr. Callahan. It’s nice to meet you.”

         “It’s just Sam,” he said. “I’m not big on formalities, Ms.—Ivy,” he said, grinning and catching his own error.

         Sam, Ben, and Colt were young transplants to Meadow Valley, just like Carter. When it felt like he didn’t yet fit in, which was most days, he at least had them as allies—and a horse to ride if he needed a quick escape.

         “Ranch is officially open for business?” Ivy asked Sam.

         “Sure is. It’s a slow start, but we hope to get things off and rolling in the next several months. First year in a new business is the most important. Keep your fingers crossed we start drawing more folks into the area.”

         She smiled. “I’ll cross all my fingers and toes that you have a great first year. Business for you means more business for the town, so it sounds like a win-win to me.”

         Sam shook Carter’s hand as well. “Glad to have you back. You did a heck of a job this morning, even if we only have ten total guests at the moment.”

         Carter laughed. “Yeah, but those ten will tell ten more about it, and then those ten will tell ten more. You see where I’m going here?”

         Sam shook his head ruefully, then waved his index finger at Carter. “I sure hope so. Building a new business in a new town isn’t as easy as I’d hoped.”

         Carter shrugged. “If your mare treats Ivy well enough, she may just be the person to start spreading the news in town. Heck, when that happens and you’re booking my riding services on the regular, I’ll lower my commission from fifteen percent to ten.”

         Sam clapped Carter on the shoulder. “I sure met you at the right time. Someday I may really be able to pay you.”

         “As long as you let me ride the trails, consider me paid,” Carter said.

         Sam grabbed a straw cowboy hat off a bale of hay and tossed it on his head. “Have a nice ride, you two. Ace and Barbara Ann are all ready to go. You’re welcome to stop by the dining hall when you get back, but I’m guessing by the saddle pack that you might have things under control.”

         Carter nodded. “Thanks for the offer all the same.”

         Sam turned back to Ivy. “It was nice to officially meet you. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again sooner or later.” And with that he strode out of the stable.

         Ivy stared after him as he left. And then she stared some more. If Carter were the jealous type, he’d be—well—jealous. But how could he envy a man who caught her attention when she was nothing more than a friend? Pretty easily, it turned out.

         Carter cleared his throat. “Not that it matters, but if I were trying to properly court you, would I have just introduced you to my competition?”

         She spun to face him, cheeks aflame. “What? No. I mean—competition for what?”

         He laughed. “I’m just wondering—and this is only a hypothetical, because this is in no way a courting situation—if I’d have shot myself in the foot by introducing you to someone who not only doesn’t fight fires for a living but also must be pretty easy on the eyes for someone such as yourself.”

         Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, and her blush deepened.

         “I’ll admit that if anyone ever needed a visual display of what tall, dark, and handsome was supposed to be, it’s the cowboy who just strode out those stable doors. And he has a brother? My oh my,” she said, fanning herself.

         He’d been teasing her initially, but now his confidence began to waiver.

         “But,” she added, “there’s one big problem with all of that.”

         Her tone encouraged him, so he took a step closer, even had the audacity to skim his fingers across her temple. “What’s the problem, darlin’?”

         She blew out a breath. “It’s this other cowboy. One who, after barely knowing me, helped sober me up after a bad day and even made sure I got home safely. He also donates his free time to lead trail rides at a new ranch in town. And truth be told, I prefer something closer to a redhead than a brunette. In fact, if this particular cowboy didn’t risk his life for a living, I might very well be developing a little crush on him, which would make this a courting situation. But it’s not, correct?”

         It wasn’t, as much as he wanted it to be. He’d thought about her the whole walk home last night, about what it would have been like to kiss her if she could only see him differently. Maybe that was what he hoped to accomplish by taking her out on the trail. All he knew was that sharing the view with ranch patrons earlier that day had been fun, but sharing it with Ivy would be something else. He hoped by the time they made it to the trail’s end he’d figure out what that something else was.

         He dipped his head, his lips a breath away from her ear. She smelled like the lavender fields from the farm that bordered his granddaddy’s ranch, and he breathed her in, this intoxicating scent of home.

         “No,” he whispered. “It’s not.” Because a new job in a new town was tough enough. He was being tested by the chief, his captain, and everyone in his company. If he lost focus and slipped up, then where would he go? But the real issue was her. If he lost focus while falling for someone who, in the end, couldn’t handle what he did for a living, then he wasn’t simply putting his career on the line but his heart, too. He understood that Ivy’s fear was based in reality, that she’d experienced a heartbreaking loss. And while he’d never push her into something she didn’t want, it was impossible to deny this thing between them.

         “Courting you, Ivy, would eventually mean kissing you. And I’m not sure you could handle my kissin’.”

         “Why’s that?” she asked, her voice cracking.

         “Because,” he said softly, “I’d leave your lips swollen and your brain so foggy you won’t remember your own name.” Yet he wouldn’t push her too far too fast. She had to choose him. Because despite bad timing and he being the type of guy she swore she’d avoid, a part of him had already chosen her.

         She sucked in a breath, and it took every ounce of his resolve to straighten and take a step back when all he wanted to do was exactly what he’d said.

         “Then I guess we’re on the same page,” she said, but he could hear the slight tremble in her voice. It matched his quickened pulse and the irregular beat of his heart.

         He nodded. “I’ll just throw my pack on Ace’s saddle, and we’ll be good to go.” He glanced down at her boots. They weren’t riding boots, but they looked sturdy enough for a motorcycle, which meant they were sturdy enough for a horse.

         His gaze trailed up her toned legs. He could see every curve of muscle, her round and perfect backside, in those form-fitting pants.

         “See something you like?” she teased, having regained her composure.

         Good lord did he ever.

         How the heck was he supposed to read that? He wanted something other than friendship from her but only under the right circumstances. But after all her protesting—was Ivy flirting back?

         “Just making sure you had proper boots for riding. Those will do,” he said coolly, doing his best to maintain control.

         He got Ace ready to go, then introduced Ivy to Barbara Ann and helped her into the saddle. At least, he tried to help her, offering to give her a boost, but she stuck one foot in the mare’s stirrup and hoisted herself into the saddle like she’d done it every day of her life.

         She shrugged and stroked the horse’s mane. “Guess it’s like riding a bike. You never really forget.” She pulled her sunglasses from the collar of her shirt, batted her big brown eyes at him, and then covered them up. “I’m just waiting on you, cowboy.”

         He crossed his arms and stared up at her. “You want to take her for a lap or two in the arena before we hit the trail to make sure you’ve got the hang of it?”

         “Sure,” she said. “Meet you out there.”

         He stepped aside, and Ivy led Barbara Ann out of her stall and into the arena with ease.

         He laughed and shook his head. She could make clothes, cut hair, put out her own fires, and hop onto the back of a horse like she grew up on a ranch herself. She also seemed to be able to make him forget that there was no room in his life for romance right now, especially with a woman who couldn’t support what he did for a living.

         He strode to a shelf right inside the stable’s entrance and grabbed the cowboy hat he kept in there for his trail rides, then headed back to Ace’s stall and mounted his own trusty steed. When they trotted into the arena, Ivy and Barbara Ann were galloping around the track. Damn she looked good on the back of a horse. Maybe this was their common ground. Back in town she was a woman still grieving an incomparable loss, and he was the man who—by the simple nature of his profession—reminded her of it. Maybe out here on the ranch for one perfect evening they could just be Carter and Ivy.

         She rounded a turn and pulled on Barbara Ann’s reins so she came to a halt beside him and Ace.

         “Color me impressed, Ms. Serrano,” he said. “You’re a natural.”

         She beamed. “That. Was. Amazing! I’ve never felt so—so—”

         “Alive?” he asked.

         She shook her head. “Free. Free of all the worry swirling around my head, you know? Will the shop do well? Will my own designs sell? And everything else that gets me all twisted up in knots.” She blew out a breath. “Thank you for bringing me here. I don’t know if you knew it was what I needed or not, but wow. This is the perfect end to a stressful opening weekend.”

         “Now you know why I help Sam and the boys out for free. Ain’t nothing like being on top of a horse and leaving the rest of the world behind every now and then.” He nodded toward a gate on the other side of the arena and a path that eventually forked into three different directions. “You ready? We’re going to do the open trail to the right.”

         “Ready,” she said.

         And they hit the trail.

         
            *  *  *

         

         How was it that Ivy had grown up in this town but had never seen these rolling green hills? It probably had something to do with there not having been a Meadow Valley Ranch or a stable full of horses until now. Maybe, though, the town wasn’t the only thing she was looking at from a different perspective.

         She tugged gently on Barbara Ann’s reins and slowed to a stop a few yards behind where Carter was doing the same thing. When she’d met him yesterday, he was a walking, talking, embodiment of her biggest fear—losing someone she loved. But today he was this cowboy who gave her exactly what she’d needed at the end of a weekend that had started off on a very wrong foot.

         He looked back at her over his shoulder and tipped his hat.

         Her stomach flipped.

         “Just a few paces ahead and we can tie off the horses. I brought snacks,” he called.

         She nodded and followed him over the hill to where it leveled into a small clearing overlooking the ranch and beyond it the main street of town.

         A short length of fence was set up—most likely by Sam Callahan and the other ranch owners—that seemed to be there for the sole purpose of making sure you could relax a while without your horse running off.

         She hopped down into the overgrown grass and walked Barbara Ann to an open spot on the fence. Carter secured his horse while she did the same with hers. He removed the saddle pack and tossed it over his shoulder.

         “Sam said the horses like this spot for grazing, and riders like it for gazing down at the town or up at the stars on a clear night, so I said we should call it Gaze ’n’ Graze Hill.”

         She snorted. “That’s the corniest thing I ever heard—but at the same time also kind of cute.”

         He shook his head. “There you go again with that word. Cute. Cute in my uniform. Cute the way I name a hill. I’ve heard the word so much in the past two days that I’m starting to wonder about that vocabulary of yours.”

         He nodded in the direction away from the fence, then pivoted and headed that way without giving her time to come up with some sort of witty retort.

         “I have a very good vocabulary, I’ll have you know,” she said when she caught up to him, then rolled her eyes at her less-than-formidable response. She’d never had to work to impress when it came to wordplay, but Carter Bowen threw her off her game. He made her tongue-tied and nervous and anxious to lob witty comebacks without a second thought. She had the undeniable urge to show him how much of her there was to like because—ugh—she was really starting to like him.

         Where would that get her, though? She didn’t want to think about that, not when she was up here, able to let go of the fear, even if it was only for a short while.

         He laid the pack on the ground and unzipped one of three compartments, pulling out a blue-and-white-checked picnic blanket.

         “Here,” she said, motioning to take it, since he was kneeling. “I can do that.”

         He relinquished the blanket, and she shook it out, spreading it over the grass.

         Next he opened a plastic container filled with sliced apples and another with what looked like warm, grilled sandwiches.

         “Damn,” he said. “I didn’t think to ask. You don’t have a peanut allergy, do you?”

         She sat down across from him and shook her head. “Carter Bowen, did you make me peanut butter and jelly?” she asked with a grin.

         “No, ma’am. Pearl did. You know Pearl at the Meadow Valley Inn?”

         Ivy gasped. “Did you bring me Pearl’s grilled PB and J with brie? Because if you did, I just might have to kiss you.” Her hand flew over her mouth. “I meant because of how much I love that sandwich, not because—” She greedily grabbed one of the sandwich halves from the container and tore off a healthy bite. Anything to keep her from saying more incriminating statements about kissing. “Mmm. Delicious,” she said around her mouthful of food.

         Carter laughed and dropped back onto his ass—the ass she’d had her eye on for much of the trail ride. It wasn’t like she had a choice. He led the way. And if she was searching her limited vocabulary for a way to describe the view, it was a long way from cute.

         He handed her a thermos of Pearl’s equally delicious raspberry iced tea, then picked up his own half a sandwich from the container and took a bite. He unscrewed the lid from his own tea and took a couple of long swigs.

         “You know,” he said, resting his elbows on his knees, “you don’t have to be embarrassed about wanting to kiss me. Hell, you don’t even have to use my great-aunt’s cooking as an excuse for wanting to do it.”

         Her eyes widened, and she stopped herself in the middle of taking another bite. “Pearl? Pearl Sweeney is your great-aunt?”

         He held his index finger to his lips.

         “She is, though I’d appreciate you keeping that between us for right now. When she heard the chief might be looking to hire from the outside, she passed him my name. That was it. Her only involvement. I got the job on my own merits. I know I’m good at what I do. But I’m an uninvited guest right now, so until I prove myself to the company—which I know I will—I don’t want to give anyone reason to doubt my abilities.”

         She lowered her sandwich onto the lid of the container. “But Jessie, Wyatt, and Shane seemed to respect you just fine when you answered my nonemergency alarm.”

         He laughed, but the smile looked forced. “That’s because I’d just written them up for insubordination before we left the station.”

         “What? Why?” That didn’t sound like either of them.

         He shrugged. “Because when they saw where the call was coming from, they argued with me about suiting up and taking the truck. ‘It’s Ivy’s place. That girl knows more about fire than we do. By the time we get there, there’ll be nothing left to do but paperwork.’”

         Ivy winced because they were right about her. But Carter was in the right as their superior. “You did everything by the book like you were supposed to. I get it. No one should take shortcuts in a possible life-or-death situation.”

         He set his sandwich down and leaned back on his elbows, his long legs stretching out in front of him. His cowboy hat cast a shadow over his eyes. “Anyway,” he said. “You can see why I don’t want anyone claiming favoritism.”

         She moved the food out of the way and stretched out next to him on her side. The sun was low enough that she didn’t need her sunglasses anymore, so she took them off and tossed them toward her feet. “Why’d you tell me all that, then? Aren’t you afraid I’ll spill the beans? For all you know, I’m the town gossip.”

         “Nah,” he said. “I know the type, and you’re not it. Besides, I needed to tell someone. Figured I couldn’t do much worse than you.”

         She scoffed and backhanded him on the shoulder. “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult. But judging from the sound of your voice, I’m guessing it’s the latter.”

         He rolled onto his side to face her, but the hat was still obscuring his eyes. So she grabbed it and tossed it the same way she did her sunglasses.

         “There,” she said. “Now I can see those baby blues.”

         “Are they cute?” he asked.

         Something in the pit of her belly tightened, and she shook her head.

         “Then what?” he asked, his eyes darkening with the same mischief to match his tone.

         “Okay,” she said. “Before then what? I need to ask you something, Mr. Bowen.”

         “Go ahead, darlin’.”

         She blew out a breath. “There’s something about being up here with you, away from everything at the bottom of the hill. It’s like I can forget what happens down there, you know? Like nothing matters except for what’s up here.”

         “The Gazin’ and Grazin’ Hill,” he said with a wink.

         She rolled her eyes but laughed. “There’s something between us, right? I mean, you brought me here with Pearl’s best sandwich and—and I’m not imagining any of it, am I?”

         “No,” he said simply. “I can’t be with a woman who doesn’t support what I do. So I know my wooing is going to waste, even if I keep saying that’s not what this is. But I can’t seem to help myself. Guess I was hoping I’d be able to change your perspective.”

         “I support what you do,” she said. “But I just can’t put my heart out there like that. You have to understand.” She paused and took a steadying breath. “Wait. No, this isn’t where this was supposed to be going. What I meant to say is that maybe up here, for today, I can forget what’s down there. We both can.” She propped herself up and squinted over the top of the hill.

         “If I say yes, that I’d like the same thing,” he said, “then I get to hear what else is in that vocabulary of yours?”

         She lowered herself so she was facing him again and nodded. “You’d get to hear me say how sexy your butt looks in those jeans.”

         He laughed. “And here I thought we were talking about my eyes.”

         “Those are pretty sexy, too.” She grinned. “I might even find you a little bit charming.”

         He trailed his fingers down the bare skin of her arm. “Darlin’, I find you to be too many things to list.”

         She batted her lashes, and he laughed again. “Why don’t you try,” she said.

         “Hmm, I should get comfortable. This’ll take a minute or two.” He rolled onto his back and clasped his hands behind his head. “Smart. Beautiful. A competent rider—”

         “I like where this is headed,” she interrupted. “Feel free to continue.”

         “A passion for what you do. Oh, can’t forget terrible taste in liquor.”

         “Hey,” she said. “I thought you were supposed to be complimenting me.”

         He raised his brows. “I said there was too much to list to describe you. Never said it was all complimentary.” He scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “And…headstrong.” He held up his hands like he was waiting for some sort of physical retribution, but she simply sat up, crossed her arms, and glared.

         It was easier to find a reason to be indignant than to admit to herself how much she liked hearing what he was saying—complimentary or not. Because even his ribbing meant he’d noticed her. He’d paid attention to her. And he’d thought about her as much as she’d thought about him since their walk last night.

         “That one was a compliment,” he said, sitting up so she couldn’t escape the depths of those blue eyes. “You know exactly what you want and what you don’t, Ivy. I admire the heck out of that. Even if it means you not wanting to get involved with a catch like me.”

         Her gaze softened. “And you don’t want to get involved with a mess like me.”

         “You’re not a mess,” he said. “But no. We already know we’re not right for each other. And despite what you’re offering up here on the hill, I think we both deserve better than that.”

         He grabbed his hat, stood, and dropped it back on his head.

         She clamored back to her feet. “Wait. That’s it? What about forgetting what’s down there while we’re up here?”

         He dipped his head and kissed her. She didn’t have time to think because her body melted into his like she was molten metal and he was made to mold her into shape. Her stomach contracted, and her back arched. His hands slid around her waist, and hers draped over his shoulders. His kiss was everything he had promised and everything she’d hoped—firm and insistent while at the same time careful and considerate. Whatever he asked for right now, she was more than willing to give. She parted her lips, and his tongue slipped past, tangling with hers. He was heat and fire and passion like she hadn’t known existed.

         Erase it all, she thought. My fear, my hesitation—heck, even my name. She knew it wasn’t that easy, that a kiss couldn’t take away two years of grief and how scared she was to even consider putting her heart at risk again. But now that she knew what she’d tried to resist, she wanted all she could take before logic stepped back into the picture.

         But before she could catch her breath, he backed away and tipped his hat.

         “Are you gonna forget that once we get back to town?” he asked. “Because I sure as hell won’t.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Carter Bowen was on fire. Not literally, of course. In the two weeks he’d been in Meadow Valley, the closest he’d gotten to any sort of real flame was the fire at Ivy’s shop—the one she’d put out before he’d probably had his gear on.

         No gear today, just a very sweaty Meadow Valley Fire Station T-shirt and a pair of basketball shorts. Lieutenant Heinz’s crew took over a few hours early so Carter and his team could spend the last of their twenty-four-hour shift doing a scrub down of the rig.

         In a hundred-degree heat, because even in the late afternoon, the day was a scorcher, and they needed daylight to see what they were doing. Carter paused from waxing the front of the truck to take a water break.

         “You know this rig never sees any action, right?” Shane O’Brien said. “Other than the occasional emergency room transport—and for that we use the ambulance—I think the last fire Meadow Valley saw was two years ago.”

         He was on top of the rig, checking the ladder hydraulics and making sure there weren’t any leaks.

         “Not that I owe you an explanation, probie,” Carter said, and Shane scowled at the nickname. “But I know the station’s history. I’d expect that, having grown up in Meadow Valley, you’d know that while things have been quiet here the past eighteen months, we don’t service only our own town. Our company has been called for backup more than a few times for forest fires in neighboring jurisdictions. In a rural area like this, debris from low-hanging trees and falling ash can cause issues over time if the upper level isn’t cleared out and rinsed every now and then.” He took a long swig from his canteen of water. “Plus a good day of work builds character for someone who might have taken a job because he thought he could sit with his feet up and watch ESPN all day.”

         He’d actually kill to be inside in the air-conditioning checking the Astros score, but there was no way he was going to bond with his team without working with them, and a clean rig was always the safest rig.

         “Thanks for the exaggeration,” Shane bit back. “I can count how many times we’ve been called for backup on one hand. And just so we’re clear, my probationary period ended months ago. I could put myself in the running for your job if I wanted. We all know about your one-month trial period. You mess up and you’re out, Lieutenant Probie.”

         Carter’s teeth ground together. He’d been the youngest of three, the button pusher, all his life. But it had all been because he looked up to his brothers. He wanted to be like them. This was different. Shane O’Brien had some sort of vendetta, and Carter was the target.

         Jessie popped her head out of the driver-side door.

         “Mats and underneath the mats are all clean, Lieutenant!” she called. “Gotta admit, it was pretty nasty in there.”

         Carter did his best to shake off his interaction with Shane. “Let me take a quick look. If all looks good, you’re clear to go.”

         He rounded the rig and climbed inside. The cab was damn near pristine, like no one had ever used it.

         “Excellent work, Morris,” he said as he hopped out. “I’ll see you in forty-eight hours.”

         She grinned. “Thanks, Lieutenant.” Then she gathered up her portion of the cleaning supplies and headed into the garage.

         She and a few others on his team had seemed to come around in the past week, even though he’d been extra surly after the way things had ended with Ivy on Sunday. Maybe it started with his team not wanting to poke the bear, as it was, but now they’d fallen into an easy rhythm that felt good. The way he felt about Ivy Serrano, though? There was nothing easy about that.

         It was Thursday now, and he was finishing the second of two twenty-four-hour shifts since he’d seen her. He hadn’t been able to shake off how much he’d wanted her that evening and how much he still did even after putting four days between them.

         It had meant keeping to the station and avoiding any other stops at the Midtown Tavern. But it seemed the more he avoided his attraction, the more he thought about it and wished he hadn’t gone from a father who didn’t support his life choices to a woman who drove him all kinds of crazy but also couldn’t get behind what he did for a living.

         He drained his canteen and then finished the rig’s waxing. After that he went around the truck, inspecting stations and dismissing his firefighters as they completed their jobs. Until the only one left was Shane O’Brien—who’d decided to take an extended water break.

         Carter climbed up to the roof of the truck and found him nestled into a corner, his baseball cap pulled low to cover his closed eyes. But Carter could tell by the rhythm of his breathing that the guy was asleep.

         What the hell was it with his guy? It was one thing to push his buttons, but this was a complete disregard for Carter’s authority.

         He looked down at the small bag of twigs and branches Shane had collected—and at the untouched bucket of soapy water meant to wipe down the roof and ladder.

         Carter picked up the bucket and tossed half the contents at the sleeping rookie.

         “What the hell?” Shane growled, startling awake.

         Carter checked his watch. “I’m off the clock. So is the rest of the team. Except you.” He nodded toward the spilled water. “Clean that up and wipe down the rest of the roof. I’ll let Lieutenant Heinz know you’re not stepping foot off this property until you’re done. See you in forty-eight hours.”

         He gritted his teeth and climbed to the ground before Shane had a chance to be any more insubordinate than he’d already been. Carter needed a shower. And a drink. But that meant hitting the tavern. Except he was avoiding the tavern. And right now he wanted to avoid the firehouse as well.

         He pulled out his cell phone and called his great-aunt.

         “I need a room,” he said when she answered.

         “Got one ready and waiting. Rough day?”

         “Yeah. Does that Everything Store sell liquor?”

         She laughed. “And steal business from Casey’s place? Kitchen’s still open over here, and I might have a few longnecks hiding in the fridge.”

         He blew out a breath. “You’re a lifesaver. Be there in a few.” Then he ended the call.

         He grabbed his few belongings from the bunkhouse, hoisted his duffel over his shoulder, and headed straight for the front door. He pushed through to find Ivy Serrano heading up the front walkway. Her eyes widened when she saw him.

         “Can I help you, Ms. Serrano?” he said with as much formality as he could muster.

         Her hair was in two low braids on either side of her head, and she wore a black baseball cap that said SLUGGERS across the top in yellow, a white tank top under fitted overalls, and a pair of what he guessed used to be white sneakers on which she’d doodled intricate floral designs in vibrant colored marker.

         Damn she looked cute.

         She hesitated, her hands fidgeting with the bag slung over her shoulder.

         “Softball practice was canceled on account of the heat, and I figured since I was free and it looks like you’re still in need of that haircut…”

         He ran a hand through his hair. The overgrown ends were slick with sweat.

         “Ivy,” he said, more serious this time. “What are you doing here?”

         She shrugged. “You were right. I haven’t been able to forget about that kiss.” She noticed his duffel. “Are you going somewhere?”

         “Decided to take a room at the inn. I need a shower and a cold-as-hell beer.”

         She worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “I’ve got a shower. And a six-pack of Coors.”

         He sighed. Despite having thought about her all week, he had every reason in the world to say no. There was something between them, for sure. But they couldn’t be together, not when his job seemed to be growing more complicated, especially after what he’d just done. Not to mention the woman standing in front of him couldn’t handle his job to begin with.

         He got it. He understood and wouldn’t fault her for her grief. But he couldn’t be anyone else for her.

         No, Ivy. I can’t come with you. I can’t get deeper into this thing we never should have started because it’ll keep getting harder to walk away.

         The only problem? He couldn’t actually form the word no. Not with those big brown eyes fixed on him, those dark lashes batting their way past his defenses—because yes, she batted. And it worked.

         “Those are the magic words,” he said at last. A free haircut and a beer. He could handle that. “But nothing out of any sort of fashion magazine. Just a trim.”

         She finally smiled, and he swore it was brighter than the still-blazing sun.

         “Deal,” she said, then held out her right hand.

         He shook it. “And for the record,” he said, “I haven’t forgotten that kiss either.”

         They strode off down the street and around the bend. When they got to her porch he texted his aunt.

         Change of plans. I’ll still need that room but not until later this evening.

         Or maybe, if they both threw logic out the window, not at all.

         
              

         

         Carter showered quickly and threw on a clean T-shirt and jeans. He’d gotten so used to communal living the past couple of weeks that the quiet of Ivy’s house made him feel odd and out of place. After college he’d moved straight into a one-bedroom apartment with another probie at the station. It was a tight fit, one of them living in the bedroom and the other in the living room, but it had been a necessary inconvenience. After his father decided he was a colossal disappointment, he couldn’t live at home anymore. So he worked to pay the rent, picked up any overtime that was offered him, and moved up the ranks as fast as he could.

         And then he left.

         It had been a long time since he’d been under a roof with quiet, space, and permanence.

         He padded barefoot into the kitchen, where she was waiting on a stool at the kitchen island. One frosty longneck sat on the blue-tiled counter while she sipped another.

         “Evening, Lieutenant,” she said, raising her bottle. Her ball cap hung on the corner of her high-top chair.

         “Evening, Ms. Serrano,” he said, striding toward the counter to stand opposite her. “But I’m off the clock.”

         She nodded. “I know. But the title suits you. You’ve got this air of authority that doesn’t seem to go away even when you’re off duty.”

         He blew out a breath and took a healthy swig from his beer. “I guess it’s kind of hard to turn it off sometimes.” He set his beer down and pressed both palms against the counter, shaking his head. “I lost my cool with one of my rookies this afternoon.”

         She winced. “Shane?”

         “How’d you know?” he asked.

         She sighed. “Shane’s always had a bit of a chip on his shoulder. Wyatt was—and I guess still is—the big brother whose shoes have been hard to fill. He was the starting quarterback our sophomore year. Took the team to state twice. He was as good a student as he was an athlete, and now he’s a uniformed town hero in the making. Shane got in with the wrong crowd in high school and sorta disappeared for a few years. Rumor has it that when he turned up in the county jail, his father gave him an ultimatum—clean up his act and get a job or he wouldn’t post bail.”

         “Damn,” Carter said. “How long ago was that?”

         She raised her brows. “About a year ago.”

         He whistled. “That explains a lot. Shoot, I’m guessing I fanned the flames pretty good, then.”

         “Uh-oh.” She took another sip of her beer. “What did you do?”

         He shrugged. “Caught him sleeping on top of the truck when he was supposed to be scrubbing it down, so I dumped half the bucket of soapy water on him and told him he wasn’t leaving until he cleaned up the mess.” He scratched the back of his neck. “This sounds kind of crazy, but I think he might have been the internal applicant for lieutenant. It doesn’t make any damned sense from an experience standpoint, but now that I know more about his history? I’m nothing more than a reminder to him of not measuring up.”

         “Oh, Carter,” she said, resting a hand over his as she stifled a laugh. “You’ve got your work cut out for you, don’t you?”

         “The thing is,” he said, “he and I aren’t that different. I’m the youngest of three. I always looked up to my brothers. My father. But when I decided to go down a different path, it was like I lost any chance of filling the shoes I was expected to fill.”

         She squeezed his hand. “I think maybe you and Shane will be good for each other. You know what it’s like to be in his place. Now you get to sort of be the big brother, to show him that the right path can still be his own path.”

         He flipped his hand over and laced his fingers with hers. “Does this mean you’ve changed your mind about getting involved with a firefighter?”

         She shook her head, nodded, and then groaned.

         “What kind of answer is that?” he asked with a laugh.

         She slid off her stool and rounded the corner of the island so she was standing right in front of him.

         “It’s the kind where my heart and my head can’t come to an agreement. I felt something with you that first night, Carter, and again up on the hill. I tried to ignore it. Tried to keep my heart safe by staying away, but here we are.”

         He nodded. “Here we are.”

         “Something died in me the day we lost Charlie. Loving and losing isn’t just about romantic love, you know. No matter which way you slice it, the losing is hard. Too hard. I couldn’t take that kind of hurt again.”

         “I know,” he said. “All I can do is promise that if this thing with us turns to something real, I’ll do my best not to hurt you.”

         She pressed her lips together and nodded. “Maybe while we’re seeing where this goes, we pretend you have a really boring office job where you sit in a cubicle and crunch numbers at a computer.”

         He laughed. “Fine. But if I don’t get to talk about my passion, you don’t get to talk about yours.” He wasn’t changing who he was, just buying them time for her to be okay with it. Besides, after today, he needed a friendly face. He needed to be with the woman he hadn’t stopped thinking about all week.

         She scoffed at him imposing this rule on their game, but fair was fair. “But I just opened the shop. This is my fresh start, my future, my—”

         He pressed a finger to her lips. “If I have to work in a cubicle, so do you.”

         She pouted, but there was a smile in her big brown eyes. “Okay. No shoptalk. For now.”

         She held out her free hand to shake, but instead he slipped both his hands around her wrists and draped her arms around his neck.

         “I can think of a better way to seal that deal.”

         He dipped his head and kissed her, and it was everything he needed after the day he’d had. Her soft lips parted, and he felt her smile against him as he tasted what was far better than a cold beer at the end of a hard day.

         “Evening, Lieutenant,” she whispered.

         “Evening, Ms. Serrano.”

         He slid his hands behind her thighs and lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist and kissed him harder.

         “Can we postpone that haircut?” she asked, her voice breathy and full of a need that matched his own.

         “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and carried her back down the hall. There were three open doors, and one he could tell just from glancing in was clearly her office or design space. So he strode through the only other door that wasn’t the bathroom and carried her toward the bed.

         He set her down on her feet. “Wait,” he said.

         She shook her head and slid her overalls off her shoulders, lifted her fitted tank top over her head, and undid her bra in seconds flat.

         “Wow,” he said, staring at her breasts. “While this is already way better than a haircut, why are we rushing, Ivy?” Even though he wasn’t sure how much time he had with her—how long this would last before she decided she couldn’t and wouldn’t be with him—he wanted to take things slow.

         She laughed and lifted his T-shirt up and over his shoulders, then wrapped her arms around his torso and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him again. “Why wait?” she asked. “We’re two consenting adults who obviously both want the same thing.” She paused and took a step back. “You do want me, don’t you?” she asked, the sincerity in her voice too much for him to bear.

         “God, Ivy, yes. So much it hurts.” And likely would hurt for a spell until his body caught up with his brain, but he’d survive. “But I don’t want to feel like we’re rushing only to get each other out of our systems.”

         He reached for where she’d tossed his T-shirt on the bed and pulled it back on. For a brief second he wondered if she saw the scarred skin on his left side and simply ignored it or if she was too caught up in the moment to notice. There was also the scar on his right shoulder that had nothing to do with the accident, but she seemed to have missed that one, too. Or maybe it was all a part of their game—of pretending he wasn’t fully who he was. That was why he was pumping the brakes. Playing make-believe was fine while they figured out what this was, but he wanted their feelings to catch up with their actions. When and if he and Ivy slept together, he wanted the game to be over.

         “I’m sorry,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest, and he hated that he’d made her feel self-conscious or guilty. “You’re right. I just got caught up, and I—”

         He wrapped his hands around her wrists and gently pulled her arms back to her sides.

         “You play softball, right?” he said, the corner of his mouth turning up.

         She nodded, and he dipped his head down to kiss one breast and then the other. She hummed softly, and he breathed in the scent of lavender and silently swore to himself. Ivy Serrano would eventually be his undoing, but tonight maybe they could simply be.

         He straightened and grinned when he saw the smile spread across her face. “Well maybe no home run tonight, but I could hit a single or double.”

         She burst out laughing, then grabbed his right hand and placed it on her left breast, his thumb swiping her raised peak. She sucked in a breath before regaining her composure.

         “I think you’ve already made it to second,” she teased. “So what’s next?”

         He sat down on the bed and patted his knee. She climbed into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck.

         He kissed her and lowered her onto her back, his lips traveling to the line of her jaw, her neck, and the soft skin below. He savored each nibble and taste and watching her react to his touch.

         “Who knows?” he asked. “If a good pitch comes along, I might hit a triple.”

         She pressed her palm over the bulge in his jeans and gave him a soft squeeze.

         “Only if my team can, too.”

         He groaned as she squeezed again, then kissed her once more. “Fair is fair.”

         “But no home runs,” she reaffirmed. “At least, not tonight.”

         “I predict it’ll still be a good game.”

         “Evening, Lieutenant,” she said, echoing her earlier greeting as he slipped a hand beneath the overalls that still hung at her hips. “Thanks for coming over tonight.”

         He nipped her bottom lip. “Evening, Ms. Serrano. Best night I’ve had in a long time.”

         And hopefully the first of many more to come.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         Ivy pulled her cap over her eyes and stared at the batter, then glanced at Casey, who was pitching. Her friend gave her a subtle nod, which meant she was sending the ball right over the plate, which in turn would mean a line drive to Ivy, who was covering first base. If she caught the ball, it would be the third out and a win for the Midtown Sluggers. If she didn’t, the bases would be loaded, and a grand slam would sink them.

         No pressure.

         Not like this was the big leagues or anything, but the Main Street Loungers from Quincy—aptly named after the pub who sponsored them—were their biggest rival. The Loungers had creamed them the last time they played each other, and tonight the Sluggers were on their home turf.

         Ivy breathed in the fresh scent of the ponderosa pines that rose in the distance. Even in the small residential park, you could see the tree-lined hills that gave Meadow Valley its name. It was more than her grief that had swallowed her up in Boston. It was the city itself. Beautiful as it was and steeped in history, Ivy had longed for the comfort of home—for the place where she and Charlie grew up, where she could feel closer to the brother she still missed.

         She wasn’t expecting a new reason to solidify Meadow Valley as the place she was meant to be. But there was Carter Bowen, climbing into the bleachers. He said he would come as soon as his shift ended—his boring cubicle office job shift—and there he was. They’d been seeing if this thing between them was real for three full weeks now. She counted the week they avoided each other in there because she’d spent each day thinking about him and wishing they weren’t avoiding each other.

         These days they were very much not avoiding each other. Whether it was at her house, his room at the inn, or the afternoon she found him waiting in her office after she closed the shop—he’d snuck back there while she was helping one last customer—they’d pretty much not avoided each other all over town.

         She smiled at the thought. No one had hit any home runs yet, but they’d been enjoying the game nonetheless.

         And now he was here, watching her play softball of all things, and all she could think about was how much brighter Meadow Valley seemed with him around. Others would say it had to do with the incessant sun and lack of rain, but not Ivy. She’d smiled more in the last three weeks than she had in the past two years, and the summer sun had nothing to do with it.

         Oof! A burst of pain in her shoulder woke her from her stupor.

         “Foul!” she heard the referee call.

         She saw Carter bolt up from his seat and then sit back down, like his instinct was to go to her, and despite how much the impact had hurt, her stomach flip-flopped.

         “Time out!” Casey called, and she jogged over to first base. “Are you okay?” she asked.

         Ivy rolled her shoulder. It would need some ice, but she’d live. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

         Casey threw her hands in the air, which looked ridiculous, because one was covered by her glove and the other palmed a softball. “Then what the hell was that?” she whisper-shouted. “You could have caught that ball instead of acting as a shield for—I don’t know—any stray lightning bugs who might have been in its path.”

         Ivy groaned. “I know. I’m sorry. I got distracted.”

         Casey glanced toward the small set of bleachers and then back at Ivy.

         “Dreamboat’s got you all bent out of shape, doesn’t he?” she asked.

         “No,” Ivy said defensively. “I mean yes. I don’t know.”

         Casey placed her glove on Ivy’s shoulder, the one that, thankfully, wasn’t throbbing.

         “Look, you know there’s nothing I want more than to see you smile like you used to. But you know what he does for a living, right? You know where he disappears to every forty-eight hours.” Casey cut herself off before saying Charlie’s name. Everyone in town pretty much did the same. Unless Ivy got tipsy on apple pie liqueur and toasted her dead brother, everyone played the avoidance game, including herself.

         She had lived in the thick of her grief for over a year in Boston with her parents, Charlie’s wife, and her niece, Alice. She wanted to leave that grief behind now that she was home and had a soon-to-be-thriving business.

         Ivy cleared her throat. “You know how we pretend? Like you just did by not saying—by not saying his name. That’s what Carter and I do. As far as I’m concerned, he has a really boring job where he sits in a cubicle and crunches numbers.”

         Casey’s blue eyes softened. “Oh, Ives. Be careful, okay? I like Carter a lot, but I don’t want you setting yourself up for heartbreak if you can’t handle what he really does.”

         The ref alerted them that their time was up, and Ivy nodded.

         “Let’s win this damn game, okay?” Casey asked. “Drinks are on me if we do.”

         Ivy laughed. “I’ve never paid for a drink at Midtown in my entire life.”

         Casey shrugged. “Fine. If we lose, I’m starting your first tab.”

         Ivy narrowed her eyes at her best friend. “You wouldn’t.”

         “Try me,” Casey said. “Or catch the damn ball next time, and you’ll won’t have to see whether or not I’m bluffing.” She adjusted her baseball cap and pivoted away, her assured strides carrying her back to the pitcher’s mound.

         “Make me pay for drinks,” Ivy mumbled. “Yeah, right.” But when the batter readied himself for the next pitch, Ivy squeezed her eyes shut for a brief moment and pushed everything out of her thoughts except one thing—the game.

         When she opened her eyes, Casey was already winding up, so Ivy bent her knees, leaned toward the foul line, and held her mitt open and at the ready.

         Again, Casey pitched the ball right over the plate, but this time the batter didn’t foul. This time it was a line drive inside first. She barely had time to think before she dove over the plate, arm outstretched. The ball hit her hand hard, and she rolled to the ground, tucking it close to her chest. Nervous as hell to look, she sprang to her knees and glanced down. There it was, the softball that was now the game-ending catch.

         She jumped to her feet and held the ball high in the air amid cheers from her team.

         “Free drinks for life!” she exclaimed, and Casey barreled toward her, embracing her in a victory hug.

         Over her friend’s shoulders she saw the small gaggle of Midtown Sluggers supporters cheering in the stands, and among them a gorgeous firefighter cowboy who was striding onto the field with fierce determination.

         She pulled out of her friend’s embrace, and the two of them stared Carter down.

         “I think you’re about to get kissed,” Casey said with a grin.

         “Hell yes, I am.”

         Ivy jogged toward him, giddy, and jumped into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist.

         “Hell of a catch, Serrano,” he said, his deep voice only loud enough for her to hear. And then he kissed her.

         “I know,” she said when they broke apart. “All I needed was to get the distractions out of my head.”

         He tilted his head back, and she saw his brows draw together.

         “Distractions?” he asked.

         She felt heat rush to her cheeks. “I know you said you were coming as soon as your shift ended, but it was the bottom of the seventh, and I figured your shift ran late, and—I don’t know. I was really excited to see you. Guess I lost my train of thought.”

         He lowered her to the ground, then planted a kiss on her left shoulder.

         She winced. “There’s gonna be one hell of a bruise there by the end of the night.”

         He nodded. “Come home with me tonight, and I can help you ice it.”

         She grinned and slid her arms around his waist. “I think that can be arranged. Though I want to know when you’re going to stop calling Pearl’s inn home and find a more permanent residence.”

         The corner of his mouth turned up. “You afraid I’m going somewhere?”

         Every time you’re on a twenty-four-hour shift. Because as much as they pretended out loud, she never really forgot what he did. The only safety was in reminding herself that in her quiet little town, nothing much ever happened. The fire in her shop was the most Meadow Valley had seen in years, and she’d taken care of it with ease. So she convinced herself that it’d be at least a couple years more before something else happened, and other than responding to the station’s paramedic services, Carter would be safe.

         “Are you?” she finally asked. “Going somewhere?”

         He shook his head. “Hope not. But the chief wants to make sure he made the right decision. Fire department is a close-knit team, but most of them are warming up to me. Barring any disasters in the next week, I should be ready to start looking for a real place to call home.”

         She rolled her eyes. “You make Meadow Valley sound so unwelcoming.”

         He laughed. “I didn’t say the town, just the firehouse. When you’re working in a life-and-death profession, trust is the most important thing and—”

         He stopped short, likely noticing her wide eyes and maybe the fact she was holding her breath.

         “Shoot,” he said. “Ivy, it’s just a figure of speech. You know every day I’ve been on duty has truly been about as boring as a cubicle job.”

         She bit her lip and nodded. Meadow Valley was safe. He was safe. But how long could she keep pretending that the potential for danger wasn’t there? How long could she pretend that she wasn’t afraid?

         “Are you breathing?” he asked, brows raised.

         She shook her head. Then she let out a breath.

         They weren’t going to have this conversation now. Not when things were going so well. Not when she couldn’t imagine not kissing him again tonight or waking up in his arms tomorrow morning.

         “Come on,” she said, forcing a smile. “Drinks are on Casey.”

         
              

         

         They didn’t last long at the tavern, even when the celebration moved outside to the tavern’s back alley, where Casey’s dad had set up a good old-fashioned charcoal barbecue and was grilling burgers and dogs. Not when Ivy knew she could be with Carter in his room. Just the two of them. First, though, they made a quick stop at the inn’s kitchen, where Pearl was still cleaning up the remnants of the small restaurant’s dinner service.

         “Well this is a surprise,” she said as Ivy and Carter slipped through the door. She opened her arms—and strode straight for Ivy.

         “I heard you won the game!” she said.

         Carter laughed. “Even with my own flesh and blood I’m still not the favorite around here.”

         Pearl gave Ivy another squeeze before releasing her. She waved Carter off.

         “As soon as I can shout from the rooftop that my grandnephew is the best lieutenant Meadow Valley could ask for, then you’ll see some favoritism. Until then it goes to your girl, here.”

         Your girl. Ivy and Carter spending time together was no secret, but that was the first time anyone had verbalized them as a couple. And Ivy liked the sound of it even more than she’d anticipated.

         Carter kissed his great-aunt on the cheek.

         “In that case, can we get our star first base player a bag of ice? She took a pretty rough foul ball to the shoulder.”

         Ivy pulled her T-shirt sleeve over her shoulder, and Pearl gasped when she saw the half-moon purple that had already reared its ugly head.

         “Oh, honey. Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

         She grabbed a box of gallon-size plastic bags from a shelf over the sink and handed one of the bags to Carter. He headed toward the small ice machine that was next to the combination refrigerator-and-freezer and filled the bag.

         “He knows better than I do how to ice a shoulder,” Pearl told Ivy. “Did you know he was primed to be the starting quarterback his junior year of high school?”

         Ivy’s eyes widened as Carter finished at the ice machine and turned to look at her.

         He smiled and shrugged, but both movements seemed forced. “Shoulder surgery saw to it that that never happened.” He let out a bitter laugh. “Turns out a summer of football camp trying to prove myself to the coach combined with my dad putting me on tire changing duty at the shop was the perfect combination for a pretty bad tear in the rotator cuff.”

         He zipped the bag of ice shut and kissed his aunt again. “Need any help finishing up in here?”

         She patted him on the cheek. “You kids head on up. I’m good here. Just need to take out the trash.” She nodded toward a door that was propped open into the back alley. “And I’m sorry, sweetheart, if I brought up old wounds.”

         He shook his head. “You never have to apologize for anything. You’re my lifeline, Aunt Pearl. If it weren’t for you, I’d have never gotten out of Houston.”

         “Someday you and your daddy will see eye to eye without expectations or disappointment getting in the way.” She sighed. “Now go on before I do put you two to work.”

         She smiled at them both, then busied herself with rolling a trash can toward the kitchen’s back door as if they were never there.

         Carter turned to Ivy and raised his brows. “Let’s go take care of you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         Whoops. When he’d left for his shift yesterday evening, he hadn’t bothered to make the bed. Or clean up the clothes strewn over the desk chair. Or hide the pile of leadership manuals he’d been poring over, since he’d had another setback with Shane earlier in the week, and of course Ivy gravitated straight to where they were spread out across the top of the desk.

         “Sorry for the mess,” he said. “But I made Pearl promise no inn employee would waste any time on my room when I get to live here rent free. I’m just not the best at keeping up with it myself.”

         She didn’t respond, undeterred as she strode toward her destination.

         “How to Make Friends and Influence People? The Coaching Habit?” She closed one book that he’d left open to the last page he’d read. Then she covered her mouth but was unable to stifle her laugh. “The Leadership Secrets of Santa Claus?”

         He grabbed the book and held it protectively to his chest. “Hey. Don’t knock it until you try it. Santa leads one of the biggest teams out there. He’s gotta have some good secrets.”

         He tossed the book back down, set the bag of ice on the nightstand, then quickly neatened the bed and propped the pillows up so she’d be comfortable.

         “Come here.” He patted the bed, then readied the ice pack in his hands.

         She glanced down at herself and tried brushing away the infield dirt from the right side of her body. “I’m filthy,” she said. “I don’t want to get dirt all over your bed. Got a T-shirt I can borrow?”

         He moved to the dresser and opened a drawer. Then he tossed her a gray T that had HOUSTON ASTROS emblazoned on the chest in navy blue letters outlined in orange.

         She narrowed her eyes. “I can’t wear this in public, you know. And neither should you.”

         He laughed. “Lucky for you, I’m not planning on us leaving this room tonight. Are you?”

         She shook her head. “Nope.” Then she sauntered with the balled-up shirt into the bathroom. “Just need a few minutes to freshen up, Lieutenant. Maybe you can read some more about Santa’s leadership secrets while you wait.”

         He crossed his arms defiantly. “Maybe I will.”

         She closed the door behind her.

         He heard her turn the sink faucet on, so he collapsed into the desk chair and did exactly as she’d suggested. Everything seemed to be falling into place at the station except for Shane. No matter what method he used to try and connect with the guy, Shane always pushed back.

         It had only taken seconds for him to get lost in the books, so he hadn’t heard the faucet being turned off or the bathroom door opened. He didn’t even know Ivy was behind him until her hands began massaging his shoulders.

         “I think you’re in need of more TLC than me, mister.” She kneaded a knot below his shoulder blade, and he blew out a long breath.

         “Good lord, that feels good,” he said.

         “Tell me about the books.” She worked on all his knots and kinks, the physical manifestation of the pressure he’d felt at the station these last few weeks.

         He shook his head, happy she couldn’t see the defeat in his eyes.

         “I don’t get it,” he said. “I’ve tried every approach with that kid. And before you tell me he’s a grown man, he’s twenty-two. That’s barely legal and a kid in my book.”

         Ivy laughed. “I’m simply here to listen, Lieutenant. Not judge.”

         “Sorry,” he said, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I’m at the end of my rope with him. He couldn’t have been serious about going for lieutenant seconds after finishing his probation. But it feels like he has this grudge.”

         “Some people need someone else to take the blame for their mistakes or shortcomings—or fears. I’m not saying it’s right, but it happens.”

         He spun his chair around to find Ivy standing there in nothing more than his T-shirt and her underwear.

         “Well shoot, darlin’. That massage was something, but if I’d have known you were behind me wearing next to nothing, I’d have turned around a lot sooner.”

         She climbed into his lap, her legs straddling his torso. He slid his hands under the T-shirt and rested his palms on her hips.

         “How’s his big brother Wyatt doing?” she asked.

         Carter shrugged. “Perfect. Best driver engineer I could ask for—should we ever get a real call.”

         Ivy’s throat bobbed as she swallowed, but she didn’t change the subject.

         “Do you and the captain praise Wyatt for his good work?”

         He nodded. “Hell yeah. Chief even singled him out last week to commend him on the CPR training he did for the local mother and toddler group.”

         Her forehead fell against his. “And what’s Shane done to earn anyone’s praise?”

         Carter groaned. “I swear I’ve tried, Ivy. I’ve tried to use positive reinforcement with him, but it’s like he’s determined to buck authority just enough so that he doesn’t get let go from the team.”

         She huffed out a laugh. “Because I’m guessing that dealing with you is a shade or two more bearable than dealing with his father. I’m not condoning his insubordination, but you’re right. He’s a kid who’s still trying to find his place in a very small town that knows he messed up and that puts his brother on a pedestal every which way he turns. To him, you’re simply one other person reminding him that he can’t measure up, so why should he try?”

         “I know how that feels.” Carter had realized he was competing with his brothers for his father’s approval. But once he chose his own path, his father made it clear that if anyone was keeping score, Carter had lost. Maybe this would be his in with Shane. Maybe it wouldn’t. But somehow Ivy made sense of what Carter should have seen on his own.

         She cradled his cheeks in her palms and brushed her lips over his. “You’re good at what you do. You don’t need to prove yourself to him, Carter.”

         “To who?” he asked.

         She kissed his cheek. “To your father.” She kissed the other. “To the chief.” She kissed his lips. “To yourself.” She lifted his T-shirt over his head. “To me,” she added. Then she brushed a kiss over the scar on his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me about football? About losing your spot on the team because of surgery?”

         He slid his hands up her thighs until his thumbs hit the hem of her underwear.

         “Because it wouldn’t have mattered if I’d been able to play anyway. I’d have gotten kicked off the team because of my attendance eventually.”

         He let his eyes fall closed as she peppered his chest with kisses. Everything was better with her in his arms, with her warm skin touching his. The pain of the past fell further away each time he kissed her, each morning he woke up next to her, and each day he got closer to calling Meadow Valley his home for good.

         “Did your dad know how important it was to you?” she asked.

         He shook his head. “There wasn’t a point. Either my brothers and I took over the garage or the business would eventually go under when my old man’s arthritis wouldn’t let him work anymore. He was a very proud, self-made man. And I respect that about him. But he can’t get past seeing me as ungrateful for not wanting what he made.”

         She brushed her fingers through his hair. “It’s okay that you chose a different path. What you’re doing is something that not many men or women would or could. Be proud of yourself.”

         He let out a bitter laugh. “For my boring cubicle desk job?”

         “No,” she said, a slight tremor in her voice. “You risk your life for others. And there’s nothing boring about that.”

         She ran her fingertips over the raised and knotted skin on the left side of his torso.

         “I wasn’t just talking about Shane when I said people blame others for their own baggage. I’ve been blaming you, in a way, for my fear of once again losing someone I care about. It’s not fair. If you’re not ready to be proud of yourself, then know that I’m proud of what you’ve done, of what you continue to do.”

         He nodded. His throat was tight, and he wasn’t sure what it would sound like if he spoke, but he needed to know what this meant. He needed to know where they stood as far as her not being able to deal with his job.

         “But can you let go of the fear, Ivy? If you’re really proud of me—of how well I do my job—can you accept who I am and what I do, so that this”—he motioned between them—“doesn’t have to come to an end?”

         A tear slid down her cheek, and she nodded. “I don’t want to be afraid,” she said. “Because I think I’m falling for you, Carter Bowen.”

         He grinned and lifted her up. Her legs squeezed tight around his waist, but the vise that seemed to be slowly squeezing his heart for the better part of a decade loosened.

         He laid her down gingerly on the bed.

         “I’m head over heels and ass over elbow and whatever other phrase you got that says how hard I’m falling for you, darlin’.”

         He glanced toward the melting bag of ice on the nightstand.

         “We forgot about your shoulder.”

         She tugged him down to her. “Forget about it. I have another one that’s in perfectly good condition.”

         He laughed. Then he lifted the Astros shirt up her torso and over her head. And there she was in nothing other than her underwear—bare and beautiful and falling for him. Everything in his life finally felt like it was clicking into place. She was simply the missing piece he hadn’t known he was missing.

         “I have a question for you,” she added. “Actually, it’s more of an observation.”

         “I’m all ears.”

         She smiled, and he swore he’d do whatever it took to make her smile the last thing he saw before he went to sleep and the first thing he laid eyes on each morning—for as long as she’d let him.

         “I know Midtown won their big game and all, but I think it’s our turn to hit a home run.”

         He laughed. “I think that’s an excellent observation.” Then he brushed a lock of hair out of her eye and stared at her.

         “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “Here…” He kissed each breast. “And here.” He kissed the skin above her heart. “I didn’t plan on you, Ivy Serrano. But I sure am glad your refrigerator cord caught fire—and that you were able to put it out so quickly.”

         He rolled onto his side, and their legs entwined as their lips met, as if this were a choreographed dance they’d learned years ago.

         “I sure didn’t plan on a cowboy fireman turning my life upside down. I didn’t know what it would be like to come home, with my parents in Boston and Charlie gone for good. The past several months have been real hard. And then you showed up.”

         She kissed him, her breasts warm against his chest. And it was simply right—she and he like this.

         “And,” she said, “you’re wearing too many clothes.”

         Almost as soon as she had said the words, his jeans and boxer briefs were no more.

         He slid her panties to her ankles and over her feet, and she hooked a leg over his.

         “I don’t want anything between us tonight,” she said, wrapping a hand around his hard length.

         “But—” He was all for what she was suggesting, but after waiting all this time, he wanted to be careful. Tonight was the start of something bigger than he’d imagined, and he wanted to get everything right.

         “I’m on the pill,” she said. “Have been for years. And I haven’t been— It’s only you, Carter. Just you.”

         He knew what she meant on a literal level but wondered if she felt it, too—how hard he was falling for her, how he couldn’t fathom it being anyone other than her ever again.

         He buried himself inside her, hoping to fill her with all that he was feeling but couldn’t yet say.

         She arched against him and gasped. He kissed her hard, and she rolled on top of him. He watched her move in a rhythm that was all their own. And he wondered how so much could change in such a short time.

         He always thought he was running from a father who couldn’t accept his choices, but maybe he was running to her all along.

         
              

         

         He woke the next morning before she did, their bodies still tangled and her back against his chest.

         He kissed her neck, and she hummed softly, but it was a dreamy hum, one that assured him she was still asleep. Still, it couldn’t hurt to check.

         “Ivy,” he whispered. “You awake?”

         She didn’t stir.

         He knew this was right—that she was right. So why deny it any longer.

         “Maybe this is too soon, but I’m a man of certainty, and I’m certain that I’m not falling for you, darlin’. I’m not falling because I already fell.” He kissed the softball-shaped bruise on her shoulder. “I love you, Ivy.”

         He wasn’t ready to say it to her face, not when a tiny part of him kept whispering that eventually his job would spook her and this would be over. It was better like this, not knowing what she’d say in return. Because if the other shoe dropped, he wanted to be prepared. He could handle her walking away if he never knew that she loved him, too. But if he knew and she still left, that might downright ruin him.

         Maybe he risked his life doing what he did for a living, but he realized now that the one thing scarier than walking into a burning building was risking his heart.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         Ivy closed the store at four, since business had been slow. Plus, happy hour at Midtown started at five on Thursdays, and most folks went early to claim their preferred seats, especially those who liked to sit closest to the free appetizers.

         “Ow!” Casey said when Ivy accidentally poked her with her hemming pin.

         “Sorry,” Ivy said with her lips pressed tight around the blunt ends of the remaining pins, so it sounded more like Srry.

         “I get that you’re nervous and all about putting this design on display, but if you poke your very human mannequin one more time, she’s quitting. She didn’t sign up for acupuncture, and she has to get her butt behind the bar soon.”

         Ivy spit the pins into her palm and sighed.

         “Sorry. This is—it’s more than the design. It’s symbolic, you know? If I can look at the dress in the store—on an actual mannequin who doesn’t complain—it’ll mean I’m okay. It’ll mean that I can remember the good things about Charlie, about growing up here, and be happy instead of—” She trailed off before finishing. Because she would be a horrible person if she said what came next.

         “I know,” Casey said with more understanding in her voice. She held out a hand, and Ivy grabbed it, letting her friend give her a reassuring squeeze. “It’s okay to be angry.”

         Leave it to her best friend to know exactly what Ivy was thinking.

         “He should have known better,” Ivy said softly, the tears pooling in her eyes. “They train to know when the building is safe to enter and when they need to get out. He should have gotten out. He should have thought about his wife and his baby and his family and…”

         Ivy hiccupped and sobbed. She’d never said any of this aloud, not to her parents or Charlie’s wife. She’d grieved as best she could, but she’d never admitted the ugly part of it, the irrational blame she placed on the brother she’d lost.

         “I’m the worst,” she said. “You don’t need to tell me because I already know.”

         Casey sat down carefully in Ivy’s office chair and patted the top of the desk, for her friend to sit. Ivy nodded and complied.

         “Hey,” Casey said, taking both of Ivy’s hands now. “You know this is normal, right? The anger part? I know you’ve accepted that Charlie’s gone, but I think you skipped right over this part. I should have stayed longer in Boston after the funeral. You kept it together for your parents and Allison, but you didn’t get to fall apart with your best friend like you should have.”

         Ivy choked out a tearful laugh. “You mean like now?” She grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk and blew her nose. Then she grabbed two more to try to dry her tear-stained face. “You had a business to run. I never expected you to stay. I never expected me to stay as long as I did, but I couldn’t leave until I knew they were all okay…” She paused for a long moment. “Or until I could come back here, knowing home would never be the same.” She blew out a long breath. “So, I’m really not the worst?”

         Casey smiled sadly and shook her head. “Do you really blame your brother for doing a job not many are cut out to do?”

         Ivy shook her head.

         “See?” Casey said. “Not the worst. This is actually a really good step, Ives. I think you’re finally starting to move past the worst of it.”

         Ivy worried her bottom lip between her teeth, and Casey’s brows furrowed.

         Once she said what she was about to say out loud, it would be real. Like really real. And real with Carter Bowen still scared her half to death.

         “There’s something else you’re not telling me.” Casey narrowed her eyes. “This is about more than Charlie, isn’t it? Spill,” she added. “You have ten more minutes before I turn into a pumpkin and this badass dress changes back to jeans and a T-shirt.”

         Ivy laughed. Casey always could make her feel better about any situation. Venting her anger was cathartic, as far as taking a productive step past her grief, but it wasn’t the only thing she’d been thinking about.

         “Did I mention that Carter said he loved me?” she asked softly.

         “What?” Casey threw her arms in the air. Then she yelped as a bodice pin scraped along her skin. “Ow!”

         “Sorry!” Ivy cried, fumbling to fix the pin.

         “Screw the apologies!” Casey said with a grin. “Tell. Me. Everything.”

         Her pulse quickened at having said what he’d said out loud. She’d sat on the information all week, not sure what to do with it. Hearing those words from him had been everything—shooting stars, fireworks, and a lifetime supply of fried pickles. She’d wound up exactly where she never wanted to be, except for one minor detail…Ivy loved Carter, too. And the realization solidified how much she had to lose if anything ever happened to him.

         Ivy cleared her throat. “I spent the night at the inn with him after the game last week,” she started.

         “Bow-chica-bow-bow,” Casey sang.

         She rolled her eyes even though she was grateful for a moment of levity. “Yes. I’m a woman in my mid-twenties who has sex.”

         Casey waggled her brows. “Yes, but unless you stopped telling your best friend everything, you’re a woman in her mid-twenties who up until meeting Lieutenant Dreamboat had not had sex in quite some time and who was taking things slowly with said Dreamboat.”

         “Nine months,” Ivy admitted. “But who’s counting? Anyway. If you want your best friend to tell you everything, you’re going to need to stop interrupting.” She paused, brows raised, and waited. Casey made a motion of zipping her lips, so Ivy went on.

         “It was the next morning,” she continued. “I was sort of asleep, sort of not. So I’m ninety-nine percent sure I didn’t dream it. But he said something along the lines of knowing it was probably too early to say it but that he was a man of certainty and that he was certain he loved me.”

         Casey stared at her, eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

         “You can talk now,” Ivy said.

         “Phew! Okay, first things first. I think it’s reasonable to fall in love with someone in a few weeks. Plus, we’re talking you, and you’re pretty damn loveable.”

         “Thank you very much,” Ivy said with a grin.

         “But the part of the story that’s missing is what you said back to him.”

         Ivy winced.

         Casey’s eyes narrowed. “Oh my God, Ivy Serrano. Did you pretend you were still sleeping?”

         If it was possible for her wince to get bigger, Ivy’s did.

         “What if I dreamed it?” she asked.

         Casey sighed. “You didn’t dream it.”

         “Well, what if he only told me because he thought I was sleeping and didn’t really want to tell me for real for real.”

         Casey shook her head. “I don’t even know what you just said so why don’t you tell me this—do you love him?”

         Ivy sucked in a steadying breath.

         “Maybe?”

         “Serrano…”

         “I don’t know if I’ve ever been in love before. So how would I know?”

         “Ivy,” Casey said this time, her patience definitely growing thin.

         “What if you’re wrong and I’m not past the worst of what happened to Charlie? What if I have fallen for him and he—?” She couldn’t say it. It was one thing for Casey to tell her she was moving past Charlie’s death. It was a whole other to be brave enough to risk her heart in an entirely new and terrifying way.

         Casey crossed her arms. “You can be scared, Ives. But you have to be able to answer the question. So riddle me this, Batgirl. When you think of your life without him, how do you feel?”

         Ivy’s eyes burned with the threat of fresh tears.

         Casey laughed. “Oh, honey. It’s worse than I thought. You fell hard, didn’t you?”

         Ivy nodded as the truth took hold. “I love him, Case. I love Carter Bowen.”

         “Carter Bowen—who is a firefighter.” Casey placed a hand on Ivy’s leg and gave her a soft squeeze. “Can you handle that?”

         Ivy swallowed and placed her hand over her friend’s. “I worked it out in my head. We’re not a big city like Boston. My dad made it to retirement here without any major injuries. Meadow Valley is safe, which means Carter is safe, even if he’s a firefighter.”

         “And you’ll support him if he has to do something you don’t deem safe?”

         Ivy nodded. She could do this if she held on to her logic—no matter how convoluted—that she couldn’t lose Carter like she lost Charlie. Not here.

         “I love him,” she said again.

         “Then you better finish putting this dress together and tell him,” Casey said.

         “I haven’t even seen him all week. I think he’s been avoiding me. I went looking for him at Pearl’s after his first shift since that night, and she said he’d decided to stay at the station for the week—iron some things out with his unit.” It could have been true. He could be working on the situation with Shane. Or he could be taking extra shifts to keep from running into her.

         Casey raised a brow. “Honey, the man’s in love with you and has no idea if you feel the same way. Even the bravest of the brave get a little gun-shy when it comes to matters of the heart. Luckily, you can fix that.”

         Ivy grinned. “Okay.” Then she grabbed her phone and hammered out a quick text to Carter.

         Meet me at Midtown tonight?

         The three dots appeared immediately, and she held her breath.

         Sure. Off at six.

         Great. Can’t wait to see you.

         She waited several seconds, but there was no response after that. It didn’t matter. He was coming, and she was going to tell him what she should have said that morning.

         Ivy shrugged. “Looks like I’m spilling my heart out at six o’clock. Wish me luck.”

         Casey waved her off. “You got this, Ives. Home run. Or is it a slam dunk?”

         Ivy snorted. “Let’s go with basketball for this one.”

         She finished the final pinning and stitching in record time, fueled by the adrenaline of what she’d been afraid to admit to herself all week. When she was done, she and Casey headed to the tavern to celebrate with a drink and whatever was left of the appetizers while Ivy waited for Carter.

         She tried not to look nervous when the clock hit 6:30 p.m. and he wasn’t there, nor had she heard from him. At 6:45, she started to worry. And at 7:00 she was near to panicking. Not that she thought anything had happened to him. She’d have heard sirens if there had been any sort of emergency. But the kind of panic that said even without telling him how she felt, she’d somehow spooked him. Or maybe he had realized she’d heard what he said and was furious she hadn’t reciprocated.

         “Hey,” Casey said from the other side of the bar. “You can call him, you know.”

         “Mmm-hmm,” she said, popping a fried pickle into her mouth. Because a stressed-out girl in love needed some comfort food. “Or I could eat my weight in pickles. I think I’m going with option number two.” Because wouldn’t that be just her luck—to realize she was in love with the guy exactly when he realized he’d made a huge mistake saying he loved her?

         Casey snagged the basket of fried goodness before Ivy could grab another bite.

         “Hey!” Ivy said, trying to swipe her prized possession back. But Casey held it over her head. The only way Ivy was getting it back was if she climbed onto the bar and stole it back.

         She shrugged. She wasn’t above such a move.

         Ivy was midclimb when Casey whisper-shouted, “He’s here!”

         Ivy rolled her eyes. “I want my damn pickles!”

         “Ivy?” she heard from behind her. “What are you doing?”

         She winced but not before grabbing her food back. Then she slid not-so-gracefully back onto her stool.

         She spun to see Carter still in uniform, brows furrowed.

         “Just taking back what was stolen from me.” She held up her spoils. “Pickle?”

         He shook his head, his jaw tight as his confusion morphed to something graver. She forgot her panic and grabbed his hand. “Hey, are you okay? I thought I’d see you at six and was starting to worry.”

         He climbed onto the stool next to hers.

         “Here,” Casey said, sliding a mug of beer his way. “No offense, but you look like you need this.”

         He shook his head. “None taken.” And he took a sip.

         “I spent the last hour in the chief’s office, trying to figure out how to fix things,” he said.

         Ivy forgot about her fried pickles. “What’s broken?”

         Carter blew out a breath. “Morale? My team’s faith in me? It turns out there have been several complaints turned in about me this week, all pertaining to me not knowing how the station runs and questioning the chief hiring someone based purely on nepotism.”

         “Nepo-what?” Casey asked. When Ivy opened her mouth to answer, she held up her hand. “I know what the word means. I just don’t get how it relates, unless Lieutenant Dreamboat is the captain’s or chief’s long-lost son.”

         Ivy’s eyes widened. “We’re calling him Lieutenant Dreamboat to his face now?”

         Casey popped a piece of pickle into her mouth. “We are now!”

         Ivy turned back to Carter. “Okay, so someone found out about you being Pearl’s nephew. I really don’t get how that’s nepotism. Pearl isn’t a high-ranking firefighter or anything like that. She put in a good word, and you got the job.”

         Carter shook his head.

         “Turns out I’m not the only one keeping a low profile as far as my Meadow Valley connections. Aunt Pearl is dating the chief.”

         If Ivy had been sipping her beer, this would have been her first ever spit take, which wasn’t the kind of thing a girl wanted to do before she and her significant other officially declared those three little words to each other. Win him over and then start embarrassing yourself while eating and drinking.

         “I didn’t know Pearl dated. Period,” Ivy said.

         “Go Pearl,” Casey said. “Not only dating but a younger man, too. I want to be her when I grow up.”

         Carter sighed. “She took it so hard when my uncle passed away. I don’t think any of us ever thought of her being with anyone else. Not that she doesn’t deserve to be happy. It was just sort of a shock. And of all people…”

         “Wait, wait, wait,” Ivy said. “Put a pin in the whole nepotism thing for a second. Pearl’s husband passed away a decade ago.”

         Carter nodded.

         “Does that mean you were here for the funeral? I mean—I’m retroactively sorry for your loss. But were you here?”

         He nodded again, and the set of his jaw loosened as realization set in. “He was my mother’s favorite uncle. My brothers and I liked him, too. We drove out with my mom and my grandma for the funeral.”

         Ivy’s eyes widened. “I was at that funeral. I mean, the whole town was, because that’s small town life for ya, but we were both there.”

         The corner of his mouth turned up, the first hint of a smile since he walked through the door. Something about it made Ivy’s breath catch in her throat.

         “You didn’t wear black,” he said matter-of-factly, and she shook her head. “You had on a blue dress with a sunflower print. And I thought, What is up with this girl who doesn’t know anything about funeral etiquette?”

         She laughed, and her cheeks filled with heat.

         “It was the first dress I ever made,” she said. And the one that inspired her latest design, the one she hoped to actually finish and display in her shop window. “My mom loved planting flowers, and she taught Charlie and me. Our favorite was the sunflowers. Did you know that when they’re young, before they bloom, they actually follow the sun across the sky each day?”

         “Heliotropism,” Carter said with a self-satisfied grin. “Solar tracking.” Her eyes widened, and he shrugged. “I had to take a lab science in college. Botany was the only one that fit my schedule.”

         He knew about sunflowers. He saw her in her first dress.

         Her stomach flipped. Every new thing she learned about Carter Bowen made it harder to resist the connection she felt with him.

         She nodded. “I thought there was nothing more beautiful, and I wanted to wear something beautiful for Pearl. But it was more than that. I liked the idea of the new buds repositioning themselves each night so they faced east again. I admired their determination—their fierce sense of direction.” Direction Ivy wanted so badly now that she was home. She wanted to face the grief and move past it. She wanted to wake up in the morning with the sun shining on her face instead of under the cloud where she’d lived for more than two years. “Pearl loved it, by the way.” Ivy cleared her throat. “It’s where my thing for flowers comes from. Haven’t been able to bring myself to plant my own garden, but I add a rose here, a lily there—when it suits the design.”

         “I have no doubt Aunt Pearl loved it,” Carter said. His brows drew together. “But I can’t believe that was you.”

         Casey waved a hand between them. “Helloo. Before you two start talking about nonsense like meant to be or star-crossed lovers or whatever, can we get back to the real story so I can help actual paying customers? What the heck happened with the chief?”

         Carter blinked, and the far-off look in his blue eyes that could have swallowed Ivy whole disappeared.

         “Someone who knows about Pearl and the chief also knows about me being Pearl’s nephew, and there’s a petition going around to get me removed as lieutenant. There are quite a few signatures already.”

         Ivy gasped. “They can’t actually do that, can they?”

         Carter shook his head. “Technically, no. Family members are absolutely allowed to work in the same company.”

         “Right,” Casey said. “Like Wyatt and Shane.”

         “Oh no,” Ivy said. “Shane.”

         “There’s no nepotism clause in the handbook,” Carter went on. “But in a job like this, morale is everything. If anyone thinks I got the job because of favoritism from the chief, then they might not trust that I’m up to the task. And if my presence is bringing down the morale of the whole company, then me staying on could be more detrimental than it’s worth. Chief won’t say who started the petition, but I took a job someone on the inside wanted, and that someone doesn’t want me around…”

         Casey shook her head. “You really think it was Shane? I mean, the guy carries around resentment like no one’s business, but that seems a little over the top even for him.”

         Ivy winced. “I don’t know. He and Carter have been butting heads since the day Carter stepped foot in the station. We were just as shocked when Shane ended up in jail. Maybe this isn’t out of character at all.”

         Carter took another long, slow pull of his beer. “At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter who it is if I can’t win over the trust of my company.”

         There was a finality in his voice that made the hair on the back of Ivy’s neck stand up.

         “So, what does this mean?” she asked.

         “It means I’m on leave for the weekend. Captain’s taking over my crew. And by the end of next week, I may be out of a job. Leaving Houston for Meadow Valley made sense not simply for the job but also because I had family here. I could find another station in a different city or state, but at my age, a résumé that shows me having already left two stations? That doesn’t give me a very reliable track record. If I haven’t burned a bridge, I could ask for my job back in Houston. But if they say no…” He let out a bitter laugh. “There’s always my father’s auto shop. I bet he’d love me coming home with my tail between my legs, begging for what I told him I didn’t want anymore.” He finished his beer in one final gulp, then slapped some bills on the bar.

         “Oh you don’t—” Casey started, but Carter interrupted.

         “It’s way less than what I owe you since I got here, but I don’t want to fuel the notion that I take handouts. Thanks, anyway,” he said. He turned to Ivy. “I’m not gonna be good company tonight.” Then he kissed her, his lips lingering on hers even after the kiss ended. “But I sure am happy I got to do that,” he finally added. “I’m glad you texted.”

         Then he stood, pivoted toward the door, and left.

         Ivy sat there, dumbfounded, staring at the door for several long moments after it closed behind him. She’d been so scared to lose Carter in the worst way possible that she never had considered him having to leave town.

         “You okay?” Casey asked, breaking the silence.

         “No,” she said, turning to face her friend. “Case, what if he leaves?”

         Casey nodded. “What if you go out there and tell him how you feel and see if that makes a difference? Maybe if you let him know you’re willing to fight for him, he’ll fight for a way to stay. All I know is not telling him how you feel will make you always wonder what would have happened if you did.”

         Ivy’s eyes widened. “Are we still talking about me and Carter, or does this have something to do with Boone Murphy’s recent engagement?” Ivy had been so wrapped up in everything Carter that she’d forgotten Casey’s high school sweetheart was marrying someone else.

         Casey rolled her eyes. “You’re deflecting, Ives. What this is about is not regretting a missed opportunity. If you love the guy, tell him. It’s as simple as that.”

         She swallowed the lump in her throat. Casey was right. She loved Carter, and he loved her. Once they said it aloud for real, everything would be different, wouldn’t it? They could figure this job thing out together.

         “I said I was going to tell him, which means I have to go tell him.”

         Casey nudged her shoulder. “Then get off your ass and go do the thing instead of talking about doing the thing.”

         She glanced down at Carter’s cash on the counter, then back at her friend. “You’re okay if I don’t make a similar monetary gesture, right? I’ll cover your next closing shift for free.”

         Casey raised her brows. “Yeah, you will. Now go!”

         Ivy hopped off her stool and bounded toward the door just as she started to smell smoke. She pushed the tavern door open to the blaring sound of sirens filling the street. Along with it came the ringing of the firehouse bell, which meant only one thing.

         For the first time in years, there was a real fire in Meadow Valley. And even though he was off duty, amid the ensuing chaos she saw Carter Bowen running across the street, straight toward the firehouse.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         This was bad. He could already smell the smoke, and the air had taken on the type of haze that meant whatever was burning was feeding a fire that was growing.

         “Carter!” he heard from behind him, and spun to see Ivy running toward him.

         “I have to go, Ivy!” he called back.

         She was out of breath when she stopped in front of him. “But you don’t,” she insisted. “You’re—you’re off duty. Lieutenant Heinz and his team will take care of whatever’s happening.”

         “Ivy. You don’t have to be a firefighter to know that whatever’s happening probably needs more than one crew. Even when I’m off duty, I’m still on call. And I’m answering the damn call.”

         She pressed her hands to his chest as the first emergency vehicle pulled out of the station. The engine would be next, which meant he needed to hurry.

         “Please,” she said, her brown eyes shining. He wasn’t sure if it was the threat of tears or because of the smoke in the air.

         “Are you asking me not to do my job? Because I thought we were past this. I thought you were okay with what I did.” Yet he didn’t really trust her, did he? Or he’d have said how he felt to her face rather than when she was still asleep.

         “And I thought you were done trying to prove yourself. You just told me you were on leave for the weekend, which means you don’t have to go. I can’t—” She swiped underneath one eye. “When you said you might have to go back to Houston, I knew right then that I’d beg you to stay, that I couldn’t lose you. And now?” She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I can’t do it, Carter. I can’t watch you run head on into a life-threatening situation when there are plenty of others who are prepared to do so. It’s selfish of me to ask, and I have no right to do so, but I am begging you, Carter—begging you to stay safe.”

         The chief’s voice sounded on his radio. “All available crews report. I repeat, all available crews report.”

         “I have to go, Ivy,” he said firmly. “And you’re wrong. I do need to prove that I’m what this company needs, that I’m capable of leading my crew into any situation and bringing them all home—safe, myself included. This is what I do. We’re not tying up horses on the top of a hill and acting like what’s down here doesn’t exist. I can’t pretend for you anymore.”

         “I love you,” she said. It wasn’t another plea or a last-ditch effort to get him to stay. He could hear the sincerity in the tremor of her voice. And God, he knew what she’d already lost and how she’d never quite be over it. It was the same for him with Mason. But this was who he was. This was what he did. He couldn’t be what she needed if that meant sitting on the sidelines when there were lives at stake.

         “I love you, too,” he finally said face-to-face, like he should have all along. “And I understand that this is too much for you. But I need you to understand that it’s what I’m meant to do.”

         He kissed her, tasting the salt of her tears on her lips.

         “Maybe, after you’ve had more time, and they haven’t shipped me back to Texas…”

         She said nothing after his pause, and he wouldn’t finish the rest. Because even though he was done pretending for her, maybe he could do it for himself. Maybe he could pretend for tonight that they hadn’t said those three words and then followed it up with a kiss that meant good-bye.

         He pivoted toward the firehouse and strode up the walkway and inside to where he was met with the type of organized chaos he was meant to control. The chief saw him and nodded, so Carter started barking orders as he jogged into the engine room and suited up just in time to hop on.

         All he had to prove was that he was bringing everyone on this crew home safe tonight. Then she’d see.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The street was filled with people by the time Ivy woke from her daze and turned around.

         Patrons spilled out of Midtown Tavern, and she started to cross back that way. But then the engine’s siren roared as the truck pulled out of the firehouse, around the corner, and onto First Street, causing her to jump back onto the curb. She stared at Wyatt in the driver’s seat, then past him to where a pair of bright blue eyes stared back. Carter sat in the passenger seat, his jaw set and determined.

         Her stomach roiled, and she thought she might be sick.

         When the engine passed, she saw Casey coming toward her, her face pale.

         “It’s Mrs. Davis’s house,” she said. “The whole thing is up in flames.”

         “Oh my God,” Ivy said. “Is she still inside?”

         Casey shook her head, and for a second Ivy was relieved. But then Casey said, “I don’t know. A neighbor called 911, not her.” She sniffled. “Jessie called. She’s on paramedic duty and said she’ll give us an update as soon as she can. This is really bad, Ives.”

         Ivy hugged her friend. Mrs. Davis lived up the hill from Ivy’s childhood home. She was like a second mother to her and Casey. As far as they knew, the woman had never married. At least she never said she had. But she was always adopting rescues from Dr. Murphy, the vet just outside of town, which meant she was never really alone. Today that would mean three cats, two dogs, and a cockatoo.

         “I told him not to go,” Ivy said, squeezing her friend tighter. “I told him I loved him and that he didn’t have to go.”

         Casey stepped back, her hands still on Ivy’s shoulders. “Charlie was in an office building whose roof collapsed. This isn’t the same thing. It’s Meadow Valley. Tragedies don’t happen in Meadow Valley.”

         “It’s a fire, Case. A fire brought that roof down and trapped my brother. Houses have roofs, too.” She was arguing like a petulant child. She knew she was. But Casey didn’t get it. No one seemed to get it. “He was my best friend, and he left us. Me, my parents, Allison, and the baby. He left us, and for what?”

         Casey swiped her thumbs under Ivy’s eyes, then crossed her arms. “My sister’s on the scene of that very same fire. Am I scared? Hell yes, I’m scared. But there’s a reason Jessie’s there instead of me. She’s trained for this, and because of her training and Carter’s and the whole company’s, Mrs. Davis and her home have their best chance.”

         Ivy swallowed. “I’m sorry. I’m the worst. I know you’re worried about Jessie, and—”

         “How many people lived that day because Charlie did his job?” Casey interrupted.

         Ivy shook her head.

         “How many, Ives?”

         Ivy squeezed her eyes shut. She’d thought leaving Boston and coming home to start fresh would mean that her grief stayed out east. But it followed her back to Meadow Valley and reared its ugly head without so much as a warning. And it made her forget how good Charlie was at his job—how safe his company was under Charlie’s leadership. How even when he lost his own life, he saved so many others.

         “Seven,” Ivy finally said. “Seven civilians lived because Charlie was an expert firefighter.” But even experts can’t plan for every contingency. Charlie’s company got him out in time so that he didn’t have to die alone. His closest buddies rode with him in the ambulance and stayed with him at the hospital until the end. It was the one piece of the story she and her family held on to like a life raft. Charlie wasn’t alone.

         The sound of sirens clamored in the air once more. This time it was the ambulance coming back from the opposite direction. It whizzed by them at a speed not normally seen on their quiet little street. Then it rounded the corner in the direction of the highway and likely the hospital.

         Ivy’s stomach sank.

         “It’s probably Mrs. Davis in there with my sister, but Jessie hasn’t sent any updates,” Casey said, and for the first time Ivy detected a note of panic in her friend’s voice. “There’s no way to really get any answers unless…”

         “Unless we get as close as we can to Mrs. Davis’s house.”

         Ivy didn’t think she had it in her to see the danger into which Carter had walked. But the not knowing felt even worse.

         “Let’s go,” Ivy said.

         They headed down the street, following the throng of curious folks who were likely trying to get close enough to marvel at the spectacle. One person who wasn’t following the herd, though, was the older woman standing on the front porch of the inn.

         Pearl.

         She locked eyes with Ivy and gave her a reassuring nod. “I wouldn’t have brought my nephew here if I didn’t know he was damned good at his job.” She stared wistfully down the street, and Ivy suddenly remembered about Pearl and the chief. Pearl had already lost one great love of her life. There was no way the universe would let that happen again or be so cruel as to take her nephew, too. That’s what Ivy hoped and what she guessed gave Pearl her stoic strength.

         “I’ll text you when we get word about any of them,” Ivy said.

         Pearl nodded again, and Ivy and Casey kept on.

         Ivy’s heart thudded in time with the rhythm of her feet pounding the concrete. But all she could think about was what Carter had said about life-and-death situations and needing the trust of your team.

         Maybe he was good at his job, but who had his back when there was a list of signatures who wanted to send him packing? And how could she let him go, thinking that he couldn’t rely on her?

         She started walking faster until she was in a slow jog and then close to a sprint.

         She had Carter Bowen’s back. If no one else did, it had to be her. Because though she was terrified for him, she also loved him. He needed to know he wasn’t alone in this. She would be there. No matter what.

         It was only minutes before she reached the blockade in front of Mrs. Davis’s house, but it felt like hours.

         “Hey!” Casey called. And Ivy turned around to see her friend halfway up the hill, her hands on her knees as she struggled to catch her breath. “What the hell was that, Flo Jo?” She lumbered the rest of the way until she made it to Ivy’s side. Casey slung her hand over Ivy’s shoulders and held up a finger while she tried to get her breathing in check. “Seriously,” she finally said. “We run bases, not long-distance uphill.”

         An earsplitting crack followed by a crash cut their conversation short. Both startled and pivoted toward the sound. Half the town stood in front of them, so they could barely see over everyone’s head. But they could feel the heat, the evidence that not too far away, Mrs. Davis’s house burned.

         “Screw it,” Ivy said and grabbed Casey’s hand, tugging her forward. “Excuse us!” she said as she pushed through the crowd. “Coming through! Sorry!” she cried as she stepped on someone’s toes. But she wasn’t stopping. Not until she made it to the barricade and got some answers. All the while, she held tight to Casey’s hand, and Casey did the same with hers.

         “Oh my God,” Casey said when they got to the front.

         Ivy couldn’t speak. Her hand flew over her mouth, but no sound escaped.

         Mrs. Davis’s bright blue bungalow stood there at the top of her driveway like it always had. The front porch—decorated with potted plants and flowers, looked exactly the same. If you only stared at the porch and didn’t look up, it was the same house Ivy had known for almost thirty years.

         But they did look up, and out of the white-trimmed attic window poured livid orange flames. The place was burning from the top down.

         Two firefighters controlled the front of the hose. Actually, one manned the hose while the other held him or her steady by the shoulders. She realized that she’d never seen her father or brother in action, had never truly understood what it meant to work as a team the way they did.

         The chief rounded the back of the engine and spoke into his radio. When he finished his conversation, Ivy waved wildly, hoping to get his attention.

         “Chief Burnett! Over here!” she cried. She’d known the chief most of her life. He and her father were rookies together. If anyone could ease her mind about what was going on inside Mrs. Davis’s house, it was him.

         Casey grabbed her arm and yanked it down. “I know how badly you want some information, but I think he’s a little busy, Ives.”

         The chief looked up, though, and strode toward the barricade.

         “Who was in the ambulance?” Ivy blurted. “Is Mrs. Davis okay? Is—are all your firefighters safe?”

         He scratched the back of his neck.

         “Mrs. Davis is being treated for smoke inhalation and some minor burns. Looks like she was going through some old boxes in her attic and dozed off while a scented candle was lit. We’re guessing one of the animals knocked it over, and once the drapes caught—”

         “The animals!” Ivy said. “Are they out?”

         The chief blew out a breath. “It may not look like it, but we have the blaze contained. It’s gonna be a while before it’s out, though. Lieutenant Bowen and a small team are inside, trying to round up the animals.”

         Ivy had joked about Carter having to rescue one of Mrs. Davis’s cats from a tree. The irony of this situation, though, was far from amusing. It was as dangerous as anything Meadow Valley had ever been.

         She nodded and tried to swallow the knot in her throat. “What—what was that sound? Is the structure stable enough for them to be inside?”

         “One of the ceiling beams in the attic was torn free.” He glanced back toward the house. “We’ve got every available man and woman on the job. Got another engine from Quincy running a hose with some of our crew from the back and a second and third ambulance at the ready in front of our truck. We assess the situation as best we can, making predictions on what we know about the fire and how we believe it will behave. But there’s always risk.”

         Casey squeezed Ivy’s hand and pointed toward the house. “Look!”

         A parade of firefighters exited the front door, one carrying Mrs. Davis’s cocker spaniel, Lois. Another had a box of kittens. And the third held Butch Catsidy, the three-legged foster cat she’d had since he was a kitten—and had kept when no one adopted him. The crowd of onlookers applauded, but Ivy knew Mrs. Davis’s beagle was still missing. Frederick was old and prone to hiding, and he was no doubt burrowed somewhere he thought was safe.

         A voice sounded on the chief’s radio, and he turned his back to listen and respond.

         Ivy let go of Casey’s hand and pulled out her phone and fired off a quick text to Pearl.

         With the chief. He’s outside. Mrs. Davis at the hospital but will be okay. No word on anyone else yet.

         She couldn’t bring herself to say Carter’s name. The not knowing was making it hard to breathe. She started slipping her phone back into her pocket but then changed her mind. Even though there was no way he’d see it now, she hoped with everything she had he’d see it soon. So she brought up her last text exchange with Carter and typed.

         I’m here. If you’ll let me, I will always be here for you. I love you.

         She pocketed her phone just as the chief turned back around.

         “They found Frederick,” he said.

         Ivy breathed out a sigh of relief. But it was short-lived.

         “He’s under Mrs. Davis’s bed. Two of them are trying to coax him out while another keeps watch on the soundness of the structure.” He shook his head. “I wanted everyone off the second floor by now.” He pulled his radio out again. “Lieutenant, you have two minutes to get your team out of there, dog or no dog. Do you copy?”

         “Copy that, Chief. Two minutes. But we’re coming with the dog. Over.”

         Ivy’s heart lifted. That was Carter’s voice. Carter was okay. The team was still okay.

         The firefighters on the ground had now moved to the bucket ladder just outside the fiery attic window.

         “Who else is inside?” she asked.

         “It’s just Lieutenant Bowen, O’Brien, and O’Brien.”

         Carter. Wyatt. Shane.

         “The dog is secured, sir. We’re coming out. Over,” Carter said over the radio.

         Ivy choked back a sob. In seconds he’d be out of the building and she’d be able to breathe again.

         But instead she heard another screech followed by a crash and then the unmistakable sound of the PASS device, a firefighter’s personal alarm that meant he or she was in distress.

         Seconds later, one of the firefighters and Frederick ran out the front door, but whoever was carrying the dog set him down on the lawn and ran back inside.

         Casey hooked her arm through Ivy’s and pulled her close. “He’s gonna come out, Ives, okay? This is Meadow Valley. We don’t do tragedy here. Plus, you’ve already had your fill for one lifetime, so this is only going to end with Carter Bowen walking out of that house.”

         Ivy nodded, but she couldn’t speak. Maybe she’d had her share of tragedy, but had she played a role in setting herself up for more? She shook her head, a silent argument with her thoughts. She could let her fear close her off from risk—and also happiness—or she could be here for Carter, believing in him and in what Casey said: This was going to end with Carter Bowen walking out of that house.

         “What if that’s not how it ends, Case?” she asked, her voice cracking with the reality of the situation.

         Casey looked at her, the tears in her best friend’s eyes mirroring her own.

         “Then you will fall apart, and I will be here to put you back together again. You’re not alone in this, okay? You will never be alone.”

         Ivy nodded and held her breath.

         “Lieutenant, what’s your status? Over,” the chief said, somehow maintaining his calm.

         “Sir, this is Shane O’Brien. Part of the attic ceiling came down over the stairs. Lieutenant Bowen and my brother—I was already at the bottom with the dog—got knocked down by a burning beam.” He went silent for a few seconds. “They’re under the beam and neither of them are moving.”

         Ivy could see the fiery beam through the window. It stretched halfway down the length of the stairs.

         The PASS alert ceased, and the chief’s radio crackled.

         Carter’s voice sounded over the radio. “The rest of the ceiling’s gonna go, Chief. Don’t send anyone else in. O’Brien’s got this. Shane?” Carter sounded pained, and Ivy stopped breathing altogether. “Shane can you hear me?”

         “Copy that. I hear you, Lieutenant Bowen,” Shane said. “But—I can’t do this. I can’t—”

         “I need you to stay calm but act fast. Your brother’s unconscious and my arm is broken, and my hand is pinned under the corner of the beam. All you need to do is unpin me, and I can help you carry your brother out.”

         “This shit isn’t supposed to happen here,” Shane said. “Nothing happens here.”

         “You can do this, Shane,” Carter said. “But it has to be fast. The rest of the ceiling is starting to buckle.”

         The radios went silent after that. Ivy swore she could hear her own heartbeat. Her hand was in Casey’s again, the two of them squeezing each other tight yet not laying voice to what they were both thinking.

         This was Charlie all over again. They got Charlie out but not in time to save him from the internal injuries the paramedics couldn’t treat.

         The firefighters on the outside still worked tirelessly, and the flames began to retreat. But Ivy knew that did nothing for the internal damage or the safety of the structure. The ceiling was already compromised, and the extra weight of the water would expedite its complete collapse.

         A buckling sound came from within the house, and Ivy knew their time was up.

         “Come on. Come on. Come on,” she chanted.

         Then the roof of the house dipped. Less than a second later, it folded in on itself as two figures burst through the front-door opening with a third figure’s arms draped over their shoulders.

         Shane and Carter ran with the toes of Wyatt’s boots scraping across the grass until they were far enough from what once was Mrs. Davis’s home and paramedics were able to retrieve Wyatt and get him onto a stretcher. Carter held his right arm against his torso, and when he tore off his hat and mask, she could see an expression wrought with pain as another paramedic escorted him to a third ambulance.

         Ivy dropped down to the ground and crawled under the barricade.

         “Go get him, Ives!” Casey called after her.

         And Ivy ran. She ran past the chief, who called her name, but she didn’t stop to listen. She ran past a police car where she recognized Daniela Garcia, who’d graduated high school with Charlie, standing against the bumper. Except she was Deputy Garcia now, and although Ivy didn’t think she was breaking any laws by bypassing the barricade, at the moment she didn’t care if she had, as long as she made it to Carter.

         “You can’t be back here, Ivy!” Deputy Garcia yelled. But Ivy still didn’t stop.

         Not until she was breathless and banging on the already closed back door of the emergency vehicle did she come to a halt.

         A paramedic swung the door open, and she climbed inside without being invited. Carter sat on the gurney still in his protective boots and pants, but his jacket had been removed and a ninety-degree splint was affixed to his right arm from shoulder to wrist. A clear tube that led to an IV bag hanging from the ceiling of the vehicle was taped to his left hand.

         “Hi,” she said, barely holding it together. “All right if I ride along?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         Carter looked at the paramedic who was closing the door, a younger guy from his team named Ty. “You think you could give us some privacy?” he asked.

         The other man hesitated. “With all due respect, Lieutenant—and that’s a mighty fine thing you did talking O’Brien through that situation—you know I can’t leave you alone back here.” He had to give it to the kid for following procedure. He wondered, though, if Ty’s name was on that petition.

         The ambulance lurched forward, and Ivy fell into the seat meant for the paramedic.

         “Guess that means you’re staying,” Carter told her.

         “I can sit here,” Ty said, taking a spot on the bench to Carter’s right. “And the best I can do about privacy is this.” He pulled a pair of wireless earbuds out of his pocket and stuck them in his ears. “Just tap my shoulder if you need something!” he said, already too loud over whatever music he was playing, and Carter laughed.

         “Looks like it’s just you and me,” he said. “Which means that now I can ask you what the hell you were doing so close to the fire. Dammit, Ivy. Don’t you know how dangerous that was?”

         Her eyes widened. “Me? You’re mad at me when I came here to show you that I support you no matter what? To tell you that I love you and that you’re not alone in this?”

         She threw her hands in the air, but with such limited space, she had to keep her arms close to her body. The whole gesture made her look like an exasperated T. rex, and Carter had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.

         “Are you—laughing?” she said. “I just heard you over the chief’s radio say that you were trapped under a burning ceiling beam and that your arm was broken, and you’re laughing?”

         Her voice trembled, and a tear slid quickly down her cheek.

         He wasn’t laughing anymore.

         “Jesus, Ivy,” he said. “You heard all that? How long were you out there?”

         She sucked in a steadying breath and blew it out slowly.

         “Long enough to know that you are really good at your job. Long enough to know that even in the worst situation, you were still in control and knew what to do.” She shook her head and pressed her lips together. “I will always be scared when you have to leave that firehouse with sirens blaring. But I also know that you’re the best shot your team has at coming home safe whenever you do.”

         He cupped her cheek in his palm. IV or not, he didn’t care. He needed to touch her, and he needed her to know the truth—that as good as he was at his job, he was scared, too, scared that he couldn’t guarantee he’d always walk away from a situation like today.

         “I can’t promise you that’ll be the case 100 percent of the time. If we hadn’t gone back in for that damn dog, no one on my command would have left in an ambulance. I mean, hell, if Shane wasn’t there—if he didn’t listen to me?” He dropped his hand and let out a bitter laugh. “You were right,” he told her. “The whole month I’ve been here I’ve been so hell-bent on proving myself. What if that clouded my judgment? What if—”

         “No what ifs,” Ivy interrupted. “I heard everything. You listened to the chief’s orders. You’re alive. Wyatt’s alive. And Shane saved you both. I’ve spent the past four weeks promising myself I wouldn’t let you get too close because of what happened to Charlie. Because of What if? I never should have told you not to go tonight. And I never will again.”

         His brows furrowed. “You’ll never tell me not to go again or you’ll never not tell me not to go. Either the pain meds are kicking in or there are too many negatives in what you said that I’m not sure if you meant what I think you meant.”

         This time she was the one to laugh, and the effect of the pain meds paled in comparison to her smile. He could live with being unsure about the future as long as it meant she was in it.

         “Just to clarify,” he said, “are you saying that if I stay in town, you’re not going to turn the other way if you pass me on the street?”

         She let out something between a laugh and sob. “If you weren’t all busted up, I’d punch you in the shoulder or something.”

         “Well then, I guess I’m safe from any further physical distress,” he said. “But are you gonna break my heart, Ivy Serrano?”

         She shook her head, then rested it on his shoulder. “Nah. I love you too much to do that.” She tilted her head up, and her brown eyes shimmered in the normally unpleasant fluorescent light.

         “That’s a relief,” he said. “Because I don’t think I could walk by you without wanting to do this.” His lips swept over hers in a kiss that felt like the start of something new. He couldn’t wrap her in his arms, and maybe the bumps in the road made the whole gesture a little clumsy, but she was here. And she was staying. And petition or not, dammit, so was he.

         
              

         

         Carter waited outside the chief’s office, anxious more about being late for Ivy’s fashion show than he was about what would be said behind the office doors. If he was being let go, he was being let go. He was damned good at his job, and he didn’t need anyone’s approval anymore to know that was true.

         Okay, fine, so he needed the chief’s approval to keep his job but not to know that he did everything he could for this company in the month he was here.

         The door swung open, and Chief Burnett popped his head out.

         “Come on in, Lieutenant. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

         Carter stood and brushed nonexistent dust from his uniform pants. His right hand had cramped, so he flexed it, still getting used to the air cast.

         He walked inside, expecting to find the chief alone waiting for him, but instead he saw Shane O’Brien standing in front of the chief’s desk.

         The chief cleared his throat. “Lieutenant Bowen, I hope you don’t mind, but I thought it best for Firefighter O’Brien to speak first.”

         Carter nodded. “O’Brien,” he said. “Heard your brother is being discharged today.”

         “Yes sir, Lieutenant. It was a pretty bad concussion, but thanks to you, he’s going to be fine.”

         Carter’s brows drew together. The formality from Shane confused him. Not that he’d expected the guy to mouth off, but this was a complete one-eighty from what Carter had seen from him.

         “He’s going to be fine, O’Brien, because of you,” Carter said. “Neither of us would be here right now if you hadn’t gotten us out of that house before the roof caved in.”

         Shane’s jaw tightened. “With all due respect, Lieutenant, I never wanted to be here. And I made sure everyone knew it. And then I made your life a living hell because I knew I wasn’t good enough, and it was your job to remind me of that.” He squared his shoulders. “The signatures on the petition were forged. Every one of them but mine. I am not proud of my behavior and need some time to regroup.”

         Carter opened his mouth to say something, but Shane cut him off.

         “I need to figure things out without everything that’s been hanging over my head since I was a kid. I’m leaving town, sir. And the company. Effective immediately.”

         Shane held out his hand to shake but then realized that was Carter’s broken arm and dropped it back to his side.

         “O’Brien,” Carter said. “You don’t have to do this.”

         “It’s already done,” the chief said. “I tried to talk him out of it, but I think his mind was made up the second he rode away from the Davis fire with his brother in an ambulance.”

         Shane nodded once, his eyes dark and expression stoic.

         “You’re a good firefighter, O’Brien,” Carter added. “I’d have been proud to keep you on my team.”

         “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said. He nodded toward the chief. “You too, Chief.”

         The chief clapped Shane on the shoulder. “You always have a place here if you ever decide to come back.”

         Shane pressed his lips together but didn’t say anything else. Then he strode through the door, closing it behind him.

         Carter blew out a long breath. “You think he’s going to get into trouble again?”

         The chief shook his head. “If you’d have asked me that a month ago, I’d have said yes. But something changed in him since you’ve been around. And the way you handled things in the Davis fire? We’re damn lucky to have you, Lieutenant.”

         He was staying in Meadow Valley. This was—home.

         “Thank you, sir. I feel damn lucky to be here.”

         After a long moment, Carter turned to head for the door.

         “One more thing, Lieutenant,” the chief said, stopping him in his tracks. “Your family was notified of your injury, and your father has called your aunt four times in the past two days to check on you. I thought you should know.”

         Carter swallowed hard but didn’t turn back around. “Appreciate the information,” he said. “But he knows my number.”

         “Give him time,” the chief said. “Father-son relationships can be a tricky thing.”

         Carter thought about Shane, who was leaving town to deal with his own tricky thing, and the weight on his shoulders lifted, if only a fraction of an inch.

         “Yes, sir. I suppose they are.”

         Then he was out the door and down the steps two at a time. When he pushed through the station’s front door, Ivy was there on the sidewalk, right where he’d left her on his way in. The sky was overcast, but she was a vision in her bright yellow sundress, brown waves of hair falling over her shoulders.

         He only needed one arm to lift her up and press his lips to hers.

         “I’m home, darlin’,” he said.

         “Good,” she said through laughter and kisses. “Because I wasn’t letting you go without a fight. Now come on. I need to show you something.”

         She led him down the street to her shop. She bounced on her toes as they slowed in front of the window where a single mannequin stood displaying a dress that could only be described as a field of sunflowers.

         “You made that?” he said. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen, Ivy. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say those were live flowers.”

         She smiled the biggest, most beautiful smile he’d seen since the fire.

         “I made them,” she said, and he could hear how proud she was. “It’s my version of my and Charlie’s garden. I don’t think I’d have ever finished it if I hadn’t met you, which is why I wanted you to be the first to see it.”

         She beamed—a ray of sunshine on an otherwise cloudy day.

         He stepped closer and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Are you calling me your muse?” he teased, and she laughed.

         “I’m calling you my everything, if that’s okay,” she said, then kissed him.

         He smiled against her. “That’s about the okayest thing I’ve ever been called, darlin’. So yeah, I think I’m good with that. As long as you’re good with me spending the rest of my days making good on that title.”

         She kissed him again, and he took that as a yes.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ivy and Carter tied Ace and Barbara Ann to the fence. She stared at the beautiful, stubborn man she loved and shook her head.

         “What would the doctor say if he knew you were on a horse three days after breaking your arm?” she asked. She’d tried to stop him, but he’d threatened to ride off without her if she didn’t join him.

         He opened and closed his right hand. “Arm’s broken,” he said. “Thanks to Shane O’Brien, the hand’s just fine. Besides, who’s snitching on me to the doctor?”

         She removed the pack from Barbara Ann’s saddle and tossed it on the ground. They’d get to that shortly. Then she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him in the place where they’d kissed for the first time. When they finally parted, he spun her so her back was against his torso, his hands resting on her hips.

         From the top of the hill above town, Ivy could see the ruins of Mrs. Davis’s home. She could also see the inn where Pearl would give her—and her animals—a place to stay for as long as it took for her to rebuild. She could see the bell above the firehouse, the one that would forever remind her of the day she didn’t lose the man who held her in his arms right now.

         “Can you see that?” he whispered in her ear. “I don’t mean the town. I mean what’s right in front of you.”

         Her brows furrowed, and she shifted her gaze from the tapestry of Meadow Valley to a shock of color just a little way down the hill. A sunflower.

         She spun to face him. “I don’t understand. How did it—I mean, those don’t sprout up in a matter of days.”

         He laughed. “I talked to Sam Callahan, and we thought it might be fun to start a community garden up here between locals and ranch guests. It’s public property, so there are permits involved, but I’m sure you can point me in the right direction of who to talk to.”

         “You want to build me a garden?” she asked, her eyes wide.

         “I want to build you everything,” he said. “But if the garden’s too painful—if the memories are too much…”

         She shook her head.

         “It is painful,” she admitted. “But it’s also wonderful and thoughtful.” She pressed her palms to his chest. “I don’t want to forget the painful stuff. And I don’t want to wrap myself in a bubble of fire extinguishers and interconnected smoke detectors and—and loneliness to protect myself from getting hurt again. I want to start something new—with this garden and with you. I will always be scared, but I don’t have to be alone. We’re not alone.”

         “Although fire safety is important,” he teased. “So don’t abandon your extinguishers just to make a statement.”

         She laughed.

         “You know,” he said, looking past her and down at the town, “if you need to when things get tough, we can always come here to forget the rest of the world for a little while, pretend it doesn’t exist.”

         She shook her head. “I want to experience it all, the good and the bad. With you.”

         She gave him a soft kiss and ran her hands through his hair, smiling against him. “Starting with a hilltop haircut,” she said. “Are you ready, Lieutenant? Brought all my tools.”

         He laughed and stepped away. “At the risk of you miscalculating and lopping off my ear, I need to ask you one quick thing before I potentially lose my hearing.”

         Ivy crossed her arms. “Cut off your ear? Please, Lieutenant. And here I thought you trusted—”

         He dropped down to one knee, and Ivy lost the ability to form words.

         “I know there’s supposed to be a ring and everything, but I’m kind of doing this out of order. It’s as simple as the text you sent me the night of the fire. Everything’s been so crazy the past few days I didn’t even see it until later the next day. I’m here, Ivy. If you’ll let me, I will always be here for you. I love you. Say you’ll marry me, plant gardens with me, and build a life with me, and then I’ll let you cut my hair.”

         She wasn’t sure if she was laughing or crying because the tears were flowing, but she was smiling from ear to ear.

         She clasped her hands around his neck and kissed him and kissed him and kissed him some more.

         “Yes,” she said against him, and she felt his smile mirror hers. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”
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            Chapter One

         

         Sam Callahan stood on the front porch of Meadow Valley Ranch’s registration cabin, the one where he, his brother Ben, or their buddy Colt greeted each new guest. They were only in their second month of full operation, though, which meant new guests weren’t exactly pouring through the doors. Not yet, anyway. What was that saying from the baseball movie he loved—Field of Dreams? Something about once you build the thing, people will come.

         Well, come on, people. We’re ready and waiting—and really need you to spend your money.

         He and his brother Ben sold their family’s horse boarding business and sank every penny they owned—and a few they didn’t—into building the thing. The ranch. Their dream. They’d even let Colt invest as a third partner. Now it was just a matter of getting the people to come.

         Right now he watched as Ben gave a riding lesson to a young couple celebrating their first anniversary. Colt was leading a trail ride for the Tanners, a family of eight with six kids between the ages of seven and fifteen, including a pair of identical twin boys he still couldn’t tell apart even after they’d been at the ranch for three days.

         It was a start, but a slow one to say the least.

         Today, though, something felt…off. The guests all seemed happy at breakfast, and everyone headed out to their various activities just fine. But sometimes Sam got an inkling, and for a guy who liked to keep things simple and logical, inklings didn’t sit well.

         His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out to see KITCHEN EMERGENCY in all caps from Luis, Meadow Valley’s head chef.

         “Shit,” he hissed. It was only ten o’clock in the morning. He was hoping to make it until at least noon before any all-caps texts came through. No such luck.

         He stepped out from under the protection of the covered porch and was hit head-on by the hottest morning sun they’d had in months. The transition from September to October had brought along mild days and cool nights, but today the temperature was nearing a record high of ninety degrees.

         He swore under his breath and swiped his arm across his forehead, where sweat had already started to bead along his hairline. He kept his hair cropped short for this very reason, but on days like today, it didn’t matter. Hot was hot.

         He silently berated himself for insisting that whoever worked the desk in the main cabin wore a collared shirt. Didn’t matter that his plaid button-up was paper thin or that his sleeves were rolled to his elbows. There was no relief. It was going to be one heck of a fall festival if these temps held out for the entire week. He had planned to wait until spring to clear the new trail to the swimming hole, but maybe he would add that to his already growing list for this weekend.

         But first—kitchen emergency.

         He entered the dining cabin to the sound of raised voices, a man’s and a woman’s, arguing about—apples?

         “My apple and spinach salad needs a Granny Smith! I always use a Granny Smith!” Luis bellowed, his arms raised and his round belly straining against his white apron.

         “Never trust a cook who looks like he doesn’t enjoy his own food,” Luis said when he’d come to interview for the job. “Cuanto más grande sea la barriga, mejor será la comida. The bigger the belly, the better the food.” It didn’t take much more than that—and a tasting menu that had put Sam, Ben, and Colt into a major food coma—to know that Luis was right for the job. He was one of the best chefs Sam knew, running the ranch’s kitchen like a well-oiled machine. But when things went wrong—no matter how tiny—it was an all-caps kitchen emergency.

         “For the eleventh time,” a tall, short-haired brunette yelled, hands gesturing wildly, “the Granny Smith crop was destroyed by a pack of squirrels. But my Honeycrisp are the best you’ll ever taste. I charge more for the Honeycrisps and am willing to give you the same price for a better apple!” It was Anna, their produce supplier.

         She plucked a piece of fruit from the white box sitting on the kitchen’s prep island and shoved it in Sam’s face. “Here,” she said. “Taste. Tell this man he’d be crazy not to use this apple in his precious salad.”

         The apple was practically touching Sam’s lips, and he’d once again forgotten to eat breakfast, so he grabbed the fruit in question and tore off a bite with a satisfying crunch.

         Apple juice dribbled onto his chin as his taste buds exploded with the perfect mix of sweet and tangy. Maybe this inkling wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

         “That’s one fine apple, Luis,” Sam said around his mouthful. “I’m not much for salads, but I’m thinking this is the fruit you’re looking for. And it is less than two hours until we open for lunch.” He raised his brows.

         Luis narrowed his eyes—a standoff of sorts.

         Luis was a few years older than Sam, early thirties. He’d been a sous chef at a resort restaurant on Lake Tahoe. Sam and Ben had a chance meeting with him when they’d made the drive down to Carson City to visit their mom and her husband, Ted. He asked to interview for the job on the spot—while the Callahans were eating at his resort. There was no way Sam could match what Luis was being paid—not yet, at least—but he could offer him his own kitchen and the promise that he, Ben, and Colt would never step on his toes. But it was hotter than Hades out there already, and he guessed the Meadow Valley patrons would be less than happy if they showed up for their second paid meal of the day only to find the kitchen had come to a halt over apples. Sam and Luis were dealing with a ticking clock.

         Luis opened his mouth—likely to protest—but Anna shoved an apple between his teeth.

         “One bite,” she said calmly. “One little bite, and if it’s not one of the best apples you’ve ever tasted, I’ll drive across town to that awful touristy orchard that charges an arm and a leg for a bushel of what I could pick from my own trees if those pesky squirrels hadn’t broken through my fence, and I will buy you your darn Granny Smiths.”

         Sam shrugged and bit off another chunk of his own apple.

         Luis sighed through his nose and sank his teeth into the forbidden fruit. His eyes fluttered shut, and he groaned.

         Anna tossed the apple in the air, caught it bite side up, and grinned, triumphant. “Stubborn man.”

         Luis swallowed and opened his eyes, reaching for his apple.

         “Oh no,” Anna said. “Apology first. Then you get your fruit.”

         Luis’s jaw tightened.

         Sam hopped onto the counter and continued to enjoy his apple. “Don’t mind me, folks,” he said. “I’m just here for the show.”

         Anna slid the box of apples farther from Luis’s reach, then brandished the one he’d tasted like she was the evil queen tempting Snow White. “Come on, Luis,” she taunted. “All you have to do is say, ‘I’m sorry, Anna. You were right. You’re always right.’”

         Sam choked back a laugh.

         Anna tapped her foot on the tiled floor.

         Luis emitted a low growl. “I’m…sorry, Anna. You…were…” He sighed and threw his hands in the air. “Just…give me the apples. I paid for them.”

         Sam cleared his throat. “Technically, I paid for them, and I’d kind of like to see you say the thing she wants you to say.”

         Luis mumbled something under his breath, which meant he’d likely have some words for Sam when they kicked back with a few beers around the firepit. In the short time they’d worked together, the two men had become friends. Sam wasn’t the type to pull the boss card, but in this case it was worth it.

         Veins pulsed in Luis’s neck, and Anna beamed.

         “I’m sorry, Anna. You were right. You’re always right. Give me my apples.” Luis spouted the words in rapid succession, snatched the apple he’d tasted from Anna’s outstretched hand, and then stormed through the dining hall and out the cabin’s front door, likely to finish his apple and cool off—emotionally, at least. Because the temperature was still rising.

         Sam laughed and hopped off the counter, tossing his apple core into a nearby trash bin.

         “Can I tell you a secret?” Anna said.

         “Sure.”

         “There were no squirrels. The Granny Smiths are fine. But I knew he’d like these better.”

         Sam shook his head. “Why do you torture him like that?”

         Anna shrugged. “Because it’s so easy. And fun. I can’t help myself.” She patted the box of Honeycrisp apples. “I’ll email you the invoice. Always a pleasure doing business with you, Sam Callahan.”

         She held out her hand, and he shook it and grinned. Then she bounded out the back door to her truck. She’d be back the same time next week, likely to mess with Luis again.

         “Is there no one else?”

         Sam turned to see Luis standing in the doorway that separated the kitchen from the dining hall.

         “No one else to what?” Sam asked.

         Luis crossed his arms and stared toward the back door. “No one else who can be our produce supplier.”

         “And dairy supplier.” Sam laughed. “Where? Anna’s farm is the best in the county, and she’s ten minutes away. If you actually ever had a kitchen emergency, she could be here in a matter of minutes, most likely with whatever you needed.”

         Luis lifted his Chicago Cubs baseball cap—still a fan of his hometown team—and ran a hand through his overgrown brown hair. “Then we’ve got a big problem.”

         “Oh yeah?” Sam said. “What’s that?”

         Luis shook his head and sighed deeply. “I think I’m in love with her.”

         Sam rubbed his temples and blew out a breath. “We have a great thing going with Anna,” he said. “Affordable prices. On-time delivery. And she even knows what goes better in your salad than you do. Please, Luis. I’m begging you. Don’t mess this up.”

         Luis held a hand over his heart and wistfully stared at the place where Anna once stood. “That’s your problem, Sam. You only see the logic. When it comes to Anna, I don’t think with my head. I think with my—”

         “All right. All right,” Sam interrupted. “I don’t need to hear about your—”

         “Heart,” Luis said before Sam could finish. He whacked his friend on the shoulder with his baseball cap. “The heart doesn’t care about logic or what’s best for business. Do you think I cook with logic?” Luis slapped his knee and howled with laughter. “If you don’t start using that rusty old—and I might remind you, vital—organ soon, you’re going to miss out on the best of all of it.”

         “All of what?” Sam asked.

         Luis simply shook his head. “One of these days, my friend, you’ll get it.”

         Sam shook his head and left Luis to his pining. He had a ranch to run.

         “Logic,” he mumbled as he strode back toward the main cabin. That was how you ran a business. With logic. Not heart. Luis could fall for whomever he wanted. But their produce supplier? Maybe Anna didn’t exactly work for the ranch, but she worked with them. Daily. If things ever truly went south between her and Luis, then Sam, Ben, and Colt would be up one hell of a creek.

         Ben was standing against the arena fence while his riders braved a few laps on their own.

         “Who’s got your panties in a wad?” he called to Sam as he passed.

         Sam flipped his brother a good-natured bird and kept on toward his destination.

         Didn’t Luis get that Sam had to be the logical one? Or Ben or Colt for that matter? Of course they didn’t. They all had lives outside the day-to-day running of the ranch. Sam was the one who signed the checks, who balanced the books, and who knew how much they needed to pay the next bill. His life was the business. He knew they’d be in the red for a while after getting things off the ground, but he also knew that doing anything to remotely jeopardize the ranch could sink them.

         They’d moved north to Meadow Valley, California, from their hometown of Oak Bluff not just because they got the land for a steal but also to be close to the memory care facility where his and Ben’s father now lived. So it wasn’t just their livelihoods on the line. It was their father’s life as well.

         “Panties in a wad,” he said to himself as he strode back into the main cabin, where his silver pit bull, Scout, was sleeping on the sunny part of the rug where he’d last left her. He’d woken in a pretty good mood this morning, but now he’d gone from enjoying a really good apple—and watching Anna make Luis eat his words—to wondering when the next shoe would drop.

         He stepped over his still-lounging pup but stopped short before he could make it to his office. A woman stood at the reception desk, her back to him as she peered over the top so that all he could see were her fitted jeans, her tennis shoes, and the tanned skin at the small of her back where her red tank top rose up.

         He cleared his throat, and the woman straightened with a gasp.

         “Sorry!” she said, turning to face him so that he now saw the messy strawberry-blond bun on top of her head and the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Clear hazel eyes stared him down as if she were privy to the biggest secret in the world while he was lost in the dark. Pretty—for a snoop.

         “Can I help you with something?” he asked. He planted his feet firmly on the ground and crossed his arms. He didn’t take kindly to anyone, pretty or not, looking through his stuff, especially if said stuff belonged to the ranch.

         She raised her brows. “That depends. Are you the owner of this place?”

         He nodded once, already getting a sinking feeling in his gut. “Sam Callahan. One of three.”

         She extended her hand, and he shook it without thinking because that was what you did.

         “Delaney Harper,” she said. “And you mean one of four. My ex-husband sold you this place by forging my name on the quitclaim deed, so the way I see it, this place is half-mine.”

         Sam pulled his hand away and laughed. “Ben put you up to this, right?” His brother had been giving him shit all week about loosening up. He’d always been the jokester—spraying Sam with the hose when he was bathing the horses, pushing him off the pond bridge fully clothed. Come to think of it, Ben’s pranks usually occurred only when water was around. This was his most sophisticated one yet.

         “Who’s Ben?” Delaney asked.

         “It was Colt?” he said.

         But even as he tried to rationalize that it could have been his buddy, her name replayed in his head, and he knew it wasn’t a coincidence. The last name was all over the paperwork for the sale of the property—the land, the ramshackle little cottage, and the barn that was in disrepair. Neither structure had been good for anything other than tearing down and rebuilding.

         “Delaney Harper,” he said, emphasizing her last name.

         “That’s me,” she said with a wince. Then she cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “All I took was the man’s name, and he went and took everything from me in return. That changes today.”

         “You’re either kin or you’re Wade Harper’s wife,” he said simply. Wade was the property’s former owner. “Either way, still not sure what any of this has to do with you.”

         “Ex-wife,” she explained. Her expression turned wistful as her green-eyed gaze traveled to the window that looked out on the stable. “You took down my barn. I know it wasn’t much, but I had a hand in building it. Wade and I were underwater when I left him, which was why we didn’t unload the property then. Never thought he’d sell it out from under me before the divorce was even final.” She sighed. “Glad you kept the English maple on the outskirts. Always did love that tree.”

         He followed her gaze. Either she was putting on one hell of an act, or she was who she said she was, because the first thing he and his crew did when they started work out here was tear down that barn and replace it with the stable. And no way was he tearing down any trees. The whole point of this place was to appreciate the outdoors. Not destroy it.

         “I had a real estate attorney go over everything,” he said, more to himself than to her.

         She turned her attention back to him, her expression hardening, and shrugged.

         “Yeah, well, I’d fire that lawyer, because either they didn’t spot the forgery, or they helped push it through. I’ll just need to get a copy of the quitclaim deed, give it to my lawyer, and then—I don’t know—see you in court to figure out which half of the land is mine.”

         “The quit what?” he asked. He knew a thing or two about buying and selling property, but she was speaking another language.

         She sighed. “Quit. Claim. Deed. When two people own a piece of land together, the only way one can sell it on their own is for the other to sign over ownership. Which I did not. Yet somehow Wade was able to sell you our property. I don’t suppose the forgery was included in your paperwork?”

         Sam laughed. He was never an asshole intentionally, but this woman sure had some nerve. “You waltz in here telling me what I own isn’t really mine, and now you want me to produce the paperwork to prove it?” He was certain her first name was nowhere to be found in his closing documents. Wade Harper was the only person listed as seller. “And why are you coming around now when I bought this place almost two years ago?”

         She crossed her arms. “So that’s a no to the paperwork?”

         He crossed his arms right back. “I’ll show you anything you want to see because I guarantee your name is nowhere to be found. Now it’s your turn to answer my question.”

         She blew out a breath. “I didn’t know he sold it,” she said, losing some of her steam. “Not until I couldn’t sleep last night and decided to check in on what should have been my home for the past few years. Imagine my surprise when I saw my maple tree and figured out what Wade did. Hopped right in my car. Made the eight-hour drive from Vegas in eight hours flat,” she added proudly. “No stopping.” She cleared her throat. “Who built your website, anyway? Could use some work if you want to get folks through the door.”

         Maybe he wasn’t a graphic design whiz, but he bought the domain and got some good pictures up there. What else did she expect? He wasn’t trying to sell the site. And why was he getting so defensive anyway? The ranch was what mattered, and he was proud of what he, his brother, and Colt had built.

         “You drove here in the middle of the night?” Sam’s brows drew together. “After you happened upon our website?”

         Delaney groaned. “Every now and then I google him. After what he did to me—I don’t know—I was hoping I’d find something that gave me some peace or closure or something. Instead I found out he took the last thing from me I owned.”

         Sam gritted his teeth. “Look. I’m sure you want out of this mess as much as I do. If what you’re saying is true, can’t we figure out a fair price for me to buy you out?” He didn’t know yet where he’d get the money. Maybe the bank would give him an equity loan. He’d cross that bridge when the time came. Heck, he’d move heaven and earth to keep his land and his business intact, not just for himself but for Colt and Ben. For his father too.

         “Sorry,” she said. “But I want my land back. If you don’t have the paperwork for me, I guess that means I’ll be heading down to the county courthouse to grab a copy of the forged deed I plan to contest. Sorry to bother you, Mr. Callahan.”

         She turned on her heel and strode toward the cabin door.

         “Whole town’s shut down for the week. Autumn festival and all.”

         “Autumn festival?” she repeated, her brow furrowed.

         He nodded, then scratched the back of his neck. “Meadow Valley Harvest Fest. Gourds. Corn maze. Bounce house for the kids. Any of it ringing a bell? You did live here at one point, right?”

         Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “Didn’t make it past six weeks before—before I left.”

         Her eyes flashed with something that looked like fear, but when he blinked, her gaze was nothing more than focused and intent. For a second, though, he saw. He saw that there was more to her story, and he found himself wanting to ask what it was or why she’d gone so soon after arriving.

         She spun to face him. “What kind of town closes down for an entire week for pumpkins and bounce houses?”

         “Don’t forget the corn maze and bobbing for apples,” he said with a wink. “We go all out.”

         She gritted her teeth and let out an exasperated groan. “Very well,” she said, chin held high. “Then I guess you’ll be hearing from my lawyer when the town is back in business.”

         He fought the urge to follow her to the door, some inexplicable need rising—a need to stop her from leaving, especially in her state of distress.

         “Why not just take this up with your ex-husband?” he asked. “Doesn’t that make the most sense?”

         Her shoulders sagged as he watched her bravado deflate. “Because I don’t know where he is. I tried calling the only number I had for him, but it rang and rang until it finally went to a generic voicemail. Not sure the phone is even still his.”

         “You leave a message?” Sam asked.

         She shook her head. “Didn’t see the point since I wasn’t sure who I was leaving it for.” She paused. “I thought if we fixed this place up together and made something out of it that I could somehow fix him. But I learned my lesson.”

         This mess wasn’t her fault. She was just as blindsided as he was, and it wasn’t fair to put the blame on her.

         “Let me get you a cold drink, maybe something to eat?” he said. “You have to be starving after driving all night and into the morning.”

         She pressed her full pink lips together, and he couldn’t tell if she was considering his offer or trying to keep herself from yelling at him. Wade Harper was the one to blame here. Not either of them. But Wade wasn’t here, so it was up to the two of them to figure it out, which meant he had to ignore the lips he realized he’d been staring at.

         Logic. Not whatever it was that drove Luis’s decisions. Log-ic. Yet he found himself gritting his teeth, waiting for her reply. Did he want her to say yes? No? Why couldn’t he reconcile the thoughts swirling around his head?

         “I can’t,” she finally said.

         And with that she stepped through the door, letting it slam behind her, the sound jolting him back to reality.

         He breathed a sigh of relief, yet every muscle in his body was still as tense as the day his mother walked out on their father.

         It was only then that Sam realized the white-knuckle grip he had on the reception desk’s wood trim—and that he had torn it free from its nails.

         Luis, Anna, and the so-called kitchen emergency were already a distant memory. His stupid inkling had nothing to do with them. No, sir. It was all about Delaney Harper—the woman who would be his undoing.

         This wasn’t the other shoe dropping. It was a steel-toed boot pummeling him into the dirt. He had to figure out how to fix this before Colt and Ben found out—before all three of them lost everything they’d given up to build.
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