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  About the Book


They started off on the wrong foot… 

When Nola’s firefighter neighbor wakes her up for the third night in a row with his loud motorcycle, she has some choice words for him. 

Once they clear the air, sparks fly between them…

Kayce falls for his neighbor from the first moment she yells at him, and he’s not alone in his attraction. But since they’re neighbors, she’s worried about the fallout if they part ways. Only he wonders why she thinks they’d ever break up…

Author note: this is a sweet, short novella I wrote for the Read Me Romance podcast, set in one of my favorite cities, New Orleans.






  
  Chapter 1


Nola jerked awake to the sound of that stupid motorcycle. The loud, obnoxious engine that had woken her up the last four nights. Or mornings, considering it was three in the morning. 
“That’s it,” she growled to her cat, Nebula—who was looking at her with the same amount of disdain she felt.
She tossed her robe on as the engine revved again. Then stalked to her front door, shoved her feet into her sneakers and yes, stalked across her damp yard to face her new neighbor who’d decided to make an enemy of her. 
As she approached, the rider of said motorcycle took off his helmet and blinked at her in surprise. And oh god, the man looked as if he’d been carved by a deity and placed on this earth to walk among mere mortals who could only aspire to such sharp cheekbones. He was…beautiful.
And that just pissed her off even more. “Hey, assface!” Okay, maybe she should have been more diplomatic but it was three in the morning.
He blinked those baby blues at her. “Uh, hey.”
She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “See that house?”
“Yep.”
“I live there. And for the last four mornings you’ve woken me up with this monstrosity. And probably more of your neighbors too, but they’re too polite to say anything. So while you’re out here getting hard on your stupid motorcycle, or hog, or whatever the hell you call this thing, people are trying to sleep!” And oh god, when had she turned into her dad? She was only twenty-five. But whatever. There was a reason she’d moved away from the Quarter. It had been too loud and apparently she’d been born with an old soul. Or a cranky one. Whatever. 
The dark-haired god looked as if he was fighting a smile as he swung his leg over the bike. But at least he didn’t take a step toward her. Though to her annoyance she had to look up at him when he stood. Damn it! 
“I apologize, ma’am. I didn’t realize how loud it was and honestly didn’t think about the time. But that’s on me. Sometimes when I get home, I’m still listening to a podcast or book.” He pointed to his helmet, which looked fancy. Must be connected to his phone. “I’m used to keeping weird hours but I shouldn’t let it affect my neighbors. I promise from now on that I’ll turn off my engine and finish listening to my stuff in my house.”
She blinked, surprised by his easy, apologetic manner. “I’m a good ten years younger than you, so you don’t have to ‘ma’am’ me. But thank you.”
He cleared his throat and yep, he was fighting a grin. And that pissed her off too. Because apparently she’d turned into a rage monster. What the hell was wrong with her?
“I promise I’m not trying to piss you off even more, but…your top is see-through.” And the bastard didn’t look even a little sorry about that.
She glanced down, saw that her robe was wide open. Yeah, probably because she’d forgotten or lost the sash somewhere on her warpath to yell at him. Her white tank top was indeed see-through and her nipples were hard—because of the fall weather, thank you very much. “You’re welcome for the peep show,” she snapped even as she tried to tell herself to calm the heck down. But it was like she’d unleashed an angry beast on the sexiest man she’d ever seen in real life and couldn’t stop herself. “Because my breasts are fantastic.” Then she stalked back home, deciding to go out with her head held high.






  
  Chapter 2


Kayce Laurent watched as Nola Cartier stepped into the backyard of Mrs. Aguilar, one of his new neighbors. He’d come to the weekend barbeque solely in the hopes of seeing Nola. 
The woman who’d called him assface a week and one day ago was the most adorable, gorgeous woman he’d ever met. Though something told him that if he called her adorable, she’d knee him in the balls. Or at least think about it. 
“Oh, that’s Nola,” Mrs. Golda, his neighbor on the other side told him. “You’ve probably seen her, but she lives on the other side of you.”
“Oh?” He nodded along, hoping for more information without seeming obvious. Because he definitely wanted to know more about his feisty neighbor. This afternoon her dark curls were down around her shoulders and she had on formfitting jeans, a T-shirt with the Saints logo, and bright green sneakers. 
“Oh yes. And she’s absolutely wonderful. An artist, that one. And she’s made quite a name for herself for someone so young.” She laughed softly. “If only my son lived here, I’d introduce them.”
“High praise.” He took a sip of his beer as he listened and tried not to stare, to track her movements like a weirdo.
“Indeed. She works with the owner of one of the galleries on Julia Street. I can’t remember which one… I’ll introduce you. Nola!” she called, smiling at their neighbor as she waved her over.
About twenty families had shown up this Saturday afternoon and he’d already been told that more would filter in and out over the next couple hours. He was just glad that his gorgeous neighbor had shown up. And yes, the chance of getting to talk to her again was the real reason he was here.
Her smile tightened ever so slightly as she approached, but she gave Mrs. Aguilar a hug. “It’s good to see you. I’ve already snuck a little of your jambalaya. It’s definitely the best in the neighborhood,” she whispered conspiratorially.
“I know, but thank you for the validation,” the woman said on a laugh as she turned back to Kayce. “And this is your new neighbor, Kayce Laurent. Kayce, this is Nola Cartier—she’s the sweetheart who looked after my dog when I was on vacation last month.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” he murmured, drinking her in and wondering if the attraction he was feeling was one-sided.
She cleared her throat. “Nice to meet you too.”
“Oh, I see Gloria, I’ll catch up with you later,” Mrs. Aguilar murmured, squeezing Nola’s arm before she hurried off.
Nola looked around briefly, as if she was contemplating escaping.
“Look, I’m sorry about the other night. I want to be a good neighbor and I’m coming from living between a condo I was barely in and the fire station downtown. I’ve never lived in a house—not since I was eighteen.”
“And that was…like fifty years ago?” She grinned mischievously.
“Ha ha.” But he found himself grinning. He was thirty-five, thank you very much.
“I’m joking obviously, but apology accepted. I want to be a good neighbor too. And I probably shouldn’t have yelled at you and called you an assface.”
“You don’t sound sorry.”
“I know. I said I probably shouldn’t have done that.”
He barked out a surprised laugh. “What if I take you on a motorcycle ride? As an extra apology?”
She narrowed her gaze at him. “Is that like a weird euphemism?”
Now he nearly snorted out his drink. “Ah, no. It’s just a peace offering.”
“I’ll take it…if you let me drive.”
“Maybe once I get to know you.”
“That’s fair. So how does this afternoon sound?” she asked.
“Perfect.” Hell, better than perfect. He turned slightly, nodded at the rest of the party. “So, is there anything I need to know about our neighbors?”
“Um, well, Mrs. Aguilar and Mrs. Johnson have a serious rivalry over who makes the best jambalaya. So you either have to eat both of theirs or none at all. And you will clearly tell them that you can’t decide whose is best.”
“For real?”
“Yes, because they will definitely ask you and they both hold grudges. Or you could fake a shellfish allergy and avoid the whole thing altogether.”
“Since I don’t plan on moving anytime soon, I’ll just eat both.”
She grinned at him. “So are you from here?”
“Ah, not originally. I was born in Biloxi, then my family moved here when I was eighteen so I decided to attend college here to be close to them. What about you?”
“I’m from here, born and raised. Do you have siblings?”
“Oh yeah, three sisters. You?”
She laughed lightly. “Two brothers and one sister. And I’m the youngest.”
“I’m the oldest.” He took a sip of his drink, looked around casually, mostly so he wouldn’t keep staring at her. But it was difficult to look away when he wanted to memorize every gorgeous inch of her. “So I hear you’re an artist?”
“Yep. I started painting before I started writing,” she said on a laugh. The woman was like walking sunshine.
“Mrs. Aguilar said you show your pieces downtown?”
“Ah yeah, but not exclusively. I mainly work with a gallery off Julia Street. But I occasionally set up shop at Jackson Square in the spring or fall. Usually during peak tourist times or festivals.”
“But not the summers?”
“Hell no. I’m not dealing with that heat… And speaking of heat, you’re a firefighter? But you’re not living at the station anymore?”
“I’m an inspector now. I recently got promoted.” And everything had changed, something he was still adjusting to.
“That’s really great. I bet you’re glad that Halloween is over.”
He laughed because she was right. “Yeah, it’s worse than Mardi Gras. But Thanksgiving is coming up soon and that’s even worse.”
“Oh, I know. I’ve heard the stories about turkeys and fryers. One of my brothers is a firefighter. He’s with Engine 9 off Esplanade.”
“Oh nice. I know some of the crew over there.”
“So which house were you at?”
As he answered, he was vaguely aware of Mrs. Aguilar watching them with interest, but he kept his focus on Nola and found himself entranced by just her voice.
Later he realized that was the first sign that he was absolutely a goner for her.






  
  Chapter 3


Nola felt light-headed as she held on to Kayce’s middle as he zoomed down Elysian. They’d left the barbeque early and true to his word, he’d taken her for a ride on his bike. She didn’t want to love it so much. Or  like him so much.
But the man was funny, kind and, okay, gorgeous. And now that she knew he wasn’t actually a jerk she did feel bad for the way she’d freaked out the other night. To be fair, a sleep-deprived Nola was a monster, and that was her only excuse. 
He squeezed her knee once—the sign to ask if she was still doing good—and she gave him a thumbs-up. Taking an afternoon motorcycle ride through the Garden District then around the border of New Orleans proper was a perfect way to wrap up her Saturday. Though she didn’t want today to end and was contemplating asking Kayce if he wanted to grab something to eat a little later.
Then she second-guessed herself. Because that was what she did, second-guess everything. Ugh.
She had no idea how long they’d been riding, but by the time he pulled down their street she actually felt a twinge in her thigh muscles from squeezing so hard. Aaaaand at that thought, her mind went to a dirty, fun place. But she locked it down because she’d just met the guy and this had been his apology bike ride. 
He steered into his driveway, parking behind a shiny blue sports car. A striking blonde stepped out as Nola took her helmet off, and oh my god, her hair was sweaty and sticking against her head after the long ride. And of course this woman looked as if she’d stepped off a runway. 
“Thanks for the ride,” she said to Kayce, handing him the helmet even as she pulled out her cell phone. “I’ve got to take this but I’ll catch up with you later.” 
“Ah, sounds good.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but she smiled and half waved at the bombshell as she held her phone up to her ear and pretended to answer a phone call.
It was almost six and some hot woman was at Kayce’s house because it was Saturday night and of course he had plans. How could he not? He probably had plans most nights of the week. With a different woman.
Once inside, she shoved her phone in her back pocket, then caught sight of herself as she stalked by the foyer mirror. Yikes. Her curls had definitely not fared well during the ride. And she soooo wasn’t going to dwell on the fact that Kayce was going out with someone tonight.
Why shouldn’t he? 
She just…ugh, had a teeny tiny crush after today, that was all. But he was a firefighter—or had been—and in her experience, the majority of them were players. So she was going to lock down this crush and be the best neighbor ever.
Her phone rang and she nearly jumped, but grinned when she saw her older sister’s number. “Hey.”
“Hey yourself. Want to come over and watch your precious nieces for a few hours?”
“Why does precious sound like code for monster?” 
Celine cackled. “Because it definitely is. My sitter canceled last minute and we’ve got tickets to The Nutcracker. The girls are bouncing off the walls.”
“It’s kind of early for The Nutcracker,” she said even as she grabbed her keys and purse. 
“It’s playing all month and next at the Saenger and oh my god, that’s not the point. Can you watch them?”
“Of course, crankypants, I’m already on my way.” 
As she pulled out of her driveway, she saw that the sports car was still there and neither the bombshell nor Kayce was in sight. Because they were inside his house.
Doing who knew what. Ugh. She knew exactly what.






  
  Chapter 4


Two weeks later 

Nola wiped sweat from her brow as she reached her driveway, slowed to a walk as her heart rate started slowing. A four-mile jog was exactly what she’d needed this morning. No one in her family ran but her, couldn’t understand her love of it, but it centered her. Especially when she needed to work on a new project.
She’d been trying to get back into her current painting, but found herself too distracted.
On instinct, she glanced over at Kayce’s driveway, knew he was already gone for the day. Because she’d heard him leave, and only then had she come out for her morning run. She hadn’t seen him in the two weeks since the day of the neighborhood barbeque and motorcycle ride. She wasn’t exactly avoiding him. Just trying to keep her distance. 
Which, okay, maybe she was avoiding him. She was simply annoyed by her attraction to him, that was all. And distance was the best way for her to get over her dumb crush.
Sighing as she reached her porch, she frowned when she realized two of her steps had been fixed. They were on her long to-do list—owning a home was a lot different than renting, she’d learned. As she walked up the steps, she balanced back and forth to make sure, and yep, everything had been nailed or glued down. Huh.
She pulled her cell out of her pocket as she headed inside.
Her dad answered on the second ring. “Hey, short stuff.”
She smiled at her entire family’s nickname for her. “Hey, yourself. Did you sneak over here and fix my front steps?” She slid her sneakers off before making a beeline for her kitchen. She knew she should drink water after running, but whatever, it was a coffee kind of morning.
“Nope. But I was planning on coming over tomorrow to help with the fruit trees.”
“Oh, okay. Just checking. I’d planned to fix them tomorrow and thought you beat me to it.” Maybe one of her brothers had?
“I bet it was one of the boys,” he said, reading her mind, even though her brothers were both grown men. To their dad, they’d likely always be “the boys.”
“Probably so. So, are we still on for tonight?”
“You know it. I already got reservations.”
She grinned to herself as she started a small pot of coffee. “Pretty sure they hold that table for us.” Her and her dad met up at an Italian place once a month, usually on a Saturday, mostly out of habit. During college they’d started the tradition to catch up with each other and it had stuck.
“I like to be prepared anyway.”
“I know you do.” Once they disconnected, she found herself standing at her kitchen window, looking at Kayce’s quiet house. 
Ugh. She needed to get over whatever this nonsense was. She’d never been distracted by a good-looking man before. Not like this, to absolute distraction. And she barely knew him. That was the most maddening thing.
There had been a spark a couple weeks ago, that was all. A wild one that she’d felt all the way to her core. But it was no big deal. “No. Big. Deal.” Okay, now she was talking to herself.
Grabbing a cup of coffee, she headed to her studio. It was time to lose herself in her work.
Or just force herself to work. Because annoying attraction or not, she still had bills to pay.






  
  Chapter 5


Kayce nearly stumbled over absolutely nothing as he stepped out of the chocolate shop on Bienville Street.  
Nola Cartier was walking straight toward him, though she was glancing down at her phone and hadn’t seen him yet. In a one-shoulder, body-hugging emerald green dress with sparkly heels and some kind of sparkles woven through her long, dark curls, she looked…magical. Wait. Fuck him. Did he just think magical? Yep. 
She might have looked adorable the other night, but now… He frowned as a man jogged past her, did a double, no wait, triple take, and stumbled on an uneven part of the sidewalk. 
“Nola.”
She looked up at his voice, blinked, then hit him with that blinding megawatt smile. “Oh, hey.” Her smiled eased a little, but man, being hit with the force of it was going to take a minute for him to recover. “Are you out on the town tonight?”
“Oh, not really. I’m…” He trailed off as his mom and youngest sister, Meghan, stepped out of the chocolate shop, a bag in each of their hands. “Ah, I’m out with my mom and sister. Nola, this is Meghan and—” 
“Oh, just call me Ines, everyone does.” His mom held out her hand and he swore he’d never seen her smile so big as she took in Nola. “Nola? My son’s new neighbor? We’ve heard great things about you.”
Nola’s cheeks flushed slightly but she smiled and cleared her throat. “It’s nice to meet you both.”
Kayce gave his family a pointed look and thankfully (for once in their lives) they took the hint and said something about heading into a nearby shop.
“Are you guys going out to eat?” she asked.
He laughed lightly. “No, mainly because my mom and sister ate their weight in chocolate in the shop. They ate all the samples. And I wish I was exaggerating.”
Nola let out a surprised laugh. “No shame in that because it looks like they bought a lot too.”
“Oh, they always do. The owner is friends with my mom. So where are you heading?” he asked, hopefully more casually than he felt. Because she looked like sex on heels.
“Ah…” She pointed to the Italian restaurant only two places down from them. A staple in the old city.
“Good choice. And it’s early enough not to be too crowded. Aaaand now I realize I sound geriatric.”
She snickered. “Then I guess I am too because I like going out to eat before it’s dark out. I get hangry if I’m not fed like six times a day. My brothers tell me I’m part bear.”
He laughed lightly, feeling the strangest sense of relief at having run into her. It had been two long weeks since he’d seen her. And yes, he was absolutely counting the days. He’d even gone over just to see if she wanted to have drinks one night, but she hadn’t been home.
So he’d fixed her front steps.
“If you’re free tomorrow, do you want to grab lunch?” he asked, deciding to just go for it.
For a moment, she looked like that proverbial deer caught in headlights. “Ah…I want to say yes. But we’re neighbors. I mean, if you’re asking just as friends, then—” 
“I’m asking you on a date.” He didn’t want there to be any confusion.
She cleared her throat again, then frowned as she glanced at the window of the chocolate shop. “Are your mom and sister watching us?”
He realized that she could see them in the reflection on the other side of the street huddled together and watching them. “Yep. I’ve been doing my best to ignore them.”
“Oh my god, did you tell them I called you an assface?”
He let out another unexpected laugh. “No, but my sister probably would have agreed with you on principle. So…tomorrow?” He already knew the answer, could see it on her face and…was disappointed on a level he hadn’t expected.
“I want to say yes, but we’re neighbors and this has the possibility to go very wrong.”
Yeah, he knew that, but thought she was worth the risk. He also wasn’t going to push her because that was just creepy. “I get it. Well whoever you’re meeting tonight is lucky. You look amazing.”
Her cheeks flushed even darker as she smiled. “Thanks. I’ll see you around?”
He nodded, fighting the unfamiliar disappointment punching through him as they parted ways. 
“So?” his mom asked as he met up with his nosy family.
“So…what?”
“She’s gorgeous,” she said, with his sister nodding along.
“Did you finally ask her out?” Meghan asked.
“We’re not having this conversation.” Because right about now he felt like the awkward teenager he’d once been. He knew what he looked like now, but he hadn’t grown into himself until he’d been twenty-two.
“Fine, but I want a spring wedding,” his sister said.
He stared at her in horror. “Did you two get into the chocolate wine at Misty’s place?”
In response, the two of them simply laughed as if he’d said the most hysterical thing ever.






  
  Chapter 6


Nola hated the way her heart skipped a beat as she pulled into her driveway, saw Kayce talking to one of their neighbors. After parking in her garage, she left it open and headed to her mailbox, pretending to check her mail. 
Because apparently that’s who she was now. After she’d realized that the hot blonde from two weeks ago hadn’t been a date, but just his sister, she was back to crushing on him. Not that she’d actually stopped.
She waved as Mrs. Aguilar headed back to her house, and to her surprise, Kayce headed her way. Her heart rate was never going back to normal at this point.
He’d changed since she’d seen him earlier in the evening, was in jeans and a faded NOLA Fire Department T-shirt. Now that she’d seen him next to his sister and mom, she could definitely see the family resemblance. His sister might be a blonde, where he had dark hair, but they both—or all—had the same cheekbones and tall builds. 
“Hey, everything okay?” she asked as he reached her. Because their neighbor had looked concerned.
“Yeah, someone took something off her porch and she wanted to know if I’d seen anything.”
“I hope she figures it out. And that reminds me that I need to get one of those doorbell cameras too.”
“I’ve got an extra one if you want it.”
“Seriously?”
“Yep, my mom bought me one when I closed on the place. I’d already bought one and didn’t want to say anything.”
“That’s sort of adorable,” she murmured. “And maybe the camera will help me figure out who fixed my front steps. Though that’s on a different level than stealing stuff.” She didn’t mind someone who came around and fixed things.
“Oh, that was me.”
She blinked. “Really?”
“Yeah, came over last week to see if you wanted to have a beer and watch the game, but you weren’t home.”
“So you fixed my steps?” Seriously, how was she going to keep things just friendly with him?
“Figured it was a good way to be a better neighbor.” Oh god, he was looking down at her with that smile again.
The one that had her about to go up in flames. She cleared her throat. “So…want to have a beer now? I think there’s a game on.”
He looked faintly surprised, but nodded. “Yeah, I was watching it when Mrs. Aguilar came over. You want to watch at my place?”
She headed back to his house with him, was surprised when he led her to the back patio area—and saw his setup. “Oh my god, I can’t believe you basically just moved in. This is amazing, and way better than my back porch.”
He had a built-in bar, a giant TV on the wall, a grill, lights strung up everywhere, and really nice seating. Not to mention a pool with floating lights and a giant flamingo float.
“I can’t take all the credit for this. Guys from the firehouse set it all up that first weekend I moved in. I’m ninety-nine percent sure they just want to hang out here sometimes to get away from the firehouse.”
“Well they did an incredible job.” She sat in one of the cushy papasan chairs facing the muted television as a basketball game played. “If they ever want, they’re more than welcome to set up my place.”
“How long have you lived in your house anyway?” He pointed to a couple different options in his outdoor fridge, grabbed the one she indicated.
“Over a year. And I’m a tad embarrassed by how little I’ve done,” she said on a laugh. “I even have some boxes I shoved under the guest bed I’m currently ignoring. But I am planting some crabapple trees tomorrow.”
“This late in the year?”
“You’re supposed to plant them in the fall so we’ll see what happens. My sister has a bunch of them and I love the way they look. In the spring I’m planning to plant a few more fruit trees as well.” If she remembered. And if she didn’t get so caught up in projects, which she was apt to do. “So how is it being a fire inspector? Do you miss living at the firehouse?”
“Ah, I love it, and yes and no. I miss being with my friends all the time, that sense of community. But I also love figuring things out so…” He shrugged. “It’s a trade-off. But I do like the relative stability of my current hours. I still get called out at random times, but I have more predictable hours now.”
She took the cold drink he handed her. “That makes sense.”
“So…how was your date tonight?”
She nearly coughed in surprise, but found herself biting back a smile because there was a definite hint of jealousy in his tone. And she didn’t hate it. “Ah, I was meeting up with my dad. We meet up once a month over dinner, catch up.” She also had big family dinners at least once a month with everyone but the time with her dad was special.
He cleared his throat as he sat in one of the other chairs, stretched out. “I probably shouldn’t admit this, but I’m glad it wasn’t a date.”
She sucked in a quiet breath, surprised by his honesty. Oh yeah, this whole chemistry between them was definitely real. “I probably shouldn’t admit this, but I’m glad that Meghan is your sister. I thought she came over the other night for…well, whatever.”
“Ah… I wondered why you ran off.”
“It doesn’t matter because we’re just neighbors—and hopefully we’ll become friends too.” 
“Friends.” He sounded about as thrilled as she was at that prospect.
But seriously, getting involved with her hot neighbor was just dumb.
Dumb. Dumb. Dumb.

      ***“You didn’t have to walk me home.” They’d watched the rest of the game, which had gone into double overtime, so it was almost midnight. But Nola only had to walk a few feet.
“I know, but it’s late.” He shrugged as they walked along his driveway, then over her lawn. “So did your parents name you Nola after the city or…”
She snorted a little, the snort courtesy of being relaxed with him and her third mixed drink. “Honestly I don’t know what they were thinking. I think I was the fourth kid and they just got lazy.”
He let out a bark of startled laughter. “Well, I like it.”
“I do too—now. When I was younger, eh. But it actually helps with my branding as an artist, and as I’m saying that out loud, I realize how ridiculous that sounds.” 
He laughed again and the sound rolled over her, made her want to lean into him and make bad decisions. Or good ones. Depended on how she looked at it. Because let’s be real, she had a feeling they would be very, very good together.
As they reached her top step, one of her sensor lights flicked on, surprising her. She’d been meaning to change the bulb but since she usually used her garage, she kept forgetting.
“I changed the bulb,” he murmured, his gaze falling to her mouth as if he’d read her mind.
She turned to face him, her heart rate kicking up as she looked up at him. “You’re a really good neighbor. Too good.” The words came out a little accusing.
And his gaze was definitely still on her mouth. “I could be an even better neighbor.” His voice had dropped an octave, the lower pitch doing all sorts of things to her.
As if pulled by a magnet, she stepped closer to him, found herself sliding her hand up his chest even as he lowered his head to hers, giving her plenty of time to pull back.
Something she didn’t want to do, even though she should. Because…reasons.
As he crushed his mouth to hers, she wished she could say she showed some sort of restraint, but nope. She clutched onto his shoulders as he plastered her up against her front door. Vaguely, she realized that any of their neighbors could see them—what with the spotlight on her front door—but she couldn’t muster up enough energy to care.
She loved the feel of him pinning her in place, of all that rock-hard strength under her fingertips, and wondered what he’d look posing for her. Because she desperately wanted to paint him.
But more than that, she wanted—
A siren pierced the air and they both jumped back. “What is that?”
“Security alarm,” he murmured, his gaze moving in the direction of the noise. “Stay put.”
Yeah, that wasn’t happening. She hurried after him toward Mrs. Aguilar’s house where the sound was coming from. Other neighbors trailed out of their homes as well because the noise was air-raid level. 
Kayce moved quickly, sprinting across their yards only to stop in front of a crying Mrs. Aguilar who was standing in the middle of her yard, arms wrapped tightly around herself. He then hurried into the house as Nola reached the older woman. 
“Are you okay?”
The woman nodded, trembling slightly. “Yeah, someone tried to break into my house. Through the back door. Set the alarm off.”
Nola tucked the woman up against her in a loose embrace right as the alarm went quiet. So she must have given Kayce her code.
“I called the police.” Mrs. Johnson was suddenly there, along with her husband, cell phone in hand, her dark hair in a wrap. “Oh, it’s going to be okay.” She moved in, taking over and wrapping her arms around her friend’s shoulders.
Nola was glad for the other woman’s presence. They might have a cooking rivalry that went back at least half a century, but they’d been friends for longer than she’d been alive. There was something to be said for a friendship that had survived that long.
Face grim, Kayce hurried across the lawn toward them. And right about then, Nola realized that practically the entire neighborhood was on the sidewalk or in the street. 
“Someone busted the lock on the back door,” he said quietly. “We’ll get it fixed in the morning. As soon as the hardware store opens. But you can stay at my place.”
“No, no, she’s staying with us.” Mrs. Johnson patted her friend on the shoulder. “And the police should be here soon enough.”
“I bet someone’s doorbell camera caught something,” Nola murmured.
Kayce nodded. “Let’s hope so.”
Hours later, the police had taken Mrs. Aguilar’s statement, talked to neighbors, gotten footage from anyone who had any, and the neighborhood was quiet once again.
Though Nola was planning on putting up cameras sooner than later after this. She’d always felt safe in her house, but tonight had been scary. 
“I’m glad she’s staying with friends,” Nola said as Kayce walked her to her front door for the second time that night. Or morning, as it was.
“Me too.” He rubbed a hand over his face, looking exhausted.
“Look—” 
“Oh, I don’t like that tone.” His own was dry.
She gave him a small smile. “I think we need to slow down. To really think about things and…just put the brakes on.” Because the fact of the matter was they were still neighbors at the end of the day.
And if or when things ended, she wasn’t looking forward to seeing other women stay the night at his place, or watch him go out on dates. This just had the possibility to get really, really messy.
Sighing, he pulled her into a hug, set his chin on top of her head. “Fine. But I’m installing cameras at your place tomorrow.”
She wanted to tell him that she’d handle it, but… “Okay. And thank you.” As she stepped back, already missing the warmth of his embrace, she continued. “I think we should host another neighborhood barbeque before Thanksgiving weekend, get everyone together and talk about setting up a neighborhood watch.”
He nodded. “I’m in. It’s clear that everyone looks out for everyone, but it would be a good idea to get all the neighbors together anyway.”
“Okay, I’ll call you about it.”
“And I’ll call you about the cameras.”
He nodded, though he looked like he wanted to say more, but left her on her doorstep. Once she was inside, she leaned against the front of her door and just sighed.
They were making the right decision by taking a step back. 
Absolutely.






  
  Chapter 7


Christmas Day 

Nola waved at Kayce as she pulled into her driveway, not surprised to see him just getting home as well. It had been a loooong day with family. Fun, but long, and now she had presents to unload, her cat to cuddle, and she’d probably pass out within the next hour. Unless he wanted to hang out.
They’d been perfectly friendly neighbors the last month and a half. But that was it. Exactly what she’d asked for.
He waited in the driveway behind her so she left the garage door open. “How was your day?” she asked as she stepped from her car.
“About as hectic as yours, I imagine. Do you need help hauling everything in your house?”
“You assume I have a lot of stuff?” She grinned as she popped the trunk. “I mean, you’re not wrong.”
He laughed as he looked in the trunk. “You’re the youngest sibling so I was playing the odds.”
“It’s crazy. We’re not supposed to get each other gifts since we do a dirty Santa game, but my brothers and sister always get me stuff. Actually I’m pretty sure it’s my sisters-in-law who do the gift buying.” She paused for a moment at the back of the trunk. “Is it because I’m the youngest?”
“I get all my sisters and their kids gifts.”
She grinned. “Maybe being the youngest isn’t so bad.”
He snorted as he hauled out the first bag, then the second. “Being the youngest is the best. My parents were so strict with me but by the time they made it to Meghan, I think they’d just given up.”
“Or they knew when to pick their battles.” She pulled out the last bag, shut the trunk. 
“Where should I put all this?”
“Ah…” She followed him in through the mudroom into the kitchen. “Just dump it on the island. I’m going through everything tomorrow.”
Her cat, Nebula, raced into the kitchen, her gray and white tail swishing back and forth as she started curling in and out of Kayce’s legs—because her cat was all about him too. And who could blame her?
“Hey there, perfect girl,” he murmured, bending to scoop her up.
Aaand, not for the first time, Nola found herself jealous of her cat because she wanted him to call her “perfect girl” but under very different, naked circumstances.
Nebula purred, sounding a lot like his motorcycle engine as she butted her head up against his chin and neck.
“I’m glad I saw you because I actually have a present for you. I’ll be right back.” She set her own glittery red gift bag down on the floor next to the island, then made her way to her little studio and picked up the gift she’d spent a lot of time working on.
When she stepped back into the kitchen, it was to find him stepping back inside from the mudroom, a gift bag in his hand as well. 
“I have something for you too.” His grin was a little sheepish. “I’d planned to give it to you yesterday, but then my sister needed help with last-minute shopping.”
“Christmas Eve? Your sister likes to live on the edge.”
“No kidding.” He handed her the bag at the same time she handed him his.
Her eyes widened when she pulled out the personalized long wooden paintbrush holder. “This is incredible. I love it, thank you.” And it was thoughtful. There were various sized holes to fit all her brushes and on the front in delicate script were the words Nola’s brushes—hands off. Which just made her smile even more. 
“I love mine too, thank you,” he said quietly as he took in the small canvas. “This is really thoughtful.”
It was an oil painting of an old Victorian house in the Garden District he’d once told her that he’d loved driving by while on the job. The original owner has long since passed but it was a staple in the city that everyone recognized.
“You’re welcome.” Clearing her throat, she averted her gaze, pulled out a bottle of wine one of her brothers had given her. “Are you heading back out tonight?”
“Nope…” He trailed off as his phone buzzed in his pocket. His expression changed as he looked at the caller ID. “Or maybe I am. Give me a second,” he murmured, stepping away.
Nebula didn’t follow him, but jumped up on the high-top stool instead and waited to be picked up. “You are my little cuddle bug,” Nola murmured, nuzzling her as she sat at one of the stools, Nebula in her lap. “You get a call?” she asked as Kayce walked back in, his expression clear.
“Yeah.” He gave her a long look, one she might describe as longing.
Or maybe she was projecting. Because she was over this friends-only nonsense. “Text me when you get back if it’s not too late. I’m listening to Christmas music and staying in the rest of the night.”
“You’re not going out with friends?”
“No, my nieces and nephews exhausted me. And I’m not ashamed to say I need some quiet after the wonderful loudness of my family.”
“I have a feeling this is going to be a late one,” he said. “But I’ll text you this week.”
“Sounds good.” Liar, liar. It wasn’t good at all. She wanted to tell him to come back to her place as soon as this callout was over, no matter how late it was. 
She’d been the one to put the brakes on between them and he’d definitely listened. So for the last two months they’d gotten to know one another, headed up a neighborhood watch that was going strong, and texted or talked throughout the week. He was more than just a ridiculous crush now. He was her friend—and she really, really liked him.
So why did that seem to make things even more complicated? Biting back a sigh, she followed him out and shut the garage behind him.
When she stepped back into the kitchen, she found Nebula on the countertop, watching her with that adorable face and judgy green eyes.
Nebula meowed once. Loudly.
“I’m questioning my life’s choices too. I don’t need you to judge me on top of it.”
Nebula sniffed once, then jumped onto the floor and scampered off.






  
  Chapter 8


New Year’s Eve 

“So I know why I’m here on New Year’s Eve,” her sister, Celine, said around a mouth of ice cream. “But why aren’t you out with your friends, dancing and whatever?”
“It never ceases to amaze me that you landed someone as hot as Jared.” Nola looked pointedly at the ice cream dripping down her sister’s chin.
They were in Nola’s living room, trying to decide which movie to stream next. She wanted action, her sister wanted horror, and they were still trying to find a compromise.
Celine threw an M&M at her as she scrolled to the next page. “Whatever. I don’t let him see this side of me,” she said on a laugh. “And you’re not supposed to judge me on sisters’ night. This is where I can be my true goblin self. Your house is my safe place.”
She snickered as popcorn followed the M&M’s. “I’m not judging. Just a little grossed out and impressed by how much you’re eating.”
“You’re one to talk, considering you’re part bear.” Her sister shoved more M&M’s in her mouth with a big smile. “I don’t keep any of this at the house so I’m taking advantage with a full-on sugar fest. Fair warning, I’m going to be asleep by like ten.”
Her sister’s kids were staying at one of their brothers’ houses for the night so all the cousins could ring in the New Year together. Celine’s husband wasn’t feeling well and had told her to go out and have fun so it was the first sisters’ night in a long time.
“Everyone I know is coupled up at this point. Well, almost everyone. Fleur isn’t but she’s not going out either. She’s working on a new collection for the gallery, and Clara is hanging out with her mom instead of going out. And at the risk of sounding ancient, I don’t want to fight the crowds when I can have champagne in my nice, quiet house.” She loved going dancing, but trying to brave the crowds on New Year’s Eve, especially in New Orleans, was pure insanity. Most years she went to a house party. Or when she’d lived downtown, she’d just hung out with her neighbors, going from condo to condo, seeing everyone before calling it a night.
“Do you ever think our parents were completely right sometimes? Going to bed early is the best and no one can change my mind.”
“Well yeah, but I’ll never, ever tell them that.”
Her sister just laughed. “Right? So, what’s up with you and the hot firefighter?” 
Nola raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, you can call my husband hot, but I can’t call your neighbor hot?”
“Whatever. Jared is objectively good looking. And fine…I have no room to talk. Nothing is up between me and Kayce. Unfortunately. I casually asked what he was doing tonight to see if he wanted to hang out, but he said he had a work thing and that sounds sorta fake so I think he’s on a date and didn’t want to tell me.”
“Hmm.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Nothing. Just wild that you’ve fallen so hard for someone.”
“Uh, if I remember correctly, you and Jared eloped after two months together.”
Her sister got that same starry-eyed look on her face whenever anyone brought up how the two of them had run off and gotten married. So Nola pressed play on her movie of choice.
“Don’t think you’re sneaky.” Her sister stretched out as the spy movie started playing. “I wanted to see this anyway. And take my advice, for what it’s worth. Just…go for it. If things go to shit, then they go to shit. But Kayce is a solid guy. So even if things don’t work out, I don’t think he’d go nuclear on you.”
Yeah, she didn’t either. Sighing, she laid her head on her sister’s shoulder as a woman on a motorcycle flew across the screen.

      ***Hours later, the sound of an engine pulled Nola from a deep sleep fueled by champagne and ice cream. Blinking, she rolled out of bed and glanced at her cell phone. Two a.m.
The engine revved again. Wait…was that Kayce?
Nebula raised her head from her pillow then went right back to snoozing.
Trying to shake off her exhaustion, Nola stumbled from the room and made her way outside. And sure enough, there was Kayce very intentionally revving his engine as he stared at her house.
Frowning, she stalked across her front yard, glad she’d remembered to put on slippers. She fought a chill as she wrapped her robe around her tighter. 
He hooked his helmet on the handle as he slid off the bike—looking far too sexy as he stalked toward her.
“What are you doing?” she asked around a yawn.
“Who’s at your house?”
She blinked, staring at him uncomprehendingly. “What?”
He motioned to the black Jeep with red trim.
She stared at him again, this time comprehending. “Are you…asking if I have someone over? Are you jealous?”
“Yep.” And he didn’t look sorry about that at all. 
Sweet fluffy kittens, she should not like that so much, but the thought of him having someone over to his house? Ugh. She couldn’t even stomach the thought. “My sister is here. We’re having a girls’ night.”
The tenseness in his body eased slightly. “Seriously?”
“Hey, everything okay?” Celine stepped out onto the front porch.
Nola turned to see Celine half waving, hoped the rest of their neighbors hadn’t heard anything. “We’re good.”
Smiling, her sister gave her a thumbs-up sign while clutching a tub of ice cream in her other hand.
Nola blinked. “Are you eating again?”
Celine blew her a raspberry then disappeared from sight.
She turned back to Kayce. “Wh—” 
He kissed her. Hard and demanding, with the kind of intensity that sent spirals of pleasure out to all her nerve endings. She held on to him as he teased his tongue against hers with such a thoroughness she could only imagine how thorough he’d be in bed.
She had no idea how much time passed, but when he finally pulled back, she nearly lost her footing. But he held her up, tugging her against him as if he couldn’t bear to let her go.
“I hate the thought of you going out with anyone else,” he growled.
And oh, that sound, it curled through her, settled in her bones. “I can see that. So what are we going to do about this?”
“You can go out with me—and only me, because I don’t share.”
Heat sparked through her at the possessiveness in his tone. “Good thing, because I don’t share either.”
“So you and me, tonight, a first official date?” A soft demand, his words laced with hunger.
“Yes.” And deep down she knew this would be the first of many. Because he wasn’t the kind of man you walked away from. “We could start right now if you wanted.”
He gave her a dark, heated grin she felt all the way to her core, and yep, she knew their first date was going to be one she’d never forget.






  
  Epilogue


Three months later 

“Are you sure you’re not going to screw this up? Maybe I should hold the ring.” Kayce’s sister, Meghan, held out her hand.
His two other sisters, Maya and Louise, nodded. 
“Yeah, I feel like you’re going to mess this up,” Maya murmured in agreement. This was the sister who’d gotten fired from her last job because she somehow lost the digital files for a big presentation.
“Oh my god, I’m the oldest. I literally changed your diaper,” he said to Maya.
“Eww.”
His mother shooed them out of the room as she approached. “You’re not going to screw anything up.”
“I wasn’t worried until the three goblins—” 
“Hey!” Louise shouted.
“We can hear you!” That was from Meghan.
“I wasn’t whispering,” he called out, devolving into a teenager again. “And I didn’t ask all four of you to ambush me today. You’re not supposed to be here.” They were supposed to be at the restaurant he’d reserved. He knew that Nola would hate for him to propose in front of others, so he was doing it privately. And if she said yes (she had to, right?) they were going to meet at the Italian restaurant she loved so much for a celebration with both their families.
His mother gently patted his upper arm. “We’re just excited for you, but you’re right. We’ll leave. Head to the restaurant once…she says yes.”
He blinked. “Did you just pause?”
She laughed lightly. “Yes, but not for the reason you think. Just…we’ll see you once you arrive. But give me a heads-up and I’ll get the champagne ready.”
“Okay, but now you all need to go.”
By the time he got them all herded out of his house and driving down the street, Nola was pulling into her driveway.
She waved and smiled and it was like a punch to the solar plexus. Just like always.
He greeted her at her open garage, drinking in the sight of her. “How was your spa day?”
“Amazing. I don’t know what got into my mom, but she sprung for everything,” Nola said on a happy sigh as she slid her hands up his chest and around the back of his neck. “Massages, manis, pedis, the works.”
Leaning down, he claimed her mouth and wanted to claim a whole lot more, but he wasn’t doing this in her garage. Somehow he managed to tear himself away from her perfect mouth. “I’ve got a surprise for dinner. Come on,” he murmured, tugging her with him.
“I love what you did to your lanai and pool,” she said as she took in all the twinkle lights. With the time change it was lighter later now, but the sun was setting and his backyard was a “magical oasis” as she liked to call it.
His mom and sisters had insisted that they add more lights for “ambience,” and fine, whatever, they’d been right.
When she turned to face him, he was already down on one knee.
Her eyes widened, and in that moment the small amount of fear he’d been holding on to dissipated when she gave him that megawatt smile. “Yes!”
Laughing, he slid the custom-made ring onto her finger. “I didn’t actually ask.”
“Then make it official.” God, he loved that demanding tone she got sometimes.
“Marry me?”
Her smile grew even wider. “Any day of the week.”
Standing, he pulled her into his arms, crushing his mouth to hers once again. “I’ve been holding on to this ring for weeks,” he murmured when she finally stepped back.
“Well, I love it.” She held out her hand, smiling at the simple platinum band with an intricate design of vines, flowers and a nod to their combined French-Spanish-Cajun heritage. She loved dangly earrings and necklaces but never wore any rings so he’d gone for something flat with no gems that wouldn’t get in the way of her work. “Whoever designed this did an incredible job.”
“If you want something with a diamond or sapphire or—” 
“No, you chose incredibly well. Which just means you really do know me. I love it and I love you.” She smiled up at him again, her gaze turning heated.
He groaned slightly. “We’re supposed to meet your family and mine for a celebration dinner. I rented out your favorite place—hoping you’d say yes.”
“I can’t believe you could ever doubt that…” She paused, her expression turning mischievous. “Do you think we have time for a quickie?”
“Definitely.” For her, anything. 

Thank you so much for reading Falling for Nola. If you’d like to be notified of new releases and book news, please join my Katie Reus author newsletter here.






  
  Dear Readers


Thank you for reading this short novella! Kayce has a cameo in Fighting for Adalyn (part of the Redemption Harbor Security series) if you're looking for more. And if you’d like to stay in touch and be the first to learn about new releases you can: 

Check out my website for book news: 
https://www.katiereus.com 

Also, please consider leaving a review at one of your favorite online retailers. It’s a great way to help other readers discover new books and I appreciate all reviews.

Happy reading,
Katie






  
  About the Author


Katie Reus is the  USA Today bestselling author of the Red Stone Security series, the Ancients Rising series and the Redemption Harbor series. She fell in love with romance at a young age thanks to books she pilfered from her mom’s stash. Years later she loves reading romance almost as much as she loves writing it.

However, she didn’t always know she wanted to be a writer. After changing majors many times, she finally graduated summa cum laude with a degree in psychology. Not long after that she discovered a new love. Writing. She now spends her days writing paranormal romance and sexy romantic suspense. If you would like to be notified of future releases, please visit her website: https://katiereus.com and join her newsletter.






  
  Complete Booklist


Ancients Rising
Ancient Protector
Ancient Enemy
Ancient Enforcer
Ancient Vendetta
Ancient Retribution
Ancient Vengeance
Ancient Sentinel
Ancient Warrior
Ancient Guardian

Darkness Series
Darkness Awakened
Taste of Darkness
Beyond the Darkness
Hunted by Darkness
Into the Darkness
Saved by Darkness
Guardian of Darkness
Sentinel of Darkness
A Very Dragon Christmas
Darkness Rising

Deadly Ops Series
Targeted
Bound to Danger
Chasing Danger
Shattered Duty
Edge of Danger
A Covert Affair

Endgame Trilogy
Bishop’s Knight
Bishop’s Queen
Bishop’s Endgame

Holiday With a Hitman Series
How the Hitman Stole Christmas
A Very Merry Hitman

MacArthur Family Series
Falling for Irish
Unintended Target
Saving Sienna

Moon Shifter Series
Alpha Instinct
Lover’s Instinct
Primal Possession
Mating Instinct
His Untamed Desire
Avenger’s Heat
Hunter Reborn
Protective Instinct
Dark Protector
A Mate for Christmas

O’Connor Family Series
Merry Christmas, Baby
Tease Me, Baby
It’s Me Again, Baby
Mistletoe Me, Baby

Red Stone Security Series®
No One to Trust
Danger Next Door
Fatal Deception
Miami, Mistletoe & Murder
His to Protect
Breaking Her Rules
Protecting His Witness
Sinful Seduction
Under His Protection
Deadly Fallout
Sworn to Protect
Secret Obsession
Love Thy Enemy
Dangerous Protector
Lethal Game
Secret Enemy
Saving Danger
Guarding Her
Deadly Protector
Danger Rising
Protecting Rebel

Redemption Harbor® Series
Resurrection
Savage Rising
Dangerous Witness
Innocent Target
Hunting Danger
Covert Games
Chasing Vengeance

Redemption Harbor® Security
Fighting for Hailey
Fighting for Reese
Fighting for Adalyn
Fighting for Magnolia

Sin City Series (the Serafina)
First Surrender
Sensual Surrender
Sweetest Surrender
Dangerous Surrender
Deadly Surrender

Verona Bay Series
Dark Memento
Deadly Past
Silent Protector

Linked books
Retribution
Tempting Danger

Non-series Romantic Suspense
Running From the Past
Dangerous Secrets
Killer Secrets
Deadly Obsession
Danger in Paradise
His Secret Past
The Trouble with Rylee
Falling for Nola

Paranormal Romance
Destined Mate
Protector’s Mate
A Jaguar’s Kiss
Tempting the Jaguar
Enemy Mine
Heart of the Jaguar







OEBPS/cover.jpeg







