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    This book came from my heart. I accepted my transfer from the West Coast to the East Coast on September 11, 2001. The traumas and struggles of moving and starting a new job in a new place I witnessed firsthand as I settled into a new life. 


Brent and Bunny's story came to me as I wrote long hand in a notebook during my lunch breaks at my day job nine years later. Fast forward twelve years, and Brent and Bunny's story has matured, retold in a heartfelt way that allows you, my readers, to get Caught By Love's Slow Burn just like I did when I first wrote Brent and Bunny's story then and now. 


Thank you for my street team and readers group, Solara's Glamorous Stars. You inspire and encourage me daily. Thank you for coming along on Brent and Bunny's journey as they let Love's Slow Burn ignite their second chance at love.
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Chapter One
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Brent Stephens, station commander of Peyton Corners’ newest fire station, grimaced as he sipped his coffee. Sweet coldness filled his mouth. He liked his hot, black, and sweet no matter what others said about iced coffee. Right now, he needed the caffeine. Six hours of paperwork and packing the retiring station commander’s remnants of files took more mental energy than he realized. Duty rosters and reports awaited him when he got back to the station. He drank a few more swallows before setting his cup aside.

Tom Haney, his assistant station commander, pointed toward the front of Kater’s Café dining room. “I’ll get Bunny’s attention next time she passes and get us refills.”

“Thanks.” Brent leaned back against the booth. Where had the time gone? Six months ago, he’d decided to move from New York. Change could be good. Peyton Corners had a noticeable change of seasons that New York and its busy hustle and bustle didn’t.

Usually, two to three people served the lunchtime crowd. Today marked the first day of fall. Most of the tourists and seasonal help were gone. Bunny Kater worked the counter and dining area by herself. She’d grabbed his attention from their first introduction ten months prior. Even now, as then, his spark of interest had grown with each interaction. He wondered if her curiosity about him matched his about her.

Bunny passed their booth, coffee pot in hand. Her shoulder-length brunette hair framed her heart-shaped face. Her hair, hazel eyes, and plump, pink lips set off his internal smoke detector. She stood five feet seven in heels with legs that drove a man to fantasize. She’d probably fit nestled up against him short of eye level in bare feet.

Bunny’s petite waist and feminine curves masked her underlying strength and character. Her keen business acumen and well-known reputation for keeping her word preceded her throughout Peyton Corners. She jogged with two of his staff and attended the local firefighters’ exercise class.

Watching her bench press her weight and topple his heaviest firefighter in his recent self-defense class, Brent understood not judging a book by its cover. The woman’s gym clothes raised more than his eyebrows. His tented uniform pants gave new meaning to rising to the occasion.

“More coffee, Brent?” Bunny asked, reaching their table.

Tom’s foot connected with his. Brent moved his shin, rubbing it with his other foot. Brent shifted, sliding his cup forward.

“Sure, Bunny. How about some apple crisp to go with it?” His stomach groaned, protesting the idea of more food. He’d better get his libido under control.

Bunny smiled. She resisted looking back and winking at Brent as she walked away. Something about a man in uniform connected deep in her psyche, drove her hormones into overdrive, and raised her internal temperature ten degrees. Not just any uniform, though. Only firefighters sent her desire into a raging inferno.

She liked them tall and lean. Brent fit the description almost perfectly. His long legs and arms fascinated her and had her libido conjuring midnight dreams she dared not discuss outside the bedroom. Short light-brown hair and blue eyes complemented his well-toned, muscular build, chiseled jaw, and Romanesque nose. She kept her eyes and mind off his large hands and feet. Otherwise, she’d be wondering if the folktale rang true.

Muscles, tight pecs, washboard abs, and firm buttocks filling out a crisp, tailored uniform dispatched hot flames of wanton need straight between her legs. Since her last break-up, sex hadn’t mattered. Well, coupled sex hadn’t. She’d worn out two vibrators.

Her best friend, Amy, swore getting laid might help cool things down. Bunny wasn’t sure she wanted cooling down. The heat level of her fantasies felt good on a lonely night. Getting next to someone didn’t carry the thrills it once had.

Amy kept dropping hints about setting her up with blind dates. Blind dates gave her the heebie-jeebies. Amy worked with Tom and the rest of the town’s firefighters. Their attitudes and male viewpoints had rubbed off on her friend. She’d begun spouting male platitudes and using their logic more and more. Bunny wondered how far it would go. 

She wasn’t a tease, but Brent’s reaction as she handed him his dessert was worth the trip back to the table. Setting the plate in front of him, she stood shaking a can of whipped cream. His sideways glance and quick nod said she had his attention.

“A little or a lot?” she asked, pointing the nozzle at the plate. If he waited too long to answer her, she’d have to shake the can again. 

Brent picked up his fork. “Tell you what, make it to-go, and I’ll get it on my way out.”

Bunny nodded and reached for the plate. Whipped cream shot out of the nozzle, landing short of the table's edge. 

“Whoa! Easy with that thing,” Brent teased, grabbing his napkin and shielding his shirt. 

“Sorry about that, Brent.” She leaned toward him, reaching for the plate. If she bent any lower, she’d give him an eyeful. Oddly enough, she didn’t mind and wished that more than the top two buttons of her embroidered white polo shirt were undone. Flirting could be fun.  

She straightened up and handed him his check. “Crisp is on the house. I’ll have it waiting for you up front. Take your time.”

She boxed the crisp, setting it on the counter near the cash register.. Business was good. Busy mornings serving breakfast and a lunch rush mixed with the takeout service kept her running until late afternoon. Dinnertime slowed as the seasons changed.

Brent rose, dusting his uniform pants free of lingering crumbs. She wondered if his briefs were regulation whites or if he pushed the line, choosing colored shorts or boxers. Brent’s eyes rose. He caught her watching him. Damn. He tugged the pleats of each pant leg and picked up his check. She swallowed hard. He didn’t divert his gaze as he walked to the cash register. Warmth crept up her neck and down toward her chest.

Kate, her eighteen-year-old daughter, burst through the kitchen door. “Mom, Max is here. We’re going to the library. I’ll be home late. Don’t forget about cheerleading practice.”

She kissed Bunny’s cheek and ran out the door. Bunny stepped behind the register. Looking down, she saw Kate’s backpack. “I swear that girl would forget her hind-end if it weren’t tied on.”

Brent chuckled. “What’d she forget this time?” He laid his check on the counter and started to hand Bunny his cash. 

Bunny shook her head. “Her backpack and cheerleading uniform. She’ll be back. Stand clear of the door.”

Bunny retrieved the backpack and started toward the entry. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw motion. Waving her hand, she reached out. “Brent, look out!”

Too late! Kate heaved open the door. Its heavy edge caught Brent between the shoulders, pushing him into Bunny’s arms. Kate’s airborne backpack thudded near Tom’s feet.

The pinging of change and rustling of bills followed as Bunny tried to back away from Brent. Strong hands stopped her. He held her at arm’s length. His firm grip on her waist renewed the heat in her cheeks as she blushed. Her foot hit something. Glancing back over her shoulder, she gulped, cornered between a man and the wall with nowhere to go. Concern gurgled below the surface of her uneasiness. This was too close.

Brent came closer. Mere inches from her, he cleared his throat and smiled. “Thanks for the warning, Red.”

His hand lingered at her waist before patting her warm cheek. He nodded again and moved away. Bunny swallowed hard and raised her eyes. Brent was gone. Two-way radio reverbs faded as squawks of words echoed. Sirens and the heavy motors of the fire trucks rattled the café’s front window as they raced down the street.

Nine p.m.

Soft keyboard strokes filled the quiet diner. Bunny sat in the front booth sipping decaf coffee and adding the day’s receipts. Kate ate dinner in between doing her homework and writing an article for the school newspaper. Bunny looked up as loud racing engine sounds roared past the window.

Brent and his crew returned from one more call. The past six hours consisted of two fires and three ambulance runs. Bunny wondered if they’d eaten. Getting up, she started towards the door. Red lights flashed, and alarms sounded. The loud speaker called out yet another run. Her eyes ran over the figures standing next to the lead truck.

Immediately, she found Brent. Lights flashed across his face. Smoke and soot decorated parts of his forehead and cheeks. Two more calls cascaded over the loud speaker. Bunny gripped her pencil tighter. It cracked between her fingers. She worked hard to dampen and push away her feelings. An all too familiar worry filled her, making her stomach knot with anxiety as she watched the weary firefighters. 

Two hours later, she looked up, noting that Brent’s car was gone. The station was dark and quiet. She hoped he was at home, in bed, ready to get a solid eight hours sleep. 

Brent fished his cell phone out of his jacket pocket. He hoped it wasn’t Tom calling to tell him to come back to the station. Caller ID showed his landlady, Mrs. Stanford’s number. 

‘Hi, Mrs. Stanford. What’s up?” Brent closed his condo door and shouldered his phone against his ear as he took off his jacket. 

“Sorry to call so late, but after three voice mails and no callback. Thought it best I try you one more time.” Mrs. Stanford explained why she called. “You know my son and daughter-in-law have had the condo for sale for a while.”

“True. That’s why you rented to me.  Month to month rental agreement until I bought a place.” His realtor was supposed to get back to him this week if his offer went through and the house passed inspection.

“I hope you found a place. The condo sold last month. Sorry, my son just got back in-country and found out. The new owner takes possession the first of the month.” Mrs. Stanford babbled on about how sorry she was.

Brent crossed his eyes and sucked in air between his gritted teeth. Shouldering his phone to his ear, he unclenched his hand to grab pen and paper. Ten minutes later, he had a list of phone numbers Mrs. Stanford provided of places where he might find rental openings.  His watch showed eleven p.m. He’d worked twelve hours straight and was on call for two days next week. As he ended the call, he noticed he had a voice mail. He hit the play button.

“Hi, Brent! This is Marie Foster.” 

Great, what did his realtor want? The house closing was scheduled for Tuesday. He hoped she had good news. Maybe he could get into the house earlier. Mrs. Stanford’s suggestion of storage for his excess belongings as a temporary fix had possibilities. 

“The house inspection went off without too many issues.” 

“Yes!” Brent whooped in elation as he smacked his kitchen table. Rolling his eyes heavenward, he mouthed a silent prayer. Please let this work in my favor.

“The inspector stated minor repairs need to be done to bring the house up to code. While he was under the house, he found bee and ant infestations. Fumigation is needed.”

Okay, he understood that. A couple of days at best to spray the house and air it out. He could bunk at the station. Nothing too bad. Marie’s message went on.

“The wiring and plumbing will have to wait until the fumigation is done. The house must be tented to ensure the bees are dead and the inside checked for nests. That delays things for at least ten days to two weeks. I’ve scheduled the exterminators for eight a.m. tomorrow.”

“Shit!” Brent pushed against the precarious balance of his wobbly kitchen table. A loud crash followed. The glass he’d set on the table as he searched for pen and paper landed close to his feet, dumping water everywhere. More curse words flew, and a lively dance ensued as he cleaned up the water, glad he had used a plastic drinking glass. 

Even with a warm shower, more creative cussing, and a mug of herbal tea, Brent laid in bed staring at the ceiling two hours later. His options remained as before. Crash at the station indefinitely or find somewhere to live in the interim. His brain fogged, refusing to process coherent thoughts. His eyes drooped more with each breath. Finally, sleep claimed him as his last thought fizzled out; where was he going to find a place willing to rent short-term and with a ready to occupy vacancy?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The jingle of the bell on Kater’s front door alerted Bunny to an early-morning patron. Hanging her sweater on the coat pegs inside the café’s kitchen, she donned her apron and called out. “I’ll be there in a moment.” 

Who could it be? A glance at the wall clock showed six a.m. Since Brent’s arrival, she’d lost track of the other firefighters’ schedules except his. Was Tom on cooking duty? Had he burned the coffee again? He couldn’t cook worth crap. Had someone snuck over to get decent food and coffee? 

“No rush,” Brent’s voice answered.

This was early by even Brent’s standards. She knew his schedule as well as her own. Why was he at the firehouse on his day off? Something wasn’t right.

Bunny flicked on the second coffee maker and grabbed a pad and pen. “What’ll it be...” 

Her next words failed to vocalize. Brent sat two tables over, his face buried in his hands. His uncombed hair and two-day beard growth showed around his cupped fingers. The man was a mess. She’d never seen him like this.

Grabbing two cups and the first brewed pot, she slid into the chair opposite him. “Here, hon, it’s on the house.”

Brent peeked through his fingers. He inhaled deeply. Fresh coffee wafted up each nostril. Heaven, sheer ecstasy after two days of Tom’s strong-enough-to-peel-paint percolations. Combing his hair with his hands, he smiled while Bunny poured. Three swallows later, he spoke.

“Thanks! You’re a lifesaver. At least Tom gets to live a while longer.”

Bunny’s short chuckle told him she knew something was up. Concern filled her eyes, yet she remained silent. She sipped her coffee and waited.

“Yeah, I look like hell. Feel like it, too.” He shrugged, stirring his coffee and wondering how he could explain his looks. 

Dishes rattled in the kitchen, indicating Kate was awake. Soon smells of food cooking permeated the air. His stomach growled.

“Maybe some hot food would help?” Bunny’s question bought him a few more moments reprieve. Nodding, he closed his eyes and swallowed more coffee. The scraping of chair legs and the sound of plates being set before him told him time was up.

Fluffy scrambled eggs and toast with homemade strawberry preserves and butter tantalized him. Hash browns just shy of overdone sat on a smaller plate nearby. His mouth salivated as he saw his regular order cooked to perfection. Days of warmed-up leftovers and stale coffee fled at his first bite. Fresh coffee filled his mug. One more thing caught his attention. Rivulets of sweat ran down the sides of the glass. Its cold, white filling temptingly beckoned. Bunny remembered his additional morning beverage. Ice-cold milk tasted sweeter than sugar going down his throat. He decided to let Tom live if he gave up cooking.

Bunny ate in companionable silence with him. Brent reached over and squeezed her hand. “Thanks for everything.”

His radio drowned out her response. He unhooked it from his belt and barked out, “Brent here. I’m at Kater’s. Tony’s in charge. I’m off duty in five seconds. Over and out.” He clicked off the ensuing chatter. “Now, if I could just get a decent night’s sleep, I might resemble a human.”

Bunny smiled. Personally familiar with firefighters’ harried, crazy schedules, she patted Brent’s hand. “Been down that road a few times myself. A day off should help.”

“I wish it were that simple. The on-call crew can’t leave the station, and quarters are cramped. I haven’t had time to set up my office, and it’s even worse when it has to double as a bedroom.”

“I guess you’ll be heading home then. Drive carefully, and sleep well.”

“I don’t have to worry about driving. But, sleep? With all that racket?” He snorted. Traffic sounds and the squawk of the loudspeaker rushed through the opening door. Ben, the short-order cook, nodded and entered the kitchen.

“I don’t get it.” Bunny paused. Brent’s cryptic words didn’t make sense. He couldn’t sleep at the station given all the noise? His statement about not worrying about driving puzzled her the most.

“Remember the older house I bought last month?”

“Yes, you celebrated by buying dinner for the station. What’s happened?”

“Bugs, drugs, and renters, oh my.” Brent’s sheepish grin and shrug punctuated his words.

“Your condo got rented, and the house has an issue with bugs?” 

“Mrs. Stanford’s son and daughter-in-law sold the condo I was renting. New owner takes possession first of the month. My house sits tented for another forty-eight hours. Extermination of bees and ants took more poison than expected.”

“That’s not good. When can you move into the house?”

“Three to four more weeks at the earliest. Repairs start next week to bring the house up to code. Forty-eight hours after they’re done, I can officially move in. Meanwhile, I’ve got to find a place to live instead of camping out at the station.”

Kate whizzed through, stopping next to the table. 

“Hi, Mr. Stephens. I overheard part of your conversation as I ate in the kitchen.” She turned to Bunny. “Mom, he could stay here,” she offered before rushing out.

“Stay here?” Brent surveyed the room. The stairs near the front entrance led to the upper level. He hadn’t given much thought to them. He’d heard of folks renting rooms at Kater’s and assumed it was the two additional rooms adjacent to Bunny’s living quarters on the lower level. “Would that be all right?”

Bunny’s laughter caught him by surprise. “Yes, it’s fine. Come with me, and I’ll show you what Kate was talking about.”

Kater’s Bed and Breakfast Café took up the front half of her home. The restructured bed and breakfast had been a gem in the rough when she bought it. Made over into two duplexes by the prior owners, Bunny had lovingly restored the inn to its former glory. The residents’ rooms held renters during the summer months and a few local folks from time to time. The rear half housed her and Kate’s living quarters. It comprised a medium-sized living room, four bedrooms, and two baths. Two of the four bedrooms stored her eldest children’s cast-offs.

At the top of the stairs, Brent found three doors. Bunny unlocked the one closest to her. She motioned him inside. A large, empty sitting room with an attached bath greeted him. Mustiness and dust tickled his nose.

Bunny struggled, opening two windows. Fresh air and sunlight filtered in. “I rent out these rooms to beach goers and local workers during the summer. Sometimes I have a tenant or two for the off-season. This room hasn’t been used in a while. Since you need a place for an extended period, having your things and some furniture around might help. As the others are furnished, this empty one might work better.”

“I won’t bother you with my late hours and weird schedule?”

“No, there are plenty of solid sound barriers between the front and back of this place. You’ll have a key. With the station next door, you can be there at a moment’s notice. All I ask is that you have no wild parties or unwelcomed guests.”

Brent stuck out his hand. Bunny wiped her sweaty palm on her jeans. She took his hand.  Why was her hand still sweaty? The hair on his arm stood up as static electricity sizzled up his arm. 

“Ouch!” Bunny dropped his hand and stepped back from him. Her gaze around the room and slow retreat said something was up.  Was she that comfortable with him renting from her?

“How soon can I move in?” Brent moved toward the door. 

“When you’re ready. I’ll get you the key.” Bunny moved past him and started down the stairs.

“Today is moving day. I’ve got a few things to bring over. The rest will go in storage until the house is ready.” Brent followed Bunny out of the room and down the stairs, adding, “I’ll get the key when I get back.”

Six hours later

“Careful, Tony. I can charge you for messing up my bed. Mar up Bunny’s walls, and the county pays,” Brent joked. 

Tony’s deep laugh rolled out from under the mattress he carried. “Yeah, if it’s anything like the paperwork to purchase the new coffee pot, Lord help us all.”

Brent’s laughter joined Tony’s. Convincing the county commissioner and the rest of the county board why the station’s old, corroded coffeemaker needed replacing had been a lesson in governmental paperwork. Brent better understood the city’s tendency to acquire and seek reimbursement at budget hearings.

“Brent, it isn’t any of my business. But pink walls?” Tony’s exclamation echoed in the empty room.

“It’s temporary, and it isn’t any worse than the neon green paint in the break room.”

Tony’s sheepish grin peered over one end of the mattress he muscled across the room. “Okay. Okay. Next time I’ll ask to see the color before letting the volunteers paint.”

Brent shook his head. Tony’s jovial nature was catching. The muffled sounds of his staff crept up the stairs.

“Up here, guys,” he called out as he leaned out the window. Below Brent located his pickup, empty of furniture and personal effects, parked next to Bunny’s truck. Tom’s car held the last few boxes waiting to be unloaded.

Brent heard Bunny making her way up the stairs. He took inventory of his home for the next few weeks. Marie’s latest call about the electrician possibly needing more time to bring the house up to code hadn’t set well. He wondered about Bunny’s reaction when she learned her new tenant might be staying longer.

He turned around as footsteps neared. Bunny, followed by Tom and Tony with the last few of his boxes, entered the room. “Thanks, guys. Are there any more?”

“Just a couple more. Steve and Chuck will be up with them shortly. I can handle the late shift,” Tom offered, moving toward the door.

Tony winked and sat his box near the open closet. “Tom and I can oversee things
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