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When Hollywood scandal collides with small-town life, sparks are bound to fly.

Drowning in tabloid drama, Bex Shepard flees Los Angeles for the quiet town of Red Maple Falls. She only plans to hide out until the media storm blows over—never expecting to fall for a rugged local firefighter who sees her as more than a headline.

Chase Marshall has worked hard to build a life he’s proud of alongside his siblings. He loves his job, even if rescuing yet another cat from a tree is testing his patience. What he doesn’t expect is the mysterious woman behind the one-eyed cat or the instant attraction that makes it impossible to stay away from her.

When the world Bex is hiding from finds her and drags Chase and his family into the spotlight, buried secrets begin to surface. Forced to confront truths that shake everything he thought he knew, Chase must decide if love is worth the risk. Because in a town like Red Maple Falls, some storms can either bring people together or burn everything to the ground.

 


Dedicated to Cadbury Mini Eggs.

 You helped me through and now you’ll stay stuck to my hips. 

Thank you for never letting a girl down!


Chapter 1

 

Bex Shepard, Hollywood’s It Girl, disappears after drowning in scandal. 

The headline had been flashing in her mind from the moment she’d read it. There’d been others, but this one in particular summed up her week of bad luck best. Everything that could possibly go wrong did. Each night was another disaster, and each morning, a new headline broadcasted it to the world. She’d barely managed to keep her head above water on the last round of tabloid articles then this one—shrewd in delivery with photos exposing her to anybody who knew how to search the internet. 

It was a hellish week, and hiding in her Los Angeles penthouse, surrounded by paparazzi out to capture her next slip up that would no doubt lead to more scandal, wasn’t going to do. She couldn’t leave her building without those bloodsucking cameramen following her every move, from going to her early morning gym session to getting her glorious caffeine fix. Every step she took, they’d document, they’d haul questions at her, and the strength she prided herself on would diminish layer by layer until she broke. 

That’s why she had to get as far away from L.A. as possible, and exactly why she was currently driving through the White Mountains of New Hampshire to a small town she’d never heard of. 

Red Maple Falls seemed to be the perfect place to hide until the media storm blew over. A five-and-a-half-hour plane ride followed by a two-hour drive from the airport… it had been an excruciatingly long day, but once she reached her destination, she’d be far away from prying eyes, and could rest easy. 

“Only a little longer, Willy,” she said to her one-eyed cat. Sprawled out on the seat, he didn’t even respond with a purr. The spoiled king was probably dreaming about food and getting into mischief, which he was notoriously good at. He was probably scheming up something new at that very moment. 

She reached over and rubbed his soft white fur, and in response got a pathetic attempt at a tail wag. 

Her phone rang, and she ignored it like she’d been doing since she landed. A text flashed on the screen from her best friend Calla Lily, but she wasn’t ready to speak to her. In time, maybe, but right now she had nothing to say. 

The phone continued to ring, and she turned the volume of the radio up. She’d surely regret not answering later when her agent, publicist, and manager all finally tracked her down. Though, she hoped it wouldn’t be anytime soon, which was the main reason why she didn’t head back to her childhood home. Her parents didn’t need to be subjected to the spotlight, and truth be told, she didn’t want to be photographed coming and going out of the trailer she grew up in. 

She had tried so hard to get her parents out of that park, but they were too damn proud for their own good. They wouldn’t budge, not even when she’d presented them with a deed to a house. They’d thanked her for the gesture, but refused. It had been a swift kick in the gut. All she wanted was for them to have a nice place to retire in, but her daddy still worked three jobs, and her momma—up until six months ago when her chronic pain became too much—worked sixty hours a week at the local diner. 

Proud was an understatement. It wasn’t just that, either. She got out of the trailer park, moved to L.A., and became someone. How was she supposed to go back home after everything that had happened in the past week? Everyone in the park had rooted for her, believed in her, and supported her. The shame was too much to bear.

Thank heavens for her jewelry designer, Sarah, who had mentioned she lived in the middle of nowheresville. Sarah had always been a sweetheart, and when Bex had asked if she knew of a place nearby where Bex could stay and hide out for a while, Sarah happily offered up her fiancé’s vacant house. 

It was small, Sarah had made sure to mention that more than once, but since Bex had grown up in a trailer, small didn’t bother her. It’d been awhile since she’d stayed anywhere other than her two-story penthouse in Los Angeles, and she was kind of looking forward to living in obscurity for a while—away from the intrusive paparazzi, and from her friends who she was starting to think weren’t really friends at all. 

Her GPS had been cutting in and out since she turned onto this road, but it sprang back to life and told her to turn right. She put her blinker on, and once she found Basil Hills Farms, she moved over to Sarah’s directions since the house didn’t exactly have an official address. 

Sarah’s fiancé had built the house on his parent’s property, though Sarah said it was far enough away from the main house to maintain her privacy. The backroad was nothing more than a dirt path, rutted and full of unexpected turns. 

Willy popped his head up and glared at her with his one bright blue eye. 

“Sorry, kitty, I wasn’t expecting to go off-roading. I would have rented an SUV if I had known.” She gripped the steering wheel and wondered if there was a place around where she could make the trade. The black convertible had seemed like a good idea at the airport. Now with her brown hair tossing around her face, and the car dipping in and out of ruts, she wasn’t so sure. 

That was Bex’s problem though, everything seemed like a good idea initially, just like taking a nude selfie for her boyfriend at the time to help spice up their love life. How was she supposed to know her files would be hacked two years later, and that picture was now up for grabs to anyone who knew how to use a search engine?

There was a reason she had a body double. Her body was private, something she only shared with a man she loved, and now even that was taken away from her. Not to mention that the American Sweetheart image she portrayed was now nothing but a sham. She never wanted that image; it was thrust upon her by the media, but she embraced it and used it to her advantage. Unfortunately, it set expectations of her high, and with the string of scandals, she looked like nothing more than a lying train wreck. 

How was she ever going to rise up from this? 

She shook her head, forcing the thoughts away. “No!” she declared, jolting Willy to attention. He gave her a petulant glare before curling back up into a ball. “This isn’t the end of me,” she said, much quieter as not to disturb the temperamental king. “It will pass. Just like Daddy used to say, ‘Rise above the dark clouds and you will find the sunshine.’” 

She glanced up for a moment, the sun basking her in late day rays, and smiled for the first time in what felt like forever. She found the sun; now she just had to find a way to keep it shining. 

A tiny shed came into view, and Bex slowed down. “That can’t be the house,” she said to herself. She picked up her phone and scrolled to the picture Sarah had sent her, and held it up to the shed. It was identical. It just looked much bigger in the picture. 

When Sarah had said tiny, she wasn’t kidding. The thing could be a jungle gym in her penthouse. Bex put the car in park and turned in her seat, taking Willy into her lap. She stroked his fluffy white fur, then picked him up, kissing his nose.  “I guess this is home for the next couple of weeks. What do you think Willy?” She turned Willy to face the house, and he gave a weak purr. “I’ll take that as you love it. Let’s go inside, shall we?” 

She slipped out of the driver side with Willy in her arms, and headed up the short staircase that led to a teeny porch—if that’s what you would even call it. A rocking chair sat to the right of the red door and a welcome mat sat at her feet, saying, ‘you have reached your destination.’ Bex laughed. Sarah’s fiancé was a popular travel blogger who’d travelled the world before coming back home and settling down. From what Bex knew about Cooper, this mat summed him up perfectly. 

The door was unlocked just as Sarah had told her it would be, so Bex let herself and Willy in. She didn’t even need to do a spin to see the place in its entirety. A gray cushioned couch with black throw pillows sat to her left with a TV across from it, a mini fridge, and the tiniest of stoves in a kitchen area. A ladder led up to a loft, where there was a bed and possibly enough room for her to stand. At that moment, she was happy for being only five-foot-two. 

“I thought the trailer was small,” she said, placing Willy down on the gray cushion. On the counter was a basket filled with toiletries and other necessities. Sarah was always prepared, and more than that, considerate. Bex admired that about her. 

A piece of paper hung on the fridge with a bottle opener magnet. Bex walked over to it. An insignia of a tree with the words ‘Five Leaf Brewery’ adorned the handle of the bottle opener. She took the paper in her hand and smiled as she read.

Hi Bex,

Hope you found the place okay. Make yourself comfortable, and get settled in. Call me and we can grab a coffee. And don’t worry, you’re safe here. Paparazzi never travel this far north. 

Sarah

P.S. the WiFi password is Cooperisawesome. Don’t ask. 

Bex really wanted to meet Cooper. He seemed like he had a great sense of humor—a quality she liked best in people. She stuck the paper back on the fridge with the magnet and pulled out her phone. She typed in the WiFi password and sat down on the couch next to Willy. 

She knew she was going to regret what she was about to do, but she couldn’t stop herself. She typed in the website for the most popular gossip blog and waited for it to load. Even with WiFi, the service was ridiculously slow. 

The first post appeared, and her stomach twisted in knots. The dreaded pictures stared back at her, her most intimate parts covered with bright pink stars. At least the site had the decency to cover her up. Not exactly a noble quality since they could’ve refused to post the pictures at all, but she would take what she could get at this point. 

The headline read just like the one that had been haunting her all day. Hollywood It Girl Disappears Amid Scandal. She skipped over the article, fully aware of what it would say, and scrolled down to the comment section. 

She had no idea why she cared what people thought, but she did, and unfortunately the comment section brought out brutal honesty—or as her team liked to tell her, the worst in humanity. 

The best thing would be to click out of the article, but the desire to know what people were saying about her was too strong to fight. It was a sick addiction that always left her depleted and broken, but she couldn’t seem to walk away from it. 

With a deep breath, she read the first comment.  

Hopefully she won’t be back. Overrated and looks like a frog. 

A frog? She definitely did not look like a frog. At least she didn’t think she did. Maybe her lips were a little big and her eyes a little too far apart… but a frog? Really? That was a stretch. 

She continued to scroll by all the comments that said things like they hoped she’d stay gone for good, and maybe she finally killed herself, and kept scrolling until one caught her eye. In between two nice comments defending her tooth and nail—thank heavens for decent human beings—was a comment that might as well have reached out and punched her in the gut. 

Are you surprised? Look where she comes from. Trash will always be trash.

The only time she cried was when it was required of her on set, but this comment pushed the boundaries. She’d spent the past seven years pretending like her past didn’t exist, denying the place that she came from, and yet no matter how much distance she put between them, she could never completely get away. And maybe because of that, she felt horribly guilty for it. 

Life hadn’t always been easy for her, but despite the situation, her parents had always tried their hardest. It wasn’t their fault all that got them was a double wide, and a station wagon that broke down every other day. People didn’t care that her dad worked three jobs just to pay the bills, or that her mom had waited tables ten hours a day, six days a week until she physically couldn’t anymore. All they cared about was the image, and to them that image of her childhood—no matter how much she denied it—was nothing more than trash. 

The scandal, the comments, and the judgment was all on her, and her parents shouldn’t have to suffer because she chose to put her life in the limelight. Hopefully, the media didn’t show up at the trailer park. The last time that happened, her poor mother stuttered her way through a string of questions from a way too pushy investigative reporter. 

Bex still remembered that phone call with her mom. She’d called to apologize because she’d been taken by surprise and hadn’t remembered what she’d said. She’d been afraid that she might’ve said the wrong thing. 

The memory made her stomach clench. Her mom thought she had to apologize to her. If anyone should be apologizing it should be her. She was the reason their privacy had been invaded. She was the reason their pictures wound up on covers to sell more magazines. 

Disgusted with the whole situation, she tossed her phone back in her bag, like she should have done originally, and pulled Willy into her lap. She stroked his fur before holding him up to face her. “You don’t think I look like a frog, do you?” 

He purred in response, and she cuddled him against her. “That’s what I said.” She kissed the top of his soft head and pressed her cheek to his. “Don’t worry, boy. I’ll never judge you based on where you came from.” 

Like Bex, Willy’s early life wasn’t glamorous, but that didn’t make him any less royal in her eyes. She hugged him close, then put him down. “I should get my bags. You be a good boy. I’ll be right back.” 

She would have to find a place to buy a scratching post before he tore up Cooper’s couch cushions. She opened the door and headed outside, but just as she was about to pull the door shut, Willy shot past her like a rocket.  

Bex spun from the door, eyes darting from left to right. What was going on? That cat didn’t move for anyone. Panic rose in her throat, but she forced it down. “Willy?” she called, and when his fluffy white body didn’t appear, she ran down the porch, scouring the surrounding area. 

Acres of trees sat behind her, and god only knew what type of creature lurked between the brush and broken branches. The vision of large animals with big, sharp teeth ready to pounce on an innocent fluff ball conjured in her mind. 

She went to walk, but fear paralyzed her in place. She couldn’t lose him. Not now, not ever. He was lazy and indifferent, but he was hers. He didn’t judge her like the rest of the world. He was her constant companion, always at her side when she needed him most. 

A loud sound of ruffling leaves echoed around her as her eyes landed on a blur of white. She turned toward it, and her heart slammed against her chest.   

“Willy no!” Bex cried, as she ran after the dumb cat who was in pursuit of a squirrel. They chased each other around the bottom of a tree trunk over and over. Willy got closer with each lap. He only needed one good leap to take the squirrel down. 

Once again, ill prepared in a pair of designer heels, she stumbled before catching her balance. “Willy! Get back here you brat.” She ran—the best she could in four-inch heels—down the dirt path toward the chaos.

 Oh god, what if he caught the poor, innocent creature? Bex stared at the tree at a total loss as to what she should do. What if he killed it? Or worse, left it for dead? She couldn’t bear the thought of an injured animal, no less one that she’d feel responsible for even if it was wild. 

“Willy, get over here!” she shouted, but he was ignoring her as he attempted to pursue the squirrel. This was not something she was prepared to deal with. Back in L.A. someone was always around, willing to do whatever she asked. Most days she hated it, but occasionally it was convenient, and for the first time since she boarded the plane, she suddenly felt utterly alone and helpless.  

Maybe she could call Sarah for help… maybe send someone who could tolerate blood and the death of a tiny animal… 

Bile rose in her throat at the thought. A cloud of dirt kicked up around the two animals as Willy got closer. “Don’t you dare hurt that squirrel!” she yelled as she propelled herself at the two animals. She was definitely grateful for all those spin classes Calla made her take. 

The squirrel and Willy came to a face off. Oh no. Her heart slammed against her chest as she finally got in reach of Willy. This could go either way. Bex tried sneaking up on her cat, but before she could make it, the squirrel zig-zagged around Willy, and Willy lunged. The cat that was too damn lazy to move when she wanted to sit down actually lunged. The squirrel’s tail whipped Willy in the face as it scurried up the tree.

“Oh thank god!” Bex said, resting her hands on her knees and taking in a much-needed breath. “Willy, you are not getting any catnip tonight.” She looked up, ready to meet his one eye glare, but he wasn’t there. “Damn it, Willy, where are you?” she called out as she spun around, scanning the area. 

She heard a soft mewling and froze, trying to figure out where it was coming from. Her eyes darted around the wooded area, down the dirt path and toward a large expanse of farmland, but no sign of her one-eyed white Persian. This time a meow echoed in the air, and Bex looked up only to find Willy propped way up high on a tree branch. 

Relief flooded her as his one blue eye met hers. She didn’t care how cute he was, he was in so much trouble. 

“Get down from there,” she demanded, pointing to the ground, but he didn’t move. He meowed again, this time louder, making it perfectly clear that while he was able to get up there, he was not capable of getting back down. 

Great. What was she supposed to do now?


Chapter 2

 

It was a slow day at the firehouse. Not a single call had come in that afternoon. Everything had been cleaned, including the truck, the kitchen, and the bathrooms. It was a dirty job, but there was no room in the budget to hire someone to do it. 

Chase was used to cleaning. He’d been helping his oldest sister keep a clean house most of his life. It was almost second nature at this point. He saw something out of place, and he automatically picked it up and put it away. His sister, Layla, liked to claim she trained him well. 

Really, it was the least he could do. When their mom died and Layla took over the responsibilities of head of the household, Chase wasn’t old enough to get a job. He did what he could to help, even if it was just picking up after himself. Not that it made up for the attitude he carried with him after that dreaded day. 

Luckily for him and for Layla, Sam, a local fireman, stepped in and brought him into the firehouse. It was the best damn thing that ever happened to him, and he was grateful to Sam every day. 

 “Just got a call,” Sam, now the fire chief, said, dominating the doorway he stood in. His premature gray hair was cut short, and the slight gap in his front teeth showed as he smiled, which only meant one thing. 

“It better not be no damn cat in a tree,” Chase said. 

He hated cats with a passion and did not sign up to be a fireman to save furry creatures that were the devil incarnate. It seemed to be the only call they got lately, and they’d resorted to drawing straws to see who the sucker would be who got stuck going. There was no point in the whole department going, or even bothering to bring the truck. One of their ladders was always tall enough to reach the spry bastards. 

Sam ran a hand over his face, trying to cover his smirk. 

“I went last time,” Chase said, and swung his gaze to Miguel, who had just sat down on the sofa and already had his feet up.  

“Oh no,” Miguel said. “I went this morning to Mrs. Wilkinson’s.” 

“Get the straws,” Sam said. 

Chase grabbed them off the table and handed them over to Sam. Sam held his closed hand out, and Miguel stood from the couch, grabbing a straw. He held it up, and Chase moved to pick his. As soon as it was in his hand, he knew he was shit out of luck. “Damn it!” he muttered. 

“Sorry,” Sam said, not even bothering to try and cover up his amusement this time.

“I thought we were firemen,” Chase said. “Not damn animal control.” 

Sam patted him on the back. “We also serve the community, and we do it with a smile on our faces. Now let me see that smile.” 

Chase refused to even let his lip curve up in the slightest. He was all about helping the community, but he drew the line at cats. 

“Come on,” Sam said, pointing at his lip in a mocking manner. 

Chase smacked his hand away. “Screw off.” 

“Now that is no way to speak to your Chief.” 

“He’s just pissed because the last cat clawed his arm,” Miguel said from the couch. He had his feet propped up, a pillow behind his head, and the remote in his hand, clearly rubbing it in. 

“Haven’t you ever heard of cat-scratch disease?” he asked Miguel who looked unconvinced. “It’s a real thing. Look it up.” 

“Just whatever you do, play nice,” Sam said. “My soon to be sister-in-law called it in. She has a friend staying at Cooper’s old place up at Basil Hill.” 

“Then why the hell can’t Cooper go save the damn cat?” Chase asked. He was sure a cat in a tree was nothing compared to some of the adventures Cooper Hayes had embarked on. 

“He’s with Tommy at play practice.” 

Chase still couldn’t believe Cooper, the world traveler, settled down with a single mom and added to the threesome with a new baby.  

“I’m sure the cat can wait,” Chase said. “It’s obviously not going anywhere.” 

Sam tilted his head, hands landing on his hips in an authoritative stance—a clear sign that Sam was done discussing the cat. 

“Uh oh,” Miguel said, a stupid smirk forming on his face. 

Chase let out an exaggerated breath. “Fine, I’m going. But I swear if I come back missing an eye, it’s on you.” 

“It’s all about getting the animal to trust you,” Sam said. 

“Yeah, don’t piss it off,” Miguel chimed in. “You don’t want to wind up with cat scratch disease.” 

“Shut up,” Chase said to Miguel before turning to Sam. “Get it to trust me,” he mocked. “Easy for you to say. You’re married to the animal whisperer.” 

Sam’s wife fostered dogs and helped run her parents’ farm. Animals loved her as much as she loved them. She was like a real-life version of Snow White. “I bet Hadley could coax the cat down. Why don’t we call her?” Chase suggested. 

“If you think I’m going to pawn your job off on my wife you’re crazy. Besides, she’s dropping off our latest foster.”

Out of options, Chase took the keys from Sam. 

“If you can’t get the cat with the ladder, call us and we’ll swing by with the truck,” Sam said, and Chase gave him a nod. 

Chase walked away, Sam and Miguel’s laughter following him as he went. They could laugh it up all they wanted. He would get them back for this. 

It didn’t take long before Chase turned down the dirt road that would bring him to the tiny house Cooper had built on his parent’s farm. The road was a little bumpy, but nothing Chase wasn’t used to. He spent a lot of his late teen years off-roading on much worse terrain. 

Finally, he saw the small structure, and to the right of the house a woman with long brown hair, shoes five inches too high, looking up at the tree with her hands around her mouth. Her jeans were skintight, hugging curves that made him do a double take before he threw the truck into park. 

The slam of the door got the attention of the brunette, who jumped and stumbled slightly before spinning around. Her hand flung to her chest, and she sucked in a deep breath. “You scared me,” she said. 

Big sunglasses covered most of her face, the dark tint making it impossible to see her eyes. She smiled, revealing bright white teeth that contrasted with her glowing tan, and made it obvious she wasn’t from these parts. It had been a long winter in Red Maple Falls with many sunless days, not nearly enough to get a tan. 

“You call about the cat?” he asked. 

She looked at him, chin set in a hard line, eyebrow peeking out from the brown plastic frames, like he should bow down at her feet with an apology, but he didn’t have time to play nice. He just wanted to get the damn cat out of the tree. 

“I did,” she finally said. “He took off after a squirrel, and now he’s all the way up there. He’s not used to nature. We’re from… Well, we’re not from around here.” 

He glanced down at her too high heels before dragging his gaze up her body to her oversized sunglasses. “Obviously.” Even in those ridiculous heels, he still had a good five inches on her. 

She held her head high as her lip curled in annoyance, but he brushed it off. 

“Is the cat friendly?” he asked. 

“Yes, very.” 

“Name?” 

“Um.” She hesitated before holding her head up straight and declaring, “Rebecca.” 

“The cat’s name is Rebecca?” 

“No, I mean… Sorry, that’s my name. The cat’s name is Willy.” 

That seemed like a dumb name for a cat, but he kept that comment to himself. After all, he had a turtle named Dick Tracy. Who was he to judge? 

The woman kept speaking, but he turned away to grab the ladder. The faster this was over, and his feet were back on solid ground, away from beady eyes and sharp claws, the happier he’d be. 

“Do you have a name?” she asked, following behind him. 

“Chase.” 

He grabbed the ladder and walked past her. She hurried behind him to keep up, but kept sidestepping twigs. At least, she wouldn’t be twisting an ankle on him.

 He propped the ladder against the tree, making sure it was in a secure position before he stepped up on the first wrung. 

“Do you want me to hold the ladder for you?” she asked. She pushed her big sunglasses up on her head, revealing stunning green eyes, an unexpected surprise that momentarily rendered him speechless. 

She blinked, long dark eyelashes brushing against high cheekbones. 

He cleared his throat and looked back up toward the white beast. It didn’t matter how pretty she was; he had a job to do. He probably should ask her to hold the ladder, but he’d imagined if it went astray, she wouldn’t know how to right it in place, anyway. He didn’t want to take the risk of her managing to hurt herself or him in her effort to be helpful, so he shook his head no. 

“Not necessary.” 

“You sure? I mean, I’m not an expert like you or anything, but I’m pretty sure you should have someone hold the ladder so you don’t have an accident.” 

Did she ever stop talking? 

Chase knew he should be nice; after all, she was a friend of Sam’s family who happened to be friends of his as well, but with that damn cat above him, he couldn’t seem to remember his manners despite the fact that he was genuinely considered to be a nice guy. If his mother were alive, she would surely have smacked him upside the head by now for being such a jerk. His sisters would no doubt give him hell if word got back to them. 

With a deep breath, he glanced back down at Rebecca. “I’m good. Just get ready to grab the cat from me.” 

“Okay.” 

Once this whole ordeal was over, he would apologize. There was no reason for his crass attitude to be directed toward her. Maybe he could explain his dislike of cats to her, and hopefully she wouldn’t immediately assume he was a bad person because of it. It’s not like he hated all animals. Just demon spawn with beady eyes.  

It wasn’t his fault his sister Brooke brought in a stray kitten when they were kids that liked to attack him when he was sleeping. At ten years old he’d been tortured enough for one lifetime, and ever since he had a bad taste in his mouth when it came to the four-legged creatures. He swore cats sensed his distaste, and they targeted him. Even the friendly ones, which was why he wasn’t putting too much faith in Rebecca’s pledge that the cat was friendly. 

Chase continued up the ladder, keeping his eye on the cat’s backside. It must’ve chased the squirrel right up the trunk, and once it had gotten to the first branch, realized he was in trouble. Hopefully, Willy learned his lesson. There was no way in hell Chase was drawing the shortest straw a second time and doing this again. Miguel could get his ass over here and handle it. 

Chase got to the same level as the cat and positioned himself to make sure he wouldn’t slip or misstep when he went in for the reach. He sent up a silent prayer and leaned over. As soon as he grabbed the cat, it jolted in his arms, its mouth opened wide, swinging back in his direction. The claws shot up, swiping at him with relentless determination. 

“Son of a—” Chase’s words got lost to the late spring day as the ladder swayed slightly. 

“Oh no!” Rebecca cried. 

He stilled as much as he could with a possessed creature in his grasp. The ladder teetered back and forth before finally settling back into place.

“I’m trying to help you here,” he said to the cat, as if the cat cared. With another swipe of his claw, it was obvious he didn’t care at all. “Okay,” Chase said, trying for a more soothing tone. “Willy is it?” The cat’s paw retracted into itself as he titled its head. One bright blue eye stared back at him, taking him by surprise. “I’m going to bring you down to your owner, okay? I just need you to work with me here.” 

The cat’s one eye glared at him like he was bored with Chase and was ready for him to do his duty as a fireman and get him to safety. Chase didn’t give a damn that the cat appeared to be judging him. He secured it against his chest and slowly made his way down the ladder. 

As he reached the second to last wrung, Rebecca ran over and snatched Willy from his hands. 

“You scared him!” she exclaimed, hugging the white fluffball to her and raining kisses on his head. 

Unbelievable. The woman couldn’t even throw him a thank you. “Scared him?” Chase all but growled. “He nearly knocked me off the ladder.” 

“Because you scared him. You can’t sneak up on him on the right side, he can’t see you.” 

“How the hell was I supposed to know the cat only has one eye?” 

“Maybe if you would have let me tell you, you would have known!” 

What little patience Chase had left dissipated. He ran a hand through his hair, trying to ease the tension coursing through every ounce of his body. “I don’t have time for this. Put the damn thing on a leash so I don’t ever have to come back here.” 

She scoffed. “How would you like it if I put you on a leash?” 

“I know how to control myself, unlike this white ball of terror.” 

“Really? Because if you ask me, you’re rude.” 

Yes, maybe he was being rude, but at this point he honestly felt it was called for. He met her angry gaze and smirked. Anger looked good on her. “Two totally different things, sweetheart.” 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I’m not your sweetheart, and quite frankly, I can’t imagine anybody who would want to be around an attitude like yours. Cute will only get you so far in life, buddy.” 

His lip quirked at the edge as she continued to glare at him with those green eyes. “So you’re saying I’m cute?” 

“That’s what you focus on?” she asked, her voice raising a few octaves. If she went any higher, she’d have every dog in a ten-mile radius coming to her. “After everything I just said? Wow, someone is a bit full of himself.” 

“And someone likes to hear herself talk.” 

“Thank you for getting Willy out of the tree. You can leave now.” 

“Gladly.” He grabbed the ladder from the ground and hauled it back to the truck. He didn’t get paid enough for dealing with crazy cat ladies, no matter how beautiful they were. He could’ve plummeted to the ground from twenty feet, and all she cared about was that he’d scared her precious cat. 

“I was told everyone was nice here. I guess they never met you.” 

“Consider yourself lucky then,” he said, tossing the ladder into place. 

With a perturbed exhale, she spun on her too high heel and headed for the tiny house. He watched her cuddle the fuzz ball before disappearing into the house and slamming the door. 


Chapter 3

 

The fireman was brash and unapologetic, but he did save Willy, and for that, Bex felt like she owed the jerk, which was why she stood in front of the firehouse with a six-pack in her arms and an appreciative smile on her face. 

The only time she’d ever been in a firehouse was on the set of one of her movies. The façade was meant to look like a firehouse, but the inside was nothing more than a few fake walls that made the space appear much larger than it actually was. It was nothing like the real building standing in front of her now, filled with real history and stories of heroism. 

Her cellphone vibrated in her bag, and she pulled it out, glancing at her publicist’s phone number and declining the call. Notifications popped up on her screen, including twenty-two missed calls and a few texts from Calla. 

It wasn’t her fault this town had shoddy service. She ignored the icon that told her she had one too many voicemails and shoved her phone back into her bag. She wasn’t ready to deal with anything yet, or listen to her publicist talk damage control and her manager scold her for her stupidity. 

She knew running away from her problems wasn’t the answer, but taking a vacation from them? Well, there was nothing wrong with that. She deserved a vacation. She’d filmed back-to-back films without a week’s rest in between. Afterward, she was on the promotion circuit, going from one talk show to the next. She was tired of putting on a smile and acting happy to see everyone. 

Last week was her first week away from the grueling schedule, and what an absolute disaster that had turned into. She managed to escape undetected and planned on hiding out for as long as she could. In order to do that, though, she needed to make peace with the cranky fireman. The cranky fireman who had the sexiest gray eyes she’d ever seen, despite the fact he mostly glared at her with irritation since she met him.  

The garage door of the firehouse was open, so she let herself in, walking past the bright red truck that seemed to sparkle in the early afternoon sun. She looked around, admiring how clean the place was. It was pretty impressive, or at least she assumed it was. She wasn’t exactly sure. 

“Hello?” she called out into the abyss. Her voice echoed around her as she waited. 

A head covered in dark hair popped out from a back room. His deep, rich, brown eyes widened as he took her in, and that was when she realized she wasn’t hiding behind her sunglasses. She had pushed them up on her head, putting her face on full display for anyone to see. 

Chase hadn’t recognized her, but this guy obviously did. 

“Hi,” she offered with an awkward wave. She cursed herself for being so careless. Someone would take a picture, post it to social media, and her cover would be blown. Sarah assured her that the people would respect her privacy, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t innocently reveal her location. A single picture had the power to completely destroy her current serenity, and she couldn’t let that happen. 

He blinked his eyes like she was nothing more than an illusion. 

“You’re…” he said, but never finished his sentence. 

“Miguel?” a silky, smooth voice said from behind him. The sound was familiar, and void of the contempt it was filled with yesterday. “What is it?” he asked, as he stepped around the starstruck fireman. 

One dark eyebrow lifted as Chase’s gaze met hers. His navy-blue t-shirt clung to strong muscles that she could tell weren’t earned in a gym, but by hard labor. His shoulders were broad, his arms and chest thick and muscular, leading down to a narrow waist and long legs. Masculinity rolled off of him in mind-shattering waves. 

He was far from a pretty boy, but that didn’t make him any less appealing. If anything, it made him that much more attractive with his rugged air and impressive stature. 

His dark brown hair with hints of copper was cut short on the sides, and only slightly longer on top, framing his sharp features and highlighting his piercing gray eyes.  She found herself looking up to meet his gaze, even though she wore four-inch heels.

“What are you doing here?” Chase asked, and she wasn’t surprised when the question wasn’t followed with a smile. 

“You know her?” Miguel asked, eyes wide, mouth slightly ajar.  

“I rescued her cat yesterday.” 

“She’s the crazy cat lady?” Miguel exclaimed. 

Crazy cat lady! According to the tabloids, she’d lost her mind and was spiraling, but they had no idea what they were talking about. “Excuse me? I am not crazy.” 

Chase met her gaze. “That’s debatable.” 

Her head reared back at his quick retort. Nobody talked like that to her other than her manager when she did something to tick her off. For the most part, people refused to upset her. She should probably feel insulted, but all she felt was relief. 

She shrugged. “And here I thought I’d be nice and bring you a thank you present. I think I’ll just keep this six pack for myself.” 

“That’s fine. I don’t really drink anyway,” Chase said, and she looked down at the six cans in her hand. She knew she should have called Sarah before assuming the man drank. For all she knew, he was a recovering alcoholic, and she was mocking him with her thank you gift. 

She always did that—acted before thinking something through. It got her in trouble time and time again, yet she never could get herself to stop and think first. It was something she needed to work on. 

Embarrassment worked its way up her neck and into her cheeks, a burning inferno that was surely turning her skin a horrid blotchy red. “I’m sorry,” she said, and spun for the door. 

***

“No!” Miguel blurted out, his hands flinging out in front of him as if he could magically stop her from leaving. “I mean, Chase, where the hell are your manners? Ms. Shepard, I’m sorry for Chase’s behavior. Would it be any trouble to get a picture with you? My wife loves you.” Miguel slipped out his cell and held it up. 

“As long as you keep it for yourself. I kind of don’t want people to know where I am.” 

“I’m okay with that.” 

“A picture?” Chase asked, looking at Miguel like he’d lost his mind. The girl was pretty, with her long brown hair, flawless skin, and big green eyes, but a picture with her? And how in the world did Miguel’s wife know the crazy cat lady? And why would she want a picture of her with her husband? 

Miguel held his phone up, and Rebecca leaned in, flashing a bright white smile that could light up an entire room as Miguel took the shot. Chase looked on as more questions popped into his head. 

Why in the world was she hiding out? Was she in trouble?  Was someone after her? Why was she in Red Maple Falls? She better not bring trouble to his town. 

 “What the hell is going on here?” he demanded. 

“Dude,” Miguel said, turning to see Chase openly staring at him. When Chase didn’t speak, Miguel said, “That’s Bex freaking Shepard.”

“Who?” he asked, then shook his head. “No, her name is Rebecca.” Miguel obviously had her mistaken for someone else. 

“Technically, it’s both,” she said. “Bex is a nickname of sorts.” 

“And?” 

Miguel rolled his eyes, and his hands slapped against his thighs. He made a show of being part shocked and part appalled. “Oh, come on. You’re not that clueless.” 

Chase glared at him. 

Miguel moved closer and lowered his voice. “She’s one of the biggest actresses of this generation. Like, huge. They call her Hollywood’s It Girl.” 

Chase didn’t watch many movies. The town’s only movie theater sat right off of Main Street and consisted of two screens that accommodated a mere twenty-five people each. The popcorn was stale, the floors were sticky, and they hadn’t had any new releases since the industry switched over to digital and the theater couldn’t afford to upgrade. Chase had seen every movie they had at least a dozen times. 

At home, they only had basic cable, so really the only movies he watched were whatever his sisters put on that he usually fell asleep to ten minutes in, or whatever zombie movie Miguel had on at the station. Other than that, Chase barely even watched TV unless he was checking the weather, which most of the time he just checked on his phone. 

“So what?” Chase asked. “I’m supposed to bow down because she’s some Hollywood royalty?” There was nothing Chase hated more than rich people expecting the world to hand them everything on a silver platter. Life was never easy for him, and maybe it made him bitter, but he wasn’t about to apologize to the woman just because she was some big celebrity he’d never heard of.

Miguel’s jaw slacked, eyes going even wider. 

“I don’t expect that at all,” she said, sidestepping Miguel. “And honestly, I don’t care what Hollywood calls me. That’s just another part I play.” 

“Who exactly are you then? Rebecca, the crazy cat lady I met yesterday, or Bex Shepard?”

“I told you… I’m not crazy.” She laughed, and the sound was strangely infectious. His lip quirked at the edge as she continued. “But I am a little bit of both Bex and Rebecca.” She looked down at the six pack in her hand, then blinked up, catching his eyes. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I’m going to go now.” She held the six pack up like she was unsure of what to do with it, then shoved it into Miguel’s arms and hurried for the door. 

Chase watched her walk away, her shoes clicking loudly against the concrete floor and echoing through the garage. He turned to Miguel, his eyes filled with so much unspoken judgement, and Chase knew he’d messed up. Without a single word from Miguel, Chase took off after her. 

She was trying to make peace, and there he was still being a jerk. He wasn’t lying when he said he didn’t really drink; he didn’t, but how the hell was she supposed to know that? He only drank on certain occasions because he didn’t want to turn out like his father. 

Yeah, he messed up, and he was going to fix it. 

He caught up, and she startled as he came to a stop in front of her. “Look Rebecca… Bex… whatever your name is.” 

She shrugged; a slight smile visible at the corner of her mouth. “Rebecca is fine.”

“Rebecca it is then.” He tossed his thumb over his shoulder. “I’m sorry about how I acted in there, how I acted yesterday. Believe it or not, I’m actually a nice guy.” 

“Could’ve fooled me,” she said, but there was humor in her tone. 

“Let me make it up to you. Let me take you out to dinner.” 

Her brows furrowed. “Why? Because now you know I’m a celebrity?”

That was the last thing that crossed Chase’s mind. If anything, he didn’t want word to get out to the town that he was rude and unwelcoming to a town visitor. Plus, he wanted a chance to show Rebecca he wasn’t the jerk he kept coming across as. When she wasn’t accusing him of scaring her cat, he actually found her rather appealing. The whole celebrity thing wasn’t even a thought in his mind. “I couldn’t care less about that.” 

“It just looks rather convenient.” 

“It’s not, I promise.” 

She studied him for a moment, as if she could figure out his whole life story with her eyes. “I’ve been used a lot in my life.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that. People can be assholes.” 

“Why the change of heart? Ten minutes ago, I’d swear you hated me.” 

“How could I hate you when I don’t even know you? Just call it a bad day. Okay, a couple of bad days.” 

Her eyebrow arched, and he assumed she wasn’t buying what he was selling. 

“Fine. If you must know… I hate cats.” Then added, “With a passion.” 

She laughed. “What?” 

“Go ahead, laugh it up, but it’s not going to change a thing. I hate them, they hate me, and whenever I have to get one out of a damn tree, it sets me on edge. I still have scars on my shoulder from my first cat rescue.” 

She placed a hand over her mouth, but it barely covered her laughter. “That’s really sad,” she finally said. 

He went to argue, but it was a moot point. “Yeah, it kind of is.” He scratched the back of his neck and looked up at her, a smile forming on his face.

She slipped out a pen and paper from her bag. “My mother always told me you should never leave home without the essentials.” She held up the pen with one hand and the paper with the other, before resting the paper in her palm. She scribbled and handed it to him. 

He looked down at the number in red ink. 

“Old school,” he said. 

“I don’t trust technology. Don’t lose that; people would pay thousands to get their hands on it.” 

“Thousands?” 

“The whole Hollywood It Girl thing.” She shrugged, letting the rest of her thoughts falter. 

He smiled. “I won’t lose it, then.” 

“Good. Call me later, and we’ll set up a time for dinner.” She started walking down the sidewalk, and he watched as her hips swayed. She stopped, turning back to face him. “By the way, smiling is a good look for you. You should try it more often.”


Chapter 4

 

Bex walked down Main Street, taking in all the cute little shops. The town was nothing like she was used to. It was quaint and inviting. She wanted to stop at every store window and walk through every shop door. 

She passed a place called The Happy Apple, wondering if their food was as good as she imagined, then continued past a glass blowing studio and bicycle shop. There were several pieces she could see in the studio that she wanted to get a closer look at. She made a mental note to stop by later.  

Sweet Dreams Bakery came into view, and Bex smiled at the thought of eating a cupcake, even if it would be just a taste. After all, she was on vacation. 

She opened the door and instantly smiled at the delicious scents wafting out, and the pink overload that greeted her. The place was a bright blend of pinks and whites that made Bex want to move in and never leave. There was a sassiness about it that spoke to her. 

“Bex,” Sarah said, waving from a table in the corner. Sarah looked beautiful with her long black hair falling over her shoulders. She had on a navy-blue blazer pulled over a white t-shirt. Bex had only known Sarah for a couple of years now, after stumbling across her website and falling in love with her repurposed vintage jewelry. What started out as a business transaction turned into a great friendship. Sarah was a good, honest person, sweet to a fault and incredibly reliable—all qualities that Bex had a hard time finding in anyone lately. 

Sarah stood and gave her a hug. “It’s good to see you. I’m assuming you found the place, okay?” 

Bex pulled back and nodded, but before she could answer further, her eyes caught on the beautiful necklace Sarah was wearing. “Oh my god,” she said, putting her hand under the bottom broach and holding it up to admire. “This is beautiful.” 

“Thank you. I decided to make myself a little something.” 

“As you should, but if you ever want to lend it out, I’d be more than happy to borrow it.” 

“Whenever you want.” 

“Really?”

“Of course. I don’t even know if I’d have a career if it wasn’t for you.” 

After Bex had worn one of Sarah’s necklaces on a red carpet, the internet frenzy around the piece went instantly viral. Everybody wanted to know where they could get their own. Sarah had been forever grateful, but Bex just shrugged it off. The girl was talented; all Bex did was display that talent.

“Let’s sit,” Sarah said. “My soon-to-be sister-in-law owns this place, and she’s insisting on making us a tasting plate.” Sarah held her hand up. “And don’t even argue, because I wouldn’t put it past her to force feed you.” 

Bex laughed. “She takes her baked goods rather seriously, I presume.” 

A smile filled with amusement curved Sarah’s lips. “You have no idea.” 

“Girl after my own heart.” Bex loved sweets, but she gave them up at seventeen when a casting director told her she was too fat. At five-two and a hundred and six pounds, she assumed he was speaking to someone else, but his eyes had been glued on hers. Since then, she’d barely touched any sort of dessert, only when she was in between films and desperate for something other than kale chips and celery sticks. 

“How’s the house?” Sarah asked. “I know it’s small and not what you’re used to, but it’s all I could think of on such short notice. We don’t really have many hotels around here.” 

“It’s perfect,” Bex said. Sarah raised her eyebrow. “No, really it is. It’s very cozy.” 

“Cozy is one way to put it. And what about Willy? How is he? Did you get him down from the tree?” 

Bex thought about Chase, and how she assumed he was another jerk with too much authority, all tall and brooding with a set jaw that looked like it could break glass. To think it was all because he hated cats. She stifled a laugh and nodded. 

“I did. Thanks for making the call for me. I never would’ve been able to get him down myself.” 

“Who did they send? I know cat rescue isn’t their favorite thing in the world.” 

“Chase,” Bex said, and unexpected heat filled her cheeks. 

“Oh, really now?” Sarah said, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back in her chair. “Care to elaborate?” 

“There’s nothing to elaborate on.” 

“Then why did you suddenly just turn as pink as these walls?” 

“He asked me to dinner.” 

“Chase? Did you say yes?” 

She shrugged. “I didn’t say no.” 

“Well, that’s rather unexpected. But if you’re wondering, he’s a good guy.” 

“Actually, I was. Our first encounter wasn’t all that pleasant.” Bex continued to tell Sarah about everything that transpired the night before and then that morning. When she was done, Sarah laughed. 

“I never knew he had such a strong dislike for cats.” 

“I believe the word was ‘hate.’” 

A very pregnant brunette came out of the back, holding a silver tray filled with all sorts of pastries. Her hair was braided down one side and rested over her shoulder. She had a bright, friendly smile that was warm and inviting. 

“Here we are!” she announced, as she placed the tray of goodies on the table. Bex stared down at the variety of cupcakes, scones, and cookies all cut into individual bite-size pieces and laid out on their own doilies. It was a work of art. 

“Wow,” Bex said. “This looks amazing.” 

“I like you already.” 

“This is Shay,” Sarah said. “She’s married to Cooper’s brother, Matt.” 

Bex shook her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.” 

“You as well.”

“Shay, you should sit,” Sarah said, and Shay shot a glare in her direction. 

“You sound like my husband.”

Sarah held her hands up. “I’m guessing he’s still driving you nuts?” 

Shay’s hazel eyes rolled up as she rested a hand on the back of an empty chair. “I’m about to ship him off to your house until I have this baby. It’s that or kill him, and I wouldn’t leave Matthew without a father, so unfortunately that’s out of the question.” 

“You only have another month to go.” 

“It feels like an eternity.” Shay rested her hand on her stomach and turned back to Bex. “You looking for a husband?” Shay asked. “He can be overbearing and a royal pain in the butt, but he’s nice to look at.”

Bex laughed. “Not really in the market for one, but thanks for the offer.” 

“It was worth a shot. So how are you liking our little town?” Shay asked. 

“It’s different. Quiet.” 

Shay laughed. “You get used to it. I’m from New York City, but this place has a way of taking hold of you. Be careful, or you’ll never want to leave.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Bex appreciated that Shay spoke to her like she was just anyone else. For so long when she met people, they stared at her with wide eyes and opened mouths. They treated her like she was some exhibit at a museum instead of a human being. Just like with Chase, she appreciated the sense of normalcy—something she hadn’t known in a very long time. 

 “I’ll leave you two to it then,” Shay said. “Holler at me if you need anything. Oh! And try the lemon blueberry cupcake first, it’s divine. Unless you’re a chocolate girl, then definitely go for the chocolate chip Frappuccino one.” 

The bell above the door rang, and Shay walked over to the register, greeting the customer by name. 

“She’s sweet,” Bex said. 

“Wait until you try her cupcakes. You’ll not only love her but hate her.”  

“I have no doubt. I can already feel my pants getting tighter, and I haven’t even had a taste yet.”

“I used to treat myself once a week to her scone because it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted, but now that we’re family, my control has been completely lost, especially since she shows up to every dinner and family function with a box of something amazing. I’m still trying to lose the last ten pounds of my baby weight, and Theo is almost a year old.” 

“Oh, stop. You look amazing.” 

Bex looked at the tray, her eyes gliding over all the choices, and settled on the chocolate chip Frappuccino. She picked up the fork and took a generous piece onto her plate before bringing it to her mouth. 

If heaven could be a food, it would be this cupcake. Bex closed her eyes, savoring the rich chocolate goodness. “Oh my god, this should be illegal,” Bex finally said. 

“Cooper’s grandmother once referred to it as a chocolate orgasm.” 

Bex practically choked on the last bit of cupcake. “She sounds hilarious.” 

“She is, but enough about that. I want to know more about Chase and your date.” 

“We haven’t made plans yet. He has to call me first.” 

“Okay,” Sarah said, but there was something in her eyes that made Bex think she had more to say. 

“What is it?” she asked. “I feel like you’re not telling me something.” 

Sarah put her fork down and smiled, but it didn’t fully form. “Like I said, Chase is a good guy. He just hasn’t always had it easy.” 

“And you don’t want me to hurt him.” 

Sarah shrugged. “We take care of our own in this town, and I might be stepping over my boundaries, but I just…I don’t want to see either of you hurt.”

“It’s just dinner,” Bex said. “It’s not like I’m going to marry the guy.” 

“If I had a dollar for every time someone said that.” Her smile spread wide. “I’d be able to afford all these weddings I have coming up.” 

“Speaking of weddings… when are you getting married?” 

Sarah and Cooper had been together for a while now with two kids. As far as Bex knew, they had every intention of getting married, but Cooper had never actually proposed. 

Sarah just smiled, taking a big bite of the lemon blueberry cupcake. “It’s a mystery,” she said, but by the happy spark that ignited in her dark eyes, Bex assumed it wasn’t a mystery at all.


Chapter 5

 

The piece of paper Bex had given him kept summoning his name, but Chase didn’t want to come across desperate and call too soon. Why didn’t he just make a date with her before she walked away? It would have saved him his sanity. He didn’t even know why he was making a big deal out of it. Up until that morning, he looked at her as nothing more than a crazy cat lady, but then she stopped by the firehouse in too tight jeans and a shirt that dipped just enough to let him know that whatever was beneath it was worth every minute of his lost sanity. 

Rebecca showed a different side of herself when she showed up bearing a gift in hand. She was friendlier yet vulnerable, a far cry from the crazy cat lady he first met. He had worked as a fireman for years, and on occasion, someone would bring a gift of appreciation, but it was a rare occurrence, one which he never much thought about. 

It was his job to serve the community, but he had to admit, being acknowledged was nice. And the fact that she was some big celebrity, yet still took time out of her day to extend an olive branch showed him a lot about her character. More than he could say about the owner of that first cat rescue. Left with scars and a bruised ego, and the owner barely muttered a thank you before disappearing into the house with her creature from hell. Maybe he should text her, or was a text too informal? Before he could make a decision, the paper was plucked out of his hand. His younger sister, Brooke, breezed by him, coming to a stop against the counter. “What’s this?” she asked, looking down at the paper. A devilish smile spread across her face. “Or should I say who is this?”

He got up from the kitchen chair and walked toward her. “None of your business,” he said. He went to grab the paper out of her hand, but the girl was quick and dove under him, coming to a stop on the other side of the kitchen. “Give it back.” 

“Not until you give me some answers.” 

“I told you… it’s none of your business.” 

He lunged at her this time, and she let out a squeak and darted back to the other side of the kitchen. 

“Brooke, I’m not playing. Give it back.” 

“She must be pretty special if you’re trying to keep her identity hidden.” 

He loved his sister to death, would do anything for her, but she was also a master manipulator who knew every button to push. On top of that, she was as nosy as they came. She managed to have her nose in everyone’s business, and if she didn’t know the latest gossip, she wouldn’t waste any time trying to find it out. 

Rebecca seemed pretty clear about keeping her location private, and he was afraid that if he told Brooke, she would be unable to help herself, and blab it to anyone who would listen. 

He lunged at her, getting her in a headlock. She let out a string of loud pitch noises as she tried to wrestle out of his hold. She gave him a nice elbow to the stomach that had him momentarily lose his breath. 

“What the hell is going on in here?” Layla, their older sister, demanded. She was wearing her usual uniform of purple scrubs and white sneakers. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a bun, and the bags under her eyes from many late-night shifts were more evident than usual. If Chase had to guess, she just woke up after a few hours of sleep, and was heading back to the nursing home. 

“She started it,” Chase said. 

“He’s keeping secrets!” 

“I thought once you two hit your twenties you would grow out of this crap,” she said, walking over to the coffee pot, and pouring herself a very large cup. She took a sip, the tension in her shoulders easing. A grateful smile played at her lips, then pushed into a flat line as she looked at Chase. “Seriously, Chase, you’re twenty-six, a respected fireman of the community. Why are you putting your twenty-four-year-old sister in a headlock?”

He glanced at Layla, ready to argue, but one look at her face, and it
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