
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2024 by Francesca Spencer 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Cover design by Fiona Webster

      [image: ]This book is dedicated to Abby, Evie, and Bella with love and thanks.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        About Francesca
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Thank you!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1

Molly


Ienjoy the satisfying clunk of the turning key as I lock the library door. I always do. Sighing happily, I look straight up to admire the blissful clear indigo sky above that holds me still for one more moment before I begin my walk home. It’s not cold enough to see my breath in clouds, but it soon will be. The winter sun tricks you into believing there is warmth attached to its pinkish glow as it disappears behind a tangle of ancient dark branches in the park. 
I cross the formal gardens on the quaint main square of Oak River, which is edged with grand civic buildings: far too grand for the size of the town. Rose bushes are arranged in regular rows on either side of the path. They are brown and dormant now, although tiny buds promise an outstanding display come late springtime. Ah, spring. My favorite time of year. 
Friendly folk wish me a good evening and I smile right back as I pass. Traffic is minimal. A bus slows to a stop and picks up passengers before moving on. The town hall clock chimes six.
Away from the town center, pastel-colored colonial buildings give way to modern blocks and industrial showrooms. But we townsfolk ignore the less-than-pretty architecture, choosing instead to focus on the heritage of painted weatherboard and lead-light window details surrounding decorative doorways.
Visitors come to Oak River for a taste of a bygone era: swings on front porches and mom & pop stores with names such as ‘Paxton’s Groceries’, which has been a town business for a couple of hundred years at least; or ‘Aunt Betty’s Bakery’, a relatively new addition but cleverly designed to look Ye Olde Worlde. 
Some people may point an accusing finger and belittle our efforts to uphold tradition and celebrate our slice of history, saying that by fossilizing the past we are somehow Disneyfying our town: making the lives of the great names that created it into a theme park.
Well, they could be right. The small colonial town’s charm is on full display as warm, golden light pours from the windows of the shops and cozy homes lining the streets leading off the main square. Oak River is a very pretty and pleasant place to live and as librarian at Oak River Public Library, I take immense pride in local people and their stories. Yes, I’m a history geek. And a self-confessed bookworm, so librarian in a quaint historic town is the dream job for me. No doubt about that. Not only do I get access to the most comprehensive book and magazine collection outside of Richmond, I get to immerse myself in cataloging cuttings, photos, and newspaper articles that are gifted on a regular basis, as well as the absolute joy of curating delightful experiences for our library patrons. 
With Christmas and New Year decorations safely stashed away in the carefully labeled boxes, the next highlight of the library’s calendar is Valentine’s Day. It’s not my favorite celebration. I’m resigned to being single, knowing that a happy-ever-after is a thing of fiction and only happens in books and fairy tales. But I enjoy the uptick in reader numbers in February, especially in the  section. And it’s not only women who get bitten by the Love Bug. 
Pink-eared teenagers sneak out a copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover disguised in a stack of Marvel comics. Middle-aged married men regularly ask for “something about Mars and Venus” at this time of year, and follow up their request with, “My wife thinks I should read it, so…” I’ll point them in the direction of self-help/marriage guidance then, at the counter add a copy of Pride and Prejudice, telling them to pay special attention to Mr Darcy, which causes lines of confusion on the forehead of the recipients as they process my recommendation. 
Even Reverand Manvers checks out the latest in romantic comedy at this time of year, as the “themes are enlightening” and apart from the obvious entertainment value, the esteemed gentleman says the narratives give him insight into issues couples face in these testing times. And by reading romantic fiction, he can better identify and help solve problems in the community. I nod and smile and don’t believe a word of what he is telling me. The good Reverand just enjoys a well-written romcom. No harm in that. 
I visualize the Valentine’s Day display, that I’ll begin tomorrow, as I turn down the street towards the river that gives Oak River its name, although the river has shrunk to little more than a stream, which is audible yet unseen. I inhale the gentle crisp air, breathing deeply, appreciating the stillness. No one else is around. Just me, which isn’t unusual. One or two cars pass me with headlights on, although I’m not really paying attention. On one side is the river and on the other is a stretch of semi-industrial blocks and business forecourts: Yate’s Builder’s Supply Store, next door to Oak River Garden Center, and then Westie’s Quality Motors a little further on.  
As I pass the locked-up car yard, my thoughts of red shiny paper hearts and flowers are stamped out by bright orange flickering. Flames. A fire. My heart jumps into my throat. I fumble for my phone.
“Emergency services, what’s your emergency?” The woman operator’s voice is calm, almost casual, on the other end.
“Um, hi, yes, fire. There’s a fire at Westie’s Quality Motors on River Road,” I say as steadily as I can. 
The operator asks me for my name and number and my precise location. “Thank you, we’re dispatching units to the location immediately.”
My pulse races as I watch the flames dance at the back of the forecourt between two cars advertised as Bargains of the Week. I’m not sure what I should be doing now. The emergency services have been alerted. I have done my concerned civic duty and reported the incident. It’s not a big fire and there’s no danger to the buildings. I call the number printed on the forecourt signage. The call clicks straight to voicemail, so I hang up. I can’t quite make out if the cars are going to catch fire and explode, but maybe that only happens in the movies. I should move along and stay out of the way of the trained professionals when they arrive. I’ll bet my collection of first editions that I won’t be any help at all to the town’s fire department. Hearing the sirens wail in the distance confirms my decision to continue my journey home.
A few feet further down the road, I’m still holding my phone, when it buzzes in my hand. I glance at the screen. It’s an unfamiliar number. Hesitantly, I answer.
“Hello?”
“Hey, this is Cam Wickham from the Oak River Fire Department,” a deep voice says. “Is this Molly Ryan?”
“Yes.”
“Miss Ryan, hi. You reported the fire, yes?
“That’s right. Not ten minutes ago.”
“Okay. Great. It’s just we’re here at Westie’s Quality Motors on River Road, but we can’t seem to locate any fire.”
“Excuse me?”
“Miss Ryan. Molly. Are you sure you saw one? A fire that is.”
“What?” I change the phone over to the other hand and reposition it as if the action is going to make more sense of what I’m hearing. “Of course, I’m sure!” I snap with an indignant laugh feeling my cheeks heat up. “The fire was at the back between the red station wagon and the white utility van both priced for a quick sale.” 
There’s a moment of quiet on the phone and I sense that Cam Wickham is relaying my message to his crew, but possibly leaving out the bit about the bargain car prices.
“Alright, Miss,” he sighs. “I should warn you that an unwarranted emergency callout is a federal offense incurring a fine.” 
“Excuse me, Mr Watson.”
“It’s Wickham, ma’am.”
“Wickham. Mister. Are you saying that I made the whole thing up? Why on earth would I do that? Why would anyone do that?” My question is met with silence, so I go on. “Mr Wickham, I am a sane and intelligent person and do not make a habit of hallucinations or imaginings. Sir. The only fiction in my life comes in the form of literature. I have not made up a story of an imagined fire in a car yard as some sort of prank, I assure you.” I’m aware that I am breathing heavily into my handset. “Calling emergency services then running away? Ha. That is not my idea of a good time.”
“Now, Miss. Please, calm down.” There’s a moment’s pause before Cam Wickham continues. “Could you maybe come back and show me where you saw the alleged fire?”
I think for a minute then say, “Sure. Okay.” I huff. “I’m close by. See you soon.” 
I hang up the call and retrace my steps back up the road, muttering to myself, to where the firetruck is parked, its emergency strobe lights still blazing. A group of firefighters is gathered on the sidewalk chatting together. I hear their quips of confusion and amusement. One of the men is holding a phone. Cam Wickham, I assume. He greets me as I approach.
“Molly Ryan?”
“Yep. That’s me.” The other firefighters nod and say hello then they climb back into the firetruck still laughing.
“Please indicate the location of the alleged fire that you claim to have seen.”
I think about getting into the semantics of his accusatory language, but I rise above the temptation and proceed with dignified calm as I look over at the cut-priced vehicles expecting to see the flickering flames of my previous visit. To my surprise, there is no fire.
“It was there.” I point to the back of the forecourt by the fence between the car and utility truck. Cam Wickham nods patiently as if I need careful handling.
“I’ll go and check it out.” Cam muses, scanning the area for signs of trouble. “Maybe it was a prank. Kids playing with fireworks, perhaps?”
Cam Wickham climbs nimbly over the padlocked gate and walks up to the rear of the yard. He turns on his flashlight. The beam illuminates the car yard forecourt in sweeping oval patches. Cam bends down to pick something up, but my attention is refocused on a car that has just arrived. It stops behind the firetruck and Mr Weston climbs out.
“Who’s in charge here?” he says, not masking his obvious alarm as he strides over towards me at the locked gate.
“I am,” says Cam Wickham with authority, walking slowly back down towards us, holding something in his hand. “Looks like there was a fire.”
“Ha! There. See.” I say triumphantly. “I am not an attention-seeking psychopath.” 
Both men turn their attention to me, then Mr Weston unlocks the gate to allow Cam Wickham to walk through.
“Well thank you for looking into it, mister…?”
“Wickham. Cam Wickham. And you have Molly Ryan to thank for making the call.”
I don’t know why but the way he said my name makes me blush. I’m thankful the streetlights are dim.
“Oh, well, I was just passing,” I explain. “I sometimes walk home this way. Anyway, I saw the fire, but it seems to have burnt itself out, so, thank goodness everything is alright.”
Cam holds up shreds of blackened singed paper and charred remains of leaves. 
“Looks like an accident. Some papers and dry leaves caught. Perhaps a discarded cigarette butt or match?”
“Oh darn.” Mr Weston looks sheepish. “That could, possibly, have been me.” He shrugs innocently. “I’ve been trying to quit. My wife thinks I have.” He looks down at the ground. “I have a couple of puffs and that’s all.”
“Okay. Mr Weston. If you’re happy not to proceed further with the investigation, we’ll call it a night. And please be more careful in disposing of lit cigarettes in future. This situation could have escalated quite quickly, which could have seen catastrophic consequences.”
“Sure will, sir.” Mr Weston bows his head and holds up his hands. “And I’ll make a special donation to the fire service as recompense for the inconvenience to you and the tax-paying citizens of this town. And if we could all keep this between us…” he whispers loudly. “…so my wife doesn’t hear about it, I’ll be extremely grateful.” Then his voice is back to full volume as if he’s on a television advertisement. “And please come see me any time if you’re in the market for a quality used vehicle. Here at WQM, we won’t be beaten on price or service. Plus, we offer a comprehensive payment plan for any budget.” He finishes off with a hearty chuckle.
After a beat, Cam Wickham smiles. “No problem, Mr Weston. As it was, the fire burned itself out soon after it was reported.” He looks directly at me as he says this, which causes heat to rise to my cheeks again, for the second time in as many minutes. “There’s no damage. So, we’re all good, I think.”
Mr Weston shakes Cam’s hand, says goodbye, and gets into his car. Cam and I watch him go and then face each other. I’m suddenly captivated by his caring eyes. In the dim streetlight, it’s hard to see what color they are. But they wrinkle at the corners and seem to be smiling. I am suddenly struck by this tall, handsome firefighter. In fact, Cam Wickham is about the most handsome man I have ever seen in my life. I know I’m staring, but I can’t seem to look away.
“Would you like a ride home, Miss Ryan?” Cam asks, snapping me out of the spell I am under. He indicates the firetruck. Looking up I see Cam’s colleagues smile and wave to me through the window. 
Then the firetruck door opens and one of them calls out, “Hey Cam, I think we’ve room for a small one.” 
I approach the open cab door and a hand reaches down to me. Cam Wickham climbs into the driver’s seat and starts up the engine. I’m hoisted off the sidewalk and up into the passenger seat and the dark interior of the cab. I’m at once thrilled, although apprehensive about being in a small, cramped space with three handsome strangers.






  
  Chapter 2

Cam


My first day on the job in Oak River and we get a callout. Action stations. All systems go. An actual emergency and an actual fire. Then, hilarious, we arrive at the address of ‘the fire’ and there isn’t one. So, I phone the woman who made the emergency call, and she is so indignant. She thinks that I’m accusing her of being a nutcase. She agrees to come back to the scene to show me exactly the location of ‘the fire’. The crew and I watch her stomp back to the car yard. She is not happy at all. Annoyance is written all over her face. I have to suppress my laughter and turn it into a cough. Man, but she’s cute. Not that I’m supposed to notice such things when I’m on a callout. Professional etiquette dictates otherwise. But sometimes a woman is so pretty she takes a man’s breath away. 
The other guys in the truck notice too, but they’re a respectful bunch. No harm in looking though. Anyway, I offer Molly Ryan, that’s her name, a ride home in the firetruck and her face lights up like a kid’s at Christmas. She sits up front with me, pleased as Punch. The other guys are behind in the cab. It’s a bit of a squeeze with an extra person, but no one seems to mind.
“So, where to, ma’am?” I put the truck into gear, check the rearview, and indicate I’m pulling out.
“Bristol Lane. Number six please, driver.”
“Alright. But you may need to direct me because I’m new around here.”
“That’s right,” Dex chimes in from the back. “It’s Cam’s first day today.”
“Oh well. Welcome to Oak River. I’m sure you’ll enjoy your time here.”
“It’s been a blast so far.”
“What was that address, Miss Ryan?” Charlie asks.
“Please. Call me Molly. It’s Bristol Lane. Number six. First left then second right, past the gas station.”
“Hey, Cam. Isn’t that the street you’re looking at for a rental?” Charlie says.
“Well, I’ve been looking at a few rentals in town. I haven’t made up my mind yet.”
“Wow! Then don’t you think, that today is a sign,” says Dex, beaming. I don’t need to see him. I can hear it in his voice. “You should just take the house in Miss Ryan’s street. At least you’ll know you have one nice neighbor.” 
I sneak a side-ways peek at Molly who is looking straight ahead. Then I do too. Silence descends in the cab as I desperately try to think of something to say. The idea of living close to Molly sends a charge of excitement from my toes to my fingertips. I concentrate hard on the road and correct the firetruck which has swerved out by itself. I don’t think anyone noticed.
A few minutes later, I steer the big red engine, incongruous on the sleepy dead-end street, into park in front of Molly’s house. It’s a tiny wooden construction set back behind a small lawn with steps leading up to a front porch. Plant pots are arranged at the sides around a swing seat, although there’s nothing growing in them yet. It’s homey and comfortable. A soft yellow glow spills out from the window above the door. I feel myself smiling as I imagine what it must be like inside. Maybe I’ll get to see. Be invited in at some point. Maybe.
Molly sits for the briefest of moments then thanks me and the guys for the ride home. I glance over at the house next door at number four. A real estate sign out front advertises its vacancy. The house is more modern in design than Molly’s. The whole front section is concreted over so no need for a lawn mower, which appeals to me. I visualize a basketball hoop fixed above the garage door. That would be good. 
Molly opens the door and is about to slide down to street level when I say, “I may as well have a look around the place now, while I’m here. If that’s alright with you guys? Give me two minutes?”
“Sure. Take your time,” is the response from the guys in the back of the cab.
I quickly get out and scoot around to the passenger side to offer Molly a hand getting out. Instinctively, I steady her progress by gently holding her upper arm. 
“Woo, it’s higher than I thought,” Molly says as her toe makes contact with the sidewalk. She smiles up at me then nods shyly when she’s safely on two feet.
I ask Molly about the property next door: how long it has been vacant. Molly tells me it’s been around six months since the previous occupants moved out. As we talk, we wander over, side by side, to the house at number four. A nice couple, Molly says. She was friendly with them. You know? Neighborly. She misses them, but they are still in touch. We peer in through the darkened windows. The couple who lived here bought a house on the other side of town. Closer to where he works. More convenient. And they wanted a home of their own. Not a rental. Somewhere to put down roots. Molly and I walk around the side of the building. 
“I can’t say I know what that is.” The thought comes out of my mouth unannounced and surprises me. 
“Wanting a home? Somewhere to place a chair; to feel you belong?” Molly laughs.
“Yes. I mean, No. I’ve only ever rented or lived in a house-share with buddies. Having a home of my own is not something I ever thought was important. To me, home is just a place to rest my head at the end of the day.”
“Oh, okay. Well, if you change your mind about that, the real estate company that’s renting this house has some very nice properties for sale too. So, if you did want to be a homeowner here in Oak River, there are some attractive options available.”
“I’m sure you’re right, but I’m only here for a short time. Dex there,” I turn and wave at the firetruck. “He’s about to be a dad, so I’m covering his paternity leave.”
“Oh! How wonderful. And exciting. I bet he is over the moon.”
“Yes. I know he is. And he is also scared witless.”
Molly laughs. “Sounds like you guys are pretty close.”
“Dex? He’s one of my oldest friends. We trained together at the National Fire Academy, and it was Dex who persuaded me to come down here to cover for him. There’s not much we wouldn’t do for each other.” 
There’s a pause in conversation as Molly walks on into the backyard. She turns to face me and says, “So, just a temporary stopover kind of thing?”
“Yep. Just a few weeks, then I’ll be back to the city. It’s all very quaint round here, but I think I’ll be ready for a livelier more happening place again, you know, with more going on, after the peace and quiet of Oak River.”
“Peace and quiet?” Molly shakes her head. “You haven’t met the neighbors on the other side.”
I’m not sure if Molly is joking or not, but I feel I’ve taken enough of her time and the guys in the truck will surely be getting restless.
“Whatever you decide, Cam Wickham, it’s been a pleasure to meet you. Mostly. And if you want any book recommendations, please come and find me at the library.”
“You’re a librarian?”
“That’s right. I hold the key to knowledge and imagination.” Molly winks then walks to her house and up the wooden steps. “Goodnight Cam and thanks again for the ride in the firetruck.”
I stand for a few moments and watch Molly as she finds her key, unlocks the door, and lets herself in. Part of me wants to follow, but then I remember the guys in the big red firetruck. I shake the idea from my head and climb into the cab.
“I’d say that was a sealed deal, right there, Mr Wickham,” Dex says from the passenger seat, slapping me on my shoulder as I start up the engine. “What do you say, Charlie?” 
Dex flashes his smile at Charlie on the back seat who responds with a low, “Uh-huh.”
“We’ll see, gentlemen,” I say checking the rearview, as I push the truck into gear, slowly inching out onto the road. “Like I said, there are other properties in town that I’d like to take a look at before I decide where I’m going to be staying.”
Dex turns to Charlie in the back. 
“Yeah right, buddy.”






  
  Chapter 3

Molly


As soon as I’m safely behind the closed front door of my house, I laugh. 
“Molly, you idiot!” I reprimand myself. The wink. What was that? The ‘key to knowledge and imagination’? Really, girl? Get. A. Grip. A ride home with handsome firefighters and I have gone to pieces. I tell myself to stop behaving like a giddy teenager and get it together. I drop my coat and kick off my shoes but I’m still standing in the hallway. I give myself a shake which would have looked very strange if anyone was looking in through the window. Taking a deep breath, I look at my reflection in the hall mirror and pull a face at the stupid girl who is pulling a face at me. My heart races with a confusing blend of anticipation and wariness. It was just a ride home. Let. It. Go.
As I’m having this thought and still staring at my reflection, there’s a knock at the door. My first thought is, Oh, it must be Cam. So, I fling open the door as if I’m Doris Day. Thankfully, it’s not Cam. It’s Ernie Thompson, the neighbor down the street.
“Sorry to bother you, Molly. And I wouldn’t but… is Sinatra here? Only he’s gone again.”
“Hi, Ernie. Er no. I’ve only just got home.”
“I know. I saw you with the fire department. You seemed pretty pleased about it.” 
I open my mouth to
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