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      I've been burned before, and it wasn’t by fire…

      After I got divorced, I promised myself two things. I’d give my daughter, Cora, the best of me, and I would start living the life I always wanted to.

      My brother’s friend, Mark? His personal mission is to make sure I don’t talk myself out of living.

      I expect him to leave when I tell him I’m a package deal, and Cora comes with me.

      He doesn’t. He makes me believe that I can have everything I want, even though it scares me to death.

      I’m still fighting it when there’s a fire at City Hall, where I’m a receptionist. As the smoke gets thick, and I can’t find a way out, I’m resigned to what’s going to happen.

      But then he shows up, and I’m reminded that there are men who run toward things, and not away.

      When I finally let my guard down. I let those sparks between us fly, hoping like hell they catch fire, and ignite a love I never could’ve imagined.

      He teaches me that sometimes the bravest thing isn’t just surviving the emergency. It’s trusting someone enough to let them in after.
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      "Does this look say to you that I haven't had sex in two years?" I question my sister-in-law, Amy, as she sits on my bed. She's watching me as I fumble through every single piece of clothing I've ever owned. But when I ask the question, she spits out the water she just took a drink of.

      "Two years? Trish..." Her eyebrows raise. She looks at me with her mouth hanging open in disbelief. 

      "Two years," I confirm, holding up two fingers. My lips popping with the last word. "It wasn't good with Derek, and toward the end, I couldn't stand the thought of him touching me."

      She gets up from the bed, and starts looking through the clothes that are on the floor. "We've got to find you something that will at least get a hot make out session. I mean Mark is a good looking guy."

      Good looking guy is a fucking understatement. He looks like he could be both on the cover and inside of a firefighter calendar. "Yes he is, and that's more intimidating than the fact that Mark is Gunner's friend."

      "None of that should be intimidating," Amy argues, holding up a dress that I haven't worn in three years. "This is the one. It brings out your eyes, and will show off your amazing legs."

      "It is intimidating," I fly over the compliment she just gave me. "For someone who lived in a relationship where we were less than roommates the last few years. Mark looks at me like I might be special, and I haven't had that in a very long time."

      "You are special. So I don't want you to worry about Cora tonight, or getting home at a certain time. Gunner and I have her. She's going to have a great night with Rosa. I want you to have fun, and for once in your life, don't think about what's going to happen tomorrow. Live in the moment, and allow yourself to have a good time, okay?"

      I understand what she's saying, and typically I would be worried about all of it. Will Cora want to stay with them? Will Mark not like me once we're alone? Will I be able to hold a damn conversation with an adult? "Okay, I will," I blow out a breath. 

      She raises her eyebrows at me. "Promise?"

      "I promise." But at the same time, I'm not sure whether I'll be able to do what I want. 

      "Okay," she says, handing me the dress. "I'm going to take Cora with me tonight. If you need anything, don't hesitate to call."

      "I won't call," I laugh. 

      "If you call, I'll know your date isn't going well, and it'll make me sad. Please, please, please, give yourself a chance to have a night for yourself. You deserve it, and you're allowed to have it."

      I hear everything she's saying, but I'm already second-guessing all my plans for tonight. "I know." But my voice isn't filled with confidence. 

      "C'mon we're getting you dressed, and then I'm walking you out to your car, and we're leaving together."

      Shit. She has my number more than anyone else ever has. She knows that if I'm left to my own devices, I will literally talk myself out of all this. "Alright," I answer, sighing. "Can you curl my hair?"

      A grin spreads across her face. "I'd love to."
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      My stomach is in knots as I get closer to Mark's house. More than once I've wanted to turn around and head for the safety of my own, but I've been able to talk myself out of it. I keep trying to understand what the fuck a man like him wants to do with a divorced single mom like me. 

      I pull into the driveway and let my SUV idle. 

      "It would be so easy," I whisper. "Just go back across town, he won't even have to know you were here."

      Only when I've basically convinced myself to turn around and go back home, the front door to Mark's opens. He steps out onto the front porch and waves at me. Which means he's going to know I was here and then chickened out. There will be questions, and I just don't have answers. So I turn off my SUV and get out slowly. 

      I have to give him credit, he doesn't rush from the porch, down to the driveway. He walks slowly, like he's approaching a skittish animal, and waits for me to make the decision on my own. When I get close enough, he holds out his hand, and I reach forward, slipping my palm into his.

      "Thanks for not turning around and heading home." He grins, his blue eyes twinkling.

      "I thought about it," I laugh.

      "I know, I saw you. You were very undecided there for a few minutes. Thank you for staying, and giving me a chance."

      "You're welcome. I'm still not completely comfortable, but that isn't about you. It's about me. I haven't done anything like this in about ten years, and it's hard for me. There were a lot of things that happened in my marriage, and at the time I didn't think it affected me, but I guess it did."

      He reaches out and puts his free palm on my cheek. I can't help but turn into the touch. It's been so long since I've been touched like this. "It's normal for it to affect you. I mean this was a man you married, so obviously you loved him at one time. You had a child with him, and planned to build a life with him. It would affect anyone."

      I'm not used to this. To a man making me believe that I deserve things, that I should expect to want to build a life with him. That was one thing me and my ex-husband struggled with. I wanted us to be a team, and he didn't. "Thank you for making my feelings seem appropriate. You wouldn't believe how many people have told me I wanted too much for wanting to be a team with my husband."

      "Those people are fucking stupid," he mumbles with a grin. "I'll tell you what, though. I'll go inside and you can make the decision if you want to come in or not. No hard feelings if you decide not to, but it's important to me for it to be your decision. Don't think about if it's going to hurt my feelings. I want you to be completely selfish with this, and do what you want to do not what you think I want. This is all on you, babe."

      The way his deep voice calls me babe causes my skin to raise in goosebumps. It rolls off his tongue like he's been calling me that for most of our lives. While I am nervous as hell to spend this evening with him, there's another part of me that's excited. "I appreciate this, Mark."

      He nods in acceptance, and then heads through the front door. I watch, but he doesn't look back. Instead he goes from the living room into what appears to be a kitchen. Knowing that he isn't looking at me gives me the courage to turn to my SUV. I look at it, before turning back to the door of his house. There are so many emotions flowing through my body. There's dread and anxiousness, but there's something else, too. Excitement and hope bubble up within my chest, and while I might have been able to ignore it before I met Mark. I can't now. I refuse to ignore things within my life that could change it for the better. 

      There's something within me that wants to explore that excitement and hope. All I have to do is reach out to the door, grasp it, and open it. Once I do that, I can put one foot in front of the other, and move toward the life I want, the one I had convinced myself I didn't deserve. 

      But here, on this front porch, in the middle of Midnight Cove, I decide it's time to stop wishing for a life. Instead, it's time to start living it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MARK

        

      

    

    
      My stomach is in knots as I wait to see if she'll come inside or not. I like to be the type of man who has confidence, but when it comes to Trish? I'm not confident about much. Which makes sense because she's been through a fucking lot, and more than likely she's made the decision to protect herself.

      I'm waiting for what feels like a year, but then I hear her open the front door and walk slowly through it. I don't want to turn around and scare her, so I wait until she gets to the kitchen, and has a seat next to me at the table. Looking over at her, I give her a smile. "I'm glad you decided to come in."

      "I thought about not doing it." She shakes her head, a sheepish grin working across her face. "I was close to running for my SUV and leaving you in the dust. But I've made an important decision."

      Turning so that I face her, I give her my full attention. "I'd love to hear it."

      She licks her lips, and puts her purse on the back of her chair. "Before I could talk myself into leaving I thought about what I wanted in my marriage. I was never able to get it, and I always wondered what it would be like to have the life I dreamed of. Standing on the porch, I realized that wishing for it never got me anywhere. I have to start living it. Regardless of how hard it is, how uncomfortable it feels, I have to work toward that life," she stops for a second, and reaches over to grab my hand. "But I need your help with this. It's going to be so easy for me to talk myself out of any of this. Promise me, Mark. Promise me you won't let me fuck myself over."

      I rub the back of her hand, and lean in. With my other hand, I reach over and palm her cheek, forcing her gaze to meet mine. "I'm committed to whatever the two of us can have, Trish. I understand that you and Cora come as a unit, I understand you're trying to deconstruct the life you thought you were going to live, and I get that none of this is going to be easy. All I ask is that you don't ghost me. If you have issues with anything, if you feel uncomfortable, tell me."

      "I'll do my best."

      "That's all I ask. I can only help you if you let me."

      She nods, her eyes swimming in unshed tears. This has to be difficult for her, and I'm not trying to make it harder than it already is "Thank you, Mark."

      "Don't thank me. You've done it all."

      She inhales deeply. "Only because you gave me the confidence and boost I needed to do it."

      "Doesn't matter. You still did it, and don't let anyone take that away from you."

      We're quiet for a few moments, unspoken promises hanging between us. But it's not worth it to get into that right now. I give her a smile. "Are you ready to eat?"

      "I am. What did you make us?"

      Now it's my turn to be slightly less confident than normal. I know I'm a good cook, know that the guys at the fire station love it, but I don't do it for women very often. Not since I moved to Midnight Cove. And I'm desperate to impress her. Can see the future together if she's willing to give us a chance. I want this more than I even wanted to become a firefighter. It scares the absolute fuck out of me, but what I've learned about life is that we have to do things that scare us. If we don't, we'll never know what we're capable of. "Lasagna. Told you I make a mean one. I've got a salad to go with it, and a dessert. Think I told you I'd have you a glass of wine, too."

      She laughs, her throat moving up and down with the force of it. "You did tell me all those things. So I'm holding you to it. I don't have a child in my care tonight, so it's possible for me to let my hair down, so to speak."

      A smirk works its way across my face. "I'd love to be the person to get you to do that. Are you hungry now? I've already made the lasagna, it just needs to go in the oven."

      The tension between us builds as we stare at one another. Her eyes are bright, and the apples of her cheeks are pink. "What are we going to do while it cooks?"

      I'm not exactly sure what she's trying ask me. I don't know what she's ready for, because we haven't had that conversation, but I don't want to bombard her with everything all at once. "Whatever you want to do. We can take our wine out to the back porch, and talk. We can turn on the TV and watch a show in silence, if that's what you want."

      Her eyebrows raise and a giggle works its way out of her chest. "How did you know that watching a TV in silence is at the top of my damn list? I can't remember the last time I did it. Typically I have a seven-year-old asking me every single question in the world. I've gotten to where I don't even give it a shot anymore."

      "Is that what you want to do, then?" I question as I get up and walk over to the fridge. The lasagna is layered already. I grab it out, and turn on the oven, waiting for it to warm up. "Everything that happens tonight is your decision. I want to show you the time you need, the time you want."

      She licks her bottom lip. "I don't really even know how this is supposed
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