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Fire Chief Alex Ross is used to finding himself in dangerous situations. Rescuing a cat stuck up a tree isn’t one of them. He’s less than thrilled, especially when he finds out that the feline in question was used as a ruse by an amorous old lady on the make...again. 

Alex needs a rescue and fate brings him Julie Hanlin, a former damsel in distress he saved the summer before. With a little persuading, Julie plays hero and untangles him from a sticky situation. 

The town is abuzz when they catch Alex and Julie on an impromptu date. He thinks it’s the local grapevine doing its thing until he notices the ladies are checking him out a little too closely and whispering a touch more than usual. 

Julie is caught in her own predicament. Alex thinks her attraction is merely a case of hero worship. Little does he know that he’s the center of a secret she thought would never come to light. 

Kiss by kiss, Alex wants her more than ever. Julie finally has his attention, but the whole town is watching and once he realizes why, a desire that finally catches flame might go up in smoke. 
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“Dam it, cat. Come here!” 

Alex Ross had better things to do than chasing after a cat stuck in a tree. The cat in question stared at him in sullen indifference and licked a calico-colored paw. 

“Would you believe me if I told you that I saw her toss that cat up there?” 

Julie Hanlin. 

At the sound of her amused voice, Alex slipped, and if not for some quick thinking and a convenient branch, would have fallen right on top of her. Happily. Don’t go there. 

He chanced a glance down and saw Julie, the little spitfire who took up most of his thoughts on a good day and most of his dreams on any night. She was dressed in an old black pea coat that matched her inky-black hair. Her fuzzy pink earmuffs and scarf were a contrast of color that said she could make Army/Navy surplus look cute. Her violet-blue eyes were trained on him, despite the chill that was making the tip of her nose cherry red. 

Alex called down to her, “Yep.” There was no need to say more. He had no problem believing Darlene Donaldson would toss a cat up a tree. The silver-haired cougar watched him jog by her fancy house each morning. There was nothing covert about it either. She either stood on her wraparound front porch and waved, or in colder weather, like now, watched him from her living room window. 

This wasn’t the first time the older woman used the fireman-rescuing-a-cat-up-a-tree maneuver. For a supposed pillar of the community and member of one of the founding families of Madison Falls, she made no qualms about her interest in younger men. The fact that the men she fruitlessly pursued were usually less than half her age made no difference to her. He was raised to treat the older generation with respect, so here he was, stuck up a tree, freezing his tail off, talking to a feline that had no desire to be rescued. While Julie Hanlin watched. Not his best morning. 

Speaking of conniving cougars, Darlene poked her head out the front door, long, silver braid dangling from her head like a pendulum, as she checked his progress. “Alex, dear, when you’re finished collecting Boo-Boo, would you care to come in for some hot cocoa?” 

She pretended not to see Julie standing in front of the sycamore tree, where he was having zero luck collecting the cat. It was just as well since Julie had her mouth covered with a fuzzy pink mitten, trying to hide her amusement at his expense. 

He peered up at Boo-Boo-Satan cat, who’d managed to climb five branches higher while Alex had been distracted. Bored green cat eyes gazed back as if to say, good luck with that. 

Alex called out from his perch on the bottom branch. “No, thank you, ma’am. After I rescue your cat, I need to finish my run and get to the station.” 

Darlene stepped out a bit further and pulled a floral print woolen shawl tighter around her bony shoulders. “I could come out and spot you.” 

Yeah, she’d tried that before. The woman was ninety pounds soaking wet. She sure as hell couldn’t catch him at twice her weight. Not to mention, her idea of spotting him was keeping a hand on his ass to prevent him from falling five feet to the ground. Alex figured he’d risk the odds of slipping. 

Julie’s chuckle, stifled by her cleared throat, didn’t help matters. 

He pulled his knit cap more securely over his ears and tried to think warm thoughts. “No, thank you, ma’am. I’m trained for this.” 

That made Julie laugh outright. 

Technically, he was trained to fight fires and save lives. Chasing after moody felines lobbed up into sycamores by amorous old ladies was an unfortunate bonus. Things in Madison Falls moved at a slower pace, so saving cats and teaching fire prevention at the elementary school mostly filled the void between putting out fires. The rest of the time, they trained and maintained the trucks and equipment. As Fire Chief, Alex was also responsible for a mountain of paperwork. He still loved his job. Sometimes the calm was a welcome respite. Sometimes the calm was simply—boring. Not that he wished fire or ill will on anyone in town. 

Julie wrapped her arms around herself and started bouncing from one foot to the other. The wind had picked up and his death grip on the branch above him was the only thing keeping him from falling on his ass. She stared down the street and spared another glance up the tree where he was having zero luck getting a hold of the damned cat. Julie’s smile was half amusement and half commiseration. Her breath came out in puffs of white mist. “Well, Alex, I’ll leave you to it. Enjoy the cocoa.” 

He wasn’t going in Darlene’s house without a chair and a bullwhip to keep the randy old lady at bay. The woman was notorious for getting handsy. No way in hell was he getting felt up—again—by someone old enough to be his grandma. Not even for hot cocoa. 

Alex hissed down at Julie, “Don’t you dare leave me!” 


She turned away from the house and whispered back, “Scared of Mrs. Donaldson?” 


“Hell, yes.” He’d faced infernos less dangerous than Darlene. 

Julie smirked at his honesty. “Smart man. What’s in it for me?” 

Alex stretched to reach the blasted cat...almost there...Boo-Boo cat took a vicious swipe at him. Son of a bitch! The sting sliced against skin. For his trouble, a trio of blood-speckled red welts appeared on the back of his hand. Ungrateful cat. 

He kept his voice low and begged. “Anything, Julie. Just be my buffer.” 

Julie nodded and turned to where the silver braid was once again the only thing peeking from the door. “Sorry, Mrs. Donaldson.” She put in the right amount of polite sympathy and added a slight head tilt to lay on the charm. “Alex and I already have a cocoa date. He promised me something hot before work.” 

She glanced back up at him and winked. What that woman did for his blood pressure was unreal. Julie could be an outrageous flirt and he tried not to get caught up in the image of giving her something hot. He’d give her something hot, all right. His version included naked and sweaty too. Lately, that seemed to be all he could think about each time she said so much as hello, never mind the flirting. He squeezed the branch tighter. 

Last summer, Alex saved Julie from the blaze that had consumed most of the town’s bar and grill, Sarah’s Suds and Spuds. She’d been trapped inside the store room and he’d broken down the door and carried her out. Since then, she’d had a misplaced crush/hero worship thing for him. Even though it had been over six months, it would fade with more time. No matter how much he wished for the real thing, he knew she wasn’t attracted to him—not really—more like the uniform, not the real man. In his experience, women he’d been with never looked beyond the surface anyway. He wanted more than that with her. 

Seeing her so much now didn’t help lessen his attraction for her either. Julie helped with the clerical work at the fire station three times a week—Monday, Wednesday, and Saturday. She also worked part-time as a server at the Pizza Palace. The rebuild was close to complete at Sarah’s Suds and Spuds, so she would go back to work full-time there when everything was ready. 

Considering she’d been jobless after the fire, he’d offered the clerical position to help her get back on her feet. It wasn’t exactly charity on his part. Alex would be lying if he said that he didn’t look forward to Julie’s shifts at the station. She was fantastic at keeping him organized, was always cheerful, and so damned pretty that it caught him in the chest every time he looked at her. Add in the fact that she was brilliant, funny, and sexy as hell, and he was done for. 

Alex responded to her flirting the way he always did, by pretending not to notice it. “That’s right. It’s Saturday. I forgot you were coming in.” 

He was such a liar. He was the boss. He made the damn schedules. He paid attention when she told him her hours at the restaurant. It wasn’t a coincidence that he and the guys went out for pizza on most of the days he knew she was working there either. 

Julie raised her eyebrows. “Right. About that.” 

Was she going to call him on his bullshit? He gripped the branch above him and waited. 

She adjusted her earmuffs against the frigid wind. “We need to talk.” 

“Talk?” He stared up at the cat as he asked the question. Boo-Boo remained unimpressed and too high up to reach. The knotty wood dug into his palm as he continued to clench the limb to keep his balance against the arctic gusts of air. Alex inhaled and smelled the smoky bite of frost. It would snow soon. 

Darlene, not happy with being ignored, squawked from the porch, “Are you sure you can’t join me, Alex?” She didn’t bother making a polite token attempt at inviting Julie in too. 

He ducked his head and plastered on a smile. His lips felt frozen stiff and ready to crack off his face. “Sorry, ma’am.” 

Darlene reared back in mock indignation. “What did I say about calling me ma’am? That’s for old ladies.” No shit. “Call me, Darlene, honey.” Nope. 

He attempted a shrug while maintaining his balance on the icy tree branch. That didn’t work, so Alex tried to play off a sheepish I-would-if-I-could grin. “Sorry, Mrs. Donaldson. I promised Julie.” 

Darlene flicked a glance at Julie, then dismissed her existence, as if unimpressed. She glared up at Alex and narrowed her eyes further until they were squinty little slits. “I see. And if you’re going to be formal, it’s Miss Donaldson.” Elderly respect had Alex close to apologizing a third time. She cut him off by raising two fingers to her mouth and giving an ear-splitting whistle. “Here, kitty, kitty.” 

The cat jumped up from its negligent sprawl on the branch, and scrambled down the tree, using Alex’s head as a human spring-board. It dug its claw behind his ear as a final screw you and took off like a shot for the house. Alex grabbed hold of the tree with both hands, dug his numb fingers into the bark, and slipped a second time before righting himself. 

Seriously? 

The last he saw of both of them was a silver braid and a black and tan mottled tail slithering through the half foot of space before the door slammed. 

Alex shook his head and made his final descent, cold, irritated, and even less of a fan of cats. A dog would never be that heartless. 

“Careful!” Julie warned. “You’re doing that without a net.” 

He hung from the bottom branch and dropped the entire one foot to the frost-laden ground. Alex turned to face her once his feet were safely on the dormant, crunchy grass. “Cute.” 

Julie smiled and reached out to pat his shoulder, then snatched her hand back before she touched him. She was a hell of a flirt, but where he was concerned, she made a concerted effort at not making physical contact. That might have had something to do with the first time they’d met at Sarah’s bar. 

She’d served him a frosty glass of Sprite, his usual, and spilled it all over him. It wouldn’t have been so bad except that the soft drink splashed all over his crotch. What made it even worse was Julie insisting on wiping him down with a bar towel. When he took the towel from her and she’d realized she’d been rubbing a cloth over his junk with a little too much vigor, Julie had been mortified. The guys teased him without mercy so it hadn’t been a picnic for him either. 

Since then, Julie’s policy had been completely hands-off no matter what the situation. Some devious imp in his brain tempted Alex to bump into her to see if she’d catch her balance by grabbing on to his shoulders. He worried she’d trip so he nixed the idea. 

Julie upped the wattage on her smile while Alex stood statue-still, mentally rifling through ridiculous plans to get closer to her. 

“All of the great heroes go unappreciated.” Julie brushed past him on her way down the sidewalk. “Sorry about Miss Donaldson. See you later.” 

That was it? Alex didn’t think so. “Hey! Wait a minute.” 

Her ponytail whipped out like an inky-black flag in the breeze when she turned back around in question. Julie hunched down further into her scarf and waited. 

Now he needed to talk. Say something! Alex cast about. “What about the hot chocolate?” 

She shoved her hands in her coat pockets, mittens and all, and started walking backward. “Oh, I thought that was part of our act.” 

Alex moved forward to close the distance. “I wasn’t acting. I owe you for saving me.” 

“No biggie. You’re the one who saves people, not me. I’m just a...” She adjusted the strap of her purse over her shoulder. “Never mind. Enjoy your run.” 

Alex didn’t feel like running anymore, although he was tempted to jog in place to keep his toes from freezing inside his sneakers. “Didn’t you want to talk?” 

Julie’s shrug was cut off with a shiver. She moved a little quicker down the sidewalk. “It can wait.” 

He raised his voice as she got further away. “There’s plenty of time now. Let me treat you to some hot chocolate. Sonny’s is only three blocks over.” 

She didn’t glance back. “I know.” 

Of course she knew. Anyone who lived in town knew exactly where Sonny’s Side Up Diner was. Alex was determined to buy the woman a damned hot chocolate and wasn’t above using bribery. “I’ll sweeten the pot with a cinnamon roll.” 

If she was on the fence before, that knocked her off. Luckily, she landed on his side. Julie whirled around with a grin. “Deal! I’m such a sugar whore.” She cringed. “Damn. Not a whore. I’m not a whore. I meant I love sweets...” 

“I know what you meant, Julie.” 

“Okay. Good.” She eyed his workout clothes. “You told Miss Donaldson you wanted to finish your run. Can we walk instead? Because I don’t run—not even if I’m chased. If there’s a zombie apocalypse, I’d be screwed.” Her eyes widened and she blanked like a deer caught in headlights. “I mean, uh, forget I said that.” She continued walking and averted her gaze to the sidewalk. Alex heard her mumble, “Shut up, Julie.” 

He caught up with her again. “If the dead come to life, you’ll be okay. Have you watched the movies? As long as you aim for the head, and keep moving, you should survive.” 

Her grin lit up her face, at least the part showing above her scarf. Julie’s deep blue eyes definitely sparkled. “You like zombies too?” 

“Don’t know any personally.” 

She did a double-take. “You’re a funny guy. I never knew you were funny.” 

It chafed that Julie sounded so surprised about it. He wasn’t serious all the time at the fire station. She’d know that if they’d talked more. Part of that might have been his fault too. He didn’t want her to feel like he was hitting on her, or that strings were attached to the job, so Alex kept things strictly professional. Outwardly, anyway. If she knew the fantasies he conjured up when she was around, Julie would probably aim for his head...with her fist. 

He wanted Julie to see him as more than a firefighter, much less the chief, and that seemed to be all that she’d noticed about him—what he did for a living. Sometimes Alex felt like he might as well be a cardboard cutout of a glorified guy in fire gear instead of a flesh and blood man. Considering he sabotaged himself half the time, Alex didn’t know how she was going to notice him as more than that. 

“I have my moments.” Alex increased his pace to a brisk walk. The wind had picked up and since he wasn’t running or chasing after a demon feline, he was feeling the chill. 

He wouldn’t be surprised if they got a dusting of snow within the hour. 

Julie bowed her shoulders against the cold and kept her head down. They passed by the fancier houses, boldly painted Victorians and Georgians owned by some of the oldest families in Madison Falls. The homes stood with stately dignity as Alex and Julie traveled toward the more modest buildings closer to the town center. Although the houses grew smaller, and gave way to the eclectic shops of the business district, the placing and grandeur of the trees lining the streets didn’t change. Every twelve feet, a bare-limbed maple or sycamore reached up toward the slate-gray sky as if in supplication for some relief against the frigid temperatures. 

Old fashioned wrought-iron lamp posts with frosted glass globes stood sentry along the sidewalks. Matching glossy-black park benches were set out closer toward the storefronts for weary shoppers, or more likely, the usual townspeople looking to visit or catch up on gossip. Thanks to the wintry weather, the seats were all abandoned this morning. Alex couldn’t imagine anyone parking their butts outside on a day like this. No, everyone looking to socialize would be at the diner. 

Alex considered setting an arm around Julie to help share his warmth, what little he possessed. After all of the sexual harassment/office sensitivity training he and his crew had gone through, he thought twice about touching any female, especially one who worked for him. It was a double-edged sword since the way he was raised was telling him to never let a lady suffer any discomfort. Julie shivered every step toward their destination. 

“Are you cold?” Stupid question. He stared off toward The Madison Falls Garage to distract himself from attempting to kick his own ass for that one. Josh Logan, part-owner of the garage, was just opening the service bay door when he caught sight of Alex and waved. Alex jerked his head in a nod of polite greeting and turned his attention back to Julie. Of course she was cold. It was January and below thirty out. She sure as shit wasn’t sporting a bikini underneath that heavy pea coat. 

“C-c-cold doesn’t begin to cover it. I might have to shift gears and try speed walking before I get hypothermia.” Julie sniffed and muttered through her scarf, “Now I remember why I drive everywhere.” 

“Why aren’t you driving this morning?” 

“I could lie and say I was trying out a healthier lifestyle.” He could tell she was attempting a smile by the way her cheeks lifted slightly. Her shoulders slumped. “Truth is, I had to give last rites to my car last night. It gave up the ghost on my way home from the Pizza Palace.” 

That drew Alex up short. “You had to walk home in this weather? Why didn’t you call me? I would have taken you home.” 

Julie stopped in mid-stride at the question. “Oh. I didn’t think about it.” 

Ouch. Well, what did he expect? She knew other people...was closer with other people. He still wanted her to know that he was an option. 

“You could have called the station...” 

Julie shifted back into motion. “Don’t worry about it. A friend picked me up and took me home.” 

Alex bit his tongue to keep from asking who the friend was. It was none of his business. “So, which friend?” 

“Fiona.” 

Fiona O’Malley-King was her boss at the Pizza Palace. He tried not to feel ridiculously pleased that it wasn’t one of his crew members who’d given Julie a lift. Sensitivity training or not, Alex wouldn’t trust any of those guys as far as he could throw them. Nine out of ten of them had a crush on Julie and the tenth guy had a girlfriend. Alex had thought he was being too obvious with his interest in Julie since he wanted to eat lunch and dinner at the Pizza Palace so often. Turned out, he wasn’t the only one of his crew with that bright idea. 

He tried to remind her why this frigid excursion was a good idea. “Only one more block to the diner and some outstanding hot chocolate. Or do you like coffee instead?” 

Julie nodded and picked up the pace. “I like coffee, only if it doesn’t look or taste like coffee.” 

That gave him pause before he sped up too. “How is coffee not coffee?” 

“I put enough sugar and creamer in it until it’s barely tan in color. Then it’s a coffee in only the loosest definition of the word. A beverage formerly known as coffee. Or a drink variation on the theme of coffee. I’m in love with all of the flavored creamers. I think I have ten different kinds in my refrigerator as we speak.” 

“Which one is your favorite?” 

“They have a flavor now that tastes exactly like cinnamon rolls. I think I’m hooked on it.” 

“Do you buy flavored coffee too?” There seemed to be every flavor under the sun at the Madison Falls Market. 

“Guilty.” 

Alex lowered his voice. “Want to hear a secret that I’ll deny for fear they’ll take my man card away?” 

“Yes?” The way Julie asked that, she must’ve thought he sported women’s dresses in his downtime. 

“Whatever outrageous thing you just imagined, no.” 

Julie blinked innocently, but Alex knew better. He waited. She laughed. “Okay, you caught me. I was picturing lipstick and heels.” 

He balked. “No. Not even. I was going to confess that I may or may not have an addiction to peppermint mocha creamer.” 

“Oh! That’s a good thing. And easier than a secret shoe fetish. That makes two of us who don’t want to wear high heels. If you buy flavored coffee as well, it could be love.” 

He knew she was kidding but wished he’d bought the same kind of gourmet coffee anyway. “Sorry. I buy the plain stuff.” 

Julie glanced his way and then hunched her shoulders to her ears. “Stick with me. Once you try it, you’ll come around. Maybe I’ll bring some next time I’m at the station.” 

“I’m not sure the guys will go for it.” Honestly, Alex wasn’t sure any of them had taste buds left with the caffeinated sludge they drank. Talk about a variation on a theme of coffee. 

“It’s not for them. It’s for you. I’ll bring you a cup from home to sample.” 

“You would do that?” That pleased him way more than it probably should have. 

“Sure. I swear by it. Lately, it’s been a lifesaver for helping me stay awake while I’m trying to work.” 

“Why have you been more tired than normal? I thought the Pizza Palace was only part-time.” Sarah Logan hadn’t had her grand re-opening yet so Julie wasn’t working at the Suds and Spuds too. “Did Fiona increase your hours?” 

Julie was quiet so long he thought she wasn’t going to answer him. When she did, her voice had a tiny hitch. “No. That’s not it. You know how it is. There’s always something that needs to be done.” 

Her pace increased until Alex was taking longer strides to keep up with her. 

“Hey, I thought you didn’t run.” 

She slowed down as soon as she got to the glass door emblazoned with a cartoon fried egg with a smiley face on the yolk. Sonny’s Side up Diner had that logo on everything, including the plates. It was cheerful, on steroids. Alex had grown up here so he was used to the cute shops with the cuter names. He swore business owners competed for the catchiest titles, like The Cookie Jar, King’s Cake in a Cup, and Jessica Baker’s doughnut shop, A Baker’s Dozen. Something else he wouldn’t admit upon penalty of death, he liked the quirky names of the quaint hometown shops. 

That didn’t mean he was changing the Madison Falls Fire Department to the Up in Smoke Rainmaker Society or whatever. Some things were best kept simple. 

Alex opened the door for Julie. “Sonny only has high octane coffee, so we better stick with the hot chocolate.” 

“Works for me.” 

Amid the clinking of silverware and the clattering of dishes, he heard someone whisper, “It’s him! Look at him, Myrtle. Of course it’s him.” 

He glanced over and caught Mabel Thompson from the bank hiding behind her menu and peering over the edge in a lame attempt at secret-ops. The blue tint on her high silver-haired bun gave away her stab at camouflage. 

“It’s not him. In the book, he’s taller.” Myrtle Miller from the hospital made no attempt to hide her stare. She had a paperback novel cracked open in front of her. “It says on page thirty-four that he’s at least six-foot-three.” Myrtle nodded her fluff of white helmet hair in his direction. “He can’t be more than six feet tall.” 

What the hell? Alex was six feet tall. So? Were they talking about him? 


Alex checked to see if Julie noticed the interaction. “Do you have any clue what they’re talking about?” 


Julie took him by the arm and practically dragged him to a booth. “Nope. No idea. How about that hot chocolate?” 
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On the way to the booth, they passed another group of ladies who were eyeballing Alex. One had a familiar looking paperback and the other one had an e-reader sticking out of her purse. If Julie didn’t know better she’d think they were merely admiring a beautiful man. Alex Ross turned heads on a normal day. With his muscular build, square jawline, and gorgeous chocolate-brown eyes, he was swoon-worthy enough. Throw in his acts of bravery from being a firefighter, his take charge attitude mingled with his tendency to blush easily, and you had yourself a major hunk of hotness. 

The books were a tip-off that they were watching him for an entirely different reason. If he found out exactly what that reason was, Alex would strangle her. Julie filed it all under it seemed like a good idea at the time. Right now people were merely speculating. They had no proof that it was him or that she was the one responsible for making them wonder. 

What a mess. Julie wanted to turn tail and break her no-running rule, and sprint the hell out of the diner. 

Alex waited for her to scoot into a booth before joining her on the other side. This was the first time they’d interacted in any way that wasn’t work related. Normally, he only spoke to her about fire department management issues at the station, or whether he wanted a refill on his soft drink at the Pizza Palace. With time, she’d gotten better at keeping her fascination with him on the down-low. 

The first time she’d served him, she’d blurted out that he was beautiful and then spilled Sprite all over him. Not her proudest moment. Thinking only to fix things, she’d wiped at the crotch of his wet pants with her bar towel. Only after he’d gently pushed her away and snatched the towel from her did she realize how embarrassed he was. 

Julie remembered his clenched jaw and the flags of crimson on his cheeks and wondered why a hole hadn’t opened up and swallowed her. She’d wished for it hard enough. It was her first night working at Sarah’s Suds and Spuds and she was lucky 

Sarah hadn’t canned her on the spot. Her boss had taken pity on her and Julie vowed not to get discombobulated by a pretty face again. Not outwardly anyway. 

Internally, he took her breath away any time their eyes met. It didn’t happen often; when it did, the zing electrified her down to her toes. She’d bitten her tongue more than once to keep from blurting out what she thought of him. Julie was never blessed with much of a verbal filter and Alex sorely tested her impulse talking. Nerves made it worse. 

If at all possible, she tried to keep quiet around him. Unfortunately, that never lasted long. He didn’t need to hear how his hoodie strained wonderfully against the muscles in his shoulders. The man had a mirror. He knew. She would stay silent about his biceps too. No talking about how she wanted to see if she could get both hands around his arm to see if her fingers would connect. Not proper etiquette for a hot cocoa date. 

Wait! Julie drew up short mid-thought. Was this a date? 

It wasn’t. 

Was it? 

“Is this a date?” Damn! Impulse control issues down the drain! “Never mind. How are the scratches on your hand? Do they hurt? Of course, they do. I’m sure they have to sting. That cat took a good swipe at you. I’m more of a dog person, myself. How about you? You know what? Never mind. I’ll flag Gracie over so we can order. Hot chocolate is on me.” 

Alex was in the middle of taking his hat off and her babbling drew his attention. He stared at her like she was a side show exhibit. She stared back at him, or more specifically, at his thick, caramel brown hair. Noticing her scrutiny, he swiped a hand through the short strands and tossed his hat on the bench seat next to him. 

“Julie?” 

“Yes?” 

“Hot chocolate is on me. I owe you.” 

“Okay, then.” Owing someone sure as hell didn’t constitute a date. Maybe he hadn’t heard her ask. She followed his lead and took off her ear muffs, scarf, and coat. She tugged off her mittens and locked her teeth together to keep any more verbal tsunamis at bay. 

He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the Formica tabletop. Alex fixed that decadent, deep brown gaze on her and Julie was stuck staring at him again. She envied his thick, dark eyelashes. It seemed like men always got blessed with something they cared nothing about. His cheekbones were flushed a faint pink that was probably remnants from the cold. 

“Julie?” 

“Hmmm?” 

“What did you want to talk to me about?” 

Gracie, bless her ever-loving heart, came by to take their orders. Julie asked for a hot chocolate with extra whipped cream and Alex ordered the same. They had something else in common! Her inner teenager spun in a delighted circle. Her inner adult rolled her eyes and told herself to chill out. He asked for a cinnamon roll with two forks too. It seemed kind of intimate until you took into account that the pastry was the size of a hub cap. 

Gracie wrote down their order while snatching glimpses of Alex from the corner of her eye. Damn it! Was she a reader too? Julie held her breath until Gracie tucked her pencil into her messy matte-black bun and headed back to the counter. Since Gracie didn’t say anything, Julie figured the waitress thought Alex was hot and was checking out the goods. That was actually a relief. 

Julie rubbed her hands together and kept her gaze fixed on the lemon yellow tabletop. If she avoided looking at him, she could avoid waxing poetic over his high cheekbones or how well his workout clothes matched, or some such nonsense. Sometimes, her next spoken words were as much of a surprise to Julie as they were to everyone else. 

“Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind?” 

Yes. You’re sexy and I fantasize about you as a fireman stripper. I bet you know how to work a pole. 

He stared blankly at her. 

Oh, holy shit! Had she said that out loud? Her heart thumped in double-time. 

Alex continued to stare, but he didn’t look alarmed. He fiddled with the paper place mat that sported the ubiquitous cartoon egg with a smiley face and sighed when she remained mute. “Julie, cat got your tongue?” 

She hadn’t blurted out the stripper gibberish. Hallelujah! Julie took a deep breath and let it out slowly to steady her pulse. She needed to pull herself together. “Yes, sorry, I was distracted for a second.” Time to be an adult, or at least act like one. “You see, I wanted to talk to you because I need to cut back my time at the station. Maybe only one day a week?” 

“Why?” 

“What do you mean why?” She couldn’t tell him why. 

“Why do you want to limit your days? Your car died. If anything, I figured you’d ask to add on a day so you can earn extra cash.” 

“That’s not necessary.” 

“Are you going full-time at the Pizza Palace?” 

“No.” 

“So you’d need more hours, not less.” 

“No. I’m sorry, Alex.” Julie hated abandoning him if he needed her. If he’d give her all of her work at once, she could finish it much quicker in one sitting instead of spreading it out to three days. Julie wasn’t proud of it, but sometimes she took longer on typing up reports if she knew he was going to be in his office that day. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. It was a lifesaver when you offered me the job and I thank you for that. The Suds and Spuds will be re-opening soon, so I’ll be there full-time.” 

That was a white lie. The bar and grill would be opening soon. That much was true. She had planned on going back there full-time as well. If her current situation continued to improve, the odds of that actually happening now were slim to none. 

He pointed out the plate glass window. Big, fat snowflakes were cascading down, coating the sidewalk in a dusting of white. “What are you going to do in the meantime? You can’t go walking all over town in this weather. Even if you speed-walk, you’ll freeze to death by the time you get anywhere.” 

“I doubt that.” Everything in town was within short walking distance. 

Gracie returned with their drinks and the monstrous cinnamon roll. “Eat up, kids.” She stalled at their booth. The happy, sunny, egg yolk stood out on Gracie’s sky-blue T-shirt and looked three-D on the waitress’s ample bust. Julie felt like it was staring at her. Gracie checked over her shoulder and gave an almost imperceptible nod to Mabel and Myrtle’s table. “Hey, Alex, you mind if I ask you a question?” 

Oh, no. 

Gracie asked the question anyway, without waiting for permission. “Are you dating anyone?” 

Alex stopped short before he got a sip of his drink. “Excuse me?” 

Julie gave him points for keeping the incredulousness out of his tone. Gracie’s hair may have been midnight black thanks to her regular root touch-ups at the Shear Beauty salon, but she was still old enough to be his mother. 

She waved toward herself and laughed. “Oh, it’s not for me. We were wondering if you might have a secret girlfriend or something since we never see you with any particular lady.” 

Julie tried not to take offense. Really, she did. She wasn’t invisible so he was being seen with her, and last she checked, she was a lady. 

Alex glanced away from Gracie and made eye contact with Julie for a fleeting second. Yowza. The rosy tinge returned to his cheeks and Julie checked the server’s reaction. 

Gracie nodded sagely. “Ohhh. I see. You and Julie are...” 

Julie interrupted before Alex got any more embarrassed. “...are having something warm to drink before we
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