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        Willa Frank has one simple rule: never date a guy more than twice.

        Life’s finally steady and her business is paying the bills.

        Then she meets smokejumper Grady Billman.

        Heroic, hot, and hilarious, he’s the whole sexy package.

        After one incredible date, Grady’s not ready to call it quits.

        He jumps out of planes into fiery forests for a living.

        Surely he can work around Willa’s two-date rule?

        Grady normally ducks relationships like burning branches.

        But something about Willa—smart, kind, beautiful—has him twisting himself into knots

        planning dates that definitely aren’t dates.

        Beer and board games? Totally not a date.

        Everyone knows Twister doesn’t count.

        Gropey mini golf? Duh, sports can’t be a real date.

        With every "non-date" Grady suggests, his reasoning gets more ridiculous.

        Willa’s gotta admit, it’s fun playing along.

        Then their time together costs Willa two crucial clients.

        She needs to quit playing around and focus on the future.

        Really, Grady should do the same.

        So why does her future suddenly look gray without Grady in it?

        One-click this sexy, laugh-out-loud firefighter romance between two total opposites determined not to fall in love.
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        "Complete with hot sex scenes, snarky double-entendres, slapstick humor, and quirky girlfriends, this comedic romp through modern-day dating checks all the romance boxes." ―Kirkus Reviews

      

        

      
        "A fabulously entertaining story with just the right amount of sizzle and laughs." -Rebecca B., NetGalley

      

        

      
        "A funny, heartwarming, and absolutely charming book, The Two-Date Rule introduces stories and characters that I can't wait to revisit as this new series unfolds. Highly recommend!" -Beth C., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "It is a heartwarming romance with plenty of laughs as well as drama along the way." -Splashes Into Books

      

        

      
        "A hilarious rom-com with a lot of heart! Fair warning - this book will make you laugh out loud enough that onlookers will question your sanity. There were more snort-laughs just in the meet-cute scene than most books have altogether. Willa and Grady engage in perfectly-synced banter throughout the book, and it's one of the best rom-coms I've ever read." -Viper S., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "This was a super sweet and fresh romance from an author who never disappoints! Fenske's writing is as clever and charming as ever.” -Kaiylyn H., NetGalley

      

        

      
        "The chemistry between these two leaps off the page. If you like your romance with humour and steam, you will love this book!" -Alexandra W., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "Such a sexy and fun story!" -Linda B., NetGalley

      

        

      
        "A fast-paced, entertaining, sexy, yet at times serious story that I genuinely enjoyed reading." -Mags N., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "I loved this book so much and I didn't want to put it down at all. I can't wait for more Smokejumper books to come." -Becky W., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "My favorite Tawna Fenske book to date!" -Kristine M., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "Grady's creativity in planning non-dates will keep you reading long after you should be turning out the lights. But at least you will dream laughing." -Toni L., Goodreads
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        Brave smokejumpers and daring aerial attack firefighters tackle their toughest mission yet—falling in love. From dating rules designed to guard wounded hearts, to a bet that sends ex-lovers on an epic road trip, to one whopper of a secret linking a pilot to his ex’s sister, the path to forever smolders with fiery roadblocks. Spoiler alert: It’s worth it!

      

        

      
        The Two-Date Rule

        Just a Little Bet

        The Best Kept Secret

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Your exclusive sneak peek at Just a Little Bet

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Don’t Miss Out!

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Tawna Fenske

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For anyone who responds to “Great shirt!” with “Thanks, I got it at a thrift store for $1,” you are my people. Rock on with your bargain-hunting selves.

        This book is for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is complete insanity.”

      Willa Frank turned to see what her best friend, Kayla, had deemed insane.

      The mile-long line for the ladies’ room?

      The fact that the bar was charging twelve bucks for a gin and tonic because they’d renamed it “The Panty Dropper” and added a penis straw?

      Or the fact that grown men were writhing half naked on the floor just twenty feet away?

      Not that Willa couldn’t appreciate the aesthetic. The man currently gyrating in a police uniform—er, there went his pants—was easy on the eyes. So was the guy across the room wearing a cheetah-print loincloth and beating his bare chest.

      But she had at least twelve million more pressing things to do, starting with that marketing plan for the Cartland deal and the proposal for that new client from⁠—

      “Oh, look.” Kayla tossed her long, dark hair and pointed to the far corner of the room. “That guy’s getting ready for some kind of cowboy-themed show.”

      Aislin peered over Willa’s shoulder, blond curls tumbling around her bare arms. “Giddyup.”

      Willa stifled a sigh. “I can’t believe I let you drag me to this.”

      She’d only agreed because they were celebrating Aislin’s birthday, which was technically three weeks ago. Totally Willa’s fault for postponing to deal with client projects for her fledgling web design business.

      When had she become such a lousy friend? It wasn’t this bad when they met in college. Or, hell, maybe it was. Willa recalled being dragged from her dorm when Aislin and Kayla decided she’d had enough studying and needed more fun.

      Fun. She should focus on that now.

      She glanced at the shirtless guy with abs so grease-slicked, they flickered under the disco lights. How long did it take him to scrub that off every night? And did he have to pay for his own grease, or did this touring stripper group—The Bone Yard Gang, ugh—buy it for him? Olive oil would be expensive, but maybe something like Crisco or even used cooking grease from⁠—

      “Hello, earth to Willa.”

      She turned back to see Aislin doing the potty dance in mile-high stilettos. It was a more impressive feat than whatever the hell Greased Abs was doing behind her, so she kept her focus on her friends.

      “Half the audience is standing in this bathroom line right now,” Willa said. “That has to cut into the performers’ profit margins.”

      “Ugh, I’m dying here.” Aislin tried to cross her legs and toppled into Kayla.

      “Cut it out,” Kayla protested. “You’re bumping my bladder.”

      Willa nudged them gently upright and glanced at her watch. “It’s been twenty minutes already.” She stood on tiptoes to see over the sea of female heads separating them from the ladies’ room at the end of the hall. There had to be four dozen women in this line, and the cloud of flowery perfume was making her eyes water. “At what point do we go outside and squat behind a dumpster?”

      Kayla peered around her to see over a blonde in a skintight minidress. “Maybe someone died in there.”

      “No, we’re moving.” Aislin did a delicate side shuffle with her legs pressed together, which was no small feat in those shoes.

      “At the rate we’re going, it’ll be Christmas by the time you two get to pee.” Willa edged forward with the crowd.

      She didn’t even have to go, not really. But standing in line with her best friends felt like a better alternative to sitting out there alone watching The Bone Yard Gang gyrating like plucked peacocks having a seizure.

      As much as the three of them worked—okay, fine, as much as Willa worked—it was tough to find a time when they could all go out for girls’ night. These two had been by her side through thick and thin, so yeah, she owed them a fun night on the town. She owed them more than that, honestly.

      Aislin stepped up the tempo on her potty dance. “Come on, come on, come on.”

      “Okay, seriously.” Spurred by her friends’ suffering, Willa glared down the hall. “If we don’t hit the front of the line in five minutes, I’m dragging you down the street to the Laundromat. They’ve got bathrooms, and the bar next door has gin and tonics for five bucks.”

      “Without the penis straw,” Kayla argued. “And without the scenery.”

      Applause exploded behind them, and Willa avoided turning to see who’d doffed which article of clothing. Or donned it. It always felt creepier watching someone get dressed after stripping than it did watching them take their clothes off in the first place.

      Not that Willa had tons of experience at strip clubs, though this wasn’t technically a strip club. Who even knew the Boyton Ballroom hosted stuff like this? Maybe she should talk to them about revamping their website to reflect a broader range of offerings. She could design an event calendar for them that would be easy to update with⁠—

      Stop it. You’re not here to work.

      Ha. Like shutting off work mode was simple. For Willa, it took an act of God, and maybe a crowbar.

      “Hottie at six o’clock.” Aislin nudged Willa with her elbow. “Check it out.”

      Kayla bounced up on her toes to look. “Ohh, he must be planning some kind of fireman thing,” she said. “Yummy.”

      Willa turned, already hating herself for doing it.

      And okay, fine, her friends had a point. The guy was hot as hell. He had that ten o’clock scruff going on, complete with ashy smudges on his arms and forehead meant to look like he’d battled a house fire. Nice touch. She couldn’t make out all the words on his tight gray T-shirt, but she caught something that looked like “smokejumper” across a chest so broad, it deserved its own zip code. Nice eyes, too. Sort of a smoky gray lit from behind, the way the Central Oregon sky looked at sunrise during wildfire season.

      Watching Smokey bare it all wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world…

      Smokey the Bare.

      Willa stifled a snort laugh at her own joke. “Ladies.” Smokey edged past them, probably en route to the men’s room, which never had a freakin’ line. So unfair.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      Smokey the Bare stared right at her, and Willa realized she’d been the one to speak.

      Well, shit.

      She cleared her throat and pressed on. “Look, I’ve got thirty bucks in ones that these two made me get so I could stuff them in someone’s G-string,” she said, “only we can’t do that because we’re stuck in this damn bathroom line.”

      Smokey stared at her. “Uh⁠—”

      “So I’ll make you a deal,” Willa continued, aware of her friends giggling beside her. “If you can get us access to a bathroom in the next two minutes⁠—”

      “Like maybe an employee restroom or something?” Kayla suggested.

      “Or an outhouse in back?” Aislin crossed her legs again.

      “Or a chamber pot,” Willa added. “We’re not picky.”

      “Um, look—” he started, but Willa pressed on.

      “If you can do that for us, Smokey, I’ll stuff my whole wad of ones in your pants.”

      And as a bonus, I’ll get out of here sooner.

      She didn’t say that part out loud. No sense offending one of the entertainers. These guys were working hard, and besides, Smokey was hot.

      So Willa shut her mouth, but she wasn’t the only one. Smokey had been rendered mute, staring at her with those stormy gray eyes and a look that was somewhere between befuddled confusion and hello, I’d like to lick butterscotch syrup off your body.

      He folded his arms over his chest, and Willa caught a faint hint of wood smoke. Damn, this guy committed to the role.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said. “If I get you into a restroom, you’ll stuff thirty bucks in ones down my pants.”

      “Yes.”

      “And all I have to do is get you into a bathroom in the next two minutes.”

      “Correct.”

      Smokey tilted his head to the side, considering it. “How about we skip the ones and you have dinner with me?”
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      Grady Billman stared at the green-eyed brunette and waited for her answer.

      He’d swung by Boyton Ballroom on his way back into Hart Valley after five days fighting a blaze out in the Siskiyou National Forest. Normally he’d go straight home for a shower, but the club owner had left a message bitching about how the bass player hadn’t picked up the amps after their last performance. Fucking Nielson. Or wait, fucking Jensen—it was his turn to haul gear, since Nielson was out on that Crater Lake fire. Was there anything less reliable than a rock band comprised entirely of smokejumpers and Hotshot wildland firefighters?

      “Dinner,” he repeated to the brunette, who stood staring at him with her mouth open. “I’ve been dying for a good meal. Something that isn’t freeze-dried or out of a can. I’ve heard good things about that new Italian place, or maybe something downtown?”

      Five days of MREs had left him starving for a quality culinary experience, and he sure wouldn’t mind sharing it with this brunette. She had spunk.

      She closed her mouth, then opened it again. “If I go to dinner with you, you’ll have us into a bathroom in less than two minutes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Deal.”

      Grady started to stick out his hand, then thought better of it. He really should have scrubbed up before coming here. His nails were caked with soot and dirt that he hadn’t been able to get rid of at that campground water pump. He needed at least a twelve-hour shower.

      But the brunette grabbed his hand anyway, lifting an eyebrow at the sight of the ash-smeared chest of his T-shirt. “Nice touch,” she said. “A tad over-the-top maybe, but I like the attention to detail.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Okay, Smokey the Bare⁠—”

      “Huh?”

      Her smile turned a little sheepish. “Bare—you know, because, um, you bare it all for a living?”

      He stared at her, realization seeping slowly into his subconscious. Five nights of sleeping on the ground might have dulled his brain, but he was slowly catching on. Did this woman actually believe⁠—

      “You think I’m a stripper.” He should probably be annoyed but could only muster up flattered.

      “Hey, I’m not judging,” she said. “I mean, obviously I’m here. And it looks like hard work.”

      A grin spread slowly over his face, and Grady could hardly hold back his laughter. Oh, man. This was too good. Wait ’til he told the rest of the crew. And hot damn, the brunette was smokin’. A killer body and eyes that reminded him of the forest. Sort of a swirly blend of green and brown with spots of amber sunlight mixed in. “Wait right here.”

      He didn’t stick around for a reply. Just turned and wove through the sea of bodies toward the men’s room. Shoving the door open, he peered inside to make sure the coast was clear. Not a dude in sight, which wasn’t surprising. Most guys he knew steered clear of Boyton on a night like this.

      Grady turned back to the brunette and her friends and gave them a wave. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll stand guard.”

      The brunette hesitated, but her friends pushed ahead of her. As they scurried past, they murmured words of desperate gratitude. Three more women followed, but Grady kept his eyes on the brunette. What was she waiting for?

      “Can’t say I blame you,” he said. “Guys are gross. I probably wouldn’t go into a men’s room by choice if I didn’t have to.”

      At last, she moved toward him, taking her time, eyeing him with a guarded expression that made him slouch a little. At six four, he was used to shorter people feeling skittish around him, but something told him that wasn’t this woman’s deal.

      “I, uh, don’t have to go.” She swiped a shock of golden-brown hair behind her ear, and Grady wondered if it was as soft as it looked.

      The rest of her looked soft, too, especially those curves under her silky-looking pink shirt. “So you were just looking out for your friends?”

      “Pretty much,” she said.

      “That’s very generous of you,” he said. “Your willingness to shove thirty bucks down a stranger’s pants for the good of others shows an admirable level of self-sacrifice.”

      That got a little lip twitch from her. Not quite a smile, which was okay. He’d just as soon earn that.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Kayla’s got my cash in her purse, so⁠—”

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name?”

      “Your name.” Grady smiled. “If I’m choosing a date over the thirty bucks, I’d like to know your name.”

      “Oh. Willa,” she said. “Willa Frank.”

      “Willa,” he said, trying it out. “That’s pretty.”

      “Thanks. It’s short for William.”

      He cocked his head at her. “Your real name is William?”

      “Long story.” She winced. “Don’t ask.”

      Okay, he wouldn’t. Not tonight, anyway. But he would on their date. He’d ask a lot of things on their date if it meant getting to know her. His job made relationships impossible, but spending quality time with a beautiful woman was a great way to enjoy rare moments between fires.

      “So, Willa,” he said, leaning against the wall as two women shuffled out of the men’s room and two more went in. “You like Italian?”

      “To eat?” She bit her lip. “Of course you meant to eat. You’re not asking me about Italian men or shoes or⁠—”

      “You’re adorable.”

      Her cheeks flushed pink. “There’s a word no one’s ever used to describe me.”

      “No? What words do they use?”

      She frowned and looked up at the exit sign. “Efficient. Hard-working. Dedicated.”

      “That sounds like a herding dog, not a human.”

      There was that lip twitch again, almost a full smile. “Guilty as charged,” she said. “I own a web development company, so I’m pretty much married to my work.”

      “As long as you’re not married to anyone else, we’re good.”

      “What? Oh, no—not married.” She gave a startled little laugh. “Definitely not married.”

      “That’s good news.” Not that he trusted everything someone told him, not after the last woman he dated turned out to have a husband and two kids. But Willa seemed sincere.

      “So, Italian,” he said. “That new place is down by the river, or Briana’s is always good. Are you okay eating late?”

      Her soft gold-brown brows lifted. “You don’t mean tonight, do you?”

      Right. He should probably go home and shower. And sleep. Five nights in a tent on the ground had been killer on his back. “I suppose I should get cleaned up for our first date.” He lifted the hem of his T-shirt and sniffed. He’d put on a fresh one when he got to the pickup point, but it still smelled like smoke. Everything in his pack probably did.

      He glanced back at Willa in time to see her jerking her eyes off his abs. Excellent.

      “All right, no rush,” he said. “How about tomorrow night?”

      Willa frowned. “How long are you in town?”

      “A couple of days,” he said, though admittedly that could change if they got a call on another fire. “Mid-season like this, there’s not a lot of downtime.”

      “There’s a season for— Oh my Lord, what is that guy doing with his hat?”

      Startled, Grady followed her gaze to where a performer was executing some sort of cowboy routine. Well, assuming cowboys made a habit of getting carnal with their headgear.

      He looked back at Willa, preferring that view. “I don’t have the most reliable schedule in the world in the summertime.”

      Willa tucked a lock of hair behind one ear. “What time do you go on?”

      “On?” Oh, right. She still thought he was a stripper. Amusing as that was, he should probably let her off the hook. “The band’s playing next Friday night, assuming we’ve got enough of us in town.”

      “What?”

      He pushed off the wall and slipped a hand into his pocket. Pulling out a business card, he slid it into her palm, letting his hand linger a few extra seconds against hers. “That’s when my band plays here again. The Smoky Blues Boys?”

      “Your band.” She stared at him, then at the card. “You mean you also⁠—”

      “I’m also a smokejumper with the Hart Valley Air Center,” he said. “A bunch of us formed a band, and we play here when we’re not busy jumping out of airplanes into forest fires.”

      She stared at the card, which had his phone number, email, website⁠—

      “Grady Billman.” She looked up at him, confusion in her eyes. “Lead singer and guitarist.”

      “Also a master rigger, which sounds a little stripper-ish now that I’m saying it out loud.” He grinned, hoping she wasn’t too disappointed to be going out with a musician/smokejumper and not a stripper. “So how about tomorrow night? I can pick you up around seven.”

      She stared at him, a whole forest of color in those eyes that he honest-to-God couldn’t read. He didn’t breathe, didn’t move at all, wondering if she was about to bolt.

      “It’s a date,” she said and offered up the smallest smile that lit up the whole hall.
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      Willa glanced at her watch as she parked her Toyota sedan in front of Briana’s Fine Dining on the edge of downtown Hart Valley. She’d nearly hyperventilated when Smokey—er, Grady—had suggested the nicest restaurant in town as the scene of their first date.

      First and second-to-last date, since they were only doing this twice. Or once if it didn’t go well, though Willa felt optimistic. Grady seemed nice. And funny. And sexy. It was almost a shame she’d chosen to forego relationships so she could focus on her business.

      So two dates. That’s what she hoped would come of tonight. Nothing more, nothing less.

      Aislin and Kayla called it her “two-date rule.”

      Staring out the car window at the restaurant’s swanky facade, Willa bit her lip. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      “That’s too expensive,” she’d protested on the phone when he called to set the time and place.

      After a long pause, Grady had cleared his throat. “Call me old-fashioned,” he’d said, “but where I’m from, the person who invites someone on a date is the one who pays.”

      Still worrying about money, Willa had scrolled through the Yelp reviews. “It has four dollar signs, which means entrees are more than sixty dollars a person.”

      “I’ve spent the last five days eating Spam and rehydrated beef stew,” Grady had said. “Not that I don’t appreciate a good ramen Spam burger, but when I’m in town, I like to eat well.”

      And he wanted her to join him. Good Lord, she was still blushing about the whole stripper misunderstanding. He’d laughed it off, but Willa apologized so many times, he finally told her to can it.

      After she gave up apologizing and fretting about the cost of the restaurant, she’d pawed through her closet, looking for something nice to wear. The few fancy clothes she owned were business suits and one nice dress she’d worn to the bank the day she’d signed papers for the small business loan that started her company.

      Since that was more than six years ago, Kayla put the kibosh on that dress and came over with a whole armload of little black dresses for Willa to pick from. But none of them looked quite right, and besides, that felt too much like charity. In the end, she prowled the racks at her favorite consignment shop until she found a fitted green dress with cami straps and a little flounce at the hemline.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, Willa fiddled with the neckline and wondered if it was too low. Too late to do anything about that now. She scraped at a fleck of mascara under one eye, then glanced at her watch.

      Six forty-five. Being punctual was one thing, but this was probably ridiculous.

      It was better than being late. God, how she hated being late. She could still taste the shame of walking into her third-grade classroom in hand-me-down jeans with her Minnie Mouse backpack held together by duct tape. Everyone had turned to stare as she muttered something about the car not starting.

      “Willa smells,” Ashley Deek had hissed as Willa shuffled by. “Like old cheese and cigarettes.”

      Tears had stung Willa’s eyes, but she’d held her head high as she moved past the teacher, who sighed and scrawled another tardy slip.

      Even now, all these years later, Willa recalled the flush of humiliation. The way she’d pleaded with her father to buy her a bike or a bus pass so she could cover the five miles to school faster. Or maybe if they had a car that ran reliably…

      But her dad had been on another bender, so there’d been no point in talking to him. Instead, she’d locked herself in the bathroom and soaked in the tub until the water turned cold and her skin got all wrinkly. She’d washed her clothes in there, too, since there were no quarters for the Laundromat.

      Afterward, she’d toweled her hair and covered herself in baby powder, desperate to mask the scent of secondhand smoke, fried potatoes, and poverty. She’d stared at herself in the mirror for a long time, mouthing the words she’d committed to memory.

      You can get out. You can be someone.

      She’d repeated the words again and again until her father banged on the door and asked if she was alive, if she wanted to go out stargazing with him, which of course she always did.

      Bang-bang-bang!

      Willa jumped, startled from her memories by a real-life intrusion. She peered through the window to see Grady standing beside her car. He wore gray jeans that fit like a dream and an apologetic smile.

      “Sorry,” he called, holding up his hands in atonement or surrender. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Willa yanked her keys out of the ignition, shoved them in her purse, and opened the door.

      “I saw you out here killing time,” he said. “Figured we could kill it together.”

      “You’re early, too?”

      “Yeah, I had some errands to run in town,” he said. “Misjudged the time a little and ended up getting here way before I meant to.”

      Interesting. She wasn’t sure whether to take that as an admission of chronic earliness—Willa’s problem, to be sure—or a scatterbrained quality about his schedule. Either way, it didn’t matter much. It wasn’t like this was going to turn into a relationship.

      Not even with a hottie like Grady.

      Surveying the cleaned-up version of the man in question, she couldn’t help noticing his expensive watch and nice shoes. Was that a Rolex? She had no idea what one looked like, but it seemed pretty fancy.

      Out of your league, the voice whispered in the back of her head. Or a big spender. Either way, he’s not for you.

      Willa smoothed her hair back and glanced toward the restaurant. “Are we too early?”

      “I’ve already got our table.” He smiled, and something shifted in her gut. “Figured I was here, so I might as well grab a drink.”

      She leaned against her car, savoring the late-evening sunlight that sprinkled her bare shoulders with little dots of warmth. She recalled what he said earlier about running errands in town. “You don’t live in Hart Valley?”

      “Nah, I’m about fifteen miles east, out past the air base.”

      The air base, of course. He was a smokejumper, not a stripper. “I’m sorry again about the misunderstanding at Boyton,” she said. “What I said about⁠—”

      “If you apologize one more time for calling me a stripper, I’m going to start taking my clothes off in the parking lot while I sing ‘I’m a Little Teapot’ at the top of my lungs.”

      Willa dared a glance at his chest, which was sculpted and broad under the gray Henley that matched his eyes. Honestly, the striptease wouldn’t be so bad…if it were in private.

      “What’s that smile about?” he asked. “I noticed you don’t smile too easily, so I’m making notes about which jokes work.”

      “Come on,” she said, wondering if he knew it wasn’t his joke at all. “Let’s grab our table.”

      He offered his arm, and Willa took it, feeling only a little silly. As they started toward the restaurant, she sniffed him as discreetly as possible. He’d mentioned having a drink but didn’t smell like he’d bathed in a beer can the way her father did after hitting the bar.

      Grady smelled like soap and something woodsy. Fresh smells, pleasant smells, not like cigarettes or booze or anything but clean, well-dressed man.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I asked for a table outside,” he said as he led her to the patio, to a table in the corner with a cheerful bouquet of daisies and a candle flickering in a glass holder.

      “It’s perfect, thanks.”

      “They’ve got heaters if it turns chilly.”

      “I have a sweater in the car.” She sounded stilted and out of practice, even though she wasn’t. Not really. She’d had plenty of first and even second dates. There was nothing different about this one.

      She tucked her purse under her chair and folded her hands on the table. The air held no hint of impending chilliness. Summer sunlight dappled the white tablecloth, making the silverware sparkle.

      Completing her survey of the flatware, Willa looked at Grady. Really looked at him this time, not through a car window or a haze of disco lights and perfume or from the side as they walked.

      “Wow,” she said. “You’re way better-looking than I thought you were.”

      “Um…thanks?”

      Shit. That came out wrong. “I just meant⁠—”

      “Let me go out on a limb here,” Grady said, grinning as he picked up a sweating glass of ice water. “You have a habit of saying whatever pops into your head without first running the words through a filter.”

      “I—” She thought about arguing, but what was the point? “Guilty as charged.”

      “I think it’s adorable.”

      Willa rolled her eyes. “There’s that word again. ‘Adorable.’ Are you trying to be patronizing?”

      “What? Of course not.” He shook his head, looking bemused. “I like that you say what you think and I don’t have to play guessing games about what you really mean.”

      Willa watched him for a second and decided he was sincere. “That’s true.” She picked up the wine list and pretended to study it. “So how about you? What’s your flaw?”

      He laughed, a warm, rich baritone that made her arms feel fuzzy. “I appreciate that you think I might have only one.”

      “Top three, then.”

      He took a sip of water, considering it. “Is this like in a job interview where they ask about your flaws and you’re supposed to say something like ‘Oh, I’m a workaholic’ or ‘I’m just so driven?’”

      Willa smiled and set down the wine list as her shoulders started to relax. “What’s the dating equivalent of that?”

      “Hmm. Maybe something like, ‘I’m too open in communicating my feelings, and I’ll want to stay up all night just talking.’ How’s that?”

      Willa made a face. “That sounds awful.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “You don’t want to stay up all night talking about your feelings?”

      “Do you?”

      “Hell no.”

      “I rest my case.” Willa took a sip of her water, studying him over the rim of her glass. He really was well put together with thick, muscled arms and broad shoulders. What would those feel like under her palms? Broad and solid and⁠—

      “Do you know what you want?”

      She blinked at him. “What?”

      He tapped the wine list. “Did you decide on something, or you need another look at this?”

      “Oh. Um, water’s fine.”

      “Really?”

      All right, she was being lame. It’s not like she didn’t drink, and a chilled glass of white wine would be nice. “The house Pinot Gris, then.”

      He gave her an odd look. “Because you actually want the house Pinot Gris, or because it’s the cheapest thing on the menu?”

      Willa felt her chin lifting, her hackles rising. “Does it matter?”

      “I’d just like you to get what you really want,” he said. “You made such a big deal about the prices here, I thought⁠—”

      “The Pinot Gris is only seven dollars a glass.”

      “Which is terrific if that’s what you’re really craving,” he said. “But please don’t worry about the cost. Get whatever you want.”

      Was it what she wanted? Willa bit her lip. She wasn’t in the habit of thinking that way, not even when someone else was paying. What was affordable, what was practical, sure, but what she wanted?

      Grady held her gaze. His blue-gray eyes looked open and friendly, and she saw nothing at all threatening there.

      “I want—” Her mouth felt dry, and the ending of that sentence took absurd forms in her mind.

      I want to know what you look like with your shirt off.

      Now, where had that come from? She must still have male strippers on the brain, that was all.

      She ordered herself to focus as she fingered the necklace at her throat. “What I want,” she said slowly, “is to conclude this date not worrying that anyone’s going to need to take out a second mortgage to pay for our meal.”

      He grinned. “I think I can afford a ten-dollar glass of wine. Or even a twenty-dollar glass of wine, but I’ll let it go.” His smile was warm and open, and Willa felt herself relax again.

      “That’s a pretty necklace,” he said.

      She glanced down to see she was still touching it. “Thanks,” she said. “My father gave it to me years ago. I was eleven, I think.”

      “I like that. Can’t tell if those are stars or flowers⁠—”

      “Stars,” she said a little too quickly. Her dad wasn’t the best topic of conversation, so she picked up the wine menu again. Frowning, she skimmed for the second-cheapest option. “The pinot blanc is pretty reasonable. That’s nine dollars a glass.”

      “You take the budget-conscious thing to the next level.”

      When she looked up, there was no judgment in his eyes. Just curiosity.

      “Truth,” she said. “Be glad I didn’t ask to use coupons when I volunteered to stick money down your pants.”

      He burst out laughing, scraping a hand over his chin. “Good point. I’m still waiting for that, by the way.”

      “You picked dinner over the cash, remember?”

      “Still a damn good choice.”

      Willa folded her hands on the table. “I’m not sure if it’s an asset or a flaw, but we can put my cheapness in the flaw category if you want.”

      “What?” He looked genuinely baffled.

      “The three flaws I asked you to share about yourself? You haven’t told me any of yours yet, and I’ve shared two of mine.”

      “The money thing and⁠—?”

      “Lack of filter,” she supplied. “Which allows me to point out that you’re totally stalling on the flaws.”

      Grady laughed. “This is turning out to be a very strange date.”

      She’d have bristled at his words if he didn’t sound charmed by it, and he kept talking anyway, so she didn’t have a chance to interrupt.

      “So far on this date, you’ve sniffed me to make sure I showered—yeah, I caught that,” he said when she opened her mouth to protest. “You’ve implied that I’m broke,” he continued before she could argue, “and suggested we make small talk about everything that’s wrong with us. If this is your idea of a first date, I’m dying to know what a second one is like.”

      The weird thing? He didn’t sound annoyed. He sounded…intrigued?

      Willa sipped her water. “We only get two dates, so I like to make them count.”

      Grady looked befuddled, but before he could ask questions, the waitress rushed over. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      Grady gestured for her to order first. Willa hesitated. Picked up the wine menu. “What can you tell me about the Gruner Veltliner from Illahe Vineyards?”

      “Very crisp,” the waitress said. “Notes of peach and honeycrisp apple. It’s partially fermented in acacia barrels, so that lends some nice herbal flavors and a really bold mouthfeel.”

      She didn’t understand half of that, but the wine was nine dollars a glass, so she nodded. “I’ll try that.”

      “And you, sir?”

      Grady picked up the wine menu. “That Gruner does sound good,” he said. “I was leaning toward red wine, but I haven’t had a good white for a long time. You wouldn’t want to share a bottle, would you?”

      “I’m only having the one glass,” Willa said. “I have some work to finish up tonight.”

      Grady nodded but didn’t comment, which Willa appreciated. He ordered some complicated-sounding Pinot Noir, and Willa tried not to notice the price—eighteen dollars a glass!—while the waitress described the specials. Something with salmon and a pork dish of some kind. Why did they never give the prices when rattling off all the details of a dish?

      If you have to ask, you can’t afford it.

      Her personal motto, one of them at least. Willa listened politely, then ordered a pasta dish that sounded filling and wasn’t too pricey.

      Grady put in an order for cherry-glazed duck breast with a bunch of fancy-sounding side dishes. He handed the menu to the server, who turned and hustled back to the kitchen.

      “What did you mean earlier?” He turned that stormy gray gaze on Willa. “That comment about only getting two dates?”

      She uncrossed her legs and spread her napkin over her knees, even though they were a long way from getting their dinner. “Just that,” she said. “I don’t date anyone more than twice. It’s a personal preference.”

      He stared at her for so long, she wasn’t sure he’d heard her. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. Dead serious.”

      “Two dates? That’s it?”

      She nodded, surprised he’d care. The guys she’d been with usually didn’t. “Sometimes it’s just one date, if there’s no chemistry,” she admitted. There was chemistry here, though. She’d noticed that the first night, and it seemed hotter now. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Two’s the limit.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged before turning to accept her glass of wine from the waitress, waiting until the woman was out of earshot to reply. “I’m not really looking for a relationship,” she said. “And more than two dates starts to imply relationship, so…” She shrugged again, expecting that to be the end of it.

      “I don’t get it.” Grady shook his head. “What happens if you’re really into someone?”

      He sounded more curious than judgmental. She hated to admit it, but she kind of liked his interest in her thought process. “At this stage in my life, career comes first,” she said carefully. “I’ve worked hard to build my company. To build a safety net and a stable income stream. I’m not about to blow that for some guy.”

      Some guy.

      Some guy like her father, the kind of man who made her mom throw away everything to travel clear across the country for a life with a vagabond dreamer whose gambling problem meant they never had any money. And then later, much later, after her mother left⁠—

      Stop it.

      Willa ordered herself to stay focused on the conversation, on Grady. Might as well make the most of their first and possibly only date.

      The thought of having only one date with him bothered her more than she expected. It was silly, really. She hardly knew the guy. But there was something intriguing about him. Something that made her want to know more.

      She swallowed back her over-analysis and concentrated on Grady. “How about you?” she asked. “You’re, what, late thirties?”

      “Thirty-two,” he said, offering a wry grin. “Jumping into fires for a living tends to age a guy. Thanks for noticing.”

      “Sorry.” She traced a fingertip through the condensation on her water glass. “So what’s your story? Divorced, never married, what?”

      “Never married,” he said. “Never planning to get married.”

      “Really?” Wasn’t that interesting. She took a sip of her wine. “May I ask why?”

      He shrugged and swirled his own wine in the glass. “I’m gone for weeks at a time for most of the summer,” he said. “And when it’s winter here, it’s summer in Australia, and I usually go there to work their season.”

      “Sounds busy.” What wasn’t he sharing?

      “It can be,” he said. “It’s better now than it was when my old man did the job.”

      “Your father was a smokejumper?”

      Grady nodded. “A couple of my brothers are, too.”

      “Sounds like quite the family affair.”

      “Yep.” He cleared his throat. “Back in my father’s day, they were gone the whole summer. Literally, no days off. Made it tough on my mom with ten kids to raise.”

      “There are ten of you?” Holy cow. And Willa thought Kayla came from a big family with four of them.

      She started to blurt a nosy question about birth control, but stopped herself and focused on him instead. “Nine brothers and sisters,” she said. “What was that like?”

      He laughed. “Exactly as nuts as it sounds. I don’t think I slept in a room by myself until I was eighteen years old. How about you, any brothers or sisters?”

      Interesting. Willa jotted mental notes.

      Doesn’t like talking about himself.

      Still hasn’t answered the question about flaws.

      Has lips that look like they’re made for kissing, lush and full and⁠—

      “Only child,” she said. “I lost my mother when I was little, so it was just my dad and me.”

      She did her best to keep her tone breezy, like they hadn’t just tiptoed into a minefield of uncomfortable memories. Like she wasn’t remembering the sound of her grandfather’s strained baritone explaining that Mommy was never coming home. Like her nostrils didn’t prickle with the smell of cheap beer and her father’s desperation, her constant companions in the years following the loss of her mother.

      Grady was studying her with such intensity, she had to look away.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” she teased with as much cheer as she could muster. “The one about flaws.”

      Now who’s avoiding talking about herself?

      He smiled and took a sip of his wine. “Not great at small talk. There’s one. How’s that?”

      She picked up her wineglass and clinked it against his. Something they had in common. “Cheers to that.”

      The tiniest flicker of relief played across his handsome features. “First-date conversation is always a little awkward, isn’t it?”

      “Tell me about it.” It felt nice to have him admit it. “I guess we’re supposed to keep asking each other questions about ourselves, right? That’s how the first-date thing goes.”

      “Great idea.” He looked thoughtful. “What’s it like jumping out of airplanes for a living?”

      Willa snorted. “Um⁠—”

      Grady grinned and fingered the edge of his wineglass. “I figure both of us have the standard first-date questions other people ask us,” he said. “That’s a little tired and boring. Maybe we should ask each other instead.”

      “You’re so weird.” Weird but creative. This was definitely a first.

      “So take your best shot at it,” he said. “What’s it like jumping out of an airplane into a forest that’s blazing all around you?” he asked. “You’re hundreds of miles from the nearest town, and you know there’s a chance your chute could get caught in a tree and you’ll have to climb a hundred feet to the ground before you can start revving your chain saw.”

      Willa looked at him—really looked at him, hard—and considered what sort of guy he was. What it might feel like to do his job. “It was scary at first,” she said. “Airplanes are a little terrifying to me, actually. I’ve never even flown.” She cleared her throat and offered a shy smile. “Before I was a smokejumper, I mean.”

      “No kidding?”

      She nodded, not sure whether to stay in character as herself or pretend to be him. “But I got used to it,” she said. “Jumping out of planes is kinda awesome, and I like being a hero. Eventually it became like any other commute.”

      Grady laughed. Picked up his wineglass and took a sip. “I’m definitely no hero, but for someone who just met me—and hasn’t been in an airplane—you’re not too far off with the rest of that.”

      His grin was disarming, and so was this silly game. She should probably keep her guard up, but this was more interesting than any first date she’d had in… well, she couldn’t remember. But she was having fun, and that was saying something.

      “Why’d you go to that stripper show the other night?” she asked.

      Such a bizarre question to ask, and she watched him process it. She wanted him to guess why someone like her—frugal, serious, not at all a party girl—would have ended up at a bar with men taking their clothes off to music.

      “My friends,” he said. “Kayla and Ainslie⁠—”

      “Aislin,” she supplied, surprised he’d even gotten close.

      “Right, Kayla and Aislin,” he said. “We’re really close, though we don’t see one another as much as I wish we did. They wanted to go, and I like spending time with them, plus I like to keep an eye out in case someone tries to slip something in their drinks or they need a wingman to rescue them from some douchey guy.”

      “Wow.” She stared at him. For a man who’d known her less than an hour, he’d gotten pretty damn close to her reality.

      He grinned. “How’d I do?”

      “Very nice.” She cleared her throat and waited for his next question.

      “I hear you did two years in the military right out of high school,” he said. “What was that like?”

      Willa bit her lip and considered him carefully. She’d figured out fast that he wasn’t the type to open up easily, so the fact that he was sharing seemed noteworthy. “Everyone just assumed I’d be a smokejumper like my father.” A total guess, but she could tell from the lift of his brows that she wasn’t far off. “I wanted to try something different. Shooting guns and beating people up⁠—”

      “That’s totally what the military’s all about.”

      She grinned and kept going. “Anyway, I eventually realized I was meant to hurl my body out of airplanes for a living. The rest is history.”

      He gave her a smile that held equal notes of surprise and approval. “Well done.”

      “Thank you.” She grinned and took a sip of her wine. “My turn.”

      She flipped through the notebook in her brain. What would she like him to guess about her? “Tell me what you like and don’t like about owning your own company.”

      Grady twisted the stem of his wineglass, spinning it on the table without taking his eyes off her.

      “Having control is nice,” he said. “Being in charge of my own destiny, making all the
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