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      Dear Bradley,

      Thank you for inviting me to your wedding. I would attend, but here’s the thing: I’d rather be hung over a crocodile infested swamp and used as bait.

      No. Diana Mulvaney highlighted the second sentence of her email and hit ‘delete’. Those words didn’t quite get across the message that she wanted. Plus, Bradley might not take her seriously since she’d never even been to Florida.

      I would rather have a root canal without the benefit of Novocain.

      There. Better, because Bradley understood how she hated the dentist. She begged for the laughing gas every time. Paid extra for it. But still not quite right.

      I would rather sit on an uncovered gas station toilet seat.

      Much, much better. Bradley knew how she felt about public restrooms. But it might be a little crude, plus the last thing she wanted was for Bradley or his new bride to picture Diana on any toilet seat.

      She’d just have to keep working on it. Rome wasn’t built in a day and all that. Diana closed her laptop and picked up the ‘Save the Date’ invitation she’d received last week from Bradley. Beautifully engraved, it announced the marriage of Mr. Bradley Ballard to Miss Tiffany Smythe. How kind of Bradley to think of Diana. Another man might not invite their former college girlfriend of six years to his wedding, but not her Bradley.

      He was a special kind of stupid.

      Diana dug in her suitcase, found the silky sexy pink lingerie she’d bought a year ago, and slipped it on. It was just one of many hopeful items in the honeymoon trousseau she wouldn’t need any longer. Dating Bradley for six years meant that she had quite a collection of lingerie now collecting dust, but this one was by far her favorite. The tight pink bodice hugged her girls, trailing to a flowing white skirt with slits that showcased a lot of leg. This would at least serve some purpose now, even if it wouldn’t be to entice Bradley away from his software programs.

      Diana took a long look at herself in the full length mirror then pulled her bathrobe on because let’s be honest, she was nothing if not a prude. She walked over to the sliding glass door facing the back of her motel room and took in a deep cleansing breath. Truly, there was nowhere else in the world quite like Napa Valley. Outside in the twilight of the day, the courtyard garden seemed to glow with purple Bougainvillea, pink Azaleas, and yellow and white daisy shrubs. Everything about Napa Valley, and Starlight Hill in particular, cried out, ‘We do wine and we do it better than you’. How she’d missed this place. Missed Gran.

      Her cell phone rang with the theme from ‘Cops.’

      Mandy, her sister.

      “What’s up?”

      “Did you do it yet?”

      “I’m about to if you’ll give me a chance.” Truthfully, this whole thing was Mandy’s idea and Diana still didn’t think she could do it. Write sexy times when all she’d ever written were sweet coming-of-age stories? Who was she kidding?

      “If you ever want to get published, you need to start writing spicy. The hotter the better. Haven’t you been reading the stuff I sent you?”

      She had, and most of it made her blush and giggle like a sixth grader. “Look, it’s going to take some time. Right now I’m working on my email response to the Save the Date.”

      “You’re kidding. He doesn’t even deserve a response.”

      “Yeah well, he’s getting one. It’s going to be one smartass email, too. I’m going to, in a few carefully chosen words, let him know what a jerk he is.”

      “Great, Diana. Jerk? That’s the best you got? Anyway, the best revenge is moving on. Showing him what a success you can be. He never believed in you, remember? Even after everything you did for him.”

      Right. It wasn’t going to be easy, but as Mandy continually and loudly reminded her, nice girls finished dead last. Tiffany and Bradley had proved it.

      “Have you seen Gran yet?” Mandy asked.

      “I’m going by to see her tomorrow morning.” Gran was the real reason she’d come back to Starlight Hill in the first place.

      After her last brief visit, Mom had become convinced that Gran didn’t leave her home except during family visits which only happened for a week at the end of summer. She’d become a shut-in and a hoarder and Mom had decided to move Gran into a nursing home. Diana was here to stop that from happening. If her Gran needed taking care of, Diana would be the one to do it and not hired strangers. She had a month to prove to Mom that Gran didn’t need to be shelved away like some old appliance that no longer worked properly.

      “Call me back after you’ve seen Gran,” Mandy said and hung up.

      Diana picked up a manila folder on the nightstand filled with paper reminders of her past failures. Inside there was a rejection from her dream agent. Send me anything else you have, the kind woman had said. But two unproductive years later, Diana still didn’t have anything to send her. Lots of false starts and stops, but nothing else. Zip. Zero. Nada.

      Tonight, maybe she would change all that. She rubbed her hands together. “Okay. Sexy times.”

      Diana took off her robe and settled herself among the pillows she’d propped on the bed. She opened her laptop and went to the document she’d titled, ‘Experiment’, forcing herself to read what she’d written the previous day. Then tried not to gag at how awful it read. Many authors were extremely gifted at writing both emotion and sex in a beautiful and compelling way.

      She wasn’t one of them.

      She sighed. It couldn’t hurt to keep trying. Learning something new never hurt anyone. She attempted a few more achingly awkward sentences, winced, flinched, felt flushed, giggled and tried to think of another euphemism for ‘it’. That made her wonder all over again why she couldn’t just use the word ‘penis’ and call it a day. Tired already, she went back to her email to Bradley when she thought of another good “I’d rather” phrase.

      An hour later, Diana had one paragraph written in her ‘experiment’ document. One horribly bad paragraph in which she had twice referred to a woman’s genitalia as ‘her special purpose’. Eyes glazed over from the effort, she took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. My goodness she was tired. All this romance was exhausting work. Maybe she’d just take a little catnap and try again in a bit. She closed her eyes and drifted off.

      What couldn’t have been more than a few minutes later, Diana shifted in her sleep because she was way too warm even though she’d left the air conditioner running. She couldn’t remember pulling the covers up but she tried pushing them off anyway only to find they weren’t there. She pried one heavy eyelid open.

      A column of fire rose to what had to be five feet high near the window, giving off its sweltering heat. “Oh my God.”

      For a second, Diana didn’t move. She couldn’t. Then every survival instinct she owned and some she didn’t woke up. God! Oh God, where was her cellphone? It was always near her bed and now that her life depended on it, nowhere to be found. She went for the landline. Wait. Somewhere she’d read she was supposed to get out first, then dial nine-one-one. Well, no time to argue with her memory.

      She went ahead and dialed. “There’s a fire in my room! Motel 6 on Monterey Road.”

      “Ma’am, get out of the room. Now. We’re on our way.”

      Right. Right. Get out of the room. She was an idiot to call from the room.

      The fire crackled, growing bigger and stronger, taking the curtains next. The whoosh sound the fire made caused her to stare in fear at its power. And Diana froze. How could it be that now, when she needed to move and move fast, her legs were like blocks of dried cement?

      Get out Diana, get out.

      Outside she heard someone yell, “Fire!”

      In the next moment, her frozen legs finally remembered how to move and she used them to get to the door. But as she moved past her bed, she tripped on something sharp and unidentifiable in the dark and smoky room. She tried to right her balance, waving her arms around to grab onto something and catching nothing but air.
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      Scott Turlock had a royal flush and probably the worst poker face at Firehouse 54. If he wasn’t careful this great hand could go sideways on him. He made a conscious effort to relax every plane of his face and slip on a dead-eyed look.

      “I’m all in.” Ty Gilham, Scott’s lieutenant, threw in his chips.

      The guy had mastered the poker face, and it was anyone’s guess at what he had in his hands.

      “Aw, you ain’t got nothin’.” Mike Yee threw in his chips.

      Julie Hall, the only female firefighter on their squad, studied her cards like they contained the mysteries of the universe.

      “In or out, Julie?” Mike sighed loudly. “Sometime today.”

      “Hold on. I’m thinking.” The tip of her tongue flicked out and touched the corner of her mouth.

      She was cute, and Scott had dated her in high school for about a nanosecond. One thing she wasn’t? Decisive.

      “Trying to rearrange them isn’t going to give you a better hand,” Ty said, staring at the ceiling as if praying for patience.

      Scott figured instead Ty was probably plotting Julie’s death.

      She frowned at their lieutenant and stuck out her tongue. “I know that.”

      In the background, the big screen television donated to them by a kind citizen was tuned to the Channel six news. Another wildfire in a state park. While Scott sat around with a deck of cards in his hands, forest firefighters were fighting a raging out-of-control beast. He wanted to help, had already asked to be placed on the volunteer list. Sitting here looking at his royal flush wasn’t being useful. Not the way he wanted to be.

      “Julie, for all that’s holy!” Mike threw up his hands. “I just lost another brain cell.”

      “Oh all right.” Julie threw one chip in the pile. “I’m in, I guess.”

      Correction. Julie Hall had the worst poker face at Firehouse 54.

      His turn. Hell yeah. Every face turned to him. “I’m all in.” Scott pushed forward every chip he had. For the first time in a long while, he had a good hand. Sweet.

      The radio squawked and dispatch called out engines required to respond. Their unit.

      Scott jumped to his feet and shoved on his gear. Everyone moved at lightning speed toward their rig, their poker game forgotten. Ty held the iPad with the info coming in from dispatch. As they rode, Scott listened to the address of the neighborhood, a little motel on the outskirts of Starlight Hill. Fortunately the ETA was two minutes.

      This was what Scott lived for, the adrenaline rush every single time he came face to face with the sheer force of a fire and walked away to tell about it. As they arrived, flames shot from one of the first floor windows.

      They were met by a wild-haired woman, hair sticking up every which way. “You guys got here quick! I saw the flames coming out of that bottom unit and I called right away. I think everyone’s out.”

      “No!” A kid with a name placard that read ‘Orlando - desk clerk’ said. “Someone checked in earlier and I don’t see her out here.”

      “Was she alone?” Ty asked.

      “Yeah, I think,” the kid said. “She checked in alone.”

      Everyone sprang into action. Mike unfurled the hose and hooked it, the rest of them throwing on their self-contained apparatus so they could go in as needed. The building was spread out in an L shape, but all rooms were on the first floor which would make this easier.

      “Turlock, Yee, search and rescue,” Ty called out.

      Scott headed straight for the unit the desk clerk had pointed out. If someone was still in there, smoke inhalation was his worst fear. They could be trapped and in serious trouble.

      And time was not on anyone’s side. He had seconds.

      Scott wasted none of them, trying the handle with his gloves and finding it locked. He had no choice but to knock the door down with his ax, conscious of the fact he was about to feed the beast. As he pried the door open he stepped out of the way in case of a backdraft. Relieved he’d avoided that scenario, he made his way inside the room. Fortunately, these units were small and in no time he spied the figure of a woman lying on the floor near the bed. He picked her up in his arms and started moving towards the door.

      She coughed, eyes fluttering open to give him a wild and confused look as she struggled to get away from him. He understood that. Sometimes people got disoriented in a fire. He’d seen it many times. But they both had to get the hell out of here. Yesterday. Once he had crossed the threshold and had her safely outside he took another look at the woman in his arms.

      He’d hauled out a few fire victims in the past year, but never one wearing the kind of lingerie that would headline a grown man’s wet dream. Thankfully, no sign of burns on any part of her body, and he could see all of it. Hopefully, this uh…thing she wore, was fire retardant. God help him. He had noticed his victim’s generous rack. Well, if this wasn’t one for the books.

      He headed toward Trish—the EMT—and the ambulance nearby.

      “Found her on the floor,” he said as he laid her down on the gurney.

      “I tripped,” the woman said and coughed several times. “My foot hurts more than anything. Is everyone out? Did anyone get hurt?”

      He didn’t answer, not wanting to give false assurance without more information. Instead, Scott grabbed a blanket and covered her with it. Everyone here tonight had seen enough. He’d seen enough. Scott headed back to help, and only after the area was secured and units were being checked for stability did he go back to check on some of the tenants.

      “If you’re looking for the girl, she got taken to St. Vincent’s to get checked out,” Julie called out. “She’s probably going to be fine. Poor thing couldn’t stop asking about everyone else. Wanted to make sure no one was hurt. My guess? She’s going to want some clothes for when she leaves the hospital. Ones that cover all her private parts.”

      “And I’m betting everything in that room is smoke damaged, wet and pretty much ruined.”

      “I feel bad for her,” Julie said. “Look, I’ve got some extra clothes I keep in my gym bag. She looked about my size. Why don’t you take them to her at the hospital? You know you’re going there anyway.”

      Julie knew him far too well, but yeah, he was always one to follow up. Not everyone did. He’d been warned time and again by more seasoned firefighters that he should start putting up walls between him and the people he helped. Not the reason he did this gig.

      Julie gave him a sly smile. “Think she’s new in town? Pretty, isn’t she?”

      “No comment.” His only thoughts were about the woman’s safety, and okay, maybe a small amount of curiosity as to why in the hell she looked so familiar.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The flimsy hospital blanket hardly covered Diana adequately enough, even shoved up to her neck. Somehow in the chaos she’d lost her glasses and being this nearsighted meant that everyone around her was bathed in fuzzy shadows as though part of a hazy dream. But no matter how much she might wish for it, this was no dream or nightmare. This was a Category Crazy mess. She’d spent the rest of the night in the hospital ER, among the single worst hours of her entire life, and though she’d been pronounced clear to go home she still had no clue as to the state of her possessions.

      She’d nearly died of smoke inhalation, secondary to death by embarrassment. If it were possible to die of awkwardness she’d be dead to rights, but here she was in the emergency room of St. Vincent’s hospital alive and well, dressed in fine lingerie. Smoky fine lingerie.

      She’d been assured over and over again by the nurses and the police officers that had stopped by to take her statement that all the motel’s tenants were fine and accounted for. That was the only thing that mattered, but she couldn’t help wondering if she’d lost everything in the fire. She hadn’t brought everything she owned with her on this trip, but that still meant her laptop, her phone, her glasses. Not to mention the folder of all the agent and editor rejections slips she’d collected over the years and Bradley’s Save the Date.

      Good riddance to that.

      Losing everything was one way to start over. Just not what she’d had in mind.

      A new nurse walked in to take her vitals. Again.

      Diana removed the oxygen mask from her mouth. “Before you ask me too, no, I don’t always dress this way for bed. And no, I wasn’t expecting anyone. And yes, I would love it for someone to bring me some clothes. And no, I’m not going to ask my elderly grandmother to do it.”

      “Relax,” the nurse said. “Your blood pressure just spiked.”

      “Are you sure no one got hurt?’ Yes, she’d already asked a dozen times but one more couldn’t hurt.

      “Now, now. You should be worried about yourself. I thought your foot might need stitches, but you’re lucky there too. Is there anyone you can call? Anyone you can stay with?”

      “My grandmother. I can stay with her.” Only Diana still didn’t know how she’d leave here without her car. Gran didn’t drive anymore, one of the reasons Mom was worried she was a shut-in.  And Diana sure in hell wasn’t going to leave the ER wearing nothing but her lingerie. “Do you uh, do you have something I can—”

      “Borrow to wear home? I’ll see if I can find something in my locker. Maybe an extra pair of scrubs.”

      “Thank you.”

      The nurse opened the curtain and nearly ran into a man. “Scott! Are you here to see our patient? Here she is, alive and well. Thanks to you, I hear. This man right here is one of our finest.”

      “She might need these,” the fuzzy looking man with the deep voice said.

      Her glasses! The nurse handed them over to her, and Diana slipped them on. She glanced up to thank the kind man and— her heart slammed against her ribs.

      Holy patron saint of firefighters, would you take a look at this one? He’s gorgeous.

      And yes, dark brown hair curled ever so slightly at the neckline, disheveled in the right way… in other words not purposely and with a lot of gel, and dark green curiously probing and intent eyes that— oh. No.

      Would this horrible day ever end?

      He sure looked like a grown-up version of Scott Turlock. Buck wild, rough and tough Scott Turlock. She hadn’t seen him in twelve years, since the horrible summer of her sixteenth hellish year. With any luck, he wouldn’t remember her. What good fortune that her teenage crush had now seen far more of her than dates who paid for dinner first. And now, the look on his face— all easy and relaxed, like he carried women dressed in lingerie around all the time. No doubt he did. His hard body was one tight coil of masculine grace.

      She, on the other hand, was nearly naked and cowering under a blanket. “You were the firefighter who carried me out?”

      “Yep.”

      “T-thank you,” Diana managed. For the first time, she noticed that he carried what looked like a bundle of clothes. She didn’t dare hope, but only stared at his hands.

      “Brought you some clothes.” He placed them on the edge of her bed and stuck his hands in his navy blue cargo pants pockets. “They’re Julie’s. She’s one of the firefighters and she thought you might want to borrow them.”

      She met his eyes. Still curious, still intent and alert, but no hint of recognition in them. So far, so good. He didn’t seem to remember her at all. She might possibly salvage something of this night. “They tell me no one got hurt.”

      “True.”

      “What about…the damage?”

      “Smoke and water mainly. You’ll have to find another place to stay.” He shifted to his other leg, looking uncomfortable. “And probably need to replace most everything you had in that room.”

      Bad news, but not totally unexpected. At least he was being honest with her. “Yeah. I figured.”

      She unfolded the clothes, trying not to look at him. He might be older now, taller, larger, but he was still exactly how she remembered him. Every teenage girl’s fantasy. Now every woman’s fantasy. Whenever she’d been around Scott, the air seemed to snap and crackle between them. The air, twelve years older now, was still snapping and crackling away.

      Holding the clothes to her chest, she lifted her gaze. Damn him, he was studying her. Probably trying to place her.

      “Okay, look. Not that it’s any of your business but I like wearing nice things to bed. I’m a writer and I was looking for a little inspiration. So basically, I was working. In case you were wondering.” The rather humiliating answer was actually the truth. Not that he would believe her or anything.

      He grinned, and hot damn he still had a killer smile. Boyish and mischievous. “I wasn’t wondering.”

      She melted a little bit because that smile had always been so… intoxicating. “Then what are you staring at?” Please, please don’t remember me. Not now. Give me at least a chance to put on some real clothes and maybe get a new life first.

      He cocked his head. “How do you feel? You okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’ve had all the tests and they all say I’m good to go. They keep saying they’re about to sign my release papers, only that was about four hours ago.” She’d lost track of time, but one look at the large clock on the pasty white wall and she could see it would soon be five a.m. Gran would be getting up soon.

      “Paper work. It takes time. Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      No way. That would only give him more time to remember. “I couldn’t bother you with that. No thanks. You’ve done enough.”

      “You have someone picking you up then?”

      “No, but maybe I could call a cab.”

      One eyebrow rose. “Have you ever been to Starlight Hill before? Because we don’t have cabs.”

      Right. The town wasn’t exactly a metropolis. “I’ll figure something out.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I’m here.”

      No one else had offered, and she literally had no one else to call. “Sure. Let me change.” He didn’t move so she brought up the blanket to her chin as a hint. “I’m not going to do it in front of you.”

      “Didn’t think so.” He stepped behind the curtain, swishing it closed. “So how have you been, Diana?”

      Oh God. Diana slapped her forehead and shut her eyes. He did remember her. Of course he would, because this was going right along with the kind of spectacular year she’d been enjoying. “Um, fine? Except for the fire.”

      Liar. You’re running, and that’s never a good way to start over.

      The jeans were a size eight, the size she used to wear before she’d gained five pounds in the last month, worrying about her life and eating way too many tortilla chips. Not that a man who looked like he bench pressed in his sleep would know what it was like to be addicted to chips. Diana groaned.

      “Is everything okay in there? Do you need help?” How nice. Sounded like he was chuckling.

      “No!” She sucked in a big breath and closed the top button. Thought maybe she felt her kidney quiver in pain. Then she struggled to snap on the one size too small bra, and put on the t-shirt he’d brought. She wiped her lenses clean with the edge of the t-shirt, slipped them back on and opened the curtain. Damn. This was an old prescription, but he was still as good looking. Sun-kissed brown hair, intent deep green eyes. Strong jawline, chiseled chest by every indication of the way he filled out that SHFD t-shirt.

      The boy had grown up well.

      “If you can just take me back to the motel, I’ll get my car and drive over to my grandmother’s.”

      He rocked back on his heels. “Mrs. Paulsen.”

      “Yes.” It was a small town, and what she remembered about Starlight Hill during the long summers she’d visited Gran was one big nosy group of people all up in everyone’s business. She’d been mostly left out of all that because as a summer visitor she never fit in with the rest of the kids, Scott included.

      “My sister-in-law used to live next door to her. She still drops by once or twice a week to check up on her.”

      Aw, that was nice. “I should thank her.”

      “Gen doesn’t need any thanks. She just does it because she’s—Gen.” He smiled bigger this time, revealing a single dimple. “Listen, I only need a minute to check on a couple of the other tenants anyway, so I’ll go see how much longer on your paper work.”

      He turned to go, giving Diana a chance to check out his backside. He looked just as good from the back as from the front.

      The nurse might have caught Diana staring, because she smiled knowingly and nodded. “That’s our Scott, the last of the Turlock boys. Single. Plus he’s not dating anyone if you’re interested.”

      “No, no, I’m not. But I would like to know—is it safe to go home with him?” The sixteen-year-old boy she remembered was wild and dangerous. Two of the most attractive qualities to her sixteen-year-old idiot self. But that was a long time ago and she wanted to believe that wild and dangerous no longer held the same attraction.

      “You’re going home with him?” The nurse gave a big smile.

      “I mean, he’s giving me a ride back to my car. He seems okay to me. Harmless. Right?”

      The formerly friendly nurse took on a snooty look and pursed her lips. “He’s only a war hero. I do believe you can trust him for a ride.”

      Scott. A war hero? What else had she missed in the last twelve years?
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      After taking the truck back to the station and finishing up with his shift, Scott had gone back home for a quick shower and change and taken Julie’s spare clothes to the hospital. He didn’t exactly want to be the one to tell Diana, but most of her possessions were probably toast. He’d managed to salvage her glasses and car keys and wipe them clean of the soot. Smoke damage was a bitch, and what hadn’t been ruined by smoke the water would have finished off.

      No sooner had Scott arrived at the hospital and heard someone mention Diana’s name that he connected the dots. She seemed about as stuck up as he remembered her. Even if she had to be feeling vulnerable, she gave him a snooty look he didn’t appreciate it.  Stubborn too, not wanting a ride from him when she clearly had no one else to turn to. Her eyes were sharp, assessing and intelligent and always left him feeling…lacking.

      Now, he opened the passenger door to his truck and held out a hand, which she refused. Didn’t exactly surprise him. No doubt his teenage self had probably tried to steal a kiss once and been slapped silly. He’d always liked a damn challenge and that’s exactly what she’d always been to him. Different. Always had her head stuck in a book, even at the lake. Acted like she was too good to hang out with the rest of the kids, including him.

      He waited for her to climb inside and then shut the door. She had nothing with her but a plastic hospital bag where he assumed she carried the previous night’s…er, clothing.

      “How long you in town?” It only made sense to make polite conversation.

      A quick glance in her direction and he caught her staring out the window. “However long it takes to convince my mother not to put my Gran in a home.”

      “But why would Mrs. Paulsen need to go in a home? Isn’t that for really elderly people?”

      “She is elderly. Haven’t any of you noticed that she never leaves the house?”

      “That can’t be true.” On the other hand, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Mrs. Paulsen at the supermarket, or the gas station. Did she drive any longer? Both he and Wallace did odd jobs around her house whenever it needed repairs, and Gen always brought her groceries. But surely Mrs. Paulsen left the house.

      “It is true. Anyway, I’m here to take care of her now.”

      Well, hell. He’d hoped the hostility might not reach across the years, but with women he understood memories were long. And twisted. He only wished he could remember what he’d done so he could at least figure out if he’d been right or wrong. They arrived at the motel, not a happy looking scene at the moment. It looked the way most places did after a fire. Desolate. Ruined.

      Her breath hitched, and she pushed her glasses back up her nose. “It looks much worse in broad daylight.” She climbed out of the truck and stood in front of her motel room.

      Scott walked up behind her. “We contained the fire before it spread too far. I know it doesn’t look like it to you now, but it could have been much worse.”

      “You guys got here fast, that’s why.” She bit at a fingernail. “What do you think caused it?”

      “We won’t know exactly what caused the fire until after the inspection.” He had his suspicions. Even two weeks past the Fourth, the occasional random firecracker could be heard going off in town. They were illegal, but that didn’t stop some idiots.

      She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, hand a little shaky. Sometimes the danger that a person had escaped tended to hit them much later. Often with the force of a tsunami. He understood the feeling all too well.

      “Watch out what you wish for.”

      Sounded like she was talking to herself. Before he could ask her what she meant, because hey, she’d said that out loud, they both heard the theme from ‘Cops’ coming from somewhere near a bush.

      Diana dropped to the ground. “My phone!”

      He squatted to join her in searching, finding it first, underneath a Daisy bush. Probably kicked outside in the chaos. “Here.”

      Diana touched it reverently. “My whole life is in here.”

      “Hey, you salvaged something. Phone, glasses and car keys.” Look on the bright side, his brother Billy always said. This was a stretch. “Your ID is probably in there somewhere. In a couple of days you’ll hear back from the fire inspector.”

      Her eyes rose to meet his and she gave him an honest appraisal, as if she’d only now noticed he was a man. For a moment, he considered asking her out to dinner or coffee. But she’d turn him down, no doubt, for whatever it was he’d done all those years ago.

      “Thanks for saving my life, Scott Turlock.”

      Not like he hadn’t heard those words before, but hearing Diana say them sparked a tiny ember inside him. “I’m just doing my job.”

      He watched her get in her sedan and drive down the street, still wondering what he’d done to piss her off.
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      By Sunday, Diana had settled into her old bedroom at Gran’s house. Sure, it gave new meaning to cozy but beggars couldn’t be choosers. She had nothing now. Well, she had her glasses. Her phone, car and her car keys. Poor Gran had been horrified to hear of the fire, and loudly declared that she’d apply for sainthood for Scott Turlock with the Roman Catholic Church. Apparently Scott wasn’t Catholic but Gran didn’t think it would matter.

      Diana stretched under the covers, drawn in by the smell of fresh coffee wafting through the house.

      Actually, it was a blast from the past to be surrounded by posters of ‘NSync’ and the Backstreet Boys in the bedroom she’d shared on summer visits with Mandy, two twin beds side by side. Twelve-year-olds weren’t known for their superior taste in music so she wasn’t going to beat herself up about that. And, she obviously still liked pink, even if she’d long outgrown the white lace eyelets all over her twin canopy princess bed. The bedroom remained a shrine to Diana and Mandy and all those lazy summer days of the past. She missed them too.

      There was something deeply reassuring about the fact that Gran hadn’t changed anything about this room.

      Because some people were steady and unchanging rocks of strength, and that was what Diana needed right now.

      And she’d prove that Mom was wrong, and Gran didn’t need to be moved into a nursing home at all. Even if Gran agreed to move tomorrow, it might take months to get her moved out. Diana noticed Gran’s collecting had grown to new levels. There were stacks of magazines and books lining the hallway and walls—good thing the fire hadn’t been here or the place would have gone up like a Roman candle.

      Her phone buzzed and she reached for it. Mandy, no doubt calling to complain about Mom. Diana being gone meant that for now Mandy had no buffer between her and Mom.

      Diana rubbed one eye. “What?”

      “It’s been two days and she asked me what I thought of the new Vera Wang collection. Please come back before she buys my wedding dress when I don’t even have a boyfriend.”

      “Now you get to see what I’ve had to put up with.” Mom’s obsession with wedding dresses had been bad luck for Diana and Bradley from day one.

      She’d dated Bradley for six months when Mom had brought a wedding dress home for Diana to try on ‘just in case’. And then, of course, there was the fact that Bradley had met Tiffany at Mom’s wedding boutique, Getting Hitched.

      “You’re the older sister. You get married first,” Mandy said.

      “Listen, she already has my measurements.”

      “Do you have anything for me to read yet, see if I catch any mistakes? Remember, it’s not about part A going into slot B,” Mandy said, the resident expert on sexy books.

      “Are you kidding me? It’s a sign. The fire took everything I’d been working on. It was all crap, anyway.”

      “It’s not a sign. Don’t you want to prove to Bradley he was wrong about you? Don’t you want to get published?”

      Diana sighed. What she really wanted was to be able to write her young adult stories. Or maybe just to be able to enjoy writing again would be nice, and stop seeing it as a chore and a duty. “Sure. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Plus this bedroom was not conducive to sexy thoughts. She stared at the photo of her favorite Backstreet Boy. Nope. What she needed was some new photos in here. Maybe one of the actor who played Thor.

      “I know what you need! You need a date. Correction: you need to get laid. Nailed to the wall. As in headboard-banging sex.”

      Oh sigh. That sounded awesome. “What I really need is another job. I can’t work for mom anymore. Not after Tiffany and Bradley. And I’m so sick of hearing all the Bridezillas go on and on about their special day. The dress is never good enough for them. It always needs alterations, a longer train or a shorter train. The veil, the hat, the shoes! It’s all so depressing.”

      “I know. Yesterday Missy Yodder came in and changed her mind again. We’d already ordered the dress so we had to scramble. So how’s Gran doing?”

      “She’s sharp. Sure, she’s a little frailer than the last time we saw her but she’s still Gran. Still strong. No worries.” Diana hung up and dragged herself out of bed. She stumbled into the kitchen where Gran was already at the stove.

      “Good morning! The coffee’s on. And I’ve got bacon, sausage, eggs and pancakes.”

      “Should you be cooking?” Diana reached into the cupboard for a mug and poured herself some coffee.

      “I don’t know, dear, should you be breathing?”

      “Gran—”

      Gran held up a spatula. “Young lady, I’ve been cooking since Roosevelt was president. I’m not going to stop now. Especially since I love to eat. The two go hand in hand.”

      Diana poured milk in her coffee and stirred. “All I’m saying is that maybe it’s time to let someone else cook for you. Like me. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      “Nice? It sounds like Jackie Onassis. And there’s no need. I don’t even bake anymore since that darling Genevieve does it for me. Brings me all her day old stuff and it’s just as good.”

      Gran would have an excuse for everything. Diana had to get Gran out of the house, all part of the plan to show Mom that all was well.  “I thought we’d take a drive to Napa later today.”

      “What for?” Gran piled a plate with several pancakes and strips of bacon. She set it down in front of Diana.

      The family curse and the reason Diana couldn’t quite button the top of her jeans. Women in her family loved to eat. “Just to see the sights. It’s beautiful in Napa. Wine country.”

      “This is wine country. I don’t need to go to Napa.”

      “But wouldn’t it be nice to take a drive?”

      Gran didn’t answer the question but sat down at the table and gestured to Diana’s plate. “Why aren’t you eating?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “All right, let’s talk about it.” Gran poured what seemed roughly a quarter of a cup of syrup all over her pancakes. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here to see you, of course!”

      “Because you usually come for a few days, and you’re off again.”

      Diana broke off a piece of bacon. “How long has it been since I spent my entire summer here?”

      “Since you were twelve, I believe.”

      “I was sixteen.” The best part of that year had been the summer she’d spent with Gran. Even when Diana had been miserable Gran had somehow managed to make it all…bearable.

      “Oh, that’s right. That was the summer you begged your father to let you stay with me instead.”

      That part had been easy since dear old dad had a new family that year. He’d been more than happy to be relieved of the responsibility of seeing his daughters that summer. Mandy had been able to do her cheerleading camp, and Diana had come to be with Gran. “I’d say it’s about time I stayed the summer with you again.”

      Gran didn’t appear convinced as she puckered her lips. “And this happens to be just after your mother was here for a visit, turned up her nose at my collection of yarn, magazines and books, and started dropping hints.”

      “What kind of hints?”

      “She asked whether I’d be more comfortable in a place where I could have a staff at my beck and call. I asked her whether I’d won the Lotto and someone forgot to tell me. She just rolled her eyes and mentioned Sunnybrook Hills or some such nonsense. No way am I going to leave my home. You’re here because your mother sent you. She thinks I need to go in a home.”

      “No, you’ve got it wrong.” Diana rested her hand on Gran’s. “I’m here to help you prove to Mom that you can stay here.”

      Gran gave a wide smile.  “And how do we do that?”

      “We start by organizing.” Diana waved an arm around the kitchen. The countertops and kitchen table where stacked with books and magazines, rusted coffee cans, coupons and yarn. She had no clue what else.

      Gran scowled. “That better not be another word for throwing away.”

      “We can get some boxes and put some things in storage. Next, we show her that you can get around just fine. That you’re perfectly able to leave the house every now and then. You’re not a shut-in.”

      “Of course I’m not a shut-in! Your mother and her imagination. Well, I don’t drive anymore because Jim at the market delivers all my groceries, and whatever he doesn’t, Gen will bring over. I don’t want to hurt their feelings.”

      Poor Gran seemed to be stuck and it was Diana’s duty to get her unstuck. “Why don’t we go out to lunch today? What’s a good place in town? Is the diner still there? You can introduce me to some of the people I haven’t seen in a while. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      Now Gran patted Diana’s hand. “No need. They’ll all come by to say hello once they hear you’re in town.”

      They weren’t getting anywhere. Baby steps.
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      Halestorm blared from the speakers in Scott’s truck. One good thing about working for his brother Wallace was that they had similar taste in music. It was pretty much a firefighter’s dream to have a contractor for a brother. Scott’s forty-eight on and forty-eight off schedule with the fire department meant there wasn’t much time for a second job. Filling in with Wallace’s crew was ideal. Even better? Hanging outdoors on a bright and sunny July day. Having just come off the recent fire, the sweet smell of grapes wafting through the air was a welcome change from smoke and soot.

      “Hand me that drill,” Wallace said.

      They were working on Mr. Jones’ addition to his already sprawling ten thousand square foot home. Scott handed the drill to his brother and watched him drill in some studs into the new sheetrock. Every one of Wallace’s crew had peeled his shirt off in the heat. Not Scott. He’d remembered to wear a light cotton t-shirt, which now stuck to him like a second skin. Normally, Wallace wasn’t the type to take off his shirt either, but married life had played hockey puck with his brain.

      Scott turned his head to the sound of a truck coming up the circular driveway, and there she was: the reason his brother smiled more often these days than he probably had in the past thirty-two years of his life. Gen, his sister-in-law, pulled up like clockwork at noon. She always brought Wallace lunch when he worked in town, and usually plenty to spare for the rest of their crew. It was no wonder every one of them looked forward to her arrival. Scott shut off the radio.

      “Lunch time!” Wallace called out, and shrugged off his tool belt.

      Scott tried to remember a time when his brother had let anyone else determine break time, but the arrival of Gen generally meant that they dropped everything they were doing. Scott supposed that being serviced regularly by the girl of your dreams might have a way of doing that to a guy. He watched a shirtless Wallace walk up to Gen, lift her up in the air and kiss her with such intimacy that he and every crew member turned away. The whole spectacle made Scott wish his brother could just use one of Mr. Jones’ many rooms inside and spare everyone else the PDA.

      “Hi, everyone!” Gen said when Wallace finally let her come up for air. “I’ve got lunch.”

      Lunch turned out to be worthy of a mini-banquet, but that was Gen. She’d brought her usual spread of croissant and flat bread sandwiches, cookies, rolls and slices of cherry pie from the bakery she ran in town.

      Kyle and some of the other crew happily helped themselves and then set up on the hood of Kyle’s truck, where he had his laptop. The guys regularly gathered around to watch videos on the Internet of the latest cat video or skateboarding mishap. Scott usually joined them, after he’d done the family thing with Gen and Wallace.

      “Hey, you. Pregnant yet?” Scott ruffled her hair as he grabbed a pastrami sandwich. The way these two looked at each other, he was surprised it hadn’t happened through osmosis.

      “Not yet,” Gen said. “But we practice enough.”

      He’d walked right into that one, hadn’t he? “Right.”

      “I don’t think we practice enough. Probably we need to practice more, till we get it right.” Wallace kissed Gen’s temple.

      “Well, that’s my cue.” Scott turned towards the guys when he heard a shout from one of them.

      “Wait a minute. That’s Scott!” Pedro shouted. “Isn’t it?”

      “Sure looks like him,” Kyle said. “Hey, it sure is. Scott! C’mere!”

      They were all huddling around the laptop screen, shoving each other out of the way when Scott joined them. “What is it?”

      No one said anything, just stared from him to the screen. His eyes turned to the screen, where he saw—crap, was that the night of the fire? Someone had filmed him carrying Diana out of the house. The worst thing about the video was the free show she gave everyone in her skimpy lingerie before he’d managed to throw a blanket on her.

      “Wait. How—?” Scott asked.

      “Someone filmed the rescue,” Pedro said.

      “And what a rescue!” Kyle elbowed him. “Why didn’t you tell us? Who is this girl? Is she single? Where can I meet her?”

      Scott scrubbed a hand down his face. Man, this was not good. “Aw, man. That’s Mrs. Paulsen’s granddaughter. Diana. And she’s going to be pissed.”

      Wallace and Gen had walked over to the commotion.

      “What’s this?” Wallace stared at the screen.

      “It’s a video of your little bro being the hero that he is,” Pedro said and clapped Scott on the back.

      “Stop,” Scott protested. “I’m no hero. Just doing my job.”

      “No one told me that’s what firefighters get to do,” Kyle said. “Hell man, sign me up.”

      “Fireman hero rescues sleeping beauty,” Gen said from behind him.

      Scott turned to her. “What did I just say? It’s my job.”

      She pointed to the screen. “No. That’s what the video is titled.”

      “What!” Scott took a closer look. Sure enough, some bozo had loaded this amateur adult film and given it a title worthy of a B rated movie. He cursed loudly a few times, and then excused himself when Gen quirked an eyebrow in his direction. “How can I get this off?”

      All eyes turned to him, making him feel like a newborn kitty. Helpless. Clueless. “Uh, you don’t. Dude, this has gone viral,” Kyle said.

      Viral. One word he didn’t want to hear right now.

      “Look at this one. Someone set this one to music,” Pedro said. He’d clicked over to another channel and apparently someone else had edited the film to include the Freek’n You.

      Yet another video had set it to “All About That Bass” and purposely kept freezing on a part of the video in which the filmmaker had zoomed in on Diana’s curvaceous ass.

      “Great,” Scott said, raking a hand through his hair.

      “Not like it’s your fault.” Wallace pointed out. “Some idiot with a camera and way too much free time on his hands.”

      “Yeah,” Scott said, even if somewhere, somehow, this would all come back to bite him in the ass.
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      Diana bought a few clothes to get her through the rest of the summer. Mandy had boxed up some of the clothes Diana had left behind in their shared apartment. Not that there would be anything that fit.  At the local thrift shop, she’d found jeans and t-shirts and one cute white sundress. She couldn’t afford a new laptop yet, but she’d happened upon an old Alphasmart lying in a corner of the store. She’d paid twenty dollars and now had a dinosaur of a word processor.

      Best of all, she’d finally won the lunch argument with Gran, begging and turning it around so that Diana sounded like the one who needed company. She instructed Gran to be ready by noon, and precisely at eleven fifty-five a.m. she emerged from her bedroom dressed in a mid-length floral dress like something out of the eighties with a matching wide brimmed hat.

      “How do I look?” she asked Diana.

      Like you just stepped out of a time machine?  “Lovely.” She stood up. “I’ll get my keys.”

      They drove to the diner, while Diana wondered how long it had been since Gran had left the house. Did she realize the dress was a little over the top for a visit to the diner? But the important thing was that they were out of the house, and Gran would get some fresh air. Maybe even see some people she hadn’t seen in ages. Mama’s Diner was full on Sunday afternoon, and as they walked in, Diana could sense every eye turn in their direction. They were probably all shocked to see Gran out of the house. Why hadn’t any one of them thought to ask Gran out for lunch or to church or even a Sunday stroll? Did people stroll anymore? Whatever, this little town of busybodies should have realized Gran was staying inside far too much.

      “Betty!” A white haired lady near the front called out.

      “Em, dear.” Gran embraced Em. “How long has it been?”

      “Ages,” Em said and turned to Diana. Except she didn’t meet Diana’s eyes, just sort of glanced in her general direction. “And this must be your lovely granddaughter.”

      “It is,” Gran said, pushing Diana to the front. “Say hello, Diana.”

      Feeling twelve again, Diana smiled. “Uh, hello.”

      “Two for lunch?” Em asked, grabbing menus and leading them to a table in the rear.

      “Just us womenfolk,” Gran said, adjusting her hat.

      She really needed to get out more. People didn’t talk like that in the twenty-first century. Well, this was step one. Baby steps, baby steps. They ordered off the menu, while people kept coming by to say hello to Gran.

      “See how much everyone has missed you?” Diana nudged Gran.

      “This is a small town, dear. They all remember me, and they don’t need to see me every day to know I exist.”

      “Yes, well, maybe you need to meet new people. You know, people your own age.”

      “New people? Why would I want to do that?”

      “There’s a whole world out there, Gran. Starlight Hill isn’t exactly a mecca, or a melting pot.”

      “I never said it was.”

      It was important for Mom to believe that Gran had an active social calendar. “What about bingo? I mean, wouldn’t you like to play bingo with some of your friends?”

      “Bingo? My heavens, dear, how old do you think I am? No, I don’t want to play bingo.” Gran fanned herself with the menu. “Maybe when I’m dead.”

      A woman approached their table, dressed in a pinstriped power suit and wearing a Chamber of Commerce name tag which read, ‘Ophelia Lyndstrom.’

      “Hello, Betty,” she hugged Gran and then leaned in to Diana. “I just wanted to say, dear, don’t worry about what anyone else thinks. You’re young and beautiful now. I’m not judging.”

      Ophelia waved and left before Diana could ask what that meant. She wore jeans and a boyfriend t-shirt. A quick downward check revealed her girls were still right where they should be. Strapped down tight.

      “What was that about?” she asked Gran.

      “I don’t know. She’s a strange one. She’s the president of the Chamber of Commerce, Junior League, and the PTA. Something else too but I lost track. Personally, I think she plans on taking over the world one meeting at a time.”

      Gran and her hyperbole. She’d missed her so much and best of all she hadn’t seen any signs of her acting anything other than her normal self, so she wasn’t sure what Mom was so up in arms about. After lunch, Gran ordered a big slice of fresh strawberry pie and while they waited Diana pulled out her phone and checked her email. Her thumb swiped through all the spam and found one from her sister Mandy. The subject line was not what she would normally expect. It simply read: WTF?

      She opened the email to find a link to an Internet video with a cryptic short sentence: Is this who I think it is? Because it sure looks like you. How dare you hold out on me!?

      Diana clicked on the link but what she saw displayed couldn’t be happening. Her breathing slowed and she would swear her heart slammed to a full stop. No. No. No. Someone had filmed the rescue! Of all the lousy, crappy things to do to a person. The video showed her clothing—and lack of it—her bare naked legs dangling as Scott carried her out of the motel. And holy shit, was that her exposed nipple?

      Diana grabbed her water glass and took a big gulp.

      “What’s the matter, dear?” Gran asked. “You look so pale. Did that chili not agree with you? I told you it was probably too spicy.”

      “I’m fine,” Diana managed to say. She turned to the people seated nearby and suddenly all those indulgent smiles and nods took on a whole other meaning. Maybe these people had seen her—pretty much all of her.

      I’ll explain later, Diana typed back to Mandy and hit ‘send.’

      She had to get this video down before Gran heard about it. From her experience, it wouldn’t be easy but it had to be done. She’d given the folks that night enough of a show without having to re-live the moment on the Internet over and over again for all stinking eternity.

      Diana had to get to the bottom of this video, find the source, and tamp it down. Scrunch it. Kill it. Destroy it. She dropped Gran off at the house, and explained she had a few errands to run. Then she drove to the fire station. Maybe someone there could explain the meaning of this to her. Someone by the name of Scott. Handsome buns of steel Scott, who would probably be ecstatic over all the new female conquests he would make from this single video. Nothing like being a hot hero firefighter to get a man laid. Other than having a rescue recorded on video and broadcast to the world.

      Never mind that she was the one being showcased in her altogether.

      Outside, there was a firefighter washing the big engine truck. “Can I help you?”

      She strutted up to him. It wasn’t Scott, but another handsome man—seriously, was it a job requirement to be gorgeous to be a firefighter in this town? He wasn’t wearing a shirt, but that had absolutely no effect on her whatsoever.

      “I’m looking for Scott.”

      “He’s on his forty-eight off. You won’t find him here.” He went back to the truck.

      Apparently she bored him. “Can you help me?”

      “Help you do what?”

      She considered asking this man for help with the video, but then again maybe he didn’t know about it. Yet. He certainly wasn’t giving her the once-over or anything like that. “Just tell me where I can find him.”

      This time he did study her a little, probably trying to determine if she was psychotic. “He works for his brother on his days off. Think they’re up at the Jones property today.”

      “Thanks.” She turned to go, then stopped and spun around. “Wait. Where’s the Jones house?”

      He squinted at her. “Who are you, again?”

      Was she seriously that forgettable? “I’m Diana. You know, you guys uh, rescued me the other night. From the fire.”

      He nodded. “Ah. Got it. I thought you looked familiar, but you know, you’re wearing clothes.”

      Diana scoffed and narrowed her eyes at him, but he’d gone right back to the truck.

      “The Jones house is at the top of the hill. Merlot Road,” he said, pointing.

      “I want you to know, I usually wear a bathrobe!” Diana stomped back to her car and threw the door open.

      She drove like a bat out of hell to Merlot Road until she caught sight of a construction crew. This was clearly the place. Most of the trucks had Pacific Construction placards on the side of them. More men, most of them with their shirts off, which again had absolutely no effect on her. Then she spotted Scott near a retaining wall, lifting what looked like the side of a building. She broke out in a little sweat because of this heat, possibly, and stared a little bit too long at his hard body. He wore well-worn blue jeans, a tool belt hanging low around his hips, his long muscular looking legs tapering up to those tight buns. He seemed to be the only one with his shirt still on, and she would have to imagine the rock hard abs underneath it.

      She stopped the car, got out and marched right up to him. “Hey.”

      He turned to her, and his eyes immediately registered recognition. Oh good, she wasn’t forgettable to everyone. “Hi.”

      “Um, we need to talk.” She folded her arms and glanced around at the rest of the crew. Most of them were openly staring. She cleared her throat. “Got a minute?”

      “Yeah,” he said and followed her to the edge of the work site.

      She glanced up at all six foot-whatever of solid muscle and brawn. “We have a problem.”

      He drew a forearm across his forehead, wiping sweat away. This caused his espresso brown hairs to spike up a little bit and his green eyes to pop out. “Yeah, I know.”

      “While I realize this must be like a dream come true for you, we need to get that video down.”

      He flinched. “Like a—what did you say?”

      She threw up her hands. “Hero firefighter rescues damsel in distress!”

      There seemed to be some kind of a tick in his jaw and he shook his head slowly. “I’m no hero. I want that video down as much as you do.”

      “You do?” That was difficult to believe, just looking at him. He screamed testosterone and sex. Sweaty, raw sex. Some of that headboard banging sex Mandy had just had to put into Diana’s thoughts so that it could rise to the surface right now.

      “Why would I want that up? It’s embarrassing.”

      “For me!”

      “Look, I get that. I’m sorry some idiot thought it would be funny to put it up.”

      She folded her arms across her chest, and did her best to look intimidating. “So it wasn’t you or one of your buddies?”

      “Hell no, it wasn’t me and none of my friends would do that because they know me.”

      “Unless they thought it might help you with the ladies.”

      That’s when Scott did something that surprised Diana. He rolled his eyes.

      “It’s gone viral, you know.” Diana pressed.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do now. We can get the original poster to take it down, but chasing every one of them down?”

      She’d been afraid of that same scenario. It would be like chasing sand in the ocean. The effect of ripples along the water. Impossible to stop or contain. “So what do we do about it?”

      “We?”

      He flashed her the easy smile she remembered. The boy had grown into a man and damn, he was fine. He knew it too, which was so irritating. “We’re both on the same side. We want that stupid video taken down.”

      “I’ll talk to my lieutenant. See if there’s maybe something we can do about it. Coming from the department that might mean something.”

      Finally, some good news. “Good! That’s great. Um, thanks.”

      “I’m not promising anything. But you’re welcome.” His voice was so deep and sensual he might as well have said ‘take off all your clothes.’

      Her cheeks felt hot and flushed, thanks to this oppressive July heat. Crap, was she blushing? She turned her back to him in case she was, but thought she could feel his eyes boring into her backside. She reconsidered and turned back around. Sure enough, his head was cocked and he was openly staring at her ass.

      She waited until his eyes slowly rose to meet hers. “One last favor?”

      “Why not.”

      She jutted her chin in the direction of the workers, the ones who’d been staring the entire time. They unanimously turned their backs to her at once. Classy. “Would you tell those guys I had a bathrobe? Tell them I had one but that there wasn’t any time for it.”

      “The fuzzy one with the ducks on it?”

      “How do you know about it?”

      He looked at the ground, then back up at her. “Sorry to say, the ducks didn’t make it. Too much water.”

      “Ha! You’re cute.” She pointed a finger in his direction. “That bathrobe is who I am, mister, and don’t you forget it. The lingerie was just—”

      “I know,” he interrupted her. “You were working it.”

      “No. Writing, remember? I was working.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that one.”

      This time she really did blush.
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      On Tuesday, Scott arrived at the firehouse early so he could have a talk with Ty. Personally, he was done with that video nearly as much as Diana seemed to be. He’d seen it at least a dozen times since the first day, and each time it got worse. There were way too many versions out, most of them now set to music. The comment section was out of control on some of them, with remarks like, ‘Hurry, I’ve got a fire in my pants!’ and other racier ones he only hoped his mother would never see.

      He found Ty in his office, doing his least favorite thing. Sitting behind a desk. This usually put him in a lousy mood, but Scott had no choice in the timing. They needed to get a handle on this video.

      He walked in and shut the door.

      “What is it now?” Ty threw him the Death Stare.

      A former marine, Ty managed to scare off most new hires with nothing more than an eyebrow quirk. But not Scott. And even though Scott realized Ty thought he was nothing but a pussy Army boy, Ty did seem to give him a begrudging kind of respect for his service.

      Scott took a seat. “By now you’ve seen the video.”

      He smirked. “I think my favorite one is set to ‘Someday My Prince Will Come.’ Have you come yet, soldier?”

      “No, and I’m not likely to unless we get that video down.”

      Ty actually looked up from his laptop. “Interesting. Leave it to a sniper to set his sights on a target so far out of reach. I have to believe there’s a lot of low hanging fruit as a result of that video.”

      And he wasn’t interested in any of it. “Are you going to help me, or what?”

      “What do you expect me to do about it? I believe we have a free press. And that video doesn’t exactly portray us in a bad light. You did your job. Why do you have a problem with it?”

      This is where he squirmed. He did have a problem with it, and Ty understood why. But it was also about Diana. She was the one half naked in the video. “The girl has a problem with it.”

      Ty leaned back in his chair and smiled. “She shouldn’t, either.”

      She was a mystery to him too and not for the first time he regretted never having hung out with her much during the summers. But they’d been kids, until that last summer. Even then they didn’t exactly hang in the same circles. He’d always had the impression she irritated him. The feeling was pretty mutual, if he recalled.

      “Hard as it is to believe, she’s on the shy side. Not every girl wants the whole world to see that much of her.”

      “I see. So what do you want? I can’t stop the tide. It’s viral. You do know what that means?”

      “But isn’t it worth a try? Maybe a letter from the department, from the Firehouse 54 Lieutenant asking them to take it down.”

      “I think you’re overemphasizing my pull around here.”

      “You’re a pretty scary guy when you want to be.”

      Ty raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll see what I can do. But now you have to do something for me.”

      Not like he couldn’t see that one coming. “Name it.”

      “It’s this fucking calendar. We still need Mr. September. And Ophelia is breathing down my back every damn day. I’m going to kill someone if I have to hear about it one more time.”

      “No way. I already said I wasn’t interested.” They had enough beefcake without adding him to the mix. “I’ll do anything else, dude. Not that.”

      “If I have to do this ridiculous thing, so do you.” Ty pointed. “I’m fucking Mr. December. With a Santa hat. Don’t cry to me, you pussy.”

      Scott felt every muscle in his body tense. If he took his shirt off in public, he wouldn’t hear the end of it. Everyone would be reminded, and the whole shit would start all over again. “You got roped into it when you lost a bet. Don’t act like you’d do it otherwise.”

      Ty looked ready to spit. “It’s for charity.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do it, but I’m keeping my shirt on.”

      “Agreed.”  If anyone understood the shirt thing, it was Ty.

      Scott shook on it. “It’s a deal, Mr. December.”

      “Fuck you, Mr. September.”

      Scott spent the rest of his forty-eight hours on shift wondering what the hell he’d agreed to do. This stupid calendar had been the talk of the town since Ophelia had come up with the bright idea and up until now he’d managed to stay clear of it. But one irritating and unforgettable woman later, and he was in with the rest of the fools.

      Speaking of Diana, he must have screwed up epically or she wouldn’t still be carrying a grudge. Despite what she and everyone else might have believed, he’d been a sixteen-year-old virgin in those days. He might have been wild with fast cars but he’d never been with a girl. Somehow he’d developed a reputation despite it. Not that he went out of his way to correct anyone. These days, he had plenty of offers for female company on a daily basis but he hadn’t been with a woman in two years. He figured it was too difficult to start a relationship right now. Most women wouldn’t put up with him being gone for long stretches at a time, which he fully intended to do if he could get assigned to the wildfires. He was single, free and clear of any major responsibilities and he realized he could do some good for once.

      Instead, everyone seemed determined to set him up.

      Not to mention that the women who were after him were a little desperate and a lot nuts. Leticia Weathersbee had handcuffed herself to her bed and then lost the keys, he strongly suspected purposely. When she’d called the fire department for help, he’d been the one stuck working on her for an hour while she wore nothing but a towel he’d thrown on her. Then she’d privately offered him an off-duty blow job as a thank you for his troubles.

      He’d thanked her for offering, but was going to have to pass on that one.

      Annie Lane kept losing her cat in the tree. He had it on
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