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She was the kind of woman who took comfort in the rules...

Eileen McCormick has watched both of her sons find love, how hard could it be to find a man to go to dinner with? She didn’t count on the hot fireman helping her out of a jam. It was only neighborly to return the favor.

He was getting too old for this...

Mike Hartigan loved his job but there had to be more to life than a bowl of cold cereal and a lonely bed at the end of a double. He hadn’t planned on falling for a woman 12 years older than him but love doesn’t play by the rules.

From this day forward their lives will never be the same.
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Escape to the Lovers and Other Strangers world today. This contemporary romance series travels across the US with stops in Boston, Las Vegas and the Southwest, Seattle, and Chicago. With each new book you'll find characters that feel like friends and catch up with past favorites lives. 
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Chapter One

Eileen McCormick grunted through the exercise. She dropped the dumbbell, suddenly self-conscious of the sound of her own voice. The fact that she was the only one to hear it didn’t lessen the embarrassment, until she caught her reflection in the mirror. She needed to thank Brady for setting up all the gym equipment for her. She admired her fifty-six year old body more closely in the mirror. She may not ever be an exercise queen, but she would look darn good in her Mother of the Groom dress at Quinn’s wedding. Shame it didn’t matter to anyone but her. 

She tucked a hank of stray hair behind her ear and sighed. She was stalling. Wasn’t it pathetic that she would rather exercise, no matter how much she hated it, than check her email. Glaring at her reflection firmed up her resolved.

“Since when do you run from anything?” Short answer, she didn’t. With that she marched upstairs to her laptop.

Logging in to her account, she groaned. One by one she eliminated the choices. She was pretty sure the first guy had photoshopped himself into pictures of other people. No one did that many things with a different group of people every time, not to mention the fact that he’d never been married and still lived with his mother. “Seriously?”

The next guy wasn’t a day under seventy, except he was claiming to be fifty-eight. “Um, no. If you can’t be honest about your age, what else are you hiding?”

The next guy looked good, was educated, interesting. He was divorced—wait, how many times? The one after that had obviously used a fake picture. You could see the frame company’s name in the corner. 

Changing tactics, she flipped to looking at some of the men the site suggested for her. She narrowed the search to ones her age to weed out those who were just looking for a woman to keep their house and drive them to their doctor’s appointments. That cut the list by two-thirds. It might sound awful but she wanted some romance not just a companion. Reading through what the guys her age were looking for was an exercise in frustration. Every last one started with wanting a woman in their thirties or early forties. What would men in their late fifties to early sixties even have to say to women that age? 

Was it too much to ask for a nice guy? Someone worth getting dressed up for, to flirt with, and God forbid, have dinner? She slapped the computer closed. She’d been fine being alone for more than twenty years. It was just the wedding coming up. She loved Eden and thought she and Quinn would be happy together. She should be happy for them. And she was, but... It felt final, like she had given up on part of her life she didn’t know she had missed. Her courtship hadn’t involved a hit man, but there hadn’t exactly been hearts and flowers either. She wasn’t so much of a crone that she didn’t still long for some romance in her life.

It was that kind of thinking that had led to her putting her profile on the dating site. What a waste of time. Men who were older wanted women her age to take care of them. The men her age wanted trophy wives and arm candy. Viagra be damned! Except the dynamic had been around since money had been invented. 

Her phone startled her out of her melancholy. Looking at Brady’s handsome face popping up on her phone, she smiled. She loved him regardless, but he never called out of the blue unless he needed something.

“Hi Hon, I was just thinking about you. I want to thank you again for setting up my gym for me. Though, I don’t know that I love that mirror yet?”

“You’re welcome, so uh, would now be a good time to ask a favor?” 

She shook her head. “I suppose.”

“Good, I need a cake.”

“No problem.”

“Um, I need it tomorrow.”

“Well, at least it isn’t three dozen cupcakes. Why can’t you just go to the bakery?”

“Delores wants your special Hazelnut Torte. I was kind of bragging and she’s going on maternity leave, ugh, and tomorrow is her last day.”

“Oh, hon, it is a ton of work.”

“Please?” 

“If I had any sense... Fine, but you owe me, mister. If I have to go to the store I may as well make dinner, too. You want to come over?”

“I’ve kind of got a thing with Tess.” 

She stared at her phone a second. She’d have to have to find out what was going on there. “So you need it tomorrow morning?”

“You can have till the afternoon.”

“Gee, thanks, since the cake takes two days to make.”

“You’re the best, mom.” She could almost see the cheesy grin on the man’s face, but it made her miss the boy he’d been. 

“I pity the woman crazy enough to marry you.”

“Never happen.” The thought made her sad and angry. Sad that her wonderful son refused to let himself risk falling in love, and angry at the man that had taught him to be that way. 

“Brady...”

“Gotta go mom, thanks!” The dial tone sounded in her ear. 
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“Captain, you can still hang in there for an old man.” Gomez pounded him on the back as he walked out the door. The good natured blows rattled every bone in Mike’s body. Double shifts at the fire station used to roll off him, now he wanted to soak in a hot tub for a couple hours - followed by a nice juicy steak with thick cut fries, or even better, a loaded baked potato and a good rich porter. His stomach rumbled loudly and saliva filled his mouth from hunger. Realistically, he had maybe just enough energy to pour milk into a bowl and scarf down some cold cereal before falling asleep on his feet. Then he remembered, the last of the milk had gone to the cat who cried at his back door all the time, along with the last can of tuna. 

“Fuck.” 

“Problem, Cap?” He startled to see Rosetti standing next to him. She was the newest member of the team and he always tried to keep the swearing to a minimum around her. She reminded him too much of his daughter, though she had to be six years older at least. 

“Just remembered I’ve got nothing to eat at home.”

“‘Fraid I can’t help you there. The cupboards are bare at my place, too. I was going to grab something from the drive thru and crash as soon as I get home. The calls would not stop today.”

“Sometimes it’s like that. You’ll get used to it. There are days when you get to the point you are working on muscle memory alone. That is the reason we drill so much. You’re doing well though, hang in there.”

She beamed back at him. Yeah, definitely too much like his daughter. “Thanks, Cap. You hang in there, too.” 

He pulled his coat on and walked out to the first flakes falling out of the sky. “Son of a...” It was the beginning of April. They’d already had Easter. Shouldn’t Spring be starting soon? A quick pit stop at the grocery store and then he’d no doubt be falling asleep in front of the TV. He should try to get out with the team more but he felt like their babysitter sometimes.
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Mike tossed his wallet in the bag with the milk so he wouldn’t forget it in the car when he got home. He was getting punchy with no sleep and no food. He was on his way to his truck when he saw her, and almost burst out laughing. A woman had gotten her cart stuck in a snow pile and looked like something from a slapstick routine trying to get it out. With the way it was jammed and as much as she had in it, the cart probably outweighed her by a good hundred pounds. She wasn’t going anywhere. Tired and achy as he was, he couldn’t walk away from someone who obviously needed help. He stuffed his keys in his jacket and went to see what he could do.

“If you’ll hold this, I think I can get you unstuck.” The woman looked up at him like he had fallen out of the sky. 

“Oh! Sorry, I can get it.” 

She was determined to do it herself, and not having any more luck now than she was a second ago.

“How’s about I just help.” He tossed his bag in the basket and gave it a tug. That didn’t work. He was losing his touch. He walked to the other end and pushed for all he was worth. Now it broke free and he almost ended up in the slush soup pooling at his feet.

“Thank you so much!” 

He walked around to the handle and started maneuvering it in the direction she was originally headed.

“Where is your car, I’ll help you get it there.” She pointed out the eco hatchback in the row and pressed her key fob to unlock the back. She was cute, in a no-nonsense kind of way. He didn’t make it obvious, but the way her yoga pants hugged her butt made him kinda wish she didn’t have the down jacket on so he could see the rest of her. Her wavy blond hair and brown eyes looked like a warm cozy fire right about now.

Mike shook himself and started putting her bags in the trunk of her car. She moved to help him then started sniffing the air.

“Do you smell smoke?”

“Oh, it’s probably me.” The woman looked at him like he was nuts. “I’m a firefighter.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. I guess I can’t really smell it on me anymore. Petroleum fires, those I end up in the shower for half the day scrubbing off the smell.” She blushed which made her look even prettier. 

“Thanks for the help.”

“You’re welcome.” He pushed the cart to the corral and started walking to his car, fishing his keys out of his pocket. That was when he remembered the bag with the milk and his wallet. Except a glance back at the corral showed it wasn’t in the basket. 

“Damn.” He looked to find the woman’s car, but she was already gone. Just his luck. That’s what he got for doing a good deed. Hopefully, she’d realize and give him a call. The thought made him smile. When was the last time a woman had called him, that wasn’t his ex-wife talking about what one of the kids had done now.

***
[image: ]


Eileen leaned against the kitchen door trying to catch her breath. The bridge group was never going to believe her. How often does a sexy fireman come to your rescue - it had the makings of some wonderful fantasies. She pulled herself back to reality. At least she had gotten all the groceries in. The storm looked more fearsome than it would end up, but still, who liked lugging groceries in the snow? 

She had everything else unpacked and put away when she found it. A half-gallon of milk and a Mr. Mike Hartigan’s wallet. Now she felt even more guilty lusting after the guy. He’d been so helpful. A quick call to information gave her his phone number. What should she say? ‘Sorry I stole your stuff?’ It didn’t seem enough after he’d helped her out. She dialed and waited ‘til the answering machine picked up, but then chickened out and pushed the end button instead of leaving a message. He wasn’t home anyway, or was screening his calls. 

She thought about the half gallon of milk. Something about it made her believe he was single, that and his address. Those were mostly small condos in that area. She made the batter for Brady’s cake and while it was in the oven, whipped up a quick casserole to assuage her guilt. It was close by, she could give the fireman everything in person.
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This had seemed like a better idea an hour ago. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans while balancing the casserole and the grocery bag with his stuff. She was about to lose one of them when the door opened and a large hand steadied the casserole dish.

“If it isn’t my thief?” She was about to explain when she saw the grin on his face. The smile made his eyes light up and the laugh lines around them showed he smiled a lot. He had a good smile, the kind that said everything was going to be alright. 

“I tried to call earlier, but...”

“I thought I heard the phone ring while I was in the shower. Come in out of the cold.” He ushered her into his entry and she noticed that he’d changed from jeans to sweats. Either way, the view was... She checked the thought and looked up into his eyes. He’d caught her giving him the once over, maybe closer to twice. She thrust the bag and the casserole dish into his hands.

“To say thanks.”

“What is it?”

“Just chicken divan. Oh, do you eat broccoli?”

“Firefighters will eat anything. I was planning on having a bowl of cold cereal, but I’ll bet this is a lot better. I don’t suppose I could get you to stay and have some with me?”

“I shouldn’t, I didn’t mean to, I-”

“I didn’t get your name yet.”

“Oh, Eileen, Eileen McCormick.”

“Well Eileen, please say yes because it has been way too long since I sat down to a home cooked meal with a beautiful woman.” She allowed herself to preen just a little at the compliment. She couldn’t remember the last time she had dinner with a man she wasn’t related to. She was more than half tempted.

“I should-”

“Good, how long does this need to cook?” He moved to step toward the kitchen.

“I was about to say I shouldn’t.”

“Got someone expecting you for dinner?” 

“Well, no, but...”

“The casserole isn’t any good?”

“Hey, I’m a good cook!”

“I’ll have to be the judge of that.” 

She smirked at him, as if he would have to goad her into staying. 

“Fine, I’ll stay, but let me call my son and find out what time he is coming by?” Mike didn’t have to know that Brady wasn’t coming by ’til tomorrow. Better safe than sorry. He walked off to the kitchen and she made her phone call. 

When she met him in the kitchen, he was sliding the dish into the oven.

“Three-fifty okay?”

“Sure.”

“Good, now we can get to know each other.” Her heart rate kicked up. Dear God, did she even remember how to make small talk? She suddenly felt sixteen all over again. She had hated being sixteen. Living with that electric feeling skittering over her skin had nearly driven her mad. But wasn’t this what she had gone on the dating site looking for? Nothing would come of it but she could use it to practice, and she needed all the practice she could get.
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Eileen cleared, as he rinsed and put the dishes in the dishwasher. It felt damn domestic; good, but weird after living alone as long as he had. He spent plenty of time with his team, but not that much with anyone one on one. He figured, based on the awkward pauses, she was in the same boat.

There was something about her that drew him in. She was older but in great shape, and darn pretty. But it was more about the way she looked at the world. There was a self-determination to her that made him want to know a whole lot more about the woman. His attraction kind of
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