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Chapter 1: The Heatwave Begins
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The sun had barely cleared the horizon and already the heat lay heavy over Maplewood. The sleepy town shimmered in the early morning light, its sidewalks cracked and glinting like sunbaked pottery, and the air was thick with the promise of another scorcher. Cicadas screamed from the trees like they were protesting the heat themselves, and window units across town wheezed and clanked, doing their best to fight a losing battle.

Hallie Monroe stood on her front porch with a mug of iced coffee pressed to her neck, sweat curling at the nape of her neck before the day had even properly begun. She'd only been back in her hometown for three days, but already she was questioning the wisdom of leaving her cozy, air-conditioned condo in Portland for the creaky Victorian her grandmother had left her. Maplewood had its charms—she wasn’t ready to list any of them just yet—but the house was big, empty, and lacked one very important modern necessity: central air.

Her cat, Zucchini, lounged on the porch railing, belly up, tongue lolling out in what Hallie could only interpret as abject misery. “I get it,” she said, scratching behind one of his ears. “This is hell. We’ve moved to hell.”

Across the street, the fire station stood proud and red-bricked, its flag fluttering half-heartedly in the heat. Hallie’s gaze flicked to the side, to the small bungalow next door. Connor Hayes’s truck was parked in the driveway, gleaming under the sun like it didn’t give a damn about melting tires or sunburned paint.

She hadn’t officially met Connor yet, but she’d seen him. More importantly, she’d heard about him.

According to Mrs. Denton, the chatty seventy-something down the block who had introduced herself with a casserole and a twenty-minute monologue on the town’s lineage, Connor Hayes was the town’s most eligible bachelor, a local firefighter who kept to himself, helped everyone else, and carried wounded dogs out of burning buildings in his spare time. Hallie had smiled politely at the time, filing it away as small-town gossip. But then she'd spotted him hauling groceries for a mother with twins the day after she arrived. And then she’d caught him mowing the lawn of the elderly man across the street without being asked. And this morning, she was fairly certain she’d seen him fixing a neighbor’s broken sprinkler system before seven a.m.

It was enough to make a girl reconsider her policy on dating in small towns. Almost.

Her phone buzzed, and she fished it out of the pocket of her cutoff shorts. A text from her sister, Marissa.

How’s the renovation queen doing? Or should I say: the sweaty peasant girl with no A/C?

Hallie rolled her eyes and typed back quickly.

Sweaty peasant. I’m building a fan out of desperation and prayer. How’s babyland?

The response came immediately.

Covered in spit-up and plastic keys. Can I trade you? You can have a screaming infant, I’ll take the heat.

Hallie grinned, but it didn’t last. The inside of the house was like a sauna. She’d tried every trick in the book—closing curtains, setting up box fans, strategically placing bowls of ice. Nothing worked. And the HVAC guy couldn’t come until next week.

The ice in her coffee had melted. She sipped it anyway and sighed. There was only one thing left to do.

Hallie Monroe was going to have to talk to the fireman next door.
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CONNOR HAYES HAD JUST stepped out of the shower when he heard the knock on his door. He frowned. It was too early for visitors, especially the kind that required him to put on a shirt. Water still clung to his hair as he pulled a T-shirt over his damp skin, tugged on a pair of athletic shorts, and headed for the door.

He opened it to find a woman standing on his porch looking like she'd been cooked in an oven. Her tank top clung to her like a second skin, her hair was pulled into a messy bun that was more bun than tidy, and a line of sweat traced down the side of her neck. She had a cat carrier in one hand and a fan in the other.

“Hi,” she said, offering him a strained smile. “You don’t know me. I’m Hallie. I just moved in across the street. Normally I wouldn’t do this—actually, that’s a lie, I probably would—but I’m melting and I heard you’re a fireman, which is ironic because I’m about to combust.”

He blinked. “Hi.”

“I mean,” she continued, flapping her hand in front of her face, “it’s a hundred degrees inside and I’ve tried everything. Ice bowls, fans, witchcraft. Nothing works. So I’m here to ask, beg, plead—do you have a portable AC unit I can borrow for a few hours? Or a room with air conditioning where I can temporarily relocate myself and my dying cat?”

Connor stared at her for a moment. She was flushed and frazzled and talking at a mile a minute, and the desperation in her voice was as real as the sweat on her forehead. He rubbed the back of his neck.

“I’ve got an extra window unit in the garage,” he said. “I was going to put it in one of the upstairs bedrooms, but you can borrow it. You’ll have to install it yourself, though. I’m heading into a shift in twenty.”

Hallie’s face lit up. “You’re serious?”

“I don’t joke about air conditioning,” he said.

She laughed, a little too loudly, like relief was making her giddy. “You are officially my hero. Like, medal-worthy. Do you want cookies? I can bake cookies. Or, no, that would heat the house more. Ice cream? A kidney?”

He smiled for the first time, and it was quiet and unassuming and almost shy. “Just bring it back when your HVAC guy shows up.”

She nodded fervently. “Deal.”

As he retrieved the unit from his garage and helped load it into the back of her car, Connor couldn’t help but notice the way she kept glancing at him. Not in a flirtatious way—at least, not exactly—but like she was trying to memorize him, catalog him for later. He didn’t mind. It had been a long time since anyone had looked at him like that, and longer still since he’d let anyone in close enough to even try.

Still, as he watched her drive off with the unit in her trunk and her cat meowing loudly from the passenger seat, he shook his head and muttered to himself.

“Careful, Hallie Monroe. You might just start a fire you can’t put out.”
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BACK AT HER HOUSE, Hallie wrangled the AC unit into her living room window with only minor cursing and the help of a YouTube video. Within the hour, the temperature inside had dropped from unbearable to only slightly miserable. She lay flat on the cool wood floor with Zucchini sprawled across her stomach, both of them soaking in the sweet relief.

She thought about Connor—about the quiet steadiness of him, the way he’d barely blinked when she’d rattled off her entire situation like a heat-maddened lunatic. There was something grounding about him, something that made her feel, against all odds, like maybe coming back to Maplewood hadn’t been a mistake after all.

Maybe she could stick around longer than she’d planned.

Or maybe it was just the heat making her delusional.
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LATER THAT EVENING, Hallie was back on her porch with a glass of lemonade when Connor returned home. He waved, and she waved back, then surprised herself by calling out.

“Hey, hero!”

He paused, turning toward her with a raised eyebrow.

“Want a glass of lemonade?” she asked. “As payment for saving me from becoming a human puddle.”

He hesitated for only a moment before crossing the street.

“Sure,” he said. “I could use something cold.”

She poured him a glass and they sat on her porch in the softening light, the sky painted in streaks of orange and pink. For a long time, they didn’t talk. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the kind that filled the space between two people who didn’t know each other yet but didn’t mind the idea.

Eventually, Hallie spoke.

“So what’s your deal, fireman?”

Connor looked over at her, amused. “My deal?”

“Yeah. You live alone, you fix other people’s sprinklers, and you don’t laugh at crazy women on your porch. You must have a story.”

He sipped his lemonade. “Maybe. But I’m more of a listener.”

“Well, listener, let me guess—tragic past, stoic nature, won’t open up until chapter twenty-five.”

He smiled again, slow and almost secretive. “Something like that.”

Hallie leaned back in her chair, her smile matching his. The heat hadn’t broken, not even a little. But somehow, sitting there with Connor Hayes and a glass of lemonade, it didn’t seem so unbearable anymore.
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Chapter 2: The Fire Truck Next Door
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Hallie woke the next morning with a sheen of sweat on her forehead and Zucchini curled like a furry comma against her ribs. The window unit hummed steadily, but even its cool breath couldn’t keep the heat fully at bay. Her sheets were tangled around her legs, damp with sleep, and her dreams had been full of fire—some started by broken wires, others by the curve of Connor Hayes’s smile. She groaned and shoved herself upright, hair sticking to the back of her neck, heart still pounding like she’d run a marathon in her sleep.

Coffee, she thought. Then maybe a cold shower. Then maybe a lobotomy so she could stop replaying every second of her conversation with the fireman across the street.

After dressing in a loose sundress and managing to slap on some sunscreen before the sun had reached its full punishing height, she padded barefoot to her kitchen. She’d barely started the coffee pot when the unmistakable sound of a fire engine roared to life outside her window. Her head snapped up, and through the gauzy curtains, she saw the engine’s red frame glinting in the morning sun like a mirage come to life.

Without thinking, Hallie hurried onto the porch, shielding her eyes against the brightness. Sure enough, the bay doors of the firehouse were wide open, and the massive truck rolled slowly onto the street. It was followed by another smaller vehicle, both engines revving as they passed her house, lights flashing but no sirens. The fire station hadn’t seemed all that busy the past few days, but maybe that had just been good luck. She scanned the figures moving around outside the station and spotted him—Connor—dressed in his navy uniform, climbing into the passenger seat of the smaller truck.

He didn’t look her way, too focused on something one of his fellow firefighters was saying, but she felt that same odd flutter low in her belly anyway, like her body remembered things her brain was trying to deny. She crossed her arms and leaned on the porch post, watching as the truck rolled past her house, then disappeared around the corner, the quiet pulse of its engine fading into the summer air.

Inside, her coffee finished brewing, but she ignored it. She stood there a little longer, barefoot on warm wood, heart buzzing.

It was too early to have feelings. She wasn’t even unpacked.

Hallie forced herself back into the house, muttering as she poured a mug of coffee and tried not to imagine Connor in turnout gear, fighting fires and saving kittens. She had a list of things to do—starting with unpacking the last of the kitchen boxes and finally fixing the wobbly leg on the dining table. She’d made a deal with herself: fix five things before thinking about her neighbor again.

It didn’t last past item number two.

The third box she opened held nothing but a melted candle, a cracked frame, and an old photo of her and her ex, Jake, at a wedding. She stared at the image for a long time, feeling the knot in her stomach return like it hadn’t left at all. Jake’s smile was as cocky as she remembered, and her own was forced, a little too wide, like she was trying to convince herself of something.

She tossed the photo in the trash and muttered, “Three more items. Then you can Google Connor Hayes. Just to make sure he’s not a serial killer.”

The problem was, she didn’t really want to know bad things about him. It was easier to keep him as a safe little fantasy—Neighbor McHotFireman who had impeccable manners and extra air conditioners and a quiet smile that made her forget how to breathe. And he lived in Maplewood, which meant he was probably related to half the town and would never leave.

Which meant, logically, that she should not be interested.

By late afternoon, the sun had become a molten thing in the sky, and Hallie had given up any pretense of productivity. She lay sprawled on the living room floor, sweat beading on her collarbone, ice water pressed to her forehead. Zucchini had taken refuge under the couch, occasionally swatting at her ankle like he blamed her personally for the heat.

She was debating whether to drive to the nearest air-conditioned coffee shop when her phone buzzed with a new message.

Unknown number: Heard you melted into the floor. Thought I’d check in. -Connor

She sat up so fast she startled the cat. Her heart stuttered in her chest, and she stared at the message for a full minute before typing back.

Hallie: I’m still vaguely human-shaped, but only just. Do you do wellness checks as part of your fireman duties?

Connor: Only for people who return borrowed AC units in one piece.

Hallie: That was my plan, but Zucchini’s eyeing it like it’s a throne. Might be a custody battle.

Connor: Should I come mediate?

Her fingers hovered over the keys. Was he joking? Flirting? Offering to come over? She was wearing a tank top soaked through with sweat and shorts that had seen better days. Her hair looked like it had been attacked by a blow dryer and lost. But still, something in her chest pulled tight and then loose all at once.

Hallie: Only if you bring snacks. The heat has devoured my will to cook.

Connor: Be there in ten.

She leapt off the floor, cursing and bolting for the bathroom mirror. No time for a shower, but she could at least wipe off the sweat and slap on some mascara. She threw her hair into a ponytail, added a dab of lip balm, and tried not to panic.

When the knock came, she was mid-sprint to the kitchen to hide a pile of empty boxes. She paused, caught her breath, then opened the door.

Connor stood on her porch holding a paper bag and a six-pack of lemonade. His shirt clung slightly to his chest, evidence of his own fight with the heat, and his smile was calm as ever.

“Peace offering,” he said, lifting the bag.

She took it from him, grateful. “Tell me that’s not kale.”

He laughed, stepping inside when she gestured him in. “Chicken salad sandwiches. And cookies. I don’t do kale.”

“That’s the hottest thing you’ve said all week,” she muttered, already digging through the bag.

They sat on her couch with the fan pointed directly at their faces, and for a few minutes, they just ate. The room buzzed with the sound of the unit, the occasional creak of the floorboards, and the comfortable silence of two people who weren’t trying too hard to fill it.

When she reached for a second cookie, Connor tilted his head.

“So what brought you back?”

Hallie wiped a crumb from her lip. “Burnout. Bad relationship. A grandmother’s house that needed someone to save it.”

He nodded slowly. “That’s a lot at once.”

She shrugged. “Portland was too fast. Too loud. I needed quiet. And space.”

“You’ll get that here,” he said. “Sometimes too much of it.”

“I don’t mind quiet,” she said. “Just...not sure what to do with it yet.”

He looked at her for a moment, eyes steady and dark. “You’ll figure it out.”

She smiled, then bit her lip, a question on the tip of her tongue. “What about you? Always been a fireman?”

He shook his head. “Joined up after high school. Traveled some. Came back when my dad got sick. Stayed after.”

“Do you like it?”

He thought for a moment. “It matters. That’s enough for me.”

She nodded, then exhaled, leaning her head back against the cushion. “You ever regret it?”

“Sometimes. But I’ve had worse regrets.”

They didn’t speak for a long time after that. The sun dropped lower, the room darkening with each passing minute, and Hallie felt a strange sense of contentment settle over her. There was no pressure, no awkwardness—just the soft hum of the fan, the smell of cookies, and the quiet presence of a man who didn’t ask her to be anyone other than herself.

When Connor stood to leave, she walked him to the door, unsure what to say. He turned on the porch, watching her for a second longer than necessary.

“You’re welcome to come by the firehouse sometime,” he said. “It’s cooler there. And we’ve got a better fan setup.”

“Are you offering me a tour?”

He smiled. “Maybe.”

She leaned on the doorframe, eyes twinkling. “I’ll think about it.”

He walked down the steps and across the street, disappearing behind the firehouse’s red doors. Hallie watched him go, then turned back into the house, her face warm for reasons that had nothing to do with the temperature.

For the first time since coming back to Maplewood, she didn’t feel quite so out of place. Maybe she didn’t need to have it all figured out right away. Maybe starting with chicken salad and a borrowed AC unit was enough.

And maybe—just maybe—the fire truck next door wasn’t the only thing worth watching.
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Chapter 3: Hallie’s Meltdown (and AC Failure)
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The next morning arrived like a blowtorch. It wasn’t the sun rising—it was the sun exploding. Maplewood was under siege, the local news warned of rolling brownouts, and Hallie Monroe was at the center of it all, in a house that had once been charming but was now a glorified kiln. The old wood floors felt like they radiated heat, and the antique windows let in more sunlight than they deflected. No amount of iced coffee could save her. Her hair clung to her temples, the back of her tank top was soaked, and her legs stuck to the leather of the dining chair with every breath she took.

It had started innocently enough. She’d woken up at six with ambitious plans to organize the linen closet, deep clean the bathroom, and maybe even start a Pinterest board of ideas for repainting the upstairs guest room. But halfway through breakfast, the box fan in the hallway had given out with a sputtering groan and a puff of warm, dust-choked air. Then the window unit—her precious, borrowed window unit—began to falter. It didn’t shut down completely, but the cool air that had been its proud signature turned tepid, like a dying breath.

Panic didn’t set in immediately. Hallie was nothing if not determined. She spent thirty minutes rearranging the box fan to optimize air flow, then another twenty checking the fuses in the basement. No dice. At one point, she considered taking a cold shower, but the thought of stepping into that musty old tub with the inconsistent pressure and the ever-dripping faucet was more depressing than promising.

By noon, the heat was unbearable. Not just uncomfortable—unlivable. The air felt like it had weight, and Hallie found herself moving slower, breathing shallower. Even Zucchini, once a creature of chaos, had collapsed on the tile in the kitchen, sprawled like a crime scene. She dripped sweat onto the hardwood as she tried, with one last burst of optimism, to coax the window unit back into functionality.

“Come on,” she whispered to it. “You can do this. You’re a champion. A survivor. A hero.”

The unit made a low mechanical whine that could only be described as mocking.

It died at 1:13 p.m. She marked the time, as if she were a scientist witnessing the extinction of a rare and noble species.

At first, she just sat there, staring at it in disbelief. Then came the meltdown.

Hallie flung open her freezer and buried her hands in a bag of frozen peas, whispering nonsense like, “This is fine. Everything is fine.” When that didn’t help, she filled the bathtub with cold water, dumped in ice cubes, and climbed in with her shorts and T-shirt still on. She stayed there for fifteen minutes, hugging a bottle of Gatorade to her chest, until Zucchini peered in with a meow that sounded distinctly judgmental.

“I’m losing it,” she said aloud, her voice echoing off the tile. “I am officially losing it.”

After the ice melted and the water turned lukewarm, she climbed out and wrapped herself in a towel. She stood in the middle of her kitchen, dripping, fuming, sticky and raw, staring at the useless AC unit like it had betrayed her on purpose.

Then, she did something she hadn’t done in over a year.

She cried.

Not loud, not theatrical, but the kind of crying that snuck up from your ribs and trickled out of your eyes before you could stop it. Silent tears, stinging salt trails across a sunburned face, the kind of crying that came from exhaustion, and heat, and fear that maybe she’d made a huge mistake moving back to Maplewood. Maybe everyone had been right—maybe coming back to this town was her waving a white flag, surrendering to failure. Her mother had said it without saying it. Her sister had masked it with jokes. And Jake, her ex, had outright said it when she told him she was leaving the city.

“You’ll be back,” he’d said, so smug it made her want to throw things. “That place was always too small for you.”

She'd pretended it didn’t sting. But now, standing in a house with broken fans, melting ice trays, and a cat who wouldn’t stop following her around like a tiny, furry grief counselor, Hallie felt the weight of it all.

She didn’t want to go back to that life. She didn’t want to belong to anyone else’s idea of her. She just wanted to survive this damn heat.

With a deep breath and a renewed sense of reckless courage, she decided to make one more attempt to fix the AC. She’d watched enough DIY videos to know it could be something as simple as a clogged filter or a blown capacitor. Grabbing her phone, she sat down on the floor in front of the unit and started unscrewing the front panel with a butter knife. Not the most elegant tool, but she wasn’t feeling elegant.

Sweat trickled down her spine as she worked, her face blotchy, her fingers slippery. The inside of the unit was full of dust. She sneezed three times in rapid succession and wiped her nose on her shoulder. She was a mess, but she was a mess on a mission.

Half an hour later, the mission was officially a failure. The unit sputtered one last time, coughed out a final gasp of air, and then nothing.

Hallie stared at it, defeated. “You win,” she whispered. “You win, heat gods. Take me.”

Then her phone buzzed.

It was a text from Marissa.

How’s your mental state? Still alive?

Hallie didn’t even hesitate.

No. I’m deceased. Tell Mom I went nobly. Buried in sweat and shame.

There was a pause, then:

You know who might have another unit? The firehouse. Or your dreamy neighbor. I’m just saying. I believe
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