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      Hi! Thanks for picking up Bright Fire. I appreciate it.

      Sign up for my newsletter and receive your choice of any of my first-in-series books.
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      The bell on the Secondhand Rose Vintage Thrift Shop door jingled, and Maryann turned her attention from the rack of crinolines she’d been steaming to the incoming customer. "Welcome in."

      "Hi, there." The woman, who appeared to be about Maryann’s age although she was inexplicably wearing a lavender sweatshirt announcing her as the “World’s Best Grandma,” held a plastic takeout bag, the handles tied in a triple knot, close to her chest.

      She'd been to the Burrito Barn.

      Maryann’s nostrils flared, the delectable scent of Luis' secret recipe enchilada sauce attacking her from ten feet away, permeating a cardboard carryout container and two layers of plastic bag. "Sorry. No food allowed in the shop. I can't have the vintage duds smelling like a grease trap."

      "Oh, shoot," the woman said, not walking any further into the store. She looked outside and then at Maryann, her pink frosted lipstick smile pleading. "It's just a tiny bit of leftovers. I promise to hold on to it real tight."

      Maryann made her smile match the woman’s, lipstick choice notwithstanding, and rolled her shoulders back. My shop, my rules. "Yeah, if you could just set your bag on the shelf out front, I'd appreciate it. If I make an exception for you, I'll be making exceptions left and right."

      The woman scrunched up her forehead. "On the shelf next to... the box of bowling shoes?"

      Maryann clenched her jaw and took a shallow breath through her nose. Her precautions were no match for the aroma.

      Cumin. Fresh and powdered garlic. Dried chilis hand-ground in a massive molcajete passed down from Luis' grandmother to his mother to him. A single tablespoon of tomato paste dropped into the bubbling sauce as he winked at Maryann and put his finger to his lips, signaling his hope that she’d keep his secret ingredient secret.

      "Perfect. Yes. Out by the box of bowling shoes."

      “Well, I never,” the woman huffed. “Your policy is unreasonable. I’d like to speak to your manager.”

      Maryann turned off the steamer and rested the wand against a nearby orange mid-century dining chair that she had yet to sell because who wants a single dining chair?

      She flipped her long brown braid, shot through with nature’s tinsel, over her shoulder as she approached the irritated customer.

      “I’m Maryann Temple–the owner, manager, buyer, and head boss lady of the Secondhand Rose. I made the no food in the shop policy a decade ago and I haven’t caved on it once. Not even for a… World’s Best Grandma, like yourself.”

      The woman took a long look around the shop, giving the merchandise a withering gaze. “This doesn’t seem to be my sort of place anyway. I prefer clothes that haven’t been previously worn.”

      Maryann straightened the neckline of the yellow daisy applique cardigan she was wearing. She’d found it at a darling flea market in Venice, California. Her entire outfit was previously loved, each piece having a life and a story before it made its way to her.

      “The Secondhand Rose isn’t for everyone,” she said, opening the front door and giving the woman a genuine smile. Maryann could be a bit rude when it came to Luis, her former fiancé, and his food. It wasn’t this woman’s fault that Maryann had screwed things up with her soulmate.

      “Do you smell smoke?” the woman asked, her eyes growing wide.

      Maryann took in a deep breath and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Nothing seemed amiss, but she did smell smoke.

      A fire engine went screaming down Main Street, sirens blaring.

      The back door of the shop opened, her employees, Daphne and Belle hurrying in from their lunch break.

      Maryann didn’t hear a word they said to her as she looked past Daphne out the slowly closing door.

      The Burrito Barn was going up in flames.
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        * * *

      

      Luis aimed the fire extinguisher at the back wall of his cramped office and squeezed the handle. Never in a million years had he expected a fire to start in there. He’d been prepared for a dozen scenarios in the kitchen, but his office?

      There were papers and folders and folders of papers strewn and stacked on every surface. A cardboard box of who remembers what pushed up against the filing cabinet that came with the place–a former Subway restaurant–that he’d never bothered to clean out, except for the bottom drawer where he’d stored his late mother’s beloved family recipe book.

      “Ay ay,” he muttered. The recipe book. He could not let that burn, it was all he had left of his mama and their family in Chihuahua, Mexico.

      The Burrito Barn had fire insurance, but the only insurance Luis had on the book was that he knew each recipe backward and forward. He’d committed them to heart as a teenager and although most days Luis felt he was still sharp as a tack; his father had entered a memory care facility when he was only ten years older than Luis was now.

      Luis pulled his black t-shirt, emblazoned with the Burrito Barn logo, up over his mouth and nose and sprayed the extinguishing foam into his office until the canister ran out. The flames and thick smoke persisted, making it too dangerous for him to enter and retrieve the book.

      He was getting down onto his knees, hoping to see a pathway to the filing cabinet below the smoke, when two gruff gloved hands took hold of him by the armpits and lifted him to his feet.

      “Mr. Garcia, you’ve got to vacate the building. Come with me.”

      A breathing mask was pushed onto his face, but Luis shook his head, dodging it. “You don’t understand. I’ve got to get a book out of my office.”

      “No,” the firefighter said, forcing the mask onto his face. “No time for that. Sorry.”

      He grabbed Luis by the forearm and led him the short way to the back door and then to the ambulance parked down the curb.

      “You seem fine, Mr. Garcia,” the firefighter said, removing the mask, “but let’s have Syun look at you to make sure.”

      Luis caught the edge of the firefighter’s sleeve as he turned to walk away. “Please. Could you try to get the recipe book from my office? It’s in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet.”

      He shook his head. “Again, I’m sorry, sir, but the fire appears to have started in the office. It’s probably a total loss.”

      Luis’ shoulders slumped, resigned to letting the paramedic check him out.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got the recipe book,” Maryann said from behind him.

      Luis flinched. “I don’t know how she does that,” he said to the paramedic. “You’d think I’d hear the clicky-clicky of her shoes, but she always manages to sneak up on me.”

      Maryann stepped around him and stood next to the paramedic. “I didn’t always sneak up on you. It happened a few times over the three years we were together. You’re being dramatic.”

      “I was just pulled from a burning building, Maryann. I’m allowed to be ‘dramatic’ as you say.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. Oddly, it was one of his favorite expressions of hers back in the day. Her eyeroll meant that soon she’d become so agitated with him, the only way he could calm her down was with a lengthy, passionate kiss.

      Luis’ gaze fell to Maryann’s lips. They were a bright red shade today. Fiery. Even the color of Maryann’s lips snuck up on him.
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        * * *

      

      The paramedic dismissed Luis and he sat on the curb, watching the firefighters hose down the Burrito Barn. He looked up at Maryann, his soft brown eyes surrounded by a few more wrinkles than the last time she’d gazed into them.

      “You have my recipe book?” he asked, patting the concrete next to him.

      She tucked her pale-yellow skirt underneath her and gingerly sat on the curb, happy the ground wasn’t wet. It was a rare, dry November day in Braverton, Oregon.

      “Yes, I took it to… it was going to be a surprise,” she said.

      “A surprise? For what?”

      Was he really going to make her say it? A vice squeezed around her heart. “A wedding gift. I located the exact same binding and paper the recipes were written on and had my calligrapher friend–”

      “Cheyenne. I remember.” Luis tapped his temple with his index finger.

      “Yes. I had Cheyenne copy the recipes down in her beautiful handwriting.”

      Luis raised his eyebrows and tucked in his lips like he did when he was annoyed with her. “Sounds like a lovely gift. Too bad the wedding never happened.”

      Maryann wasn’t going to take his bait. Did she have regrets about what she did that day? Yes. But after ten years, she’d like to think she’d made peace with her decisions.

      Except talking about the book threw her right back into that time of confusion and heartache.

      Her dress had been gorgeous–a 1920s cream colored velvet floral embossed silk sheath with a delicate cowl neckline and a low-plunging back. She’d opted for a beaded headband instead of a veil, and carried a simple bouquet of her favorite deep-orange Bright Fire roses. On her feet, Maryann wore Tiffany blue patent leather ballet flats.

      She’d never felt more beautiful and more like a phony.

      Standing there alone in the small changing room of St. Andrew Catholic Church, Maryann had stared at herself in the full-length mirror for so long her reflection morphed into someone else.

      At thirty-eight, it seemed strange to go from being who she’d always been to being someone’s wife. She’d been on her own for twenty years and had settled in to her independence.

      As much as she loved Luis, Maryann was afraid marrying him would make her lose herself… love who she was less. And she should have told him that before they’d filled a church with their family and friends.

      Her timing hadn’t been ideal. All right, it had been rotten.

      Maryann glanced past Luis and saw his brother walking toward them. He gave her a subdued wave. She nodded his way. “Ernesto’s here. You two have lots to talk about, I’m
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