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      Meet Rowena Stratten (56) and Jacques Chastain (54)!

      

      The best thing a New Year’s Eve hookup two years ago and helping with tornado cleanup have in common for Jack is Ro, a woman he can’t—and doesn’t want to—resist.
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      Intermittent buzzing dragged Rowena Stratten from a half doze. She tried changing her position, but her tightly folded legs barely straightened before her feet bumped into something solid. Utter darkness surrounded her until the humming started again and harsh light came from somewhere near her right hip.

      She banged her elbow on the wall beside her as she reached for her phone. Then her head refused to turn without her neck muscles protesting. “Ouch.”

      Given the size of the closet and the number of storage boxes in the space, she was lucky her entire body had fit, even contorting herself the way she had. A little wiggling allowed her to pick up her cell so she could use the light to find the doorknob. She gave it a twist and thanked the powers that be that the door swung open.

      Somehow, her house hadn’t collapsed around her.

      Fire coursed through her thighs and calves when she stretched out her legs. “Fuck a duck. I bet getting sucked up by a tornado hurts less than being stuffed in a closet.”

      Breathing through the prickly pain, she keyed in her passcode. More than a dozen texts waited to be read, most of them from her son. Another popped up as she navigated to the beginning of the long thread and slowly scrolled through the messages.

      “Tornado! Are you in the basement???”

      “Please tell me you’re in the basement.”

      “Stay put.”

      “The warning expires in ten minutes.”

      “I’m watching the radar. Don’t come out until I say it’s all clear.”

      “Do you have your phone? Answer me as soon as you can so I know you’re okay.”

      “Okay, so you probably don’t have a signal right now. I’m trying not to panic. Just worried. Text or call when you can.”

      “It’s been 20 minutes. Storm has passed. Are you okay?”

      “30 minutes. Are you there? Emergency crews are out. Lots of limbs down. Be careful if you come outside.”

      “Holy sh*t. Part of the oak tree fell on the house. WHERE ARE YOU?”

      A giggle escaped at Trevor’s self-censored expletive. Even at thirty, he wasn’t comfortable swearing in her presence. Of course, she tried her best not to use the F word around him, despite the new sense of freedom—among other things—menopause and widowhood had gifted her.

      Although looking upward into the near-pitch blackness wouldn’t help her survey the damage, she did it anyway. Evidently, her roof needed replaced, and who knew what else would have to be fixed. If she had to move in with her well-meaning but overbearing mother during the repairs, she might lose her mind.

      “I’m officially freaking out, Mom. They won’t let me near the house. Are you hurt? I’ll sneak in if I have to.”

      She forced her uncooperative fingers to type and retype on the screen. “DO NOT MAKE ME COME OUT THERE TO STOP YOU FROM ENDANGERING YOURSELF. I’m fine, Trev. No broken bones, bruises, or bleeding. Still in the closet under the basement steps. I’m not sure if I can make it upstairs or outside. Any chance of a rescue by a hunky firefighter?”

      He undoubtedly wouldn’t appreciate her stress-induced sense of humor, but she hit the send arrow and scooted out the door on her half-numb backside. As she pushed to her feet, a creak from above sent her scrambling back to her hiding spot. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      Her phone hummed again, and she dropped it in the dark abyss of the closet when the sudden buzzing vibrated up her arm. The screen lit up long enough to cause dancing spots in her vision and to allow her a quick grab in its direction.

      An eye-roll emoji appeared first. “Finally! Stay where you are! They’re coming to get you! Not sure what qualifies as hunky.”

      As long as they got her the hell out before the whole house fell in on her, she didn’t give a damn what her rescuers looked like. “Tell them there’s pie in it for them if they hurry.”

      “LOL You’ll bake them a pie no matter how long they take.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Baking had gotten her through the toughest times of her life—losing her dad ten years ago, being widowed at fifty-three, and finding out her late husband had cheated on her with multiple women when several had shown up at his funeral.

      “They’re working on it, Mom. Might take a few minutes. Have to make sure it’s safe to go in and get back out.”

      “Okay. Did my car survive? I need to be able to drive to work tomorrow.” The thought of shopping for a replacement made her shudder.

      “Probably no damage to the garage. Looks like the end of the house with your bedroom caught most of the tree. I wish my studio apartment had an actual bedroom. I’d let you sleep on my couch. Grandma’s going to demand you stay with her if you don’t find someplace else before she watches the news. Maybe the hunky fireman will be single?” The winky face assured her Trevor wasn’t overly concerned about the rescue effort.

      However, more creaks and groans from above had her yanking the closet door closed and covering her head with her arms instead of imagining a burly man who wanted to be her boy toy. “Hurry up, damn it!”

      The muffled whine of what sounded like a chainsaw joined the scarier broken-house noises for what seemed like an hour. Then erratic clunks and thunks added to the destructive harmony.

      She tried and failed to make herself smaller in the tight space, succeeding only in triggering a cramp in her lower back and the urge to pee. “Get me out of here in the next thirty seconds, and I’ll make you pie for life!”

      A bellowing laugh cut through the chaos a moment before the door swung open, flooding the closet with the blinding beam from a heavy-duty flashlight. “Deal, as long as I don’t have to share with the rest of the crew.”

      The comment earned him a grunt from the geared-up firefighter behind him. “You gonna keep it from your pregnant wife too?”
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