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About the Book




Who said high school love doesn’t last? 
 
 Everyone with a functioning brain. Especially when the breakup came via a glittery “Dear Jane” greeting card featuring the single worst poem ever written inside. 

Jane Willoughby squashed that card – and her feelings for Chance McGovern – the day she read it. Ten years later he’s back in Pineville: sexier, broader-shouldered, and now the assistant fire chief, complete with a cute kid and a messy divorce. Forgiveness? Hard pass. Even her cat, Cyclops, gives Chance his one-eyed murderous glare.

To be fair, Cyclops hates everyone. Jane is just choosing to see it as emotional support. 

Chance is once bitten, twice shy. All he wants is a quiet life, stability for his son, and definitely no reminders of the stupid teenage mistake with the girl he never quite forgot. 

But life, and some small-town meddlers, have other plans for them. Forced together to plan the annual Fireman’s Ball, Jane and Chance have a hard time keeping their relationship strictly professional. Chance is great at putting out fires… but the one they’re sparking? He might just decide to let it burn. 








  
  
Keep in touch with Allyson!




Thanks so much for reading! Want to stay up to date on all the lastest news, sales, and freebies? Click here to join my VIP club. I'll never share your email and you can unsubscribe at any time. And, you get a free story when you join my newsletter.

Follow me on Bookbub








  
  
Chapter One




On a good day it could take a backhoe to pry Jane out from beneath her soft cotton duvet. The goose down bedspread in a faded blue paisley had been an indulgence, but one that was worth every penny. When she snuggled into bed at night, the duvet kept her cozy through the long Michigan winters, but was light enough to breathe through the warm summers. Sleeping under her duvet was like being cocooned in a cloud. It usually took her three rounds of hitting her snooze button in the morning before she could drag herself out from its inviting comfort. 

And that was on a good day. Not a day when her head pounded like the drum section of a marching band and her limbs ached with fatigue.

Jane kicked the twisted sheets from her feet, and cocked her head. There it was again. The knocking was definitely coming from her front door, not her head. She groaned. Couldn’t a girl get a sick day to herself? She wasn’t asking for much. The last time she’d taken time off work due to illness, a different president had been sitting in the Oval Office.

Looking into one disgruntled green eye, she sighed. Cyclops didn’t approve of visitors almost as much as he didn’t approve of her sleeping the day away. The orange tabby circled three times on his pillow before turning his back on her and coiling himself like a garden hose.

Message received. Her ornery pet couldn’t have said Get your lazy butt out of bed more clearly than if he’d written the message on a whiteboard.

Crawling through a sea of used tissues to the edge of the mattress, she swung her legs over. Whoever was at the door was persistent, she’d give him that. Stumbling, she took two steps to her closet, pulled a cotton robe on over her boxer shorts and T-shirt, and headed for the front door to her apartment.

Before opening the door, she gave one more solid blow of her nose, happy to discover she’d mostly dried up while she’d napped. Her face felt altogether too crusty for her liking, but considering her head was so congested it just might explode, Jane didn’t care. Even if that hunky Thor actor stood behind her door, he was just going to have to deal with how she looked.

Concerned blue eyes and wind-blown tufts of white hair greeted her across the threshold. “Jane, are you all right? When you didn’t answer the door right away, I thought maybe you’d forgotten about our meeting.”

Her head fell back on her shoulders. “Judge Nichols. I did forget. I’m sorry.” She stepped to the side and swept an arm toward the living room. “Come on in.”

The older man paused, his eyes narrowing as he studied her face.

“It’s okay. Dr. Murphy said I’m not contagious.” She coughed into her sleeve. “He said it’s just a twenty-four-hour bug and my time’s almost up.”

With another sidelong glance at her head, the judge of Crook County, Michigan, entered her small apartment and took a seat on her couch. Catching her eye, he rubbed a hand through the hair at his left temple and frowned. “If you’re not feeling well, we can reschedule the meeting. The charity ball for the Pineville Fire Department isn’t for another month, so we still have lots of time to plan.” Leaning back on the sofa, he shifted his softly rounded belly and pulled a cell phone out of the front pocket of his trousers.

Jane laughed. “I’m glad you asked me for help with this fundraiser. Only a man would think a month was plenty of time to plan a charity ball and fireman auction. We have a lot to do.”

Judge Nichols pulled the phone away from his ear. “Well, I’m glad you feel that way because the third member of our meeting isn’t answering his phone. I can’t cancel anyway. He should be here shortly.” Brushing his hand through his hair again, he said, “But if you really don’t feel well, I can wait for him outside and tell him we’re rescheduling.”

“Today’s fine.” Jane walked to the attached open kitchen and washed her hands. “I do feel a whole lot better than I did a couple of hours ago.” The clock on the wall above her oven read 5:30 p.m. She’d slept for almost eight hours straight. Pouring water into her teapot, she set it on the stove to heat and shuffled back to the living room, flopping on the other end of the couch. “And we really don’t have any time to waste. I want this fundraiser to be a success.”

As a local dispatcher for emergency calls, Jane knew most of the firefighters well. Knew their families. Every couple of years the town held a fundraiser for the Michigan Firefighters Widows’ and Orphans’ Fund. After a large refinery fire had killed two firemen in upstate Michigan last year, reminding Jane of just what their local firefighters faced, she’d jumped at the chance to help out and be one of the co-chairs of the fundraising committee.

“So tell me about our third co-chair,” Jane asked. “I have yet to meet the new assistant fire chief. He just started last week, right? I can’t believe he was already roped into helping with this fundraiser.”

A devious smile turned up the edges of the judge’s lips. “I believe it was a part of his initiation. He was given a couple of choices of what he, as the new guy, could do. I believe this was the least objectionable.”

“The boys in Firehouse 10 gave him a choice?” She shook her head. “They must be going soft.”

A firm knock on the door interrupted them.

“That must be the lucky man now.” Jane pushed to her feet. “What’s the new guy’s name?”

“Assistant Chief McGovern.” The wrinkles in the judge’s forehead deepened. “First name Thomas, I believe.”

“Huh.” That was funny. She used to know someone with that name. But that T. McGovern would never have been caught dead wearing the blue-collar uniform of a firefighter. She moved to open the door.

“Wait, Jane!”

She turned, hand on the knob. The judge had risen to his feet. Even though the older man only stood at about Jane’s own five foot six, he had presence. A sense of authority and calm that made few question his decisions. But right now, he just seemed agitated.

“I think you should know, uh . . .” He brushed violently at his hair.

She raised an eyebrow. Very odd. “Hold that thought.”

Shaking her head, she pulled the door open.

And everything stopped. Her heart. The faint pounding in her head. Her breath. Time itself seemed to suck in a deep breath and hold it.

The chiseled jaw in front of her dropped. “Jane? Jane Willoughby? Is that really you?”

She didn’t know how long she would have stood there, staring at her high school love. The boy who’d ripped her heart in two, stuck a bite in his mouth, chewed it up, spit it out, and then ground the half-masticated bit under his heel. Not that she was still bitter about it or anything.

She knew her eyes were as wide as her open mouth, but couldn’t pull herself together enough to close them. The shrieking whistle of the teapot snapped her out of her shock.

Turning from the boy she’d once placed all her hopes and dreams on, she stumbled to the kitchen, removed the teapot from the stove. From the corner of her eye she watched the judge and Chance shake hands.

“You two know each other?” Judge Nichols asked.

Chance’s gaze burned between her shoulder blades. “We were friends in high school in Lansing.”

Friends. Jane snorted. “Anyone else want some tea?” The men shook their heads, and she prepared her own mug before returning to the living room. She took her first good look at the man still wearing his department-issued blue slacks and snug matching navy T-shirt. The back of her throat dried up and she took a scalding sip of tea.

He’d filled out since she’d last seen him. The wiry muscles he’d earned from varsity football had thickened. He was more solid, his wide chest and broad shoulders looking like he’d have no problem slinging an unconscious body into a fireman’s carry. Except for small lines radiating from the edges, his chestnut eyes hadn’t changed in nine years, still filled with a mischievous twinkle. He examined her apartment with curiosity before turning his scrutiny on Jane.

Her heart clenched. The way his gaze swept up and down her body, the curiosity was aimed all at her. She took stock of her appearance. Faded robe. Month-old pedicure, the purple polish chipped off half of her toenails. And a nose probably as red as the sunburn she’d gotten skinny-dipping with Chance their senior year. Just perfect.

She took another sip of tea. “You’re the new assistant fire chief of Pineville.” She hadn’t said it as a question, but he nodded his head anyway. “A pretty big departure from your life plan, Chance.”

The judge drew his brows down. “Chance?”

“Thomas Chance McGovern,” Jane said. “He goes by his middle name. Or, at least, he used to.”

“I still do.” Chance rubbed the back of his neck, ran his hand up the back of his head, ruffling his short hair, the color almost an exact match to his eyes.

Judge Nichols pursed his pink lips and looked at the two of them. Jane could see the wheels turning in his head as he came to all sorts of conclusions. Unfortunately, he was probably coming to all the correct conclusions, something that did Jane’s ego no good.

Sinking onto the sofa, she crossed her legs, trying to look as unaffected as possible. “Well, should we get down to business?”

Chance sat on the edge of an armchair across from her, a low glass and metal coffee table filling the gulf between them. The judge remained standing. He rocked up onto the balls of his feet. “Well, the first thing I wanted to talk to you two about was taking point on the fundraiser committee. There’s no need to have three co-chairs, and now that I know you two are already friends, I feel much more confident leaving the decisions in your capable hands.”

Jane opened her mouth to object.

“I will, of course be a volunteer on the committee,” he continued. “But as the only acting judge for Crook County, my schedule makes it difficult to take a leading role.” Smiling, he looked between Chance and herself. “I can’t wait to see what you guys are going to do. For the charity ball.”

Jane narrowed her eyes. That seemed a tad manipulative. They were all busy, but how did you call out a sweet old man who just happened to have the power to throw you in jail for contempt of whatever-the-hell-he-wanted?

Nevertheless, she had to try. No way was she going to be co-chair with Chance McGovern at her side. If he was involved, she needed a buffer.

“Judge Nichols, we’ve already organized part of the ball, and we’ve been working well together. I think it would be in the best interests of the widows’ and orphans’ fund if the two of us continued to run the committee.”

Chance’s gaze rested on her, a heavy presence, one she refused to acknowledge.

“I appreciate your vote of confidence in this old man, but to be honest, I think I took on too much when I agreed to be co-chair. These bones need a little rest from running around all day.” The judge rubbed his hands together. “No, the two of you will do great.”

Her pulse kicked up to match the restless drumming of her fingers on the couch’s cushion. “I probably don’t need any help at all. I’m sure the new assistant fire chief is very busy, and I can handle the fundraiser by myself.”

“Don’t be silly,” the judge said. “Who better to help with a fireman’s fundraiser than Mr. McGovern? Besides, you were the one saying how a month isn’t very much time and there is a lot still to do.”

Damn. She had said that. Her mind ran through a list of excuses, but none would be good enough to convince the judge. She glared at Chance. Why wasn’t he jumping in with his own reasons? He had to want to get out of this more than she did. But no, he sat there as silent as . . . something really quiet, not helping out at all.

His eyes never leaving hers, Chance slowly raised one eyebrow and cocked his head to the side. She bit back a growl. How dare he give her that look, the one that practically screamed What are you going to do now? Had he forgotten that she’d been there at its inception, when a scrawny fifteen-year-old boy had practiced it in front of a mirror, using his fingers to hold one eyebrow down as he raised the other, Jane sitting on his bed, laughing at the goofy faces he made? And now he used it on her? Hell no.

She shot to her feet. The pressure in her head from her cold messed with her balance, and she wobbled. Chance rose and put a steadying hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged him off. His touch messed with her head more than her cold did.

Jane dug her fingers into her hips. “Mr. McGovern—”

“Can’t wait to help with the fundraiser. It’s a worthy cause and a great way to get involved in the community.” Chance held a large hand out to the judge. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it from here.”

The men shook hands. “Perfect,” Judge Nichols said. He walked to the door. “I’ll leave you to it. Get a lot of rest tonight, Jane. Pineville needs you healthy.” And with a smile and a nod, he was gone.

Leaving her alone. With Chance McGovern.

She inhaled deeply, the sounds of snot tunneling up her nose loud in the silence. She looked around for a tissue. Remembering the tissues were in her bedroom, she wiped her nose on the sleeve of her robe. Not something she would normally do in front of company, but she didn’t want Chance to have any misunderstanding of how he ranked in her life.

“Let’s sit down,” he said. “We have a lot to catch up on.”

With a huff, she flopped down on the sofa, crossed one leg over the other. Her robe gaped open, revealing her bare thigh before she grabbed the edge and tugged it closed. “I don’t want to catch up. Let’s just get some planning done so you can get out of here.”

His eyes flicked to her legs before settling back on her face. He leaned forward in the armchair and rested his elbows on his knees, lacing his long fingers together.

She stared at those hands, and swallowed past the lump in her throat. As a teenager, his hands and feet had been too large for the skinny kid they’d adorned. When they’d met freshman year in tennis practice, he’d reminded her of a Great Dane puppy, all paws and clumsiness and potential. By the time he’d left for college, he’d grown into his shoe size, no longer gawky and awkward.

But the man he’d filled out to be left her mouth dry. The fabric of his trousers strained across his hard thighs, and his exposed forearms were corded with muscle.

She picked up her mug from the coffee table, gulped down some tea.

“I’m sorry, Jane. You don’t know how often I’ve thought—”

“What part of not catching up didn’t you understand?” She bobbed her foot up and down. “Can we please just pretend we don’t know each other and get this done?”

Chance clenched his jaw, breathing in deeply through his nose. After a moment’s pause, he agreed. “Fine. Just fundraising business. I can do that. Where do you want—”

“I can’t believe you’d show up here without giving me any warning.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “You didn’t have any suspicions when you were told to go to Jane Willoughby’s apartment that it could be me?”

“The chief gave me the address of ‘Dispatch Jane.’ That’s what everyone calls you. I had no idea you were a dispatcher in backwoods Michigan.” His nostrils flared. “And even if I had been told your last name, how was I to warn you? I don’t have your phone number.”

Jane bit down on her tongue. That made sense. She knew of her nickname, knew most of the guys at the fire station called her that. And of course Chance, the evil defiler of virgins, as he’d come to be known in her head, wouldn’t have her current phone number. He laid out a very sensible defense.

All that sensibility just ticked her off even more.

“Like I said, I don’t want to talk about us. Let’s just get to work.” She reached for a yellow notepad and pen at the corner of the table.

“Fine.”

“Good.”

They glared at each other. Jane started out the staring contest digging deep, hoping for a heretofore unknown superpower of setting people on fire with her mind. How deliciously ironic would that be? The fireman who burned her nine years ago getting a taste of his own medicine.

The edges of his gorgeous brown eyes tilted up the smallest bit. Humor chased out the annoyance that had sparkled in their depths. She remembered how he could always find comedy in any situation, damn him. It had made him irresistible to her stupid teenage self, the way he’d laughed through their first awkward fumblings, helping her shed her self-consciousness as they learned about making love.

It had been so good between them.

And suddenly she was the one on fire. One look from Chance and she still melted into one big pile of goo. God, she was an idiot.

The body that betrayed her came back to save her. She sneezed, breaking the eye contact, breaking their connection.

Chance rose to his feet. “Look, a day or two won’t matter. Why don’t we meet up again after you feel better? Give me your phone number.”

She hesitated.

“We’re going to be working together for a month,” he said. “We need each other’s phone numbers.” He settled his hands on his lean hips. “I promise not to prank call you in the middle of the night.”

Jane ground her teeth. When did Chance become the reasonable one? She used to be the voice of sanity, trying to rein in his silly pranks and adventures.

She rubbed a knuckle into her eye socket. She was being an idiot. It had been almost a decade. Of course he’d grown up. She didn’t know this Chance McGovern at all.

She gave him her number.

He punched it in, waited to hear her phone’s muffled ring come from the bedroom, and slid his phone into his pocket. “Okay, now you have my number . . .”

An unearthly howl stopped Chance’s words. A streak of orange rocketed through the living room, into the kitchen, and out the open window above the sink. A bowl in the sink rattled, and a paper towel Jane had left on the counter drifted slowly to the floor.

“What the hell was that?” he asked, eyes round.

“Cyclops. My cat.” She took a sip of her cool tea. “He doesn’t like the sound of my phone ringing. Or strangers in the apartment. Or people in general, really.” She smiled at Chance, the first genuine one to cross her face since opening the door on her teenage mistake. “You’re lucky all he did was run away. Usually he’s more . . . aggressive in showing his displeasure.”

“What does he do?”

Her smile widened. “We have a month of meetings ahead of us. I’m sure you’ll find out.”

Chance narrowed his eyes. “Call me when you feel better. We can meet, uh”—he shifted on his feet—“maybe downtown somewhere.”

The grin on her face didn’t quit, even after she’d shut the door on the man. It probably didn’t say much about her as a person, but it was deeply satisfying that her little one-eyed cat could instill fear in a six-foot-something fireman. All in all, if she had to meet up with the man who’d broken her heart years ago, this reunion had gone down as a win for her. Even with her red nose and sloppy robe.

Still, for their next meeting, she’d make sure to wear something tight and sexy. Not too slutty. She didn’t want to look like she was trying to make an impression. Wandering into her bathroom, she gathered her hair at the nape of her neck to see if a loose chignon would be the way to go.

A moan escaped her mouth at her reflection.

“No, no, no, no, no,” she wailed. Raising a shaky hand, she brushed her fingers through her hair. And she knew what Judge Nichols had been trying to tell her with his weird hand gestures. Because there, near the crown of her head, was a used tissue. Stuck to her hair.

She pulled the crumpled white square, tugging a couple of strands of hair off with it. She didn’t even want to look at what had cemented the tissue to her head.

Shoulders slumped, she tossed it in the trash can. Perfect. Just perfect. Chance hadn’t seen her in nine years, and the first time he did, she had a used tissue stuck to her head.

Her win had been imagined. Chance had stood before her, all muscly and oozing testosterone, and she’d been . . . She looked in the mirror again and sighed.

Nope. It was definitely fifteen-love, advantage all to Chance.








  
  
Chapter Two




The scents of lavender and rosemary enveloped Jane when she opened the door to her mother’s store. A small space tucked between a deli and a real estate agent’s office, the Apothic Garden sold an eclectic mix of soaps, herbal remedies, and garden supplies. 

Her mother lifted her salt-and-pepper head from the Pineville Gazette. “Hi, honey. How’s it going?”

Jane set her messenger bag on the counter beside an old-fashioned cash register. “I’m fine.”

“Your color looks better.” Her mother eyeballed her critically. “I see my rose hip tea worked.”

Jane just barely contained her sigh. She loved her mother. She really did. But she’d never use one of her mother’s herbal remedies when over-the-counter cold and flu medicine was available at the local drug store.

Edith Willoughby was a product of the sixties, and a firm believer that positive thinking and good energy could cure most ills. When her husband had been diagnosed with cancer, along with chemotherapy he had tried every ancient Chinese herb, healing yoga practice, and Native American prayer ceremony that Edith could find.

Jane’s father had lived five more years than his doctors had expected. While Jane believed it was the advances in modern-day medicine that had made the difference, she’d still driven him to many of the alternative treatments. Just in case.

Edith dug into the pocket of her flowing tunic and pulled out a pair of eyeglasses. Perching them on the end of her nose, she examined her daughter. “Your color may look better, but something’s still off.” She reached out, grabbed Jane’s earlobe, and tugged her head to the side.

“Mom!” Jane yanked her head away.

“Your chakras are funky. What’s wrong?”

Jane poked at a bundle of dried lavender hanging from an exposed wood beam. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Pinching her lips tight, her mom stared at her over the top of her glasses.

“Well, nothing’s wrong wrong.” Jane blew out a breath. “Just had a bit of a bad surprise.”

“Well?” Edith asked. “Unfortunately, I’m not a mind reader. You’re going to have to tell me.”

“Chance showed up at my apartment. He’s the new assistant fire chief.” Just saying the words made her stomach twist and her heart pick up its pace. A man she hadn’t seen in nearly a decade shouldn’t have such an effect on her.

“Chance?” Her mother widened her amber eyes. Her eyes were the only trait she’d passed on to Jane. “Your Chance, from high school?”

“One and the same. Although it’s debatable whether he was ever my Chance.” Good God, was she sulking now? Bring back an old high school boyfriend, and she started acting like a teenager.

“Is he still as good-looking as he used to be?” Edith asked.

Jane sighed. “Better.”

“Mmm.”

Jane rolled her shoulders. “Mom, that’s gross.” She didn’t want to think about her mother lusting after the same man she did.

“It would have been gross if I’d done it when he was a teenager, but not now that he’s an adult.” Edith peered at her over the rim of her glasses. “I may be older than you, but I’m not dead. I can still appreciate a good-looking man.”

“You haven’t even seen him.”

“So bring him around so I can see him instead of just imagine him. It would be nice to talk to that boy again. He was always so sweet helping your dad with the composting.” Her mother’s voice took on the wistful tone it always did when she spoke of her deceased husband. Jane had grown up embarrassed by her parents’ overt displays of affection. Now she was just envious. She didn't think she'd ever find a love like theirs.

“We’re not friends, Mom. I’m not going to bring him around after school. But Chance is my co-chair for the fundraiser so you’ll get the opportunity to drool over him. You’re still on board to be a member of the committee, right? We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“Of course. I love our boys in blue.” Edith’s cheeks turned pink.

Jane tilted her head to the side. Her mother rarely became embarrassed. “I think that’s supposed to refer to the police.”

“Firefighters wear blue uniforms, too.”

Jane waved a hand in front of her face. “Regardless, can we get back to the problem? I’m supposed to work with Chance on the charity ball. I can’t work with him for a month!”

“Honey.” Her mother covered Jane’s hand with her own. “It happened a long time ago. You need to get over it.”

“I’m over it.” At her mother’s raised eyebrow, she said, “I am. That doesn’t mean I want to work with the man.” Have to spend time looking at his broad shoulders, smell his spicy aftershave. Nope, she didn’t want that at all.

“I’m sure you’ll rise to the challenge.” Edith turned to the aromatherapy bar on the wall behind the counter. “But to help you out, I’ll make up just the thing for the funk you’re in.” Stretching, she pulled a bottle from the top shelf, one from a middle shelf. “I think a mix of lavender, chamomile, and eucalyptus will fix you right up.”

“Mom, I don’t think aromatherapy is going to help.” Still, she plucked an empty amber stopper bottle down from a shelf and placed it next to her mother. Her mother’s tinctures didn't solve any problems, but Jane had to admit her mom brewed great-smelling oils.

“Remember, just a couple of drops on your pillowcase at night.”

“Yes, Mom.” Jane tucked the bottle into her bag.

“And if you want to perk up for your date tonight, you can put a drop or two behind your ears.” Edith wiped down the reclaimed wood counter where she mixed her oils. She had a sixth sense about what aromas worked well together. When the two of them had first moved to the small town in central Michigan, her mother’s hippie clothes and attitude had turned a few heads. But each trip Jane made home from college, she saw more and more people in her mother’s shop. The aromatherapy bar was the most popular draw.

“I forgot about Leon tonight.” Jane sniffed, still heard a slight congestion. “Maybe I’ll call and tell him I still feel under the weather.”

“Your only social life is your Sunday and Thursday night dates with Leon.” Her mother shook her head like that was the biggest disappointment a parent could have in her child. “You don’t want to go backwards.”

To the dark days when Jane spent her evenings reading mystery novels, childless and alone. That thought was clearly implied.

Jane blew out a breath. “Fine.” With a kiss to her mother’s cheek, she breezed out the door, the bell above it tinkling a goodbye.

Game night at the American Legion was usually fun. It probably was a good idea that she go out. Take her mind off things she shouldn’t have her mind on. Like dropping a quarter on Chance’s butt and seeing how high it’d bounce off the hard muscles. That part of his body had really filled out. She’d spent the better part of yesterday afternoon lying in bed thinking about that, much to her shame.

And Leon was perfectly nice. Dependable. A good friend.

Strolling to her car, her steps grew shorter and shorter.

And not nearly interesting enough to keep her mind off Chance.

Jane groaned. It was going to be a long night.


      ***Chance pulled his SUV into a parking space at the American Legion and cut the engine. He should be at home. There were still boxes to unpack, and a free night was better spent playing games with his son rather than with adult men. But his new chief had thought it would be a good way for Chance to meet the members of the community he now served.

Chance didn’t want to start off his new job ticking off his boss. Creating a stable life for Josh was his primary concern.

Still, he had a plan for the night. Get in, shake some hands, get out.

Wind slapped his face as he stepped from the car. The night air held a bite, a warning that although winter was over, this was still Michigan, and it didn’t tolerate sissies. Shrugging into a windbreaker, Chance strode to the entrance.

A dimly lit bar lay off to the right. Its walls were adorned with sports pennants, and a few old-timers scattered the barstools. Straight ahead, double doors opened onto a large meeting room. The fluorescent lights made Chance blink. Fold-out tables filled the area, their surfaces covered with cards, board games, and poker chips. The room was full. People sat at the tables, smiling and laughing, attesting to the fact that they at least enjoyed playing games with other adults. Others stood, congregated in groups, chatting and drinking.

Chance muffled a grunt, and headed for the fun and games. Searching for his chief, he spotted the man easily. A head taller than anyone else in the room, the leader of the Pineville Fire Department reminded Chance of the Brawny paper towel model. A flash of red standing in front of Chief Finnegan made Chance pause. All he could see of her was her back, but he recognized Jane instantly.

There was nothing overtly sexy about the red blouse, jeans, and low pumps she wore, but Chance’s body reacted just the same. Her hips had filled out since high school. Where she’d once been slim as a boy, she now had the rounded curves that begged for a man’s touch. Her thin robe hadn’t done much to hide the ripe swell of her breasts the day before, and that flash of smooth leg had made a frequent appearance in his head for the past twenty-four hours.

She tilted her head back to laugh at something the chief said, the ends of her hair brushing the collar of her blouse. The hair was different, too. His Jane had worn her hair down to her waist, pulled back in a thick braid.

The new Jane kept her hair short, wisps just curling at her collar. Chance didn’t usually like short hair on women, but Jane’s whiskey-colored locks looked soft and feminine, and framed her delicate face beautifully. It was just long enough for a man to dig his fingers into and grab hold.

Shoving his hands in the front pockets of his jeans, he shifted. Jane was no longer his to think about that way. In fact, Jane was downright pissed off at him. Not that he could blame her. When he’d left that card on her front porch years ago and taken off without her, it had been a dick move. But they’d both been stupid kids. She couldn’t hold that against him forever. Could she?

In three long strides he was behind her.

The chief smiled at him over Jane’s head. “McGovern. Glad you could make it.” He extended a hand as Jane whipped around, her eyes flaring.

Chance gripped Finnegan’s palm. “Glad to be here.” He leaned a little closer to Jane, enjoying the heat from her body. She smelled earthy, different. Was that . . . eucalyptus? Weird. But somehow it worked on her. Anything would.

She took a quick step back, putting space between the two of them. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Finnegan said. “You two have met for the fundraiser.”

Chance must be a sadistic bastard. Why else would he enjoy the flush that crept up Jane’s neck and the tense set to her shoulders? “We met a long time before that. Jane and I are old buddies from high school.”

“Yeah, buddies.” Jane spit the words out like they were bullets from a gun.

Chance smiled. He’d forgotten how much fun he used to have riling her up. She’d always been too serious. He'd needle her until she’d finally shake her head in exasperation, unable to stop the smile from spreading across her face.

It would take a lot longer to wheedle a smile from her now.

Finnegan raised his eyebrows. “Where’d you go to high school?”

“Lansing.”

“So you’re a local boy, or near enough. I thought you were an import to Michigan, like me. Though not from so far away.” If Chance listened hard enough, he could just hear the trace of the man’s Irish accent that attested to just how far away he’d come from. The chief clapped his hand on Chance’s shoulder. “Still, I knew I liked you too much for you to be from California.”

“The West Coast isn’t full of crazies like you’ve heard. And the guys on Cal Fire are some of the best.” Turning to Jane, he said, “I just moved here from Northern California. I was a firefighter there for five years.”

“And one of the best, from what your old chief told me. You moved up the ranks quickly. He was sorry to lose you.” Finnegan took a sip from the beer in his hand. “But his loss was our gain. We’re lucky to have you.”

A furrow appeared between Jane’s eyebrows. “You became a firefighter after college? That wasn’t part of your plan.”

His plan. His set-in-stone life plan that he’d spent hours talking to Jane about in the backseat of his father’s Jeep. College, med school, then becoming the youngest neurosurgeon in US history. The plan he’d outlined in obnoxious detail, trying to impress the sweet girl in his arms, but always knowing he was keeping a couple parts of it from her.

Like where he intended to go to college. And that he didn’t plan on having her by his side for his meteoric rise. His teenage heart had loved Jane, but even then he'd known that at eighteen he was too young to plan a life with someone.

“Plans change,” he said. Did they ever. After getting his college girlfriend pregnant junior year, he’d done the right thing. A small wedding. A new plan. No more dreams of medical school, with crushing debt. He’d had a family to take care of. And once he’d held his squirming, blotchy baby boy in his hands for the first time, he hadn’t regretted the changes for a second.

A man sidled up next to Jane. His short hair was pale blond and thin enough to reveal glimpses of his pink scalp. He slung an arm around Jane’s shoulders, and she smiled up at him.

Chance looked at that arm and decided the man looked pudgy instead of solid, and his chin was decidedly weak.

Weak chin whined to Jane. “I’ve got everything set up for us. You’re delaying the game.”

“One minute.” Jane tucked a shiny lock of hair behind her ear. “Leon, have you met our new assistant fire chief? This is Chance McGovern. Chance, this is Leon Gabriel. My date.”

“Nice to meet you.” Leon took Chance’s hand. Christ, his handshake was as weak as his chin. The man looked at the chief and nodded. “Finnegan.” He pulled Jane closer into his chest. “Come on. I want to get at least two games of Dominion in. No time to waste chitchatting.”

With a smile of apology to the chief, Jane turned and walked to one of the tables where two other people sat waiting. Her snug jeans caressed her hips with every step.

Finnegan took another pull from his bottle. “Leon is Judge Nichols’s bailiff. He really likes game night.” His lips twisted wryly, and he shook his head. “So. You and Dispatch Jane. There’s a history there.” The chief’s voice made it known it wasn’t a question.

Chance hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “Ancient history. We were friends, then I went to college. We lost touch.”

“Uh-huh.” Finnegan finished his beer. “Jane’s a professional, so I’m not worried about your ‘ancient history’ affecting work. But a lot of people like her in this town. If she keeps glaring at you like you’re scum on the bottom of her shoe, it might be a little harder for you to make nice with the folks.”

“I’ll make out fine.” Chance tried to keep the edge out of his voice. It wasn’t his new boss’s business what Jane’s and his history was. And surely Finnegan’s concerns were overblown. Everyone he’d met so far had been nothing but nice to him and his son. That wasn’t likely to change if they found out he and Jane had had a bad breakup a decade ago.

“I’m sure you will,” Finnegan said. “But community relations are important. Especially with our fundraiser coming up. We don’t want to give anyone an excuse to give their money elsewhere.”

Chance blew out a breath. “It’s not a big deal. Jane and I are fine.” He thought back to that card he’d left on her porch, the one that must have cemented in Jane’s mind his status as asshole for life. Hopefully she wouldn’t let that information get around town. He’d been just a kid, but it still wasn’t his proudest moment.

“Make sure you are.” The chief turned and nodded at a woman walking past. “You and Jane have to work together to get this fundraiser going. If you two have any issues that will get in the way of your working relationship, sort them out now. A bouquet of flowers and an apology go a long way in soothing a woman’s ruffled feathers.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Good.” Finnegan clapped him on the shoulder. “What say we go find a game to join?”

Chance followed his boss to a table with a Texas Hold ’Em spread. Unbidden, his gaze drifted to Jane’s table. She was laughing at something the woman next to her said, her breasts jiggling delightfully beneath the silk blouse.

She caught him looking at her and scowled.

It was going to take a lot more than flowers.








  
  
Chapter Three




Jane reread the last paragraph on the page. The novel she’d found to be a page-turner last week just couldn’t hold her attention. The description of the hero cop now struck her as too similar to her former flame, and every time he was in a scene, she pictured Chance. 

Giving up, she placed a bookmark between the pages and tossed the book onto her desk. She spun in her executive chair and looked at the posters on her cubicle’s walls. A golden sand beach drew her in, an aquamarine ocean serenely lapping at its shores. That should be her next vacation. Somewhere warm and quiet. Just her, a hammock, and a piña colada.

Jane made a mental tally of her finances. Maybe a weekend camping by Lake Roanoke instead. Michigan had plenty of natural beauty that she loved to explore. But at the moment it also had one fireman too many.

The cord to her headset tangled around her neck. Cursing, she spun back the other direction, unraveling the mess.

“Everything okay over there?” Sharon asked.

Jane couldn’t see the woman, but knew she sat in the next cubicle playing solitaire on her computer. Contrary to its name, Crook County was low on crime. Aside from the occasional car accident, heart attack, or cat stuck in a tree, the basement of Pineville’s courthouse, headquarters to county dispatch, didn’t receive too many calls.

There was a lot of downtime to fill, and each of the county’s five dispatchers had different ways to spend it. Most shifts were worked by two dispatchers, and this Monday Jane and Sharon were holding down the fort.

“Everything’s fine,” Jane answered.

The snap from a popping piece of chewing gum cracked through the air. Sharon was partial to Big Red, and the scent of cinnamon followed the woman wherever she went. “You choke yourself on the headset cord again?”

Jane’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah.”

Another bubble popped. “You and Leon go out last night?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Does that boy still shake your hand at the end of the date?” Sharon asked.

Jane took off her headset and stood up. Resting her chin on the top of the cubicle, she looked down into her coworker’s small square of space. Sharon’s dark hair was teased and sprayed into a hairstyle that should have stayed in the eighties. Aside from that fashion faux pas, her friend always dressed to the nines. Although Jane thought the trendy outfits were wasted on someone who worked in a hole in the ground, she had to admit her friend looked great. Sharon’s rose-colored slim skirt and silk blouse complimented her smooth dark skin and showcased her trim figure.

Jane looked down at her own jeans and sweatshirt. Working a job where she was just a voice on the other end of the phone, she might have let herself get a bit more casual than she should.

“We don’t shake hands after our dates. Don’t exaggerate.”

Sharon’s brown eyes flicked up from her computer screen. “You don’t kiss, either. That’s the weirdest kind of dating I’ve ever heard of. It’s like you’re Amish or something.”

Jane tugged on the hem of her University of Michigan sweatshirt. “I’m not a prude. Leon and I are just . . . we’re just friendly dating. It’s not serious.”

“Friendly dating?” Sharon snorted. “If that’s a new thing, I don’t want anything to do with it. You go out with your friends. When you date, there should be heat.”

Jane thought back to the goodbye hug Leon had given her the night before on her porch. Definitely no heat. Not even a stray tingle. Still, she did usually have fun with him.

She chewed on her bottom lip. Well, she had fun playing the board games, at least.

“In all these months, has that boy ever made a move on you?”

Jane shook her head.

“Is he gay?”

“Of course not.” Jane didn’t think so, at least. And just because he didn’t maul her at her front door shouldn’t be a reason to gossip about his sexuality.

“Hmm.” Sharon cocked her head. “Maybe if you didn’t dress so frumpy, you’d get more action.” She blew a bubble the size of an apple. “We should go shopping together this weekend. I can hook you up with clothes so sexy the boy won’t be able to keep his hands off of you.”

Jane shuddered. “No, thanks.” A handsy Leon didn’t appeal. And who was Sharon to dole out fashion advice? She loved her friend, but she’d be damned if she’d take style tips from someone whose bangs created a wall high enough to cast a shadow.

The phone rang. “Call on line one,” Sharon said. “Do you want to take it, or me?”

“I’ll get it.” Better a conversation with an injured person than continue talking about her pathetic dating habits. She grabbed her headset, slipped it on, and pulled her chair up to her computer.

“Hello. Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

Silence greeted her.

“Hello? Can you answer? What’s your emergency, please?” Jane hated the silent calls. Was it a simple misdial or was someone choking to death, unable to speak?

“Hello,” a soft voice answered. “Is som’body there?”

Crap. Even worse. A child. “Sweetie, you’ve dialed 9-1-1. Do you need some help?”

“My aunt,” the little boy said.

“What about your aunt?” Jane kept her voice gentle. “Is she hurt?”

A sniffle. “She fell. I shake her, but she don’t wake up.”

Jane tapped some keys and waited for an address to pop up on the screen. Bingo. She recognized the street name. It was in a solidly middle-class neighborhood, one that had a fierce Christmas decoration competition each year.

“Is your aunt inside the house? Are you with her right now?” Jane’s fingers flew over the keyboard, sending the information to Pineville’s emergency response services. An ambulance, fire engine with a medic, and a police cruiser would be rolling out any second. It was only a question of who would arrive first.

“We’re in the kitchen. She’s making me a PBJ.”

“Sounds yummy.” Jane typed some more, adding information as she received it. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Josh.” A long sniffle ripped through the line.

“My name’s Jane.” Her heart tore at the tremor in the boy’s voice, but she shoved past it. In her line of work, she’d learned to take the emotion out of it. It didn’t help the person at the other end of the line if Jane cried with them. “Is there anybody else in the house with you?”

“No.”

“Okay, Josh. Can you tell me if your aunt is bleeding? Did she hit her head?”

“Aunt Katie’s not bleeding. But when I was four I cut my finger real bad. The doctor glued me back up.”

“How old are you now?”

“Five.”

Jane smiled. That year made a difference in his mind. “You’re a big boy now, Josh. Can you do me a favor? Can you put your hand in front of your aunt’s mouth and tell me if you feel her breathing?”

The sound of the phone clacking on a hard surface reached Jane. She held her breath, waiting to see if the child could follow her instructions and relay any useful information back to her. The seconds dragged on. Maybe she should have kept the boy on the line instead.

Heavy breathing finally came back on the line. “She blew on my hand. It tickled.”

Jane typed in that information. According to her computer, Deputy Jerome Davis was only two minutes away from the house and closing. “Josh? Don’t hang up the phone, okay? I have to talk to someone else, but stay on the line.”

She pressed a button and was transferred to the police radio frequency. “Jerome, this is Jane in dispatch. We have a five-year-old boy reporting that his aunt fell and is unresponsive in the kitchen. Victim’s still breathing according to the boy. I’ll keep him on the line until you arrive. It looks like you’ll be the first responder.”

The phone line crackled before clearing up. “Copy. My ETA is less than a minute. Ask the kid if he can open the front door. Over.”

“Understood.” Jane switched back to the emergency line. “Josh, are you still there?”

“Yes, but I have to go potty.”

“Before you do that, can you go make sure the front door is unlocked?” Jane asked. “Officer Davis will be there soon to help you and your aunt and I want you to let him inside, okay?”

“Then can I go potty?”

“Go open the front door for Officer Davis. After you show him where your aunt is, then you can go potty. Deal?” This kid was a trooper, and Jane could only pray that his aunt would be all right.

“Deal.”

The phone clattered to the counter again. Jane monitored the lines and knew the instant Jerome arrived, followed shortly by fire engine 21 and an ambulance. Her small part in the emergency response was over, but her worry over the young boy and his aunt remained. He’d sounded like such a sweetheart over the phone, and showed more calm under pressure than many adults in that situation. For the rest of her shift she wondered where Josh was and how his aunt was doing.

Working in a place where life and death could be on the line helped keep her life in perspective. Her angst over working with her ex-boyfriend was petty in comparison. She could handle a little discomfort.

Resolved, Jane picked up her novel and refused to let thoughts of a certain firefighter keep her out of the story. After work, she’d call Chance and set up a meeting to get started organizing the fundraiser.


      ***Chance held a wriggling Josh on his lap and glanced at the clock again. Only five minutes since he’d last checked. This wasn’t San Francisco General. Pineville’s small emergency room was only half full of patients. As far as he could tell, they consisted of one possible broken ankle, a man complaining of chest pains, and Chance's unconscious sister. The doctors didn’t have their hands full, and Chance had to stifle his impatience at not knowing what was wrong with Katie.

His son did a back bend and almost fell off Chance’s lap. He grabbed the waistband of Josh’s jeans, hauled him back upright. “I know you’re bored, but we have to sit here a little while longer. Until we find out how Aunt Katie’s doing.”

“I’m booored.” After Josh’s initial fright over his aunt’s collapse, the boy had rallied. Sitting in one spot wasn’t easy for an energetic five-year-old. When the two had first arrived in the waiting room of the ER, Chance had let his son race around, hoping his energy would soon wane. Dirty looks from the other anxious people in the waiting area had soon put a stop to that.

“I know, kiddo. Just a little while longer.” A woman in a white coat entered the waiting room, getting Chance’s hopes up, until she moved to a young couple in the corner. Not Katie’s doctor then.

Josh gave a full-body shimmy. “Gaaah.”

Sighing, Chance pulled his smartphone out of his pocket. He went to the app store and downloaded something that looked kid-friendly before placing the device into his son’s hands. He tried to limit his son’s time spent in front of computers and tablets. He really did. But right now, he gave up. In order to keep his own sanity, he let his son become engrossed by the mindless game.

The warm weight of his son tucked up against Chance’s chest combined with the stress of the day caught up with him. His eyes were just beginning to slide shut when a doctor who didn’t look old enough to be out of med school, entered.

“Mr. McGovern?”

Chance stood, settling Josh back on the chair, and shook the doctor’s hand. “Yes, that’s me. How’s my sister?”

“She’s doing well.” The young man ran a hand through his hair. “Why don’t we have a seat?”

Chance nodded, sat next to his son. The doctor pulled a chair around so he could face Chance.

“I’m Doctor Sampson. We’ve stabilized Katie’s blood pressure, but we’re going to keep her here tonight so we can keep pushing fluids.”

Chance nodded. When the call had come through to the firehouse with his home address, he’d practically knocked Doug, the engine’s driver, to the ground in an effort to get behind the wheel. Chief Finnegan had had some choice words to say about that. But he’d stayed out of Chance’s way when they’d reached his house, letting Chance help load his sister into the ambulance. He’d spoken to her, seen the dizziness swamp her when she’d try to sit up. It had been a textbook case of hypotension.

“How long has she been diagnosed with Type One diabetes?” Doctor Sampson asked.

Josh’s shoe was dangling at the tip of his toes. Chance shoved it back on, retightened the laces. “About six months now. She’d been feeling tired for months before she went to the doctor and got the diagnosis.”

Doctor Sampson nodded. “We see this a lot with those new to the disease. It’s an adjustment. We’ll have a dietician talk to Katie before she leaves here.”

“It’s information she already knows. I’ve told her she needs to be stricter with her diet.” The knot in his stomach that had started to unravel when the doctor said his sister was okay cramped again. This time in irritation. When would Katie start to take her condition seriously? His little sister acted like a Type One diagnosis shouldn’t affect her life in the slightest.

“Well, it never hurts to hear it again. We’re moving her up to a room right now,” the doctor continued. “You can go visit with her when she’s settled.”

Chance shook his hand. “Thank you.” He gathered his things, and pocketed his phone amid his son’s noisy protests. “We’re going to see Aunt Katie now. You’re not going to be playing a game while we do it.”

Josh jutted his jaw out, but he wisely remained silent. He allowed Chance to take his small hand and lead him to the bank of elevators in the lobby. The hospital right outside Pineville wasn’t large. Emergency services and administration were on the first floor, and the patient rooms on the second.

“Press the up arrow,” he told his son.

Pique forgotten, Josh poked the button repeatedly, then hit the down button for good measure. Josh loved it when the buttons lit up.

Chance ruffled his son’s hair. Kids were so cool. They got over their anger so quickly, never held a grudge longer than their next smile. Unlike a certain adult he knew.

The elevator dinged and opened its doors. The car was thankfully going up, not down to the parking garage, and Chance herded Josh inside. “Press the button for two.”

Josh got it on his first try. Chance felt a bit embarrassed that such a small accomplishment made him proud. God help him if Josh turned out to be a football star.

With the help of the information desk on the second floor, they found Katie’s room. She was propped up on three pillows and looking as happy as a cat getting a bath. Her brown hair lay tangled around her shoulders, and her eyes, almost the same color as Chance’s, were flinty with anger. Seven years separated the McGovern siblings, but their features were similar enough they could be mistaken for fraternal twins.









