
  
    [image: Fire and Ice]
  


  
    
      FIRE AND ICE

      
        KING CREEK FIREFIGHTERS

      

    

    
      
        CHEYENNE MCCRAY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cheyenne McCray LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        
          King Creek Cowboys series excerpt: Country Winds

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Cheyenne McCray

      

      
        About Cheyenne

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Cheyenne McCray LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No generative artificial intelligence was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies that can generate works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “I think I’ll burn my house down.”

      “What?” Kyra Connor jerked her head up, her hands frozen over her ice skate in mid-tie as she stared at Chelsea.

      Chelsea Dunn barely noticed as she nodded toward a hockey goal at the end of the indoor ice rink in the middle of downtown Phoenix, Arizona. They sat close enough to see a gorgeous, dark-haired man in protective gear, holding his helmet beneath his arm as he talked with the goalie. He strapped on his helmet, skated away, then exploded into movement toward the goal and slapped the puck past the goalie.

      Chelsea sighed. “Men in uniform are so hot.”

      Music blared from the speakers as several people skated around the rink, which was separated from the hockey players by a movable barrier.

      “He looks familiar.” Kyra tapped her finger on her lips. “Where have I seen him before?”

      “Bette in concessions told me his name is Grady Donovan, and he’s a firefighter.” Chelsea put one elbow on her knee and rested her chin in her palm as she stared at the man who certainly set her on fire. Watching him did funny things to her midsection, as if a pair of champion skaters performed triple axels in her belly. “He moved to King Creek not too long ago from Seattle—the odds that man lives in our small town are crazy. Maybe I’ll run into him.”

      “Imagine finding that sexy hunk in your bedroom.” Kyra gave Chelsea a teasing look. “You don’t want to let him slip through your fingers.”

      Before he had put on his protective gear, Chelsea had spotted the firefighter, who had been in snug jeans and wore a blue T-shirt that stretched at his biceps and chest. Chelsea would bet her last dollar he had ripped abs, too. “If only.”

      “Hmmm.” Kyra finished securing her skate. “Have you seen the latest firefighter calendar? He’d definitely qualify for Mr. January.”

      “Any month would do.” Chelsea sighed. “Yep, I definitely need to burn my house down.”

      Kyra shook her head. “You’re a nut.”

      Chelsea straightened and looked away from the man. “Think he likes women who aren’t exactly thin?”

      Kyra lightly punched Chelsea in her upper arm. “Dammit, Chelsea. You’re gorgeous, and that’s that. Not only on the inside, but you are amazingly beautiful on the outside. No one cares about anything but who you are.”

      Chelsea rubbed her arm even though it didn’t hurt. “Can’t help it.”

      Kyra narrowed her gaze. “Yes. You. Can.”

      Chelsea offered her friend a smile. “I’m happy with who I am…I just wondered—” She snapped her mouth shut at the murderous look in Kyra’s eyes. Chelsea raised her hands, her palms facing Kyra. “Nothing. I wondered nothing.”

      Kyra sniffed as she stood, and they made their way to the rink. “Come on and show me those moves you promised to teach me.”

      Chelsea stepped onto the ice, conscious of the man who had taken over her waking fantasies. She was grateful she was skilled and confident enough that she didn’t worry about falling on her ass in front of him. As long as she wasn’t doing some kind of complicated move, she wasn’t concerned. She looked damned good on the ice.

      The moment she started to skate toward the opposite end of the rink, Grady looked over his shoulder, and their gazes met and held. He didn’t even look at Kyra, who had an elegant, willowy, and beautiful presence.

      A slow, sexy smile curved the corner of Grady’s lips.

      Chelsea’s cheeks heated in a five-alarm blaze. She cut her gaze away from him and put on a little speed to move across the ice and distance herself from the man she’d like to use to douse the fire that now coursed through her body.

      “You’re blushing.” Laughter rang in Kyra’s voice. “Mr. Firefighter more than noticed you.”

      Chelsea mumbled under her breath. “Shut up and pay attention.”

      Kyra sniggered. Chelsea glared at her.

      While Chelsea instructed Kyra on a few moves, Kyra landed on her ass several times. She laughed every time she hit the ice. They had been friends for a relatively short time, but one thing Chelsea liked about Kyra was that she could laugh at herself. She was fun to be around and easygoing.

      Chelsea avoided outright looking at Grady but did glance at him from beneath her eyelashes and from the corners of her eyes. She caught him watching her a few times. The thought that he could be interested in her warmed her enough that she didn’t feel any chill from the ice.

      After Chelsea had given Kyra extensive instruction on a move, she saw that the firefighter and goalie had left. She glanced around the rink and didn’t see anyone watching. Disappointment curled in her belly. She was so preoccupied that she nearly skated into Kyra.

      “He’ll be back.” Kyra laughed as she held onto Chelsea’s arm in an effort to stay upright.

      A song came on over the loudspeakers that Chelsea had skated to in one of her championship performances back when she lived in cold country rather than the desert. “I think I’ll stretch my legs.”

      Kyra plopped down on a bench. “I’ll be your audience.”

      Chelsea raced around the rink—it was the day after Thanksgiving, and the ice was nearly empty of skaters. She let herself fall into the rhythm of what was one of her favorite choreographed performances. She set her mind free, no longer thinking of gorgeous firefighters or any number of things that bombarded her when she wasn’t on the ice. She was glad it was one of her longer performances. She needed the feel of cool air brushing her skin and the extra stretch in her muscles.

      Her thoughts turned back to the firefighter and the reason she had decided never to date anyone in a dangerous profession. Why would she even look twice his way?

      Because he’s so freaking hot and looks like a great guy.

      Get a grip, Chelsea.

      She sped up on the ice, performing her routine at a faster pace than normal.

      Back when Chelsea competed, before her grandmother passed away, she had been a world-champion skater. She had left home at thirteen to live with a host family in Colorado Springs while she trained with one of the most renowned trainers. She trained at the Broadmoor World Arena, in the World Arena Ice Hall, one of the finest training facilities in the world.

      When her parents died two years later, her siblings had been taken in by their abusive grandmother.

      Her only regret had been leaving her four younger siblings with a woman who could harm them in any way. Chelsea had wanted to earn enough money to take care of her brothers and sisters when she was old enough.

      As she skated around the rink, the day their grandmother died came to mind. Chelsea’s chest tightened at the thought of the unkind woman who had raised them.

      Chelsea had become the pseudo-matriarch of the family and carried on, doing her best to raise her younger brothers and sisters.

      She had always been an emotional eater, but she had controlled it with a strict diet and constant training. Once her grandmother was gone, and Chelsea could no longer compete because of her responsibilities, her emotional eating took over.

      To help ease the tension caused by thoughts of her grandmother, Chelsea performed one of her more complicated moves as her chest relaxed.

      She had made peace with no longer being slender and athletic, but now and then, a hint of insecurity knocked at her mind. Well, she hadn’t given in to that for some time, and she wasn’t going to now.

      Chelsea came to the graceful end of her performance, smiling, her arms raised, her head thrown back as if she stood in front of a row of judges and knew every movement had been perfect.

      Light applause brought Chelsea out of her thoughts. She whirled around and saw Kyra where Chelsea had left her.

      Kyra clapped like mad. “Incredible!”

      More applause came from behind Kyra, and she looked beyond her friend to see the drop-dead gorgeous firefighter on his feet in the stands, grinning and clapping.

      She heard him say, “Beautiful. That was beautiful.”

      The heat she felt earlier was nothing compared to how her body responded when he made a “come here” gesture with his forefinger.

      She hesitated just a moment as Kyra urged her on by mouthing, “Go on.”

      Heart pounding, Chelsea skated to the place Grady stood. She came to a stop just inches from the barrier separating them. Not only was he built, but he had the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen. Fire-ice blue.

      “That was incredible, Chelsea.” He gave her a sexy grin as surprise must have flashed over her features. He jerked his thumb in the direction of concessions. “Bette told me your name when I asked, and said you live in King Creek. I just moved there.”

      Chelsea felt flustered for a moment. He had asked her name?

      He held out his hand. “I’m Grady.”

      She almost told him she already knew, but she grasped his hand instead. Wildfire seared her the moment they touched. “I think I need a fire hose.” The words came out before she could stop them.

      He laughed. “Bette, right?”

      Chelsea flushed as she realized she’d outed herself after all. “Bette mentioned your name and that you’re a firefighter.”

      “You have beautiful green eyes.” He didn’t release her hand, and instead drew her closer to him. “Have dinner with me.”

      “Thank you.” The way her entire body warmed at his compliment and his touch, she couldn’t think clearly, and it made her feel suddenly shy. “You’re asking me to dinner?”

      He gave a slow nod. “Unless you’d rather get together for something more casual, like coffee.”

      She was still stuck on the fact that he had asked her out. “Dinner is good.”

      “Terrific.” He inclined his head toward the entrance. “I’ve got to go. I wrote my mobile number down for Bette to hand to you when you’re ready to leave.” He studied her intently. “Give me a ring tomorrow afternoon. If I don’t answer, I’m probably out on a call. Leave a message, and I promise to get back to you as soon as I return.”

      How could she refuse his self-assured request? The way he spoke didn’t feel like a demand or an order. It felt like something simpler. Like they had known each other for ages.

      She let out her breath. “I will.”

      He squeezed her hand one last time. “Talk with you later.”

      She missed the warmth of his hand as he released it and turned to jog away from the rink and toward the entrance. She couldn’t stop watching him, and he smiled when he glanced over his shoulder and met her gaze.

      All thoughts of him being in a dangerous profession drifted away until they were smoky, floating as if carried by a breeze.

      The man flipped a switch inside her that hadn’t been turned on in a long time. Not only was he good-looking, but there was a kindness and genuineness about him that was so apparent that she’d felt like she could taste it.

      She sighed and cut her gaze to see Kyra grinning.

      “I won’t say I told you so, even though I more or less did.” Kyra laughed. “Oh, girlfriend,” she said, “You should see the stars in your eyes.”

      “You should feel the meteorites dropping in my belly.” Chelsea shook her head. “What just happened there?”

      Kyra grinned. “Did one of the best-looking men on the face of God’s green earth just ask you out?”

      “Dinner.” Chelsea turned to look back at the doorway Grady had disappeared through. “How many hours until tomorrow afternoon?”

      “Can’t wait to call him, huh?” Kyra said.

      “Hell, no.” A smile crept across Chelsea’s face. “And hell, no, again.”
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      Grady rubbed at a spot on the firetruck’s chrome bumper, just below the large Christmas wreath affixed to the grill. He and Archer had polished the firetruck’s red paint and chrome until every bit gleamed.

      They had just returned from hanging the town’s Christmas decorations, which tended to be in high places. The weekend after Thanksgiving was the traditional time to put them out around town. The countdown to the 25th had begun, and it would be here in four weeks—no time at all.

      As Archer Roberts worked beside him, Grady thought about Chelsea. He’d been looking for a woman who was so good-looking on the inside that he’d recognize her in a second. It had been that way with Chelsea the moment their eyes had met.

      Memories of Daphne invaded his thoughts, and he frowned. His old girlfriend had been superficial, whereas Chelsea seemed so real. Daphne had been overly body-conscious and had gotten to the point where she was always having Botox, spending a fortune on salves and creams, and had even scheduled a facelift before they broke up. Daphne had only been twenty-nine and was already stunning on the outside, and in no way needed a facelift. On the inside…Daphne wasn’t so beautiful. She could have done with a personality lift.

      Since then, all Grady knew was that he wanted someone real and beautiful both inside and out.

      “Damn, that woman can skate.” Grady smiled as he remembered every move Chelsea had made on the ice. “It was like watching an ice angel dance.”

      Archer glanced up from polishing the chrome on the firetruck’s front bumper, below the Christmas wreath on the grill. “Who?”

      Grady hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. “Chelsea Dunn. A gorgeous blonde I met at the Phoenix Ice Center.”

      “I’ve seen her around and have heard stories about her.” Archer flipped the polishing rag over his shoulder. “She was something of a celebrity in her teens. National and world champion many times since she was a teenager.”

      “I can believe that.” Grady pictured moves Chelsea had made with such ease. “She skates like a pro.”

      Archer braced one hand on the bright red truck. “She’s one hell of a beauty.”

      A cool late-November breeze swept over Grady as he stared out the garage bay to the street. Instead of the long concrete driveway, he saw Chelsea gliding on the ice. “She makes figure skating look like an art.” He turned his gaze to Archer. “Which it is. To compare her skating against others is like comparing a Monet to a five-year-old kid’s crayon drawing.”

      Archer nodded. “I’ve seen Chelsea at the rink. She’s definitely still got it.” He looked thoughtful as he took his rag and polished off the handprint he’d just put on the truck. “A shame she had to leave competition when she was in her prime.”

      Grady cocked his head. “Why is that?”

      “I’ll let her tell you about it.” Archer shrugged. “From what I’ve seen of you, you don’t let anything stand in your way when you want something. I’d bet you’ve already asked her out.”

      Grady noticed a dull spot on the truck’s grill and polished it with his rag. “I’m that obvious, huh?”

      “Like the Empire State Building grew legs and moved to downtown King Creek.” Archer slapped Grady on the shoulder. “You couldn’t have picked a better woman to ask out.”

      Grady snorted. “I’m surprised she hasn’t been snagged by now.”

      “Not from a lack of trying.” Archer set his rag on a worktable. “I’ve heard plenty of guys have asked her out, but she turns most of them down.” He cocked his head. “How did you get her to say yes?”

      Grady tossed his rag next to Archer’s. “Didn’t give her a chance to tell me no.”

      “So that’s the secret.” Archer smirked. “I’ll have to try the Grady Donovan Method next time I find a woman I want to date.”

      Grady couldn’t help but grin. “It’ll get you a date at least two out of ten.”

      Archer went to the industrial sink and started washing polish from his hands. “I’m betting your success rate is closer to a nine.”

      Grady paused to look at the pair of red, white, and chrome trucks that gleamed in the sunlight pouring in through the open garage door. “All I care about is that woman calling me.”

      “You didn’t get her number?” Archer asked.

      Grady shook his head. “I told Chelsea I left mine with Bette and to get a hold of me this afternoon as long as⁠—”

      The alarm blasted, drowning out the rest of Grady’s sentence.

      “—as long as I don’t have to go out on a call,” he finished. He groaned even as he rushed to get into his bunker gear.
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      Chelsea tossed the potholders onto the island in her spacious kitchen as she moved away from the oven’s heat to the kitchen table in the bay window, where her sisters sat. Anneka and DeAndra had dropped everything at their respective homes and came straight to Chelsea’s place the moment she said she planned to make the cinnamon rolls she had promised. She made them every year for the holidays, decorating the iced buns with pecans and bright red candied cherries.

      Anneka and DeAndra were grown women out on their own, yet to Chelsea, they were still her kid sisters.

      It might be late fall, but the central heating and baking made things toasty in the kitchen. Warm smells of cinnamon rolls, fresh out of the oven, teased her stomach.

      She had left the dress shop she owned early and came straight home to make the rolls for her sisters. She had promised them a week ago, and she always kept her promises.

      As she braced her hands on the back of an empty kitchen chair, she wondered if Grady would be one of the firefighters to show up if her kitchen caught on fire. She almost laughed at her ridiculous thoughts.

      Yeah, that man flipped her switch. However, she’d been thinking it over, and she really needed to flip it off again.

      Anneka slouched in her chair, her gaze shifting from Chelsea to DeAndra and back. Anneka furrowed her brows, her shoulder-length mahogany hair swinging to the side. “Have you heard from Brad and Joe?”

      “A week ago.” Chelsea nodded at the mention of their twin brothers, who were both staying in Brad’s Phoenix apartment now that they were on break from their respective universities. “They were headed out of town to go camping. You’d think they would be back by now.”

      DeAndra gave a slow nod as she pushed long hair, a deep shade of copper, from her face. “Yeah, but remember they’re men, and they’re camping. The male brain short-circuits when it involves the outdoors and hunting.”

      “That’s not surprising.” Anneka snorted. “The male brain goes on vacation when he’s driving to the freaking grocery store.”

      Chelsea laughed and ran her palms over the smooth wood of the chair back as she stood behind it. “How’s online dating life?”

      Anneka rolled her eyes. “Met Mr. Oh-So-Wrong, but what’s new?”

      “Yeah, I can sure pick ’em, too.” DeAndra grumbled and put her elbow on the kitchen table. “One of the last guys came to my company barbeque dressed in a tank with holes in it, ripped shorts, and flip-flops. I was so damned embarrassed when I saw him.”

      Chelsea shook her head, picturing a real slob. “That’s not just tacky, it’s disrespectful to you and everyone at the BBQ.”

      Anneka made gagging sound. “Ewww. What did you do?”

      DeAndra grimaced. “The moment he walked up to me at the park, I turned him right around and told him we’d pick up pizza, and then go through the DQ drive-thru for ice cream, because the BBQ was a dud. After we got the goods, I dropped him off at home and never answered another call from him.”

      “Jeez, what a loser.” Anneka thumped DeAndra on her upper arm. “Why is this the first we’ve heard of it? Summer ended a few months ago.”

      “I was too pissed.” DeAndra lowered her head so that her hair covered her face, and she banged her forehead against the table. “Ouch.” Her words came out muffled. “Dating sucks.”

      Chelsea smiled to herself as she stood near her sisters and enjoyed the back and forth between the three of them. Her sisters were fun and two of her closest friends. Blood was definitely thicker than water.

      “I hear you, sister.” Anneka scooted up in her chair. “The guy I’m seeing now is on his way out the door. Everyone belches and farts, but not in front of other people. All the time.”

      “Sounds like a winner.” DeAndra had a wry grin as she raised her head and sat up. “How is he in bed?”

      Anneka shrugged. “So-so.”

      Chelsea waved her hand, as if brushing away dust. “Not worth your time. Who wants someone like that? You’re certainly not desperate.”

      Anneka put her arms on the table and leaned forward, her gaze focused on Chelsea. “Talking about dating, maybe you should go online, too.”

      Chelsea’s thoughts bolted immediately to Grady, and she hoped her cheeks didn’t redden like they tended to do.

      “Wait a minute.” DeAndra shook her finger at Chelsea. “You’ve met someone.”

      Anneka sat straight in her chair. “She has.”

      Chelsea held in a groan. Busted. How did they always know? Her sisters were too intuitive for their own good.

      “It’s nothing.” Chelsea gripped the back of the chair tighter as she shifted from one foot to the other. “Really.”

      Anneka leaned back in her chair, her arms folded across her chest, and looked at Chelsea with a gently accusing stare. “You’ve been holding back.”

      “It’s not like that at all.” Chelsea shook her head. “A guy gave me his number at the skating rink yesterday.” She shrugged. “I haven’t called him.”

      “Tell us about him.” DeAndra looked at Chelsea just as intently as Anneka did. “Everything.”

      “For cripes sake.” Chelsea huffed out a breath, half-frustrated and half-amused. “He plays in a hockey league and was practicing when Kyra and I went out on the ice. He’s a firefighter here at the King Creek Fire Department.”

      “Oooooh. KCFD.” Tina’s lips went from a firm line to tipping at the corners. “I bet he’s hot.”

      It was Chelsea’s turn to roll her eyes. “Ha. Ha.” She couldn’t hold back the truth. “Okay, yes, he’s freaking hot.”

      Anneka and DeAndra gave each other high-fives.

      DeAndra grinned at Chelsea. “About damned time.”

      “I haven’t decided whether or not I’m going to call him.” His number was still somewhere in her purse. It was true she hadn’t decided, mostly because the thought of him being in a dangerous profession was giving her second thoughts.

      Switch it to off, girl.

      “You’re going to call him.” Anneka held up her hand as if she were holding a phone next to her ear. “It’s time you get out and enjoy life again.”

      “Damn straight.” DeAndra nodded. “If we find out you haven’t, there will be hell to pay, big sister.”

      Chelsea groaned. “This is exactly why I didn’t say anything.”

      DeAndra scooted her chair back and stood. “You know you can’t keep anything from us.”

      “Even if you try, we’ll find out.” Anneka laughed as she got up, too. “I’m going for the cinnamon rolls. They’re shouting my name.”

      “Same here.” DeAndra headed for the stove. “Dibs on the center roll.”
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      Chelsea sang Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas as she put away her folded clothing in her large master bedroom, tucking stacks of sweaters and jeans into her bureau. Her sisters had headed to their homes a good two hours ago, and she had been catching up on laundry.

      Her mind couldn’t seem to stay away from thoughts of Grady, no matter how hard she tried. The fact that the sexy firefighter had left his phone number for her sent thrills zinging inside her belly. She’d taken his number out of her purse and set it beside her cell phone. She intended to call him in a bit—when she gathered her courage.

      Strands of hair fell over her face as she leaned down and picked the pile of silky panties and bras off her bed. The stack was small, and she held it under one arm as she pushed her hair out of her face with her free hand. She returned to the bureau before opening the top drawer.

      The lavender scent in her lingerie drawer had faded, and the sachet needed to be replaced. She tucked the undergarments inside before turning to the vanity, where she kept a couple of extra sachets in sealed bags. She pulled open the center drawer of her vanity and moved aside her panties to make room for more.

      She stopped singing, and her hand froze as her gaze rested on the picture of George and herself from almost eight years ago. Seventeen months ago, five months after his death, she had moved herself and her siblings to King Creek to get away from the memories. The picture had been in her drawer since the move, and she no longer gave it much thought. It was time to permanently put it away.

      They had married when she was twenty-three, and he had helped her raise her siblings. But by the time she was twenty-nine, he was dead.

      She picked up the picture and held it, her hands nearly shaking. Her heart thumped, and her stomach tightened.

      Her husband’s face had been so kind. Most of the time, he was smiling, always teasing her, and cracking jokes.

      However, he’d had a dark side that only Chelsea seemed to be aware of. His parents probably knew, but no one spoke of the fact that George had been an alcoholic. It had been a habit he had picked up in the army, when he was overseas and had lost friends to military conflicts. Fortunately, he wasn’t a mean drunk, but at times he would become aloof and spend time alone, lost in his thoughts. It would happen one or two days a week.

      Many times, she had wondered what he was thinking about as he sat alone in his man cave. The room would remain dark during those nights, no lights or TV to brighten the place. Those were lonely times for her. She’d loved George—the good and the bad.

      She hadn’t known he was an alcoholic until after they were married. Maybe she should have suspected something, but he had been careful to keep it from her and never drank in her presence while they were dating. She’d been angry that he hadn’t told her, and he had apologized, but it took time to forgive him for keeping something so big from her.

      Amazingly enough, it hadn’t seemed to affect her siblings. They had just wondered why he spent so much time in that dark room, alone. They had loved George, and he’d been a good step-parent when he was with them.

      He never drank at home and avoided being around the kids when he was drunk. She wondered if they had suspected something, but they never said anything about it, and grew up to be awesome young women and men.

      Despite everything, Chelsea didn’t regret marrying him, she just wished things had been different in more than one way. A lot different.

      Her eyes burned, but she held back tears. It had been six years since George’s death, but sometimes her chest ached from the thought of it. She took the picture and walked to her bed, staring at his features. Her heart in her throat, she slowly sat on the edge of the mattress and placed his picture in her lap. She closed her eyelids and dragged in a deep breath.

      She would never forget that day. She’d been warned just before her phone rang.

      Something is wrong, had screamed inside her head when she went to press the answer button on her phone.

      She opened her eyes. After her husband died in an underground mining accident, she had told herself she would never again be involved with a man who worked in a dangerous profession. And here she was, considering dating a firefighter. Hell, she’d been more than considering it.

      As she studied the picture, she traced one finger along the gilded frame. She had felt like a piece of her died when she’d heard a mineshaft had collapsed on George and his crew. But she had moved forward, and it was a part of her distant past.

      However, if something happened to another man she loved—if she ever loved again—she didn’t know if she could take it.

      Her throat felt raw as she looked away from the photograph. Her gaze rested on her cell phone on the vanity, next to the piece of paper with Grady’s name and phone number.

      No, she didn’t want to take the chance of loving and losing another man due to his occupation. She stood, moved to the phone, and picked up the paper. She tore it into tiny pieces and threw them into the wastebasket beside her vanity.

      She felt as if she’d been punched in the gut as she turned and walked out of the bedroom and carried George’s picture up to a trunk in the attic, where she kept old memories. Where it belonged.
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      After loading a large bag of Spot’s favorite dog food onto the bottom of the cart, Grady pushed the shopping cart to the breakfast aisle. Christmas music played over the loudspeakers, and the endcaps were filled with holiday cookies, boxes of stuffing, packages of gravy mix, canned pumpkin, and other foodstuffs.

      ’Tis the season. Thanksgiving had been last Thursday, so only a few weeks were left before Christmas Day, which had always been a huge event in his big family.

      Grady went from one end of the breakfast aisle to the other. Along the way, he grabbed a bag of rolled oats, a container of granola, a package of breakfast bars, and a jar of malted milk powder.

      At the end of the row, he picked out his favorites—Fruit Loops and Cap’n Crunch’s Peanut Butter Crunch. “Food of the gods,” he said as he tossed the boxes into the cart. “Dionysus would be proud.”

      One advantage to being a bachelor was that he could eat anything he damned well pleased. He rounded the corner of the aisle and stopped by the end cap, where he snagged a twelve-pack of Pepsi before heading for the dairy case. Pepsi and peanut butter cereal didn’t go well together. He’d tried it once when he ran out of milk. Once was enough.

      He pushed the cart toward the dairy case when he came to a stop. “Well, hello there,” he murmured to himself as his gaze rested on none other than the woman of his fantasies.

      Chelsea Dunn opened one of the glass doors, grabbed a large tub of Greek yogurt, and set it in her almost full cart. She had an awful lot of food piled in the basket, and he wondered if she lived with anyone.

      Did she have a kid or two? Or three? There was a hell of a lot he didn’t know about Chelsea, but he sure wanted to find out everything he could.

      He frowned. Did she have a significant other? He mentally shook his head. She wouldn’t have agreed to call him to make dinner plans if she had. But then she hadn’t called him either, so she could have a boyfriend. Or a girlfriend.

      Hmmm…

      Every man’s fantasy—to be in a ménage with two women.

      The possibilities…

      He smiled to himself. Fantasies were one thing, reality another. He couldn’t picture sharing Chelsea with anyone.

      Let’s find out.

      She was looking at her phone’s screen. Shopping list, he guessed.

      He pulled his cart beside hers and caught her soft, flowery perfume. “What’s for dinner?”

      Chelsea jumped. Her gaze shot up from her phone, and her eyes met his. She paused a moment as he smiled at her. “Grady.” His name sounded so sexy on her lips.

      “I’m for dinner?” He did his best not to laugh. “Just tell me when.”

      She looked flustered. “No. I meant—” She clearly saw the teasing in his eyes, and she made a face. “Smartass. What are you doing here?”

      He laughed this time and nodded in the direction of his basket. “Same as you. I think.” He pointed to the mound of packaged food and fresh vegetables she had in hers. “Not half as good a job of buying out the store as you are.”

      Her cheeks reddened, and he grinned. Freaking adorable.

      “Of course.” Her chest rose as she sucked in her breath, then fell as she blew out her breath. “That was a silly question.”

      He rested his forearms on the handle of his cart. “You look like you’re shopping for a small army.”

      “Habit.” She shrugged. “I raised my two sisters and our younger twin brothers, and we never seemed to have enough. The boys ate like they’d never seen food before, and the girls almost rivaled them.” A smile touched her lips as if the memory was a fond one. “So, I tend to fill the pantry and always have enough when anyone pops over, which is fairly often.”

      “No roommate?” He did his best to sound casual.

      “Nope.” She gripped the handle of her cart as if it was holding her up. She looked slightly amused, as if knowing exactly why he wanted to know.” Just me, myself, and I.”

      Nice to know. Didn’t sound at all like a significant other was hanging around.

      “I live alone, too.” He shrugged. “Hence the nearly empty cart and the kids’ cereal.”

      She glanced at his basket before meeting his gaze. “I can see you have a dog, too. A big one, considering the large bag?”

      “Spot has a hell of an appetite.”

      Chelsea grinned. “Spot?”

      Grady gave her a quick grin in response. “He was a gift from my sister, Jackie, when I moved here to Wisconsin. He’s a Dalmatian, and she named him Spot. She figures every firefighter should have one.”

      “That is awesome. Jackie has a fun sense of humor.” Chelsea glanced at his basket again. “I take it you’re also not crazy about cooking.”

      “Not at all.” He leaned forward as he drank her in. God, she was beautiful. Those amazing curves, all that blonde hair, and he’d never seen such an incredible shade of green as her eyes.

      Damn.

      “My favorite homemade meal is a bowl of Cap’n Crunch and a glass of malted milk.”

      She smiled, and it lit up the whole damned grocery store. “Maybe you should take a few cooking lessons. You might enjoy it then.” She had a warmth to her tone that made him think she was coming around.

      He couldn’t hold back another grin. “Are you offering to teach me?”

      “What?” She blinked. “No. I mean, well, no.”

      “Too bad.” He held her gaze. “I might take to following you around like a lost puppy. I’d be hot for the teacher. Hell, I already am.”

      Her cheeks flushed, and she looked embarrassed.

      Maybe a little too much too fast.

      “I’m teasing.” He watched the tension leave her expression. “At least part of it was. You have to guess which part.”

      “No dice.” She seemed to be able to jump right in when it came to the teasing. She was probably used to it after raising her siblings. “I know a losing hand when I see one.”

      A laugh rose in his chest. “Something tells me you’ve played cards a time or two.”

      “Try twelve hundred.” She rolled her eyes to look up at the perforated ceiling panels for a moment. She glanced back at him. “The kids—my sisters and brothers—always wanted to play when they were young. We started with ‘go fish’ when they were little and ended up with Texas Hold’em before their teens.” He liked the way her eyes went soft when she talked about her brothers and sisters. It was clear she loved them.

      “I’m the youngest out of a big, noisy, Irish family.” He shook his head. “Three older brothers and six sisters. Then there are all the aunts and uncles, cousins, nephews and nieces, grandparents, and of course my own parents. Longevity in our family tree is crazy.”

      Except the alcoholics, who tended to live shorter lives.

      Not going there now.

      If Chelsea agreed to date him, he’d have to tell her sooner or later. More than likely, it would be sooner.”

      “Your family sounds huge.” Chelsea tipped her head to the side. “We have just the five of us. Five brothers and sisters sound like a lot to some people, but both of our parents were only children, and we only had one living grandmother before she passed away twenty years ago. We don’t have any aunts, uncles, cousins, or other grandparents—just us.”

      She looked a little sad as she continued. “Our parents were killed when the bridge they were driving over collapsed. The girls were four and three, and the boys were eighteen months old. Fortunately, none of the kids were in the car. After our mom and dad passed, our Grandmother Janice took us in until she died.”

      Chelsea’s statement about her grandmother had a hard edge to it, and Grady had no doubt that Chelsea hadn’t been fond of the older woman. He wondered why.

      “I have enough family for both of us, and then some,” he said. “We have fifty or sixty in our clan, including extended family, and that’s just in this country.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me?”

      He shook his head. “We might as well be a small town when we get together for a reunion.”

      “How do you keep track of everyone?” She looked at him with amazement in her expression. “A spreadsheet?”

      He laughed. “Now there’s a great idea.”

      “I’m full of them.” She gave him a broad smile. “Grady Donovan is a very Irish name.”

      “That it is, lassie.” He did his best impression of an old Irishman speaking in a deep brogue. He switched his speech back to normal. “You are amazing on the ice—I could watch you for hours. I can see how you were a world champion.”

      “Thank you.” Clear confidence changed her expression, replacing the shy look. “It used to be everything to me. I lived to skate. I still can’t wait to get on the ice as often as possible.” She tilted her head to the side. “How did you know?”

      He shrugged. “Small town.”

      “True.” She seemed to relax as they fell into conversation. “It’s almost like everyone knows their neighbor’s business.”

      Grady shifted his arms on his cart. “And you’re a star.”

      Something entered her gaze that gave her a faraway look. “That was a lifetime ago.”

      Grady watched Chelsea. “I work with Archer Roberts.”

      She nodded. “I see him every now and again around town. I forgot he’s a firefighter.”

      After a pause, Grady said, “I was hoping you would call.”

      She looked as if she was deciphering his words, and then she straightened. “Oh. I didn’t—I mean I couldn’t.” She let out an audible breath. “I can’t.”

      He studied her. Something burned in her eyes, something that came straight from her heart. He didn’t know what that something was, but he intended to find out.

      “You’re blocking the aisle.” An elderly woman’s voice cut through the sudden tension. “Take it somewhere else.”

      

      Chelsea cut her gaze to the small woman who instantly reminded her of her grandmother in both manner and appearance. The thought of her abusive guardian gave Chelsea a bad taste in her mouth. She let out a slow breath as she moved her cart out of the way. She didn’t know this woman’s life story, what she’d been through, what might have happened this morning. Even though she looked like Chelsea’s grandmother, that didn’t mean they were anything alike.

      “Excuse us,” Grady said at the same moment, Chelsea said, “So sorry.”

      The woman grumbled something beneath her breath as she pushed her cart past them.

      Chelsea looked at Grady, who shrugged.

      “Where were we?” He tipped his head as if in deep thought. “Oh, yeah. We were just talking about you going out with me.”

      Grady shifted his stance, and Chelsea’s throat worked. God, his forearms and biceps looked so strong, his hands big and his body firm and sculpted beneath his T-shirt. Fire-ice blue eyes—that’s what she had thought the moment she had first seen him at the skating rink. She didn’t normally notice eyes, but in this case, she was drawn into his vivid gaze.

      His lips curved into another smile. “How is Friday night? I can pick you up at 6:30.”

      Taken off guard, she couldn’t think of a word to say. When it came, she found herself feeling disappointed, even as she said it. “No.” She shook her head. “I—just no.”

      “Why not?” His expression was open and genuine.

      “I—well.” She bit her lower lip.

      “In other words, you don’t have an excuse.” He winked, clearly teasing once again. He reached into his back pocket. “Do you still have my number?”

      She shook her head.

      Do you have a pen?”

      “I think so.” She dug in the cross-body bag before she produced a pen and handed it to Grady.
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