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It’s time to turn up the heat . . .


Relationships. Firefighter Rafe Donovan avoids them whenever possible. He makes sure the women he dates know up front that he’s in it for a good time, great sex and nothing more.


Fun. Carmen Lewis does have time for anything except being an ER nurse and looking after her disabled grandfather. But Rafe has always been there for them both, and he’s clearly interested in Carmen. She knows he’s a player, but she’s very tempted by his charm and incredible body. And maybe a little fun isn’t so bad – as long as she guards her heart.


Love. Rafe soon realizes that until now he’s only been playing at romance. With Carmen he feels searing passion and heart-tugging emotion for the first time. Now he just has to convince her that what they have together is the real deal.




 


This book is dedicated to family—
whether blood or found.
Thank you to mine for being
all that I’ve ever needed.
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FLAMES LICKED ALL AROUND RAFE DONOVAN, THE HEAT from the house fire causing sweat to drip down his face and inside of his SCBA mask. Since he couldn’t wipe his face, he blinked instead, clearing the perspiration from his eyes.


Rafe firmly gripped the lead hose to douse the blaze threatening to drop a fiery ceiling on their heads. Tommy Rodriguez had his back, feeding him more line. They soaked the flames in the living room, pushing through the dining room and into the kitchen, driving the beast back.


“It’s wearing down,” Rafe said, watching as the inferno tried to roar, then inched back into the walls as he blasted it with water. “You don’t win today, you bastard.”


“You tell that fucker, Rafe,” Rodriguez said.


Fire was his nemesis, the thing that had almost killed him back when he was a kid. It had also saved his life, turned it around and given him a new beginning. But it still had to die. Every day he faced it, it had to die.


When the blaze was finally extinguished, he exhaled. The Engine 6 team did a walk around, pulling down walls to make sure fire didn’t lurk in the Sheetrock, waiting to reignite. He made his way outside and pulled off his mask, sucking in a deep breath of Ft. Lauderdale’s hot summer air.


It might be humid as hell, and he might be drenched under his turnout gear, but he’d survived. No one was inside the house when the fire broke out, so he’d call this one a success.


He looked at the one-story ranch, charred but still standing. It looked a little beaten down, but the old house would come back.


“Nice job in there.” Jackson Donovan, his brother and his lieutenant, patted him on the back.


“Thanks.”


He grinned and headed back to the truck, elation blasting through him as it always did when they were successful.


He loved his job. If he could do it every day, he would.


They began to wrap up. They were folding the hoses and packing up equipment when smoke started pouring from the roof.


“Dammit,” Rafe said. How had they missed that? He heard Jackson’s voice ordering them to get back into the house. Rafe loaded a fresh tank of oxygen on his back and put his mask on, then waited for his backup.


Rodriguez was right behind him as they returned inside.


“Be careful in there, all of you,” Jackson said. “I don’t like the looks of that smoke.”


“Yeah, got it,” Rafe said. He didn’t like the skittering feeling crawling down his back. He had a sixth sense about fire, and which scenes posed a danger. This one didn’t feel right to him. Something was off.


Inside looked clear, which meant the smoke was hiding in the walls somewhere. Hendricks and Richards were inside, too, helping them inspect. They’d broken off, going in the opposite direction.


“There’s no heat, no smoke,” Rafe said as they made their way around the house, testing more walls for fire. “So where’s the smoke coming from?”


“Attic, maybe,” Rodriguez said.


“Already up in the attic and cleared it,” Hendricks said into his radio. “So whatever we saw, it isn’t up here.”


Damn. It wasn’t unusual for a fire to snake along the walls, lurking, moving from one location to another. Which meant they’d have to check behind the drywall in every room until they found it and extinguished it. Rafe used his drywall hook to cut open a section of wall, checking for smoke in one of the smaller back bedrooms.


“Anything?” Jackson radioed.


“Still looking,” Rafe radioed back. “Not finding anything.”


“I don’t like this,” Jackson said. “Keep a sharp eye.”


Rafe was already doing that. The whole team was in here now, cutting through and dragging down sections of walls to search for smoke, looking for hot spots.


When Rafe got to the closet in the hallway, he felt the door. It was hot, and the paint on the outside of the door was bubbling.


“There you are,” he whispered, then turned to Rodriguez. “We need to vent this through the roof.”


He was about to notify Jackson that they were exiting when he was knocked back off his feet by an explosion.


And then everything went dark.


BUSY SHIFTS IN THE EMERGENCY ROOM AT FT. LAUDERDALE Medical Center were Carmen Lewis’s jam. It was a big-city emergency room, serving a large population that made for demanding days. Carmen’s shifts went fast because she rarely stopped moving. She relished the fast pace, but even more, she loved helping the sick and injured.


She was charting in the station when her friend and fellow nurse Tess Blackstone stopped by. “The patient in room seven is ready for discharge according to Dr. Lange. Scrip for pain meds and a follow-up with his personal physician in a week. Room six is still waiting for someone to take her up for a CT scan. I just administered another bolus of morphine to room eight with Dr. Chan’s approval.”


Carmen nodded and updated the patient charts, signing off on the discharge for room seven. “Call CT—again—and tell them we’ve been waiting an hour and a half for that scan. What’s the status on the patient in room three?”


“Waiting to be taken up for an angiogram.”


“Okay, thanks.”


“I’ll see what’s up with CT—again,” Tess said, picking up the phone and rolling her eyes at Carmen.


Carmen grinned, confident Tess would do her job well. All her nurses did. She had the best staff in the hospital, in her opinion. As triage nurse and supervisor of the department, Carmen had her hands in everything in the ER, which meant she was always managing chaos. Just the way she liked it.


EMTs rolled in with a firefighter strapped to a stretcher, bringing Carmen to instant alert. She recognized Rafe right away since he and his brothers lived in the house next door to hers. As a nurse running an ER, she never panicked, but she hated seeing someone she knew on that stretcher.


His face was covered with ash and grit, but she was happy to see he was awake and seemingly alert as she directed the paramedics to take him into room five.


The attending physician came into the room at the same time to do an assessment.


“Explosion at a house fire,” EMT Miguel Acosta said. “He took a pretty good blast that knocked him unconscious.”


Acosta and his fellow EMT Adrienne Smith unstrapped Rafe and moved him from the stretcher onto the ER bed.


“But as you can see,” Rafe said, “I’m not unconscious now.”


“Patient was down for approximately three minutes but roused quickly,” Miguel said.


“And then he was a royal pain in the ass in the ambulance all the way here,” Smith said, glaring at Rafe. “So he’s alert and oriented times three.”


“Any vomiting?” Dr. Lange asked.


“None,” Smith said.


“Thanks, Adrienne,” Carmen said. “We’ll take it from here.”


Miguel smiled at Rafe. “Behave yourself.”


Rafe tried to sit up, but Carmen laid a firm hand on his shoulder. “Nope. Stay put until we assess you.”


Dr. Lange did a physical and neurological exam.


“No burns, but he does have a bump on the head. No external injuries. Get him set up on an IV and EKG and do his vitals and blood work,” Dr. Lange said. “Let’s order a CT scan.”


She nodded and Dr. Lange stepped out. Carmen went to the cabinet to get the leads and everything else she’d need, then alerted one of the other nurses to bring her IV fluids.


“I shouldn’t even be here,” Rafe said.


“You know the protocol, Rafe,” Carmen said, giving him her standard nurse stare. No one ever argued with her stare. It was pretty fierce.


Rafe, apparently, wasn’t fazed by her glare.


“Whatever, Carmen. I’m fine.”


“Sure you are. Let’s get you out of that turnout gear.”


He grinned. “Getting me naked. Now we’re talkin’.”


She laughed and shook her head. “Can you sit up?”


“Yeah, sure.”


She held out her hand. He grasped it and sat up, much too fast for her liking.


She noticed he winced, and then he wobbled on the table a little.


“Head hurt?”


He reached for his forehead, cradling it in his hand. “A little. Damn backdraft caught me unaware, and the door knocked me backward. And out cold, I guess.”


She’d known Rafe and his brothers since they moved next door to her four years ago. Rafe helped her all the time with her grandfather. Over the years, they’d grown close, and the thought of him being hurt made her hurt.


She helped him unlatch his jacket and slide it off. “You’re lucky it wasn’t worse.”


He shrugged out of his coat, and Carmen couldn’t help but admire his broad shoulders encased in his tight T-shirt, something she shouldn’t be noticing right now.


“Can you stand so we can get the rest of your turnout gear off?”


“Yeah.”


“Hold my hand.”


His lips curved, revealing his amazing smile. “Carmen, I never knew you were interested.”


She rolled her eyes at him. “Up. Hold my hand.”


He took her fingers and dropped his suspenders, letting the pants fall while he stepped out of his boots.


The hottest man she knew was undressing in front of her. At least partially undressing. Even in his T-shirt and standard uniform pants, standing this close to him made Carmen feel things she hadn’t felt since—


Longer than she’d like to admit. Which she wasn’t going to think about, because right now Rafe was a patient. And that’s all he was to her.


“Come on, climb back into bed. Shirt off.”


“See, you flirting with me like this makes my head feel a lot better.”


She shot him a look. “At least your sense of humor is still intact.”


He gave her a lopsided grin. “Always.”


He pulled his shirt off, and she refused to notice his wide shoulders and muscled chest, or the very interesting tattoo on the back of his right shoulder.


Okay, she did notice the tattoo, the Maltese cross with the three fists and the words “Brotherhood by Fire” surrounded by flames. She wanted to ask. She didn’t. He was hurt and she was his nurse and it was none of her business. She got him into a gown and hooked up to the machines so they could chart his vitals, all of which were ridiculously normal. She checked his eyes, which were dilating normally as


well—a very good sign.


Amy, one of the nurses, brought her the fluid bag, so she started the IV. Rafe didn’t even flinch when she inserted the needle, which wasn’t a surprise. The guy was tough. She wet a washcloth with warm water and brought it over to clean the soot and grime off his face.


“I didn’t know a bath was included,” he said, his warm brown eyes studying her the entire time.


Heat sang through her body. Normally, cleaning a patient was an emotionless task. She did it because it was part of her job. But with Rafe it felt . . . different. Intimate. Unnerving.


“I thought we might want to clean off some of this residue from the fire.”


“A nice hot shower would feel really good right about now.” She swept his thick dark hair away from his forehead and finished cleaning his face. Such a gorgeous face, too, with angular lines and a very strong jaw. “Can’t do that for you, but does this feel better?”


He reached up and wrapped his fingers around hers. “You touching me feels good.”


That heat she felt earlier was replaced by an incredible tingling sensation that settled somewhere in the vicinity of her sex.


Whoa, girl, back up.


Which she did. “Okay, I can actually see your face now.”


He smiled, as if he knew exactly the effect he had on her. She needed to remind herself that Rafe Donovan was a patient, and her neighbor, and that nothing was ever going to happen between the two of them.


Ever.


No matter how many times she’d fantasized about him.




CHAPTER 2[image: image]


RAFE’S HEAD FUCKING HURT.


But the rest of him felt damn fine because Carmen Lewis was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. Black hair wound into a bun at her neck, full lips, beautiful smoky hazel eyes, curvy in all the right places, and the woman was smart. She was the perfect package. Living next door to her was hard enough. But having her leaning over him, washing his face, breathing in her scent—what was that? Hand sanitizer? How could hand sanitizer be so hot? And having her hands on him? Now that was torture. Even gloved up, her hands made him feel better. All he wanted to do was draw her closer and kiss her. He saw the way her incredible eyes went dark with desire when she got near him, the way her breathing stilted and her lips parted when he put his hand over hers.


He knew when a woman was interested, and Carmen was definitely interested. And then she backed away like he was a hot stove and she’d just burned her hand on him.


So she was wary. The question was . . . why? They were in the wrong damn situation for him to ask that question.


“How’s your head?” she asked.


“Huh?” He’d been watching her gorgeous ass as she had her back turned to him and honestly wasn’t paying attention to what she’d been saying.


“Your head, Rafe. How’s your head?”


“Oh. It hurts.”


“Any queasiness?”


He grimaced, trying to quell the nausea that kept rising up like a rocky sea. “No, I’m good.”


She cocked a brow, as if she knew damn well how he felt. “This isn’t tell-a-lie time to get out of here fast, Rafe. I really need to know how you feel. If you hide things from me or from the doctor, it could affect your diagnosis.”


He blew out a breath. “Fine. Kind of queasy.”


“Okay. I want you to lie still, and no getting up without buzzing for help. Understood?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I appreciate the cooperation. No going to sleep, either.”


“I’m too wired to sleep.” Though he wasn’t sure if the adrenaline rush was from the fire or from having Carmen so close to him. Both, maybe?


Before she could leave the room, Rafe’s brothers, Jackson and Kal, appeared in the doorway. He was glad to see them, though he wasn’t going to tell them that.


“Hey, Carmen,” Jackson said. “Okay if we come in?”


“Sure. I’d like someone to keep him company anyway while we wait for the CT scan.”


Kal smiled. “We can do that.” He pulled up a chair next to Rafe, grabbed the remote to the television and turned it on, scrolling through until he found a football game.


Jackson stepped out to talk to Carmen for a few minutes. Rafe watched the two of them in conversation. Carmen’s hands moved as she talked. Then she tucked a loose hair behind her ear, nodded and grasped Jackson’s arm as if to soothe his worry before walking away.


Jackson stepped inside.


“Well?” Rafe asked.


“Well, what?” Jackson slid into the other chair.


“Am I dying?”


“How the hell should I know? Do I look like a doctor?”


Rafe rolled his eyes, which only made his head hurt more. “What did Carmen say?”


“She said she thinks you’re a dick.”


“Very funny.”


“She said she thinks it’s a concussion, but they’ll know more after the CT scan. And if you have to get up to go down the hall to take a piss, one of us has to come with you so you don’t faint.”


Rafe frowned. “Fuck that.”


“No, seriously.”


“Don’t worry, bro, I’ll hold your hand,” Kal said, giving him his signature smart-ass smirk.


Rafe stared at the TV. “This whole situation sucks.”


“If you didn’t bang your head against doors, you wouldn’t be in this situation.”


He glared at Jackson. “How’s the house, by the way?”


“Fire’s contained. Finally. You did good in there.”


“Yeah, right up until the backdraft knocked me on my ass.”


“Hey, we’ve all been there.”


“Not me,” Kal said, his face glued to the game.


Rafe glared at his brother. “You’ll get your turn, asshole.”


Kal let out a laugh. “I’m not as dumb as you.”


“Ignore him,” Jackson said. “His time will come.”


Honestly, Rafe hoped his little brother would never have the same experience Rafe had had today.


Because this pretty much sucked.


“WHO’S THE EXTREMELY HOT FIREFIGHTER IN FIVE?” TESS asked when Carmen returned to the desk.


Carmen kept her focus on charting. “My next-door neighbor.”


“Shut the front door.” Tess’s jaw dropped. “He is not.”


“He is.”


“What’s his status?”


“Possible concussion. We won’t know more until after his CT scan.”


“Carmen Lewis, you’ve been holding out on me.”


“About his diagnosis?”


Tess tilted her head to the side. “No. About you and the hot firefighter.”


Carmen finished charting Rafe’s vitals, supplies they’d used on him and details about his status, then looked up at her friend. Tess Blackstone was a beautiful redhead with a killer smile who’d been Carmen’s best friend since nursing school. Carmen had been terrified her first day of nursing school, didn’t know anyone, felt inept and unprepared for what was ahead. It must have shown on her face, because Tess had sat next to her, leveled her signature bright smile on Carmen and told her they were going to be best friends forever.


And they had been ever since, including falling in love with emergency medicine together and ending up getting a job at the same emergency room. Carmen had been matron of honor at Tess’s wedding to her husband, George, and Tess had been there to offer a shoulder to cry on when Carmen’s marriage had ended so badly.


They’d been through it all together, and there was nothing that Carmen wouldn’t tell her.


“I hold nothing back from you, Tess, and you know it.”


“Apparently, you do, because you’ve been living next door to an extremely sexy firefighter for—how long?”


She shrugged. “A few years.”


“What? And I’m just now hearing about it?”


“Those are his two brothers in there with him. They live with him.”


Tess looked at the room, which just so happened to be across from the nurses station. She gaped, then turned to face Carmen. “Dear God in heaven, Carmen. I don’t think we can be friends anymore.”


Carmen laughed. “You’re so dramatic. There’s nothing to tell. We’re neighbors. That’s it.”


“And yet you never once thought to mention to me that three—count them, three—extremely good-looking firefighters were living right next to you.”


She signed out of her terminal, grabbed her netbook to do some inventory and left the station. “Nope.”


Tess followed. “Hmm.”


Carmen stopped. “What does that mean?”


“That means you’re interested. In which one?”


She shook her head. “None of them. You know I don’t date.”


“Which is weird enough on its own. Your vagina didn’t put up a Closed for business sign after your marriage ended, you know.”


Carmen looked around to make sure no one had heard that. “Tess.”


“What? Just stating the facts. You’re beautiful and vibrant and healthy and you should be having all kinds of sex.”


“Hmph.” She started walking again.


“No hmph. Hump. You should be humping. Everything with a penis.”


She reached the drug room and used a key card and password to enter. Tess followed.


“And you have sex on the brain.”


Tess laughed. “The key to a happy marriage, honey.”


Carmen shook her head and ordered some refills on a few of the drugs they needed.


“So the hurt one. He’s amazingly beautiful, Carmen.”


“Rafe? Yes, he is. He comes over and helps me with Grandpa.”


“Oh, he does? That’s so sweet. And after you get your grandpa to bed, does he help you out with anything else?”


She glanced over at Tess. “Like what?”


“I don’t know. Orgasms?”


Carmen laughed. “No.”


“Then you’re using him in all the wrong ways. Does he have a girlfriend?”


“Rafe? I . . . don’t think so. I’ve never asked.”


“For the love of . . . Girl, we need to get you laid.”


“No, we don’t.” She shut the drug cabinet, withdrew her key and walked out of the room, Tess on her heels.


Tess’s pager went off. “I gotta run. This conversation isn’t over.”


Carmen raised her hand to object, but Tess had already disappeared down the hall. She needed to go check on Rafe anyway, as well as general department status.


When she stopped by Rafe’s room, he was gone, but Kal and Jackson were hanging out there watching television.


“The CT people came to get him about five minutes ago,” Jackson said.


She nodded. “Good. It won’t take long, and we should have results soon.”


“You don’t think it’s anything serious, do you?” Kal asked.


“I couldn’t say, since I’m not a doctor.”


“Come on, Carmen,” Jackson said. “You see this kind of stuff all the time. We’re not asking for a diagnosis. We’re asking what you think.”


She liked that they cared so much about their brother. She also didn’t want to give them false hope. There were a lot of things that could show up on a CT scan. Sometimes bad things.


“He seems fine. A little dizzy and nauseated. If I were to guess, I’d say it’s a concussion. But you know as well as I do that we have to wait for the CT scan results to know for sure.”


Jackson nodded. “Thanks.”


She went back out to the desk, looking over at Rafe’s room every few minutes.


She expected—or at least hoped—that his CT scan would be negative, which meant he’d be cleared to go home with concussion protocol. She told herself Rafe would be fine.


He had to be fine.


Then she could get back to doing her job without having Rafe so close. Without needing to worry about him.


Which meant she could stop thinking about him, and stop remembering how he smelled, and what it felt like to touch him.


Because none of that was good for her sense of well-being. She didn’t need or want a man in her life, despite what Tess thought. She’d already had a man in her life once, and that had ended in disaster.


She wasn’t about to go through that again.




CHAPTER 3[image: image]


STAYING AT HOME SUCKED. RAFE WAS ON A NO-ACTIVITY restriction, which was total bullshit. After a half-assed sleep last night because his brothers had taken turns waking him up every damn hour, he thought maybe he could nap this morning. But his body didn’t work that way. The sun was up, and that meant coffee and awake time.


Jackson and Kal had gone to their mom and dad’s. Becks, Jackson’s live-in girlfriend, had left for her job at her tattoo shop early today, because she needed to stop and buy some ink.


He’d thought about going along with his brothers just to hang out, but his mom would come home at some point, and when she saw him not working on the house she’d ask questions. He’d asked his dad not to say anything to her. He was going to be fine, and his mom had enough on her mind with her job and getting the house ready to sell.


He leaned back in the kitchen chair and finished off the mango juice he’d poured for himself, then stood, wincing as he did.


He lifted his shoulders and turned his head from side to side, feeling the strain in his neck. Then he held on to the chair and bent forward to stretch out his back, taking it slow in case he got dizzy. His muscles felt tight, but when he straightened, he felt okay. That was a good thing, because he’d definitely felt woozy last night in the ER.


At least things were moving in the right direction there. He wished he could go to the gym and do a solid workout, but he’d been banned from doing anything strenuous—including his damn job—for the next five days until he followed up with his doctor and got cleared to return to work.


He looked around, wondering how to occupy himself in a useful way that wasn’t considered strenuous. He’d already made breakfast and done the dishes, which wasn’t much. He’d wiped up the stove and counter along with the table, which also hadn’t been much, since everyone who lived here always cleaned up after themselves.


Becks was even cleaner than him and his brothers. She routinely did a thorough scrubbing of the house, and yesterday was her day off, which meant she’d done a top-to-bottom scouring of the entire place. In fact, Jackson and Becks had gotten into an argument about it, because Jackson was worried she was doing more than her fair share. He’d said they could all pitch in and clean the house, but Becks claimed cleaning was one of the great joys in her life.


That had been a fun argument to watch. Jackson had lost, of course, because Becks was amazing, and who was going to deny her something she enjoyed? Rafe didn’t understand how mopping floors or scrubbing bathrooms could be a life-fulfilling task, but to each their own.


Rafe ventured into the game room and played a few video games, but the flashing lights on the TV gave him a headache, so he quit, disgusted.


Running out of ideas, he slid on his sunglasses and went outside to sit by the pool. Since it was summer and hot as fuck, he slid onto the bottom step of the pool to cool his body down.


He closed his eyes and let the water lap around his chest, content to relax here. It was better than staring up at the ceiling. He’d rather be swimming laps, but he knew that would be considered strenuous activity.


It was going to be a long five days.


He jerked his eyes open when he heard the gate to the backyard swing open, then smiled when he saw Carmen come in. She was holding a baking dish in her hand. She spotted him and waved.


“Hey, Rafe. I rang the bell, but no one answered,” she said. “I’m going to put this in the fridge.”


“Sure.”


He climbed out of the pool and dried off, then put his T-shirt back on and went into the house.


Carmen was just coming to the door. “Oh. You didn’t have to get out of the pool. I’m headed out again. I just stopped by to leave you some food. You shouldn’t have to worry about cooking in the next couple of days.”


She looked amazing in her shorts and skimpy tank top, her hair piled on top of her head. Her skin was glowing like wet sand, and all he wanted to do was lick the drops of perspiration beading between her breasts.


Okay, dude. Take a step back.


Which he did. “You don’t have to leave. How about a glass of iced tea? It’s hot out there.”


“Sure is,” she said, following him back inside. “And I made it even hotter by baking in my kitchen this morning.”


She’d done that for him. He appreciated it. He moved around her and went into the kitchen, pulling two glasses from the cabinet. He poured tea, handing one to Carmen, who’d taken a seat at the island.


“You baked? For me?”


“Enchiladas verdes.”


He walked around and pulled up a chair next to her. “That’s my favorite.”


She took a sip of tea and laid the glass on the counter. “I know.”


“Thank you, Carmen. You didn’t have to do that.”


“I wanted to. I know you’re stuck at home for several days, so I wanted to make sure you had something to eat.”


Even though he’d just finished breakfast a little while ago, his stomach was already rumbling at the thought of Carmen’s enchiladas. “It’s probably time for lunch.”


She laughed. “It is not. And there’s plenty there for everyone.”


“Yeah, as long as Jackson and Kal don’t see it. I’ll have to bury it somewhere.”


“Seriously. There’s more than enough to share.”


He shook his head. “Not a chance. I’m marking it Rafe’s Recovery Food.”


She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I can make more, you know.” He picked up her hand. “Can you? You’d do that for me?”


“Sure. As long as you don’t milk this injury for weeks. I do have a full-time job, a grandfather to take care of, grocery shopping and housecleaning, bills to pay. You know, an actual life.”


He let her hand drop. “Okay, now I feel guilty.”


She laid her hand on his arm. “Not my intention. I was joking with you. We all have things to do.”


“Not me. Not for the next five days, anyway. I’m not allowed to do a thing. I can’t go to the gym, I can’t swim laps, I can’t go to work. I can’t do anything . . . strenuous.”


She made a sad face. “Aww, you poor baby. Relaxation must be killing you.”


“You have no idea.”


She slid off the barstool. “Come on.”


“Where?”


“For a walk. You can’t do anything strenuous, but you can go for a walk. With me.”


“I thought you were busy.”


“Not too busy to take a walk with you.”


He wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to spend some time with Carmen. And getting out of this house sounded like the best idea ever. “Sure. Let me grab my shoes.”


He went upstairs, put on his sneakers and started back down, pausing to gape at the glorious sight of Carmen leaning over. She was holding on to the barstool and bending from the waist, no doubt stretching her hamstrings.


Damn, she had a very fine ass and some spectacular thighs. She wasn’t overly thin, which suited him just fine, because he liked a woman who looked like she had some flesh on her. But every part of her looked firm. Of course she was on her feet at work all the time, so she got plenty of exercise.


He made his way downstairs. “Ready.”


She straightened and smiled at him. “Me, too. You should stretch.”


“I’m not running. I’ll stretch as I walk.”


She shrugged and said, “You know best.”


He liked that she didn’t lecture him. He’d dated plenty of women who thought they knew best and didn’t hesitate to nag him about what he should and shouldn’t do. Those women didn’t last long in his orbit. He already had a mother. He didn’t want to date one.


The humidity blasted him full in the face as they stepped outside. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked.


“Do what?”


“Walk. Outside. In July.”


She laughed. “It’s fine. I’ve lived here my entire life. I’m used to this heat.”


Another bonus point. She didn’t complain. He’d once tried to get a woman he’d met at the gym to run a 5K with him. It was even during the winter, but she complained about how messed up her hair would get in the humidity.


Sometimes finding a woman who was down with his interests was as impossible as trying to win a game of Alien: Isolation on his Xbox.


“How did last night go?” Carmen asked.


“Miserable.”


She looked concerned. “Really? Any vomiting?”


“Nah. I was tired. I wanted to sleep. My asshole brothers woke me constantly.”


She slanted a smile at him. “I’m sure that was very annoying. But necessary.”


“Yeah, I know. At least I’ll sleep good tonight.”


“Yes, that’s the payoff.”


They turned right at the end of the road. They lived in an established neighborhood, all the homes having been built in the late seventies, which meant a lot of mature trees on both sides of the road. School hadn’t started back yet, so kids played in the yards and rode their bikes up and down the street. Rafe often thought about what it might have been like to grow up in an environment like this, with great parents and friends who lived next door.


But that hadn’t been the hand he’d been dealt.


“You’re quiet,” Carmen said. “Are you all right?”


He turned his head to look at her. “Yeah. Whenever I walk the neighborhood, I always think about what it might have been like to grow up here. You know, to be born into something like this. Good parents. Friends. Riding my bike up and down the street without a care in the world. Never being hungry or thinking about where my next meal would come from.”


Carmen reached out and laid her hand on his upper arm. “You ended up with great parents, Rafe, growing up with amazing brothers.”


“Yeah, I got lucky with Jackson and Kal and our parents. I just didn’t start out there.”


“I don’t know the whole story other than what you all have told me.”


“Nothing much to tell. Jackson, Kal and I were all homeless and we bonded. We stuck together. One night we got caught in a fire in an abandoned house, and Josh Donovan saved our lives. He was one of the firemen who rescued us. Then he and his wife, Laurel, adopted us and became our parents, and we became Donovans.”


She nodded. “I’ve heard that part. What about before that?”


He sidestepped a pothole in the street. “You mean when we were homeless?”


“No. Before you became homeless. Your family life before you hit the streets.”


He hadn’t thought about that part of his life for a long time. “Not really much of what I would call a family life. It wasn’t a great time, so I try not to think about it.”


“Then I’m sorry I brought it up.”


“Don’t be. I just don’t focus on it. I’m a Donovan now, and have been for most of my life. It’s all that matters.”


She smiled at him. “Sure.”


He hated his childhood memories, before he met Jackson and Kal. His birth parents never parented him, not in the traditional sense. To them he had just been some kid who got in the way of their drug business.


He had never been happier than when he’d run away from them. If he’d stayed, he’d probably be dead.


He took a deep breath, inhaling the humid air, clearing his head.


“Tell me about your tattoo.”


He frowned. “My—” His lips lifted. “You ogled me while I was half-naked in the ER yesterday, didn’t you?”


She rolled her eyes. “I was not ogling. I was doing my job. But your tattoo is amazing.”


She’d totally ogled. Which was fine with him. Better than fine, actually. “Thanks. Jackson and Kal got the same one. Becks did them. It represents all of us and our bond as brothers and as firefighters.”


“Really? That’s very cool. Something else the three of you have in common now.”


“True.”


Then it went quiet again. The funny thing was, it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. Carmen seemed content to just walk alongside him, and he was pretty happy to have her company.


“Great day for a walk, isn’t it?”


She shot him a look. “It’s hot, Rafe.”


“Yeah, but we’re alive and healthy and life is good, isn’t it?”


She arched a brow. “You always carry this annoyingly positive outlook?”


“Always. Why? Does it bother you?”


“Depends on my mood.”


“Yeah? And how’s your mood today?”


“I’m fine.”


That wasn’t a happy I’m fine, so clearly, something was on her mind. “Want to talk about it?”


“There’s nothing to talk about. I’m off work today. I made an extra batch of enchiladas, so dinner’s handled. And I’ve already done two loads of laundry.”


All domestic bullshit. “And what about you, Carmen? What are you doing for fun on your day off?”


She held her hands out. “I’m taking a walk, with you.”


“And I appreciate it. But that’s the nurse in you, making sure I’m okay. I’m talking about fun. What do you do to get out there and have a good time?”


She didn’t answer.


“Got a boyfriend?”


She looked flustered, as if the question made her unsettled. “Oh . . . no. Not me.”


“Girlfriend?”


She laughed. “Not one of those, either.”


“So you don’t date?”


“No. Not lately, anyway.”


“Why not?”


“Too busy. And I don’t want to.”


“Again . . . why not?”


They turned the corner, and she focused her attention on the park, watching kids play on the swings. “I . . . just don’t.”


Now he was really curious. Carmen was beautiful and had a lot to offer. She worked and cared for her grandfather, but surely, she took time out for herself. “Maybe you should consider it.”


They’d made it back to their street. She tilted her head up and gave him a curious look. “Why? Do you have someone in mind?”


He didn’t know why or how the words fell out of his mouth, but they did. “Yeah. Me.”


“Oh, God, no.”


The look of horror on her face would have made him laugh if he hadn’t been so insulted.


“Hey, I’m not that bad.”


“Oh, I didn’t mean it that way. I mean . . . look at you.” She gave him a head to toe once-over. “You’ re . . . amazing. Hot. Incredible looking. Any woman would be lucky to . . . What I’m saying is . . .”


Her eyes widened, and then she glanced over at her house. “Well, we’re back. Thanks for the walk. And for the invitation for the date, but I’m just not . . . Anyway, thanks, Rafe. Hope you enjoy the casserole. See you later, okay?”


She gave him a quick wave over her shoulder as she disappeared into her house.


Rafe stood there for a minute or so, trying to digest their conversation and coming to no conclusion other than he was totally confused.


What the hell just happened?




CHAPTER 4[image: image]


CARMEN TRIED TO BUSY HERSELF WITH CLEANING HER grandfather’s bathroom, but even the sweet lemony smell couldn’t scrub away the utter mortification from her earlier conversation with Rafe.


What. A. Moron. It was like she’d opened her mouth and idiocy had fallen out.


First she’d insulted him by acting as if going out with him would be the worst thing that could happen to her, and then she’d stumbled all over herself trying to correct that mistake by practically drooling all over him with compliments.


Ugh. He probably thought she was the dumbest woman he’d ever known.


“Nothing good ever comes from me interacting with a man,” she muttered.


Her grandfather walked slowly into the bedroom, then leaned on his cane. “Who are you talkin’ to?”


She lifted her head. “No one. Myself.”


“You losing your mind?”


“Maybe.” Probably. Definitely. She went back to cleaning the sink.


“Or maybe something’s on your mind and you need to talk it out.”


“Nothing’s on my mind, Grandpa.”


“Yes, it is. When you start scrubbing like you want to take the top surface off my bathroom counter, it means you’ve got a problem. Start talking.”


The very last thing she wanted to do was tell her grandpa about how she acted with Rafe. So she tossed the sponge into the cleaning bucket, straightened and smiled. “I was just working out some aggressions from my job on your counter, which is now shiny and clean. Are you ready for some lunch?”


“I guess.”


He gave her the side-eye, and she knew he didn’t believe her. But since he turned and left the room, that meant he wasn’t going to push the subject further—at least for now.


She made turkey sandwiches and salad, which would keep the house cool. They sat at the kitchen table and ate.


“You look stronger today,” she said. “I notice you’re using the cane and not the walker.”


“The cane makes me feel a little wobbly, but my physical therapist said not to rely so much on the walker, and to give the cane a try for a few hours a day.”


“Good.” He was so much stronger now than he’d been a month ago. The new therapy he’d been doing was working wonders for him.


“Did you take that food over to Rafe’s house?” he asked.


“I did.”


“How’s he feeling?”


“He seems to be doing fine.”


Her grandfather chewed thoughtfully for a few minutes, then took a swallow of milk and set his glass down. “You were gone awhile.”


“Oh, we went for a walk. Since Rafe is on activity restriction for the next few days, I thought it would be good for him to get out and do some minimal exercise.”


“That’s nice of you.”


“Just returning the favor since he often helps out here.”


“True enough.”


More chewing, more staring off into space. Grandpa did that when something was on his mind, so she waited, figuring he’d get around to saying whatever it was he needed to say.


“That Rafe is a fine young man, Carmen.”


And there it was. “Yes, he is, Grandpa.”


“You know, you’ve been divorced for four years. I don’t recall you bringing anyone over for me to meet. Or, for that matter, dressing up and going out anywhere. With anyone.”


Now it was time for her to focus on her sandwich. She took a bite, waiting for the subject to drop. Instead, her grandpa stared at her. Waiting.


Damn.


“I’ve gone out. I’m just busy.” Which was partly true. And it wasn’t like she hadn’t dated at all in the past four years. She’d had dates. Not in the first year after her divorce. But after she’d gotten over the sting of ending her marriage, she’d ventured out here and there. Though nothing serious, and certainly no man had interested her enough to bring him home to meet her grandfather.


“Life didn’t end for you just because your marriage did. You should get out, have some fun. Date a nice boy. Like Rafe.”


Ouch. “I’m not going to get serious with anyone right now, Grandpa. I have my hands full with work and with—”


His brows shot up. “With me? I don’t need a damn babysitter, girl.”


“That’s not what I was about to say. I just . . . I’m not ready yet.”


He laid his hand over hers. “Not every man is going to be like Tod.”


She gave a quick nod, her throat closing up as a lump gathered there. She finally swallowed and said, “I know.”


“It’s time to move on. Find someone who’ll treat you nice. Who’ll appreciate the fine woman you are.”


She laid a smile on him. “Thank you. I’ll think about it.”


“You do that.”


For the remainder of the afternoon, thinking was all she did. Unfortunately, all she thought about was Rafe. His amazing body, the way he smiled at her and how she’d unceremoniously said no to his offer of a date. She felt badly, and she shouldn’t.


So what if she’d said no to him? She had every right to turn a man down. Yes, he’d helped her out with her grandfather on occasion, but that was just him being a good neighbor. She owed him nothing. Nothing.


Oh, come on, Carmen. The real issue here is you wanted to say yes. But you’re afraid.


She shook her head and carried the load of folded towels into the bathroom.




CHAPTER 5[image: image]


AFTER TWO DAYS OF UTTER DULLNESS, RAFE GOT UP early to watch his brothers get ready for their shift at the fire station. He even made breakfast for everyone, since he had nothing else to do with his time.


“You? Making breakfast again, Rafe? This is getting to be a habit.” Becks, the first one up, surveyed the smorgasbord of food he’d laid out on the kitchen island.
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