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            Chapter One

         

         The aroma of sugar, spice, and butter filled Brenna McConnell’s kitchen. Her mouth watered as she stirred the contents in her saucepan, breathing it in. A taste test was allowed but nothing more. This food wasn’t for her.

         A timer went off on her stove, signaling that the homemade doughnuts were done. She slipped a mitt onto her right hand and pulled open the oven door to retrieve them. They were golden brown and glorious—all except the one that had gotten a little too burned around the edges.

         Her stomach twisted with hunger and then growled a little. Yeah, yeah. That imperfect doughnut could be hers. But only the one.

         She set the tray down on the stove top and stirred the saucepan again before lifting it up and drizzling its contents onto the doughnuts. Her neighbor, Luke Marini, had been slow to warm up to her, but that would hopefully change with this friendly gesture. She usually brought housewarming treats to her new neighbors on Blueberry Creek but she’d been too busy during the winter months to officially welcome him to the community like she normally would.

         She’d met Luke at his mailbox a couple of times, and he’d smiled when she’d introduced herself, but that was all they’d shared. He hadn’t hung around to make small talk. In fact, he’d kept his answers to her questions clipped, replying “yes” and “no” when at all possible. She’d tried to convince herself it was because of the biting cold outside. Or maybe he’d just needed to use the bathroom or excuse himself for some other unknown reason.

         She assembled one of the pastry boxes she kept stocked in her pantry and loaded the doughnuts. After closing it, she tied a red-checked ribbon around the handle that reminded her of picnics and sunshine-filled spring mornings. “I’ll just walk right over and knock on his door to welcome him to the neighborhood,” she said out loud to herself, which was something she did a lot. It had started when her younger sister Eve had moved out last year. Brenna had grown tired of the silence and had started talking to herself. But now that Eve had moved back in, Brenna was still doing it.

         Brenna grabbed the box of doughnuts, giving the runt doughnut one last longing glance before heading to her front door. Then her gaze caught on the stack of college applications that Eve hadn’t touched since moving back home. Brenna had strategically placed it on the counter so that her sister could see it whenever she walked into the room. Either Eve hadn’t noticed or she was actively ignoring it. No doubt it was the latter.

         Eve didn’t have big college dreams like Brenna always had. Dreams that had taken a nosedive with the twists and turns of life. No, Eve’s dreams were very different in nature. Eve had recently graduated from the fire academy and was determined to follow in their late father’s footsteps as a Sweetwater Springs firefighter.

         With a heavy sigh, Brenna stepped outside into the warmth of the spring sun and headed across the lawn toward Luke Marini’s home.

         He lived in a quaint yellow house with a blue metal roof. She’d always admired the home, even when it’d belonged to the old couple who’d lived there since she was a baby. They’d put the house up for sale last year and were now living with their daughter in South Carolina as far as Brenna knew. Brenna had come here many times as neighbors, and the couple’s home had always been open and inviting.

         She climbed the front porch steps and rang the doorbell. After waiting at least thirty seconds, she turned to check the driveway where Luke’s old-fashioned red Ford truck was parked. Unless he’d gone for a walk, he had to be home. She rang the doorbell again. “Hello?” she called. “Hello? It’s Brenna McConnell from next door!”

         “Around here,” a deep voice finally called back.

         Brenna spun toward the sound, seeing a midsize Jack Russell terrier dart from the opposite side of the house. She headed down the steps with her box of goodies, the sweet aroma wafting under her nose. The dog met her on the lawn, running circles around her at first and then propping the pads of his feet just above her knee. “Oh, hi,” she said, realizing she’d never seen Luke’s dog up close before. It was…well…

         She narrowed her eyes, her smile slipping as she looked at the little dog with matted brown and white fur in some places and large patches of no fur, just pink scarred skin, in others. She sucked in a breath and nearly dropped her doughnuts, especially when Luke stepped up wearing a T-shirt that fit him like a second skin. She met his dark-brown eyes, the color of maple syrup. His hair, nearly a perfect match to his eye color, poked out from beneath his ball cap, curling at the tips.

         “This is Max,” he told her. “I rescued him from a warehouse fire in Whispering Pines last year.”

         Whispering Pines was a nearby town, and if she remembered correctly, it was where Luke had moved from.

         “I’m trying to turn Max into the firehouse dog but I’m not sure it’s going to work out. He’s good for morale around the station but he’s still a little skittish around smoke and fire.”

         She studied the little dog as her mind connected the dots between the warehouse fire that Luke had saved him from and the condition of his fur. Emotion swelled in her throat, and tears threatened behind her eyes. She swallowed and clutched the welcome gift in her hands. “I, um, didn’t realize you were working outside this morning.”

         “I’m patching up the fence behind the house,” he said. “There were a few loose boards when I bought this place that I hadn’t gotten around to fixing until now. Max likes to run out there, and I don’t want any wildlife to get in the fence and have a run-in with him.” Luke looked down at his dog. “Although he’s one tough canine. I think he’d probably win.”

         Brenna smiled at the way Luke’s voice and expression softened when he talked about his pet. “Well, I just came by to tell you that if you ever need anything—eggs or milk or someone to take Max out when you’re not here—don’t hesitate to ask. That’s what neighbors are for.” She reached down to pet Max, who immediately began to lap his tongue over her fingers. “I probably smell and taste like sugar,” she said, laughing as he licked her. Then she looked up at Luke and felt every drop of blood she had in her body rush into her cheeks. “Because I’ve been baking. For you.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Luke’s next-door neighbor was hard to miss, even when he was trying his hardest. She had rich black hair that seemed to soak up the sunlight as she shifted back and forth on her feet. She smelled like something sweet, maybe cinnamon and butter. No wonder Max was running circles around her, jumping on her and panting with his tongue half out.

         Luke hadn’t missed the way she’d physically responded to Max’s burn injuries either. She’d taken a subtle step backward, and her hands had shaken just a little. The light he’d seen behind her smiling eyes had also dimmed momentarily. Some might not have noticed but he was sensitive to that detail because the burn scars on his back had elicited the same response from people. He and Max hadn’t been injured in the same fire, but they were bonded; both of them had survived against all odds.

         Luke’s experience had been during childhood, and he’d had time to distance himself from it and face a fire fearlessly. Max hadn’t, and Luke wasn’t sure his little dog would ever get over his fear of flames.

         “So the contents of that box are for me?” Luke asked, looking back up at his neighbor.

         “Right.” A small laugh tumbled off her pink lips that contrasted with her olive-toned skin, dotted with pale freckles that only added to her beauty. “Homemade doughnuts. They’re sort of a welcome-to-the-neighborhood present.”

         “I moved in five months ago,” he pointed out.

         “Well, I’ve been busy, and it was a cold winter. The snow kept me away. You too, apparently, because I haven’t seen much of you.”

         She seemed to wait for him to offer an explanation, which he didn’t have. He’d been busy at the fire station where he worked, and when he came home, he preferred to avoid doing the neighborly thing. He’d learned his lesson on that front in Whispering Pines when he’d found himself dating his neighbor. That had turned out to be a huge mistake. One he wouldn’t make again.

         “Now that winter is over and spring is upon us,” Brenna went on, “I thought I’d make the trek across our yards and give you an official welcome.” She shrugged underneath her floral apron and then held the box out to him.

         His fingers brushed against hers as he took it, and the touch buzzed around his body like one of those honey bees that had come after him earlier while he’d been patching the fence. Just like with the bees, he ignored the sensation. “That’s nice. Do you do this for all the new neighbors?”

         “It was a tradition of my mom’s when I was growing up. We don’t get many new neighbors around here though, because no one ever leaves the creek.” She giggled softly, the sound just as sweet as the smell of the treats wafting under his nose. “That sounds like a horror movie setup, doesn’t it? You move to the creek and never get away,” she said in a playful voice.

         He held up the box. “Well, thank you for these.”

         “It’s no big deal. Cooking and baking are what I do for a living.”

         Luke knew she owned and operated A Taste of Heaven Catering.

         “So if you’re lucky, you might get more treats from me in the future.” Her eyes widened as if she’d just made a pass at him. Did she?

         Luke took a backward step, increasing the distance between them. She was beautiful, no denying that. And there was no ring on her finger or evidence of a guy coming around. If she lived anywhere else, he might even consider asking her out. But she didn’t.

         “Well, I better get cleaned up before I need to head to the station.”

         “Oh…right.” Her cheerful demeanor faded a touch. “I don’t want to bother you. I just wanted to say that if you ever need a favor, I’m right next door. My phone number is in the box, and yes, I give it to all the neighbors. Just in case.”

         “I’m sure I won’t be calling you,” he said, not intending to come off as rude. Judging by her expression though, that’s exactly how he’d sounded.

         Her mouth formed a little circle of shock. “I see. Well, enjoy those doughnuts, Mr. Marini.” She’d called him Luke before. Then, without another word, she turned and headed back to her house.

         He watched her walk away for a long moment, her hair and the strings of her apron dancing in the breeze. “Come on, Max,” he finally said. They went inside, and he slid the box of doughnuts on the counter in front of him. A little red oval in the bottom corner claimed that they were “made with love.” Just like Brenna, they appeared to be sugar, spice, and everything nice. And he was snails and shells and puppy dog tails.

         Luke sat on a stool and pulled a doughnut out of the box.

         Max whined softly. He knew better than to beg but he’d already gotten a little taste off Brenna’s skin.

         “Just one,” Luke said before offering it. Max snapped it up, his tail wagging excitedly. Then Luke pulled a second doughnut out of the box and took a bite, his eyes closing momentarily because it was one of the tastiest treats he’d had in a while. Being nice to his neighbor could have its advantages.

         But it could also put him at a very big disadvantage. And right now his focus was on building a long-lasting career here in Sweetwater Springs. Not a short-lived romance that could ruin everything.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Brenna was having a stare-down with the runt doughnut on her cookie sheet. She was just being friendly to her new neighbor, and he’d kind of treated her like a nuisance. He certainly hadn’t been inviting.

         Brenna grabbed the doughnut and bit into it, her feelings dissolving along with the sugar on her tongue. She inhaled the pastry in three bites and then immediately regretted it. And she blamed Luke Marini entirely.

         She paced the kitchen for a moment, scanning the room and trying to decide what to do next. Her sister was handling things at A Taste of Heaven today. Brenna had been training Eve on everything needed to run the catering business since Eve was a teenager, but as soon as Eve could drive, she’d been more interested in volunteering at the fire station than cooking meals. Thankfully, there were no vacancies to fill at the Sweetwater Springs Fire Department right now, though, and with any luck, it would stay that way until Brenna could convince Eve to go to college.

         Brenna gazed at the stack of college applications, just as tempting as that runt doughnut she’d devoured a moment earlier. She had only needed one more year to finish her own degree in childhood education when her parents died. Then she’d dropped out and moved back to Blueberry Creek to care for Eve, who’d been eleven at the time. Brenna had stepped into a guardian role and had taken over her mom’s catering business, working alongside their aunt Thelma. She’d put everything on hold for the last seven years, telling herself all the while that she’d start living her own life again once Eve was eighteen.

         Even though Eve had turned eighteen this past fall, she still needed Brenna, whether she knew it or not. Sometimes Eve made poor decisions, and when it was her turn to watch the catering business, like today, she slacked off on her responsibilities.

         Brenna nibbled on her lower lip. “Eve is fine,” she said out loud. “It’ll just make her mad if I show up.”

         And it was time for Brenna to let go and focus on her own life.

         Brenna tapped her fingers on the counter, trying to talk herself out of going downtown to check on her little sister. Unable to resist, she grabbed her keys and headed out the front door. She glanced over at the little yellow house next door and suppressed another impulse—this one to walk back over and snatch back her welcome-to-the-neighborhood gift.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Brenna reversed out of her driveway and drove toward A Taste of Heaven, just around the corner from the downtown strip of quaint little stores on Silver Lake.

         After a short drive, she pulled into the parking lot and sat in her car for a moment. Maybe she should take a walk downtown. Perhaps she could do a little shopping. It’d been a while since she’d had a day off. She could even go to Perfectly Pampered and get a haircut or a pedicure.

         Instead, she pushed open the door of her navy blue Honda CR-V and headed toward the back entrance of A Taste of Heaven. As she stepped through the door, the dense air immediately made her cough and the smoke detector started to shriek.

         Brenna blinked past the sudden sting in her eyes, and her heart catapulted into her throat. “Eve?…Eve!” Heart racing, she hurried toward the kitchen and located the smoke’s culprit. One of the three convection ovens along the wall had charcoal-colored puffs coming out of the back vents.

         Brenna yanked open the oven door, allowing more smoke to bloom toward her face, which only elicited more coughing. Then she snatched a mitt from the counter and pulled a tray of burned biscuits out, stashing them on the stove top. “Shh-shh,” she said, using the mitt to fan the air in front of the smoke detector. “Please stop.”

         “What are you doing here?”

         Brenna whirled to face Eve, pulling the mitt down to her side as if she’d been caught with her hand in the proverbial cookie jar. She hadn’t done anything wrong by coming here though. And it was a good thing she’d shown up when she had. “I’m keeping the business from burning down,” she shouted to be heard over the alarm. “Where’s Aunt Thelma?”

         Eve shoved her hands on her hips. “Aunt Thelma called and said she was running late this morning.”

         “Where’s Nate?” Brenna asked then.

         Nate Trapp was a new hire. He could follow a recipe well enough, and he had a mind for business, which was a plus. He also helped with deliveries and setup.

         “He went to deliver the spread to the men’s breakfast at Sweetwater Chapel.”

         Right. Aunt Thelma usually handled that, but since she was out, Nate would have taken on the task.

         “Don’t worry. Nate and I cooked the eggs, grits, and bacon. But we forgot the biscuits.” Eve gestured at the oven. Her long red hair was pulled up in a messy bun at her nape. She’d gotten the full lot of their father’s Irish features, unlike Brenna who’d only gotten the sprinkle of pale freckles on her nose. Brenna had gotten her black hair and brown eyes from their mom, making her and Eve look as different as their personalities.

         “Great,” Brenna huffed. “The men’s group love their biscuits and now they’ll be disappointed. And thanks to all this commotion, Mrs. Roberts is probably calling the fire department from next door as we speak.”

         Eve rolled her eyes as the smoke detector finally stopped. “Yeah well, Mrs. Roberts is slightly neurotic. A lot like you.” She cocked her head to one side and narrowed her pale-green eyes at Brenna.

         Brenna stiffened. “Do you think this is funny?”

         “The fact that my sister doesn’t trust me with the job she begged me to do? No. It’s a little insulting, actually.”

         “You fill our shop with smoke, and now you’re giving me the guilt trip?” Brenna shook her head but the guilt trip had worked. Her insides twisted uncomfortably because she should have let Eve run the shop without interfering. She knew that, just like she knew she needed to apologize and leave right now before this argument gained momentum.

         “It’s not our shop. I don’t want it. It’s yours.” Eve pulled her apron off and flung it on the butcher-block-style counter behind her.

         Too late.

         “Looks like you’re no longer taking the day off so I will. Bye, sis.” Eve headed toward the back entrance where Brenna had entered only a few minutes earlier.

         “Wait!” Brenna called. “I’m not working today!”

         “Should’ve thought of that before you drove here to mother me,” Eve called behind her. “I mean smother me.” She slammed the back door behind her.

         Brenna sighed as she reached for the apron that Eve had discarded and pulled it over her head, preparing to make a new batch of biscuits. Even though the apron was light, it felt like a shackle weighing her down.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Luke glanced over at Brenna’s house as he cranked the truck’s engine and reversed out of his driveway. Guilt pinched under the Sweetwater Springs Fire Department logo on the chest of his T-shirt about the way he’d treated her. He didn’t deserve the doughnuts she’d brought him, which was why he was bringing the rest to the station.

         The crew would appreciate it. They were all young and endlessly hungry, a lot like a bunch of high school boys. When Luke had interviewed for the assistant fire chief position six months ago, he’d been intimidated to step into an authoritative role as the new guy. A few of the guys had given him a hard time at first, and one still did most days.

         He drove a short distance and then parked behind the firehouse.

         “You’re thirty seconds late,” Chief Brewer called from his office as Luke walked in with Max matching every step.

         Luke lifted the box of treats. “I come bearing food.”

         “Forgiven.” The chief stood and followed Luke and Max to the small kitchen behind the garage, where Luke laid the box on the table. The chief looked at it for a long moment. “Made with love.” His gaze jumped back to Luke. “By Brenna McConnell, I presume.”

         “A welcome-to-the-neighborhood gift,” Luke explained.

         “You moved here five months ago,” Chief Brewer pointed out, just like Luke had to Brenna herself.

         “I know. I guess neither of us made an attempt to get to know one another.” Or actually Brenna had on multiple occasions but Luke had dodged those efforts.

         “I worked with her father, you know,” Chief Brewer said, leaning against the counter along the wall.

         Luke had already gathered that bit of information and had seen the pictures of Aidan McConnell on what Chief Brewer called his wall of fame, a space dedicated to honoring all the firefighters who’d come and gone at the Sweetwater Springs Fire Department.

         “I was the first one on the scene of her parents’ accident too,” Chief Brewer added.

         Luke hadn’t learned that tidbit yet. “What happened to her parents?”

         He only had to see Chief Brewer’s expression to know that whatever happened had ended badly.

         “Accident on Forest Grove. Her mom was driving and had to pull over because of a migraine. She called Aidan, who was working that day. It wasn’t a fire department call, just a family emergency, so he was the only one who went. When Aidan arrived, he told his daughter to climb into the cab of his truck. Then he tended to his wife.” Chief Brewer paused before finishing the story. “An oncoming vehicle hit Jane’s car a moment later. It didn’t even slow down.”

         A sick feeling blanketed the bottom of Luke’s stomach. “They both died?”

         “Yep. Fortunately, Eve was safe in Aidan’s truck. Not unscathed though. She saw everything. As you can imagine, there was a degree of lashing out after that.”

         “That’s awful. Where was Brenna?” Luke asked.

         Chief Brewer grabbed a doughnut from the box on the table. “She was grown and living on her own by then. After the accident, she came back to Sweetwater Springs to care for Eve.” He bit into the doughnut and shook his head as he chewed and swallowed. “Those girls are like family to me. I was good friends with their dad. He’d want me to grill you if you’re thinking about dating his oldest daughter.”

         “Don’t worry about me, sir. I’m not interested in anything romantic.”

         Chief Brewer clapped a hand on his back. “I’m not sure how their father would feel about his baby girl volunteering with us either. I’m sure that possibility never even crossed his mind. But I must say, Eve is determined and a big help on the scenes.”

         The more Luke thought and talked about the McConnell women, the more he regretted being so abrupt with Brenna earlier. She was only being friendly but he was so guarded when it came to beautiful neighbors now.

         Maybe he’d go apologize after his shift. He didn’t need to roll out his welcome mat to everyone who lived on the creek, but if he planned on staying in Sweetwater Springs, he guessed it was smart to be in the good graces of the people who lived directly beside him.

         “It’s my shift,” Luke said, returning his attention to his boss. “What are you still doing here?”

         Chief Brewer shrugged. “My wife is upset with me. I can’t seem to do anything right these days. Sometimes the station is my home away from home.” He chuckled softly. “Anyway, I don’t want to step on your toes.”

         Luke shifted restlessly, eager to get started on the list of things to do today. “You should take up a hobby that’ll get you out of the house.”

         “Maybe so. I’ve never been one of those guys who can spend their day at the golf course. Not sure what other hobbies I’d pick up. Maybe fishing.” He looked at Luke. “Anyway, don’t take any flak from Ryan today, all right?”

         Ryan Johnson was a young firefighter with an attitude. He didn’t want to do his chores around the firehouse but he was a skilled firefighter. When the adrenaline hit his veins, he became a different version of himself.

         “You should have a sit-down with him. Being a firefighter is more than working the scenes. It’s also about what happens behind the scenes.”

         Chief Brewer chuckled. “Oh, I’ve talked to him more times than I care to count. Believe it or not, his attitude has improved since he first started working here. Can’t expect someone to change overnight. He didn’t have the best upbringing, you know.”

         Luke knew that Ryan’s dad was in jail. If you considered that, the young firefighter’s poor attitude was a minor complication. He kept an honest job and stayed out of trouble. Luke certainly understood the heavy weight of carrying your past on your shoulders. “I’ll keep an eye on him today.”

         Chief Brewer bent and patted Max’s head for a long moment, his tone of voice growing soft. “You’re the best firehouse dog we’ve ever had. The bravest one too.”

         “He’s the only dog the station has ever had, right?” Luke asked.

         “Doesn’t make that statement any less true.” Chief Brewer straightened. “Well, I guess it’s time for me to go home and make nice with my wife. Maybe I’ll stop by A Taste of Heaven and see if I can get something of Brenna’s that’s made with love.”

         “Not a bad strategy,” Luke said.

         “Take notes. One of these days you’ll be in my shoes.”

         Not anytime soon, and not with Brenna McConnell. Although Luke did intend to make a point of being friendlier to his beautiful neighbor the next time he saw her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Exhausted, Brenna unlocked her front door and stepped inside later that night. As she walked down the hall, she found Eve exercising in the front room. She was watching someone on TV pound drumsticks on the ground and then in the air. Brenna thought she remembered the aerobic activity being called Pound. She remembered because it reminded her of pound cake, which she only baked on Thursdays for Mrs. Hoveland’s bunco group.

         As Brenna walked into the kitchen, she breathed in the aroma of a myriad of spices coming from the Crock-Pot meal she’d set up when she’d woken early this morning.

         Eve stopped drumming the air and walked around to prop her elbows on the kitchen counter and stare at Brenna.

         “How was your day?” Brenna asked.

         “Boring.”

         Brenna decided not to mention that it wouldn’t have been if she’d stayed and worked the kitchen. Instead she pulled down two plates for dinner. “Well, my day was fine too. Thanks for asking.”

         “I didn’t ask,” Eve said dryly.

         “It’s called sarcasm. You know it well.” Brenna scooped the chicken and vegetables onto the clay plates her mom had cherished once upon a time. She’d purchased them from a local pottery artist in the valley, and she’d loved serving meals on them back when they’d been a complete family with a mom, dad, and two kids.

         Those memories seemed so far away and that family seemed so different from the small duo that existed now.

         When Eve didn’t respond, Brenna continued talking. “We catered the men’s breakfast at the chapel, as you know. I made some more biscuits, and Nate ran them over once he got back. Then we did an impromptu hospital event at lunch. We also had a few potential clients walk in and inquire about booking their upcoming events with us. It was a good day.”

         Brenna swallowed as another memory of her mother during the evenings growing up played in her mind. Every night, her dad would ask their mom how her day was, and she’d answer the same way every time. Those same words rose in Brenna’s throat and tumbled over her lips, bittersweet as she reminisced. “Everyone was happier when they left than when they walked in.”

         Eve huffed. “I’m happier when I leave a room with you too.”

         Brenna froze. Her large wooden spoon dripped hot chicken gravy to the plate below, making a mess, but she didn’t care. Her blood pressure was no doubt spiking because she was seeing starbursts in her field of vision. With an aggravated growl, she tossed down the spoon with a clunk against the plate.

         Eve straightened. “Sorry,” she said but her tone didn’t sound at all sincere.

         “Do you know how hard I’ve worked since Mom and Dad died? I quit college, gave up the life I was planning, and moved back here for you. I’ve cleaned house and cooked dinner and helped you through middle and high school. I lost my fiancé in order to be your guardian.”

         Eve didn’t even bat an eyelash. “I didn’t ask you to do any of that.”

         Brenna’s mouth dropped open. “You’re my sister. You didn’t have to ask. But I would think you’d have a little appreciation. I’m tired of your ungrateful, uncaring attitude toward me…I’m sick and tired.”

         “Well, I’m tired of how overbearing and controlling you are. You’re always trying to run my life. Get your own life!” Eve shot back.

         “What?” Brenna asked.

         “You used to be my fun, older sister. Now you’re just…” Eve shook her head. “You’re no fun to be around at all.” She looked pleased with herself for saying something she knew would hurt Brenna.

         It did hurt. Brenna looked around the kitchen, suddenly desperate for some kind of release. Something that would make her feel better. Her gaze landed on the basket of fruit on the counter in front of her.

         Apples are too hard…ditto with the oranges.

         Finally, she lifted a banana from the basket and peeled it with shaky fingers.

         “What are you doing?” Eve asked in a mocking tone.

         “Being a sister,” Brenna said, her voice trembling. She knew the thoughts running through her head were wrong. Eve was an adult now, that was true, but barely. And Eve was just in pain and taking it out on Brenna, just like she’d done for the last seven years. It was natural. Expected even.

         But Brenna was in pain too. She still missed her family. And most of all, she missed her sister who was standing right in front of her.

         Brenna broke a piece off the banana, pulled her arm back, and launched the piece across the room.

         “Hey!” Eve squealed, barely dodging the flying fruit.

         Brenna broke another piece of banana off and repeated her action. This was completely irrational—she knew it—and it felt incredible.

         Eve ducked. “Have you lost your mind? Are you crazy?” Eve took several retreating steps, which was probably wise because Brenna had another half of a banana left, and she planned to use it. In fact, there was a full bunch in the basket.

         She should do this more often. It felt amazing.

         “Stop it, Brenna!” Eve demanded.

         Brenna froze, her arm in the air, a piece of banana primed. “Will you sit at the table and eat dinner with me tonight?”

         Eve’s lips pinched. “After you threw banana at me? No way. I’m calling Aunt Thelma and telling her that you’ve gone off the deep end.”

         Brenna dropped her arm down by her side. “We don’t need to bother Aunt Thelma with our problems.”

         “I don’t have a problem. You do.” Eve grabbed her bag and marched toward the front door. “Enjoy eating your dinner alone,” she said as she slammed the front screen door behind her.

         Brenna stared after her sister for a long moment, her eyes burning and the banana still in her hand. It was squishing out of the peel now because she’d squeezed the life out of it. The same way everything seemed to be squeezing the life out of her, and had been for a long time.

         A knock on her screen door made her jump. She blinked past her tears and saw Luke Marini. Without being invited, he opened the door that Eve had just slammed and stepped inside. “Everything okay?” he asked.

         No. Nothing was okay. “Yes,” she lied instead. “Everything is fine.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I overheard the commotion while I was walking Max,” Luke said, standing outside Brenna’s open door. He’d intended to come over here anyway to apologize about this morning. He had the perfect excuse because a misplaced piece of her mail had landed in his box this afternoon.

         Brenna’s gaze bounced from Max at his feet and back up to him. “Sorry. Sister wars. They happen frequently over here at the McConnell household.”

         “Anything I can do?” he asked.

         She looked away, hiding her face behind her hair for a moment. “No. Our fights always blow over eventually.”

         “I had two brothers growing up. We had our fair share of fights too.”

         Brenna looked at him now. “The difference is that you referred to your fights in the past. Eve and I haven’t outgrown ours.” She shook her head, looking flustered and beautiful. She was so attractive that it made him uncomfortable. He realized now that was unfair. He was perfectly capable of keeping his head on straight with Brenna without giving her the cold shoulder. And he didn’t know if she’d be interested in him anyway.

         “Would Max like some water?” she asked, gesturing for them to step inside. “I have homemade dog biscuits too, if he’s hungry.”

         “I think Max would love that.” Luke followed her into the kitchen, where she tossed the banana she was holding into the trash can and reached for a bowl in her cabinet. Luke watched as she brought it to the sink and filled it with water.

         “Homemade dog biscuits, huh?” he asked as he sat on a barstool and Max curled at his feet.

         Brenna set the bowl in front of Max and then headed to her refrigerator. “Believe it or not, we have a client who wants us to cater their animal rescue event. So we’re cooking for the humans and the canines. I’m trying out a few dog treat recipes.” She grabbed a large plastic Ziploc bag from her fridge shelf and lifted a medium-size biscuit out. “These are peanut butter flavored,” she said, addressing Max as she crouched in front of him. “Let’s see if you like them.”

         Max’s tail started thumping erratically against the floor. Luke’s heart was doing something similar against his ribs. “What do you mean you’re trying them out? You don’t have a dog.”

         “No, just a sister who pushes me to the edge.” Brenna straightened, the motion bringing her much too close for Luke’s comfort. His mouth went dry. At this distance, he could see the amber-colored flecks in her irises, a perfect match to the dusting of freckles along her cheeks. “Um, the biscuits can be eaten by people too,” Brenna said. “I’m sampling them myself to see if they’re any good.”

         Without thinking, Luke reached a hand toward her and grabbed a biscuit out of the bag she was holding, bringing it to his mouth.

         “They’re not that sweet,” she warned, looking a little worried. “I didn’t add sugar, because it’s not good for dogs. But I personally still think they’re tasty.” She gestured to Max who was already halfway done with his. “See?”

         “If they’re anything like the doughnuts, I’m sure they’re fantastic.” Luke took a bite. The doughnuts were definitely better tasting, but these were edible. “Not bad.”

         “Really?” Brenna zipped the bag back up and stepped away to return it to the fridge. “I’m sorry about disturbing your walk just now.”

         “Teenagers are hard for everyone.”

         “How would you know?” she asked, turning to look at him.

         “Well, my brother Nick started his family early. He has two teenagers of his own. I’ve talked Nick out of tossing bananas on many occasions.”

         Brenna brought her hands to her face, her cheeks turning a deep crimson color. “So you did see our food fight? I’m so sorry. That’s never happened before. It was a momentary lapse of self-control. I usually don’t react to her sarcasm and criticism.”

         “It happens to the best of us. I can’t say it’s ever happened to me, but…” Luke grinned. Then he pulled his gaze away from Brenna while he still could and zeroed in on the Crock-Pot behind her, just looking for a new conversation. “Whatever that is, it smells delicious.”

         Brenna glanced over her shoulder. “It’s chicken and vegetables. You’re welcome to have some. I have plenty since it’s just me tonight.”

         “That’s okay. Max and I need to finish our walk. He waits patiently all day to sniff every patch of grass from here to the stop sign and back.” Luke stood.

         Brenna laughed, the sound as sweet as her doughnuts this morning. “How about I make you a container and stick it in the mailbox? You can grab it on your walk back.”

         “You’ve already gone out of your way for me today.”

         “It’s no trouble. In fact, you’d be doing me a favor. I have more than enough and my freezer is already packed with leftovers.”

         “Okay, then. That sounds great.” A warmness spread through his chest, a sure sign that it was time to go. His goal here was to be friendly, not romantic. He turned and headed to the front door.

         “But there’s a catch,” Brenna called behind him.

         Luke stopped walking and turned back to narrow his eyes at her. “What kind of catch?”

         “Just don’t tell the other neighbors that I was having a food fight with Eve. Gossip spreads like wildfire in a small town, you know.”

         He gave a humorless laugh. “Believe me, I know,” he muttered, thinking of when he’d first arrived in Sweetwater Springs. Any detail he shared seemed to immediately become public information. “But it’s only a fair food fight if your opponent has food to throw too. Just saying.”

         Brenna put a hand on her hip, and his gaze and mind unintentionally dropped there. “Next time,” she said.

         “You know where I live. Next time, give me a heads-up, and I’ll come talk you down. You said yourself that you hate to waste food. Seems like a shame to ruin a good bunch of bananas.”

         “Touché. And thank you. I might take you up on that.”

         “That’s what neighbors are for, right?” he asked, repeating her words from this morning.

         He and Max stepped onto her front porch. “I, uh…” He shifted back and forth on his feet, readying the apology he’d been preparing all day, his throat suddenly thick. “I’m sorry if I came off as less than neighborly earlier.”

         She leaned against the door frame. “Apology accepted.”

         Luke let out a huge breath. Then he realized that he was still holding an envelope in his hand. “I almost forgot. Your mail landed in my box today.”

         “Oh.” Brenna took the manila envelope. “Our new mail carrier keeps mixing up the neighbors’ mail. This has happened a few times to me already.”

         Luke gestured at the envelope. “You’re thinking about going to college?” he asked. “I couldn’t help noticing the sender’s address.”

         “Oh no, this isn’t for me. It’s for Eve.” She looked away shyly.

         Luke frowned. “But it’s addressed to you.”

         “Yes, well, I sent off for the information for Eve,” Brenna said, not meeting his gaze. “Just in case she became interested.”

         Luke scrunched his brow. “She just graduated from the fire academy. I thought she was waiting for a position to open up at SSFD.”

         Brenna nodded. “She is, but in the meantime, I’m trying to persuade her to go to school for something more practical for an eighteen-year-old woman. Something safer.”

         Luke decided against arguing. This wasn’t any of his business and he’d just gotten back in Brenna’s good graces. “I see.”

         “Anyway, the chicken and vegetables will be waiting for you on your way back,” she promised, looking up at him with a smile that made him want to stay a little longer. Instead, he resisted the temptation and said good night.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There was a quickening in Brenna’s heart as she watched Luke head down the street with Max jogging alongside him. Ignoring the sensation, she closed the door and headed into the kitchen and grabbed a plastic container from her cabinet to fill with dinner for Luke. Unable to help herself, she prepared a small baggie of dog biscuits for his little dog too. She loved feeding the people around her, even if she didn’t exactly enjoy being a caterer.

         Brenna placed the container and baggie in a larger paper bag that she folded down to be compact. Then she walked it down the driveway and slid it into her mailbox. She glanced down the road in both directions, catching a distant view of Luke, and once more her heart fluttered around like the butterflies that frequented her flower beds lately.

         She believed in first impressions, and they were usually accurate. Being a businesswoman, she knew that they were so vital. A bad first impression could mean losing a potential client, who tells everyone they know not to use your services.

         She’d first met Luke last winter, and he’d been brief with her, just like he had every other time she’d met him. Her first, second, and tenth impression of him was that, while gorgeous, he wasn’t overly social. But this evening he’d walked over to check on her and had even offered to talk her down next time Eve made her lose her head. That was nice and unexpected.

         Brenna turned and headed back up her driveway, her mind going to that envelope that Luke had carried over. She hadn’t exactly told him the truth. Yes, she was encouraging Eve to go to college. But the letter was for Brenna. She’d always told herself that she’d finish her college degree one day. Eve was an adult, and Aunt Thelma had offered to handle the business if and when Brenna decided to complete her degree. It would only be a year, and Nate would help.

         Brenna stepped inside the house and closed the front door behind her, staring at the envelope on her table. Thick was good and thin was bad, right? This one had a medium thickness, leaving her unsure of the answer inside.

         She took a few deep breaths, gathering her courage. “If they say no, I’ll apply somewhere else.” Even though Western University was her first choice. That’s where she’d gotten her first three years of credits. “And if they say yes—” Her cell phone rang in the middle of her pep talk to herself. Brenna pulled it out of her pocket, checking the caller ID before tapping the screen and holding it to her ear. “Aunt Thelma?”

         “Hi, Brenna. I just wanted to let you know that Eve is here.”

         Brenna sighed. “Of course she is.”

         “She said you lost your mind and threw bananas at her?”

         Brenna closed her eyes and leaned against the back of her front door. “Not exactly. I threw pieces of banana at her. Just one banana. But don’t worry, Aunt Thelma. I haven’t lost my mind, just my patience with Eve’s ungratefulness and complaining…Everything is fine.”

         “I’m sure it is. Eve asked to stay here tonight, and I told her she could. I hope that’s okay.”

         Brenna blew out a breath. “Yes, thank you, Aunt Thelma. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

         “Don’t be silly. Family is never an inconvenience. I just wanted to let you know where she was so you wouldn’t worry about her. I know you do. You’re just like a mom in that way.”

         Aunt Thelma didn’t mean anything by that remark, of course, but the words stuck under Brenna’s skin. She was just like a mom and yet not at all the same. And she didn’t want to be Eve’s mom. She wanted to return to being just sisters but it was so hard going back. Maybe there was no going back.

         “I also wanted to make sure you were okay,” Aunt Thelma added.

         “I’m fine. Thank you for asking. And for the call.”

         “Of course. I love you girls so much. Always have.”

         “I love you too,” Brenna said, meaning it. She didn’t know what she’d do without her mom’s sister. Aunt Thelma hadn’t stepped in to run A Taste of Heaven, and she hadn’t taken guardianship of Eve after the accident, but Brenna couldn’t fault her for that. She was getting older and taking over a business and the care of a teenager was a lot to ask. Even so, Thelma had always been there if Brenna needed something. She was only ever one phone call away. “I’ll see you at A Taste of Heaven in the morning?”

         “Yes, you will,” her aunt said.

         Brenna said good night and disconnected the call. Then she walked over to the kitchen table and plopped into the seat in front of the manila envelope, staring at it for an exaggerated moment. She’d never know until she opened it. “Just do it, Brenna.”

         Her fingers shook slightly as she lifted it and tore off the top. She pulled out the letter inside and sent up a silent prayer before reading.

         
            Dear Ms. McConnell,

            Congratulations! We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted to Western University.

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         The sun wasn’t even over the mountains yet, and Luke had already trimmed back the roses and taken care of the weeds that were popping up every time he turned around. A light came on next door, catching his eye. Brenna was awake. He imagined she was turning on her coffee maker and rubbing her eyes sleepily. Was she preparing breakfast right now or was she the kind that skipped the first meal of the day?

         Luke rubbed a hand over his face. Where were these questions coming from? He didn’t wonder about the details of the neighbor on the opposite side of him or the ones down the street. And he didn’t need to wonder about Brenna McConnell either.

         After an hour more of work, including washing his truck, Luke showered and dressed for his shift.

         “Luke!” Chief Brewer said, meeting him in the station’s kitchen once he’d arrived.

         “You’re here again?”

         “Can’t help myself,” the chief said. “Looks like there were no calls yesterday.”

         “It was a quiet day,” Luke agreed. “I stayed on Ryan’s back to get the lawn maintenance done.”

         “I noticed when I drove up. Looks good.”

         “Yeah, well, I had Wally go back behind him and touch it up.”

         Chief Brewer shook his head in response.

         “Tim is behind on his training. Again,” Luke pointed out. “I checked and everyone else is all caught up.”

         “Sounds about right,” Chief Brewer said. “I’ve been meaning to have a talk with him about that. I’ll plan to handle that tomorrow when I’m on shift.”

         Someone knocked on the office door, interrupting the conversation.

         Both men turned toward a tall, thin young woman with bright-red hair and pale freckled skin. She was Brenna’s sister, who Luke had heard fighting with Brenna last night. He’d seen her at a few scenes working as a volunteer firefighter before too.

         “Eve, what are you doing here?” Chief Brewer asked. He stepped over and gave the young woman a hug, obviously happy to see her. “We haven’t had any calls this morning.”

         “I’m not here as a volunteer. I’m here because I want to be a real firefighter. I want a job,” Eve clarified. “I’ve finished the academy. I’m trained and well qualified.”

         Chief Brewer held out his open palms. “As I’ve told you before, we don’t have any openings just yet. Our workload justifies one, and I’ve sent a request to Mayor Everson, but he’s the one who decides how many crew we’re allotted.” The chief scratched the tip of his chin. “But honestly, your sister doesn’t even like you volunteering with us, Eve. She’s given me an earful on that subject before.”

         Eve huffed. “Brenna needs to mind her own business and stop treating me like a child.”

         Chief Brewer slid his gaze over to meet Luke’s as if looking for help. Luke intended to stay out of this conversation though.

         Chief Brewer returned his attention to Eve. “You haven’t come out to the last few calls with us. I thought maybe you saw too much. It’s not an easy job, and I wouldn’t blame anyone for having a change of heart.”

         “I didn’t have a change of heart,” Eve said with all the feistiness of young adults that Luke had ever known, himself included at that age. “I’ve been busy helping out at A Taste of Heaven but I’m done with that now. My sister is a control freak in the kitchen.”

         Chief Brewer frowned. “I’m sorry but I just don’t have any openings right now.”

         “So when you do, the job is mine?” Eve pressed.

         Chief Brewer shared another look with Luke. They both knew that openings at the fire station were rare unless Mayor Everson approved another spot. Right now, there were only six guys on crew, including Chief Brewer and Luke’s assistant chief position. They split the day shifts, and the other crew took turns rotating longer, overnight shifts.

         “There are plenty of other fire stations outside of Sweetwater Springs,” Luke pointed out. “Might mean moving but you’d be able to find firefighting work if you were willing to do that.”

         Eve shook her head. “I don’t want a job anywhere else. This is where my dad worked. This is where I learned the ropes as a volunteer firefighter. I want to be at SSFD.”

         She was headstrong, and her passion shone through. Luke saw more than a little of himself in her. All his life, he’d wanted to be a firefighter, and once he had the training, he’d pretty much camped out at the door of the station in Whispering Pines. His chief there eventually had to give him a job because Luke wasn’t giving up.

         “I’ll call you if a position opens,” Chief Brewer reiterated. “That’s all I can promise. But you could be waiting a long time, and there’s a list of other firefighters who want to work here. Best to find another paying job in the meantime.”

         Eve sighed, her shoulders rounding forward in temporary defeat. “Well, I’m not working with Brenna, so don’t even try to suggest that. It’s bad enough that I have to live under the same roof with her.”

         “You don’t,” Luke pointed out.

         Eve narrowed her eyes at him. “What?”

         “You’re an adult, right? You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Right, Chief Brewer?”

         Chief Brewer held up his hands. “Don’t ask me. I’m staying out of this one.” He headed out of the kitchen, chuckling softly.

         Luke and Eve followed him down the hall toward the garage where the engines were kept. The smell of wax was thick in the air, and Luke spotted Ryan finally shining one of the engines. Luke had asked him to take care of that yesterday.

         “It was nice seeing you, Eve.” The chief glanced over his shoulder. “I missed you while you were away at the academy,” he said. Then his legs slipped out from under him and he clawed at the air as he fell to the hard cement floor.

         Luke didn’t breathe. Eve screamed. And Ryan let out a few curse words as he tried to catch Chief Brewer or at least break his fall. In a quick second, Chief Brewer was sprawled on his back, face scrunched in a painful grimace, lying right beside a spilled bucket of wax and a few dirty rags.

         “Chief, are you okay?” Luke ran over and squatted down beside him. “Don’t move. Tell me where it hurts.”

         “Everywhere,” Chief Brewer muttered and then groaned. “It hurts everywhere.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Brenna sighed as she wiped down the stove top in the kitchen. She and Aunt Thelma had just cooked a large spaghetti dinner for a client’s luncheon in town. Spaghetti wasn’t necessarily fancy but the way she and Thelma made it was. The sauce was homemade with fresh tomatoes, minced vegetables, and meat. They had also prepared several trays of buttered bread and fresh tossed salad to serve as sides, along with a few jugs of sweet tea. Nate had taken the food for delivery while they cleaned.

         “You okay today, sweetheart?” Aunt Thelma asked, looking over with concern as she wiped down the neighboring stove. “You’ve been unusually quiet this morning. Even if you aren’t talking to me, you usually talk to yourself.” Aunt Thelma broke into a wide smile that reminded Brenna of her mom. Brenna’s mom and Thelma used to say that when they were young, they’d often been mistaken for twins. Both had dark hair that they wore up in a thick bun and equally dark eyes, set a little wider apart than most.

         “I’m fine,” Brenna said. “Just…” She shook her head as she finished wiping down the glass top. Then she stopped and turned to face her aunt, suddenly brimming with excitement. “I applied to Western University a couple months back.”

         Thelma straightened. “You did?”

         Brenna nodded.

         “You didn’t say anything. Why not?” Thelma asked.

         “Well, I guess I was worried that I wouldn’t get in.”

         “Well, of course you’d get in. You’ve always been so smart.” She narrowed her eyes. “You did get in, didn’t you?”

         Brenna nodded. “I did.”

         “Well, good for you, sweetheart! I know how much you want to be a teacher, and I know how great you’d be at it. Your mom would want this for you too. If she were here, she’d insist that you go finish that degree.”

         Brenna stepped toward her aunt and wrapped her arms around her in a big hug. “Thank you, Aunt Thelma. I’m so glad you understand.” Brenna pulled away and looked at her.

         “Of course I do. I’m thrilled for you, Brenna. Even though I’m a little sad for me. First, Eve took off to the academy for six months, and now you’re going away for a year. When are you leaving?”

         “I can start during the second summer session. If I accept, that is.”

         Thelma scrunched her brows. “Of course you’re accepting. We’ll have to hire more help.” Aunt Thelma tilted her head. “Or…maybe it’s time you sell this place.”

         “Sell A Taste of Heaven?” Brenna asked, shocked that her aunt would even suggest such a thing. They’d discussed it when Brenna and Eve had first inherited the place after the accident but their parents’ deaths were still too raw back then, and Brenna had clung to anything that belonged to them. But now…

         “If you get your degree, you’re not coming back to work here. And I don’t mind covering while you’re away at college but I want to retire in the next year. It’s time for me to chase my dreams too,” Thelma said. “I’ve always wanted to travel and see the world.”

         Brenna knew Aunt Thelma loved reading about different destinations but she’d never considered that her aunt wanted to go visit those places in person. “You’ve put off your life to stay here with us, haven’t you?”

         “Just a little delay,” Aunt Thelma said, holding up her fingers to measure an inch. “But family is never an inconvenience,” she said, repeating what she’d told Brenna on the phone last night. “Eve doesn’t want this business. We both know that. And you don’t want it either—not really.”

         “Mom worked so hard to build this place,” Brenna said.

         “She did,” Aunt Thelma agreed. “That was her dream, and she lived it while she was alive. It served its purpose for her. Now maybe it’s time to sell this place to someone else who has a passion for catering. Just think about it.”

         “I will.”

         Thelma put her apron away and walked slowly to the door. “I’m off to go to my doctor’s appointment now. It seems like when you get to be my age, you and your doctors become the best of friends.” She laughed under her breath. “Why don’t we have dinner sometime soon? We can celebrate your news and discuss plans for this place?”

         “That sounds good.” She watched her aunt wave and then head out the back entrance.

         When Thelma was gone, Brenna released another heavy sigh as she looked around the kitchen. Her gaze stopped on the wooden rolling pin that her mom had hung above the main stove many years ago. It was the one that she and Brenna had used together when Brenna was growing up. They’d roll out a mound of dough with that pin, and her mom would sprinkle imaginary love all over. “Made with love,” she’d claim, offering Brenna a wink. “Just like you.”

         Her mom had hung the rolling pin as a reminder that the secret ingredient to everything they cooked at A Taste of Heaven was love. Brenna tried to maintain that standard but it was getting harder to do when this kitchen was feeling more and more like a jail cell lately.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Two hours later, Nate’s niece Hannah pushed through the door. Brenna had offered to tutor her at Christmastime when Nate had mentioned how upset she was over her grades this school year. Hannah was struggling and needed a little extra help.

         “Hey, Hannah.” Brenna pulled off her apron and pointed at Nate. “Let me know if you need anything. We’ll be in the office.”

         Nate stepped over and gave his niece a hug. “You are more beautiful every time I see you,” he said. “Go learn lots.”

         Hannah offered a sweet smile, revealing a mouth full of braces. “Thanks, Uncle Nate.” Then she followed Brenna back to the office where they worked on algebra. For the first time all day, Brenna felt alive. She loved teaching, even if math was her least favorite subject. When she saw things click in Hannah’s eyes, Brenna felt invigorated. They sat for an hour and finished Hannah’s homework.

         At the end of the tutoring session, Hannah pulled a piece of paper out of her backpack and slid it over.

         Brenna’s gaze jumped to the red ink on the top of the page, and her eyes burned with happy tears. “A one hundred? You got a perfect score on your math quiz?”

         Hannah’s head bobbed up and down excitedly. “Thanks to you, Miss Brenna.”

         “No, you earned this. You’re the one putting in all the extra effort. You’re a rock star, and I’m going to tell your uncle Nate that he has to take you out for ice cream before he drops you off at home today.”

         Hannah’s eyes widened. “I wish you could come too.”

         “Next time. I need to close up this evening.” Brenna stood from the desk. “Come on, quiz-acer. Let’s tell your uncle the good news. He’ll be so proud.”

         Not nearly as proud as Brenna. For the first time today, she was smiling. Teaching fulfilled her in a way that catering didn’t. Keeping this business would only weigh her and Aunt Thelma down. Her aunt was right. It was time to put this place up for sale and move on.

         Tonight, she would tell Eve about her plans for college and then discuss selling the business. Technically, A Taste of Heaven belonged to both of them. Eve would have to agree to sell but Brenna didn’t foresee her sister objecting. She didn’t foresee Eve objecting to Brenna leaving town either. In fact, she suspected Eve might throw her a going-away party.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Chief’s going to fire me, isn’t he?” Ryan asked for the tenth time this afternoon. Every time he walked by Luke in the last several hours, he’d phrased the question differently.

         “It was an accident,” Luke said once again. “A stupid one. Who spills wax and doesn’t clean it up immediately?”

         “I was going to clean it up once I was done with the engine. One thing at a time. Isn’t that what you tell us?”

         Really? Ryan was trying to divert the blame on him? “Well, some things you stop for,” Luke said. “If we’d gotten a fire call, you would’ve stopped, right?”

         Ryan nodded. “Of course.”

         “Spilled wax is dangerous. Now Chief Brewer is in the hospital because he hurt his back,” Luke told him.

         “He’s definitely going to fire me.” Ryan’s face was pale.

         If Luke were chief, he wouldn’t hesitate to do just that. Maybe he should just let Ryan fret over the outcome that he thought was inevitable. “Don’t you have a task list to do?”

         “I was going to do it later,” Ryan told him.

         “Guess again.”

         Instead of arguing, Ryan looked down at his feet, probably knowing that he was already on thin ice. Or slippery wax in this case. “I’ll get started on it.”

         “Good.” Luke’s phone buzzed inside his pocket as he watched Ryan walk toward the picnic table outside. He pulled it out and read a text message from Chief Brewer.

         
            I need to see you ASAP.

         

         Luke’s heart dropped into his belly. It hadn’t been long since he’d left the hospital. Why would the chief be calling him back?

         You okay? Luke waited nervously for the chief’s response.

         
            No. My wife is smothering me, and I’ll be out of work for the immediate future. Leave Wally in charge and head over to the hospital.

         

         On my way, Luke texted back.

         “Wally!” Luke called, stepping out of his office.

         Wally appeared from the kitchen. “What’s up?”

         “I’m going to check on Chief Brewer. You’re in charge. Make sure Ryan stays on task.”

         Wally nodded. “Sure.”

         “If there’s a call, I’ll meet you at the scene.”

         “Roger that.”

         Luke grabbed his keys and then headed to his truck. A short drive later, he pulled into the hospital parking lot and went up to room 301, where Mrs. Brewer met him at the door.

         “Oh, Luke, please talk some sense into my stubborn husband.”

         Luke walked into the room and looked between the couple. “What’s going on?”

         “He’s refusing the pain medication the doctor prescribed. Why should he choose to be in pain?”

         “I’m fine,” Chief Brewer barked. “And it’s my pain. I’ll deal with it the way I want to.”

         Mrs. Brewer clucked her tongue. “See?”

         “If you don’t mind, dear, could you go get me some tea?” Chief Brewer asked, softening his voice. “I think that would ease my discomfort.”

         She looked at Luke and sighed. “He just wants to talk to you alone. I get it. I’ll take my time before coming back with your tea,” she told her husband.

         When she was out of range, Chief Brewer looked at Luke. “She drove me crazy when we were dating but now she drives me crazy in a completely different way.”

         Luke sat down in the chair beside the chief’s bed. “What’s the verdict?”

         “Strained back muscles. They did a bunch of tests to rule out anything serious. I still need to take it easy. No heavy lifting or heavy fire suits. He wants me to take a month off from work.”

         “A month?”

         “I have a history of back injury so we’re taking extra precautions.” Chief Brewer shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “That’s why I called you to come back here. You’ll be acting chief while I’m out. As assistant chief, you’re next in line.” The chief held Luke’s gaze. “You’re a born leader. I knew it as soon as I interviewed you. It’s one reason I made you my assistant. You came highly recommended from your previous chief, and quite frankly, I believe in you. The other guys will help out.”

         Luke’s heart was racing as he processed what Chief Brewer was saying. The guys had given him a hard time when he’d first joined the SSFD. He figured it wasn’t easy having a new guy come in and take a higher position. They were mostly cool now, even if Ryan still gave Luke attitude most days.

         Chief Brewer gestured at his body. “My injury is a good reminder that mistakes can be costly. It’s not just Tim I needed to have a talk with. I was going to review standards and expectations with the whole crew. I’m going to need you to do that for me now.”

         Luke hesitated as he looked down at his interwoven fingers and roped in his competing thoughts. He didn’t think him harping on the guys about their work ethics and attitudes was going to be received as well as it would have been from Chief Brewer. “Yeah, I can do that.”

         “Good. Also, I got off the phone with Mayor Everson just before you arrived. My injury and impending absence has sped up the approval for another fireman at the SSFD.”

         “A new hire?” Luke asked, looking up. At least there was a bright spot to this conversation.

         Chief Brewer pointed a finger at Luke. “Yep. That’s your first job as acting fire chief. Hire someone for the department. I trust you to go through the applications on file and determine the right fit for our crew.”

         Luke leaned forward over his knees, overwhelmed by the sudden responsibility that had fallen on his shoulders. “Anything else?” he asked.

         “Acting fire chief, a pep talk for the crew, and a new hire. That’s all for today.” Chief Brewer offered his hand for Luke to shake. “Good luck, son.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Brenna turned onto her road and drove along the creek toward her house. She’d texted Eve and asked her to meet her tonight for dinner. Eve hadn’t responded to her texts yet. She was ignoring her. What else was new?

         As Brenna drove into view of her home, she exhaled when she saw Eve’s green Volkswagen Beetle in the driveway. Hopefully, Eve had cooled down since their fight last night and was ready to talk.

         She parked and hurried up the steps. As she entered the front door, Eve came walking toward her. She stopped and heaved a sigh.

         “Hi,” Brenna said. “I was beginning to worry about you. You okay?”

         “Never better,” Eve said.

         “Good. I’m glad to hear that. I didn’t mean to step on your toes yesterday morning at work. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry about, um, the banana.” Singular. Just one.

         “I’m over that,” Eve huffed. “And I don’t want to cook big fancy meals for people who should learn to cook their own food anyway. I got a new job today.”

         Brenna forced a smile. “Well, I can’t wait to hear all about it. We can talk over dinner. I prepared our meal at work today. It’s still in the car. I just need to grab it and warm it on the stove.”

         Eve rolled her eyes and let out an exasperated groan. “I’m not staying to eat. I’m moving out. Right now.”

         “What?” Brenna noticed the suitcases against the wall now. “You can’t move. This is our home. It’s yours just as much as it is mine.”

         “No, this is my prison where you treat me like a child. Luke reminded me that I’m an adult, and I don’t have to stay here if I don’t want to.”

         “Luke? Our neighbor Luke?” Brenna asked.

         “That’s the one.”

         “When did you talk to him?” Because Luke never ventured over. Not until the noise from Brenna’s fight with Eve had lured him to their front door. He’d been so nice. They’d come to an understanding. Or at least, she’d thought they had.

         “Why does it matter when I spoke to him? Are you jealous?” Eve asked.

         “No.”

         Eve smirked and reached for the handle of her rolling luggage. Then she lifted a carry-on bag over her opposite shoulder and took a few steps.

         “Can we at least talk about this?” Brenna asked.

         Eve kept walking.

         “Eve, you’re being irrational.”

         Eve whipped around to face her. “I don’t want to go to college, and I don’t want to live here anymore, okay? I want to be a firefighter at the SSFD, just like Dad.”

         Were they really going to go through this again? “There aren’t any openings right now…” Brenna began, willing her voice to stay calm. She could always talk Eve down. There was no reason for either of them to argue.

         Eve offered a satisfied smile. “Good news. The mayor approved a new position, and I got hired today.”

         Brenna blinked. “The Sweetwater Springs Fire Department is your new job?”

         “Yep.”

         “Doing what? Like, a secretary?” Please let it be a clerical job where it’s safe. Her father hadn’t died while working but he’d had several close calls. Brenna barely had any family left, just Eve and Aunt Thelma. She couldn’t lose them too.

         “Are you for real?” Eve asked. “News flash, sis: Girls can be whatever they want. And what I want, what I’ve always wanted, is to be a Sweetwater Springs firefighter.”
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