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Prologue

Rachel


Me: Please please tell me you’re coming back across the pond soon. I need you, I want you, I miss you.



Edmund: Of course I am, darling. You know how much I miss you.


I stare at the message my boyfriend just sent, claiming that he misses me. I want to believe it. I do. But there’s that tiny part of me buried deep inside that’s currently uneasy. Something feels … off between us. And it’s felt that way ever since he returned to London over a week ago.

Call it a woman’s intuition.

Edmund Davies. A gorgeous Brit with a glorious accent—I swear that’s how he hooked me in the first place: I was entranced with the melodic way he spoke. His family is in the finance business, banking and investments and the like. I’m not quite sure how they made all their money, but Eddie comes from far more wealth than I do, and my family is pretty wealthy. Eddie swept me off my feet, and I fell madly in love with him. He promised to take care of me always. Those very words dropped from his precious lips in his sexy accent, not even a month ago.

We’ve been seeing each other for almost three months. The beginning of our relationship was nothing but passion and clandestine meetings and peak romance. He showered me with gifts and experiences. Private jet to Paris for dinner? Yes, please. Oh, fancy staying overnight at the Ritz and I take you shopping the next morning, wherever you want? Say no more.

He spoiled me—and I’ll admit it, I’m already spoiled, but he took it to another level. One I never thought possible. He brought me to intimate, exclusive parties and introduced me to his friends. His family. His parents. His mother is one of the most elegant people I’ve ever seen in my life, dripping with diamonds and wearing a vintage Chanel suit in the palest pink. She looked like an Easter egg. The most divine Easter egg you’ve ever witnessed.

Since the moment I met him, I’ve devoted my life to this man. I’ve even started practicing my signature in case he asks me to marry him.

Rachel Davies.

Rachel Henderson Davies.

Mr. and Mrs. Edmund Davies.

It all has a lovely ring to it, don’t you think?

A month ago, I was positive I would marry him. Even two weeks ago, I was brimming with confidence that I would indeed be wearing a massive diamond on my finger by the year’s end and there would be an announcement in all the society pages. Maybe even sooner than year’s end. Did our relationship feel too fast? No. Was it all one-sided? He seemed just as devoted to me as I was to him. Our souls, our passions, they matched. We were a force to be reckoned with.

Now, though?

I’m not so sure. I might’ve been wearing the proverbial rose-colored glasses in regard to this whirlwind relationship.

“Rach! Can I borrow your sunscreen?”

I glance up at the sound of Lucinda Galloway’s shout. She’s the newest it girl on social media, and I’ve known her for years. Our parents are friends, and our families are members of the country club we’re currently at.

Summertime in the Hamptons used to be my favorite time of year, but not this summer. It’s Memorial Day weekend, we’ve only just arrived at our family house, and I’m already bored. Restless. Unsure. That’s my biggest issue. The uncertainty keeping me up at night and agitated throughout the day is making me feel … manic.

Perhaps even a little crazed.

Edmund is in London on business, as he called it. And I’m sure he is. He’s from London—that’s where his offices are located—and he informed me last week that he just “had to go” and “would miss me terribly.” Did we have sex prior to his rather abrupt departure?

No.

Have we had sex much in the last month or so before he left the country?

Also no. Which is concerning. We’re young and in love; we’re supposed to be fucking like bunny rabbits. Unable to keep our hands off each other while lost in a haze of lust.

If I think about it, that haze of lust wore off over a month ago—maybe longer. Our relationship became more about appearances. How we looked together while we were out in public. What people were writing about us in the society columns. That sort of thing mattered to Edmund, and it mattered to me too. He worried we were too young to be so serious: He’s almost twenty-five and I’m twenty-two. When we first started dating, he even told me straight to my face I didn’t have the sort of cachet that my bestie does, considering she’s a Lancaster and they’re one of the richest families in the world.

At the time I wasn’t offended. I’ve heard it before. Scarlett garners a lot of attention with that last name of hers, and I was okay with it. I was the loud and boisterous best friend. Only when I first met Edmund and he struck me dumb with his elegant ways did I realize I could become someone else. Someone quieter. More refined. Someone better.

Now I’m stuck here playing besties with women I’ve known for years, yet I don’t necessarily feel close to them. My actual best friend is gone. Touring around the world with her famous fiancé while he performs to sold-out venues every night. She’s living the dream.

Just two weeks ago, I thought I was too. But not anymore.

“Rachel!” Lucinda’s voice is shrill, her annoyance with me not responding obvious.

“Oh. Sorry.” Why am I apologizing again? It’s a terrible habit my therapist tells me I need to break. “Sure.” I grab the can of overpriced whipped sunscreen that everyone who is anyone is using this summer from my bright-yellow Goyard tote bag and hold it above my head like I’m going to toss it at her.

“Don’t throw it!” Lucinda throws her hands up in front of her face. “What if you hit my nose?”

She just got it done about a month ago by the plastic surgeon du jour back in the city. He’s booked out for at least nine months, but he somehow got her in without making her wait. Honestly, I didn’t see anything wrong with Lucinda’s original nose, but who am I to judge?

I hand the sunscreen to the woman sitting next to me, who gives it to Lucinda. I don’t hear a thank-you, but what did I expect? People hand things to Lucinda as if she’s earned them, and that’s the funny thing about influencer culture. They make things trendy by sharing those things on their social media, and they end up getting a ton of product for free. All while earning more than enough money to pay for every single item they receive.

“God, the sun is intense.” Lucinda sets the can of sunscreen on the table beside her, placing her sunglasses back over her eyes before sinking into the soft lounge chair once again. “Why are you still here anyway?”

“Are you talking to me?” I lift my Celine sunglasses to my forehead, frowning in her direction. “I’m here with my parents.”

“Why aren’t you with your darling Edmund?” Lucinda giggles. So does the woman sitting in between us. I don’t think I know her. And if I do, I don’t recognize her.

“He’s in London on business.” I drop my shades back over my eyes and face forward, tilting my head up toward the sun. “I should go visit him. Make it a surprise.”

The women giggle again, whispering to each other, and I try to ignore them, concentrating instead on the sun’s intense rays seeping into my skin, the gentle lapping of the water against the sides of the pool every time someone jumps into it.

Yes, yes. The idea of flying to London and surprising Edmund is sounding more promising by the second. I’m tired of wasting my time here, waiting for his return.

“You probably shouldn’t … surprise him,” Lucinda says, her high-pitched voice ringing loud enough that everyone around us can probably hear her. “He might be … otherwise occupied.”

I whip my head in their direction, tearing off my sunglasses so they can see my narrowed glare. “What exactly are you trying to say?”

“Oh, nothing.” Lucinda tilts her nose in the air, her lips quivering at the edges like she’s trying to contain herself from … what? Laughing? How dare she mock me. She doesn’t really know me, nor does she know Edmund or understand our relationship. “You just might want to check the gossip sites for any news about your precious boyfriend.”

They dissolve in another fit of giggles, these two women who are most definitely not my friends. I stand and slip my feet into my Louis Vuitton slides, grabbing my tote bag and slinging it over my shoulder as I start to leave the pool area, only pausing at the table next to Lucinda so I can snatch up my sunscreen and shove it into my bag.

Their laughter chases after me as I flee the pool, and the moment that I round the corner and no one can see me, I’m on my phone, frantically scrolling social media. Looking for something, a sign of what they might be referring to.

I find it almost immediately, all the air leaving my lungs. It’s a photo of Edmund leaving a popular London restaurant. It’s a candid shot, and he’s not even looking at the camera. No, he’s only got eyes for the woman who’s plastered to his side. A busty blonde who’s gazing up at him, her pink, overblown lips stretched into a dazzling smile.

My heart aching, I realize I recognize that smile. The adoring glow in her eyes as she stares at his handsome, aristocratic face. I used to look like that when I stared into Edmund’s eyes.

Hands shaking, I take a screenshot before I exit out of the app and open up my text messages, reading the last one he sent me.


Of course I am, darling. You know how much I miss you.


He’s such a liar.

Trying to contain my overflowing emotions, I add the screenshot before I tap out a quick message, hitting Send before I can overthink it.


You lying sack of shit. Never contact me again.


Staring at the words, I try to blink back the tears, but there’s no use. They start anyway, even as I hit Block This Number on my phone. He’s gone. Banished from my life. Forever. No more dreams of marriage and living out the rest of my life in the British countryside.

God, love sucks.




CHAPTER ONE

Rachel

JUNE

“Look at this view! Isn’t it peaceful? Don’t you wish you were with me right now?” My tone is faintly cajoling. Hopefully enticing. Yes, I ran away to California by myself, and I didn’t think anyone would follow, but now?

I sort of wish I’d brought someone along with me. Everywhere I go in this tiny tourist town, I see couples. Families. So many families. Witnessing groups of people together having fun makes me feel very, very alone.

And I hate it.

I suppose I did make my escape to a top summer vacation destination. My very own family has been coming to this quaint mountain town for years. It’s why my parents eventually bought the house. They like collecting houses. It’s easy to do when you’re loaded.

“I do wish I was there with you. It looks just as beautiful as I remember, and I know how relaxing it can be, but there’s just no way I can come see you.” My best friend mock-pouts into the screen.

I’m on FaceTime with Scarlett in the hopes to … what? Somehow convince her to come out to my family’s lake house in the woods and hang out with me?

Yes. That’s exactly what I’m trying to do, even though I realize it’s impossible. She’s currently across the entire world.

“I’m lonely,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. It took a lot for me to say that, and I’m talking to the one person who knows my deepest, darkest secrets. Not that I have many. I’m pretty much an open book, as is my most recent relationship.

I hate Edmund Davies with the very depths of my soul. I hope he rots in hell for all eternity for what he put me through. The public humiliation is the worst part. With time and distance—two weeks, which I know isn’t long, but I’m trying to be practical for once in my life—I realize I didn’t necessarily love Edmund. He swept me off my feet with his sweet words and grand gestures. The man love bombed me, is what he did, and I fell for it like the idiot that I am.

I don’t normally fall for things like this. I’m skeptical. I can see through people’s fakeness, but Edmund got me. Must’ve been the love bombing. The gaslighting. God, I’m so stupid.

Scarlett is the only person I can complain to about my problems because let’s face it: My life is fairly blessed. I sound like I’m bragging even in my own thoughts, but I know I come from a privileged background. My family is wealthy. I don’t have to worry about much moneywise, and lately, that’s become a fatal flaw in my father’s eyes.

But that’s another topic for another day.

“Aw, Rach! I hate that you’re sad.” Scarlett gathers the front of her coat together, visibly shivering. “It’s so cold here.”

The reason my best friend can’t hop on a plane and come see me during my darkest moment? She’s in Australia, on tour with her stupid hot fiancé, Tate Ramsey, who’s become the biggest singing sensation since freaking Harry Styles. Everyone loves Tate. The former boy band lead singer has had a tremendous comeback after a disastrous few years post–band breakup. He’s on top of the world, and he always gives Scarlett so much credit for saving him.

Together, they’re the cutest. And while sometimes their relationship makes me sick with envy, I always tell myself I want that. I want that so badly. I tried to attain it too but failed miserably. Spectacularly.

Publicly.

Again, another topic for another day. I’m here because I escaped the city and that particular problem. Don’t really need to dwell on it for too long unless I’m in the mood to fall into a deep, dark pit of depression, which I am so not, thank you very much.

“I’ll be okay,” I reassure her, sighing.

“Flip the camera back to your face. I can’t see you,” Scarlett demands.

I forgot I was showing her the view from the third-story deck on my parents’ house. I tap the button on my screen, the camera returning to me, and Scarlett’s face brightens.

“You look great!”

“I’ve spent the last two days since I got here laying in the sun.” The weather is warm but not blistering hot, and the evenings cool down to a pleasant temperature, thanks to the lake being so close by.

“I can tell! You’re glowing.” Her voice drops. “If only Edmund could see you now …”

I make a face. “Please don’t say his name out loud.”

Scarlett presses her lips together, appearing contrite. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to bring him up and ruin your mood.”

He got caught by the paps in London “canoodling” with Lady Emmaline of Cocksbury—I found out her identity within seconds of seeing the tragic, relationship-ending photo. Such an unfortunate name. Such an unfortunate mess. I was publicly humiliated, especially when they randomly interviewed Eddie the next day leaving his Mayfair town house. When the reporter asked him where I was, Eddie actually said, “Rachel who?”

Rachel. Who.

Like I don’t exist. Like I was never a thought in his mind. Devastating.

That was the final straw. The moment when I knew I couldn’t last in the city for the rest of the summer. Not that I last long in the city during the summer anyway. I spend all my time either traveling all over Europe or staying at my family’s beach house in the Hamptons. But after everything that had happened, I knew I couldn’t even stay on that side of the country. I needed to leave.

I needed to escape my life. Something I’ve been thinking about more and more lately.

“It’s fine.” My voice is brisk, my smile false. “I’ve forgotten all about him.”

Scarlett peers at me through her phone’s camera, a look of doubt on her face. “Are you sure that you’re fine?”

“I’m fantastic,” I emphasize. “It’s so freeing here. No sounds of the city at all. Just chirping birds and the occasional rev of a boat’s engine coming from the water.”

Scarlett frowns. “I thought you loved the city.”

“I did! I do! But this is nice too.” I glance around at the towering pine trees that surround the house, hear the call of a bird in the near distance. God, it’s quiet. Almost too peaceful. “Very nice.”

The skeptical look on my friend’s face is obvious. “You’re repeating yourself.”

A sigh leaves me, and I decide to be truthful. “I’m bored. I can only do so much, you know?”

“Go back home then,” she encourages softly.

“To what? An empty apartment? Go to the Hamptons with my parents and have to deal with the endless questions from my so-called friends? They’re all going to ask about Eddie. The public humiliation is too much to bear.”

I think of how cruel Lucinda was. And her little friend. The moment I show my face at the country club again, the gossip will start. The gossip has probably already started. I can’t stand the thought of being surrounded by my “friends and acquaintances,” knowing they’re talking about me.

“Rachel …”

“No.” I shake my head. “I’m staying here for at least a week.” I told myself I would stay here for the rest of the summer, but I don’t know how that’s possible. I’ll probably die of boredom. I have no friends here either, and I’m not even sure how to make them. Where are the local hangouts? They wouldn’t consider me a local anyway. I’m a tourist here.

An outsider. I feel like an outsider everywhere I go at the moment.

“Call me anytime, okay? If you just need to talk? I’m here for you,” Scarlett says. “Love you, Rach.”

“I will. Thank you. I love you too.” I smile at her, but it feels weak, and I let it fade.

We end the call, and I make my way back over to the lounger, staring at it for a moment before I leave it behind and head back into the house. The moment I shut the sliding glass door, the cool air envelops me, and I sigh with relief.

It was hotter out there than I realized.

I wander around the house aimlessly, a list running through my mind of who I could call next, but no one I want to talk to comes to mind. I’m definitely not calling my parents. My father is probably mad at me, and my mom will be overly sympathetic to my plight.

I don’t need sympathy—I need a distraction.

Eventually, I find myself in the kitchen, standing in front of the refrigerator with both doors open as I contemplate my options, which are few. This house is located in a rather rural area, which means there are no grocery deliveries or Uber Eats or DoorDash available. That sort of thing just doesn’t happen around here.

Pushing aside a to-go container, I spot a package of under-eye gel masks on the shelf and grab it, staring at the label. An idea forms in my head.

A spa afternoon. I could light a candle, lounge in the tub, slather on a hair mask, use one of these face masks, and just … soak all my troubles away. Even if it’s only momentary.

Hmm, that sounds perfect.

Within minutes I’m upstairs in the primary bathroom, water is running in the massive tub, I’ve lit about three candles, and I’m drenching my scalp and hair in rosemary oil, which is supposed to stimulate growth and general hair health. I’ve got my favorite podcast on, listening to two women around my age talking about men who are, and I quote, “trash.”

I’m agreeing with pretty much every single thing they’re saying.

“Girl, don’t tolerate his shady ass,” says my favorite of the two hosts, Jordyn. “This man literally told her he wasn’t a reliable dater but would love to continue seeing her. Like, who does that?”

Women write in about their dating woes, and the hosts offer their opinions. It’s highly entertaining—and relatable.

“Trash men, that’s who,” says the other host, Andi. “The problem is, too many women find this type of behavior acceptable. He felt comfortable enough to say that to her face, and he’s probably said worse to other women. That’s what’s so distressing. How easily they offer up their trash opinions.”

Shedding the last of my clothing, I step into the tub, hissing when the hot water laps against my skin. I sink into the water until it hits my chin, leaning my head back against the rim of the tub and closing my eyes, my mind wandering. Thinking of all the things Edmund said to me throughout our relationship.

How he was waving little red flags in my face and I didn’t notice. Or I chose not to notice. Does that make what he’s done to me my fault? I let him get away with his bad behavior all the time.

If he wanted to, he would. That’s a mantra Jordyn and Andi repeat constantly, and Edmund never, ever wanted to. At least when it came to me.

My lower lip trembles, and tears sting my eyes. No. I refuse to cry anymore. Not over stupid Edmund and his stupid Lady Cocksbury. God, what a horrible name.

“Did you see what happened with that one rich girl? Heiress? Whatever you want to call her?”

All the hairs on my body rise.

“Who are you talking about?”

“Rachel what’s-her-name. The one who just got dumped by that rich British guy? He actually said Rachel Who to a reporter when they asked him about it, like he didn’t even remember her.” Jordyn laughs. So does Andi.

I sink deeper into the water until it covers my mouth, tempted to drown myself. But I need to hear what they have to say.

“Oooh, I did see that. Talk about embarrassing! Though that guy is a total douche, pretending he didn’t know who she was.”

Yeah, he’s a complete douche.

“They were together for like a few months!” Jordyn says. “Such a dirty dog. I’m sure he gave her clues, though.”

“Lots of red flags,” Andi adds.

It’s like they’re reading my mind.

“Wonder if she’d come on the show.” I hear the sound of shuffling. “Rachel Henderson! If you’re listening, please reach out to us! We want to have you on our podcast! Let’s call out that ex of yours and give him the public flogging he deserves.”

I couldn’t. No way. My parents would be angry. Eddie would probably shit a thousand bricks. But sometimes bad publicity works in a person’s favor …

No. I have nothing to gain out of this, and I’d just look like an angry ex-girlfriend out for revenge. I’d rather pretend I never heard their callout to me at all.

Blindly I reach out, trying to find my phone so I can turn off the podcast. But in my search for the phone, my fingers knock into something and send it flying off the tiled ledge that surrounds the tub. It rolls onto the floor, and within seconds I can smell something …

Burning.

Sitting straight up, I blink the candle on the floor into focus. It’s sitting on its side, the wicks somehow still lit, the fire slowly eating at the linen curtain that flanks the window. Within seconds the flames grow bigger, climbing up the fabric, and I cup my hands, trying to splash water on it.

Oh God. I’m going to set the house on fire!

I grab my phone and tap out 911, climbing out of the tub and trying not to slip as I clutch the phone to my ear. The room starts to fill with smoke, and I glance around for clothing, grabbing the silky robe hanging on a hook on the back of the door.

“911, what’s your emergency?” the operator answers.

“Yes, I’d like to report a fire!”




CHAPTER TWO

Wyatt

The call comes in just as we’re sitting down to eat, because of course it does. Ignoring my growling stomach, I jump to my feet and jog out toward the garage with my crew following behind me, and I climb into the driver’s seat. The engine is clean and shiny, thanks to the firefighters giving it a quick wash after the small fire we responded to before sunup this morning.

“I hand-dried the entire engine,” John Smith, a.k.a. McGruff, grumbles. He showed up at the station once wearing a khaki raincoat, and our old, now-retired captain asked him who the hell did he think he was, McGruff the Crime Dog? And the nickname just stuck, even though the majority of the younger firefighters had no idea who McGruff even was.

Besides, McGruff was a lot more interesting a name compared to John Smith. His parents, who both seem like nice people, must secretly hate him to give him such a bland-ass name.

Once we’re fully loaded and ready to go, I pull out of the station driveway and make my way down the windy road that curves along the lake, lights flashing but no siren on. Can’t really speed, considering the road is full of parked cars along both sides and people are constantly crossing the street to get to the lake.

I love my hometown, but during the summer, it becomes a tourist-filled nightmare.

“Did you hear the address?” Suzanne Wight whistles low, shaking her head as she shrugs into her yellow turnout jacket. “One of those swanky houses on the hill.”

“They’re all pretty swanky, Suz.” I flash her a quick smile, keeping my gaze on the road. “But yeah. I don’t even know who owns that house.”

There are a bunch of big houses on the lake that are barely used by their owners. Most of them get rented out to vacationers, but not the particular address we’re going to. That house mostly stands empty throughout the year, which is a damn shame because it has one of the best views of the water.

Within three minutes, I’m pulling onto the steep driveway, grateful the gate is already open. At least whoever’s there had the foresight to think of that. The engine windows are rolled down, and I can smell the scent of smoke, though when we pull up in front of the house, I don’t see any.

Hopefully that’s a good sign.

I turn off the motor, my crew already on the ground and grabbing the hose when the front door swings open and out runs a blonde woman who’s clad only in a pale-pink silk robe. It’s short, hits her about mid-thigh, and the fabric molds to her body, showcasing every curve she’s got. And she’s got a lot of them.

McGruff stands there with his jaw hanging open, his eyes practically bugging out of his head. The woman spots him and makes her way toward him, her distress obvious.

“Please, come inside! The fire started in the upstairs bathroom.” She grabs hold of the front of his Nomex turnout jacket and gives him a tug, just before she turns like she’s going to run back into the house.

The hell? Is she crazy? People do wild things in moments of crisis. I’ve seen it happen time and again in this job over the years.

“Ma’am.” I climb out of the cab of the engine, my sharp voice making her stop in her tracks and turn to face me. Her eyes are wide and full of fear, and this close, I can see that she’s got one of those sheet-mask things on her face, making her look like a … ghoul. I can’t tell if she’s attractive or not, but that’s not important at the moment. “You can’t go back inside. We’ve got it from here.”

“Oh.” Her face falls a little, and she glances over her shoulder before facing me once more. Her dark-blonde hair is slicked back and looks greasy. “Oh my God. I need to go save my Birkin!”

Before any of us can stop her, she’s dashed back inside the burning house.

“Jesus,” I mutter as I break out into a full jog, following her. The bottom floor is untouched, but it’s slowly filling with smoke, and I don’t spot her lithe figure anywhere. “Where are you?”

A muffled yelp sounds from the second floor, and I run up the stairs, grateful to hear my crew entering the house. The smoke is thicker up here, and I’m pissed at myself for not slipping on the breathing apparatus when I jumped out of the engine. At least I have a helmet on, while this woman is running around the second level trying to save her Birkin—I have no idea what the hell she’s talking about—in just a robe.

I run down the hall where the smoke is the thickest, entering a massive bedroom to find the woman exiting a walk-in closet, a giant purse clutched in her hands. She lifts the bag above her head and waves it like she just won a prize.

“Found it!”

I go to her, and without asking, I pick her up and throw her over my shoulder, clamping my arm around her legs so she doesn’t flail out of my grip. She’s squealing. Yelling. Calling me names as I leave the bedroom, run down the stairs, and exit the house, relieved to see my crew on the ground with the hose, aiming it at an open window where smoke is billowing out. I don’t let the woman go until we’re at the engine, and I carefully deposit her on her feet, shocked when I see a flash of bare thighs, thanks to her robe riding up from the way I hauled her outside.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she asks, indignant.

“I’m the guy who just saved your life.” I jab a thumb at my chest. “Why did you run back into a burning building?”

“I had to save my bag.” She holds it up, and I stare at the purse, trying to figure out why it’s so valuable to her, but I come up empty. “It’s made out of crocodile.”

I blink at her. “So?”

“It’s worth”—her voice drops—“over a hundred thousand dollars.”

“That’s insane,” is my automatic response. I don’t even think I believe her.

“It’s true! My mother gave it to me. She’s had it for ages.” She pets the bag like it’s a living thing, and I suppose, once upon a time, it was. “I’m glad I saved it.”

“That was a risky move, ma’am.” Why am I conversing with her again?

She brushes her hands down the front of her robe like she’s trying to put herself back together. “You had your hand on my … backside.”

I frown. “I did?”

She nods, her nose in the air. “Rather inappropriate, don’t you think?”

“Sorry.” I don’t sound sorry at all. “Just trying to do my job.”

Sometimes I feel like a dick when I talk to people. The general public has no clue what it takes to fight a fire, any type of fire. A lot of the time, they’re trying to do something dumb, like run back into the burning building.

Like this woman, who I can see is beautiful because, at some point, the face mask slipped off, revealing her heart-shaped face with lush lips and big blue eyes that are currently blazing with irritation. Does she not realize how close she was to doing serious damage to herself? I heard her coughing when I had her slung over my shoulder, and she does it now, a delicate sound she tries to contain with her fist pressed against her mouth.

“You okay?” I bend a little, peering at her, and she turns to the side, using one hand to tuck her robe closer to her chest while she coughs into the other one. She has nothing on under that robe—I could tell for sure when I had her in my arms. Over my shoulder.

She nods, dropping her hand and parting her lips, only to fall into another coughing fit, this one sounding worse. “I-I need a medic.”

“Come on.” I press my hand to the small of her back, leading her to the other side of the engine and throwing open the back door. “Let me help you up—”

“I can do it myself.” She bats my hand away, climbing up into the engine, and I swear to God, I catch a glimpse of the underside of her perfectly round ass cheeks.

Averting my head, I catch sight of another engine showing up, this one from the station on the other side of the lake, and my radio crackles to life, an operator asking for an updated status on the fire.

I give the update, watching the woman sitting in the back of my engine, her face smudged with remnants of smoke and ash. Within seconds the second engine crew is set up, blasting the house with water, and the fire is put out.

“From what we could tell, the fire was only contained to the primary bedroom and bathroom,” Suz tells me as she makes her way toward the engine.

The homeowner pops her head out from behind the still-open door. “Will it be okay for me to go back in there?”

Suz and I share a look but say nothing. Fire may do incredible damage, but smoke is even worse. It permeates rooms and settles onto everything in its path. And then there’s the potential water damage that we just caused from putting the fire out. I can guarantee the house is a mess.

“Definitely no—” I start, but Suz cuts me off, stepping in front of me and making nice with the woman.

“You’re probably going to have to find somewhere else to stay for a few nights.” Suz’s voice is gentle, as is her approach. Unlike mine.

“More like indefinitely,” I add, earning a hard glance from my coworker. She shakes her head once, and I gladly leave the consoling up to her. The last thing I want to deal with is a frantic, ditzy homeowner who is probably responsible for the fire and thinks she can just resume her stay in her gorgeous vacation home despite the damage she caused it.

My crew starts the mop-up process while I radio in that the fire is contained and they can cancel the third engine that was coming to assist. I make my way over to my crew to check on them and realize Suz has joined them.

“Why aren’t you with the homeowner?” I ask her.

“She received a call, and I could hear a man yelling at her, so I thought it best I give her some privacy.” Suz makes a vaguely distressed face.

“Pissed-off husband?” I quickly glance over my shoulder to see the woman pacing back and forth in front of my engine, her phone glued to the side of her face, her other hand gesturing in the air.

“I think it was her father. Unless she calls her husband Daddy.” Suz shrugs. “A girl we went to high school with is into that sort of thing.”

“God, please don’t tell me who.” I shake my head, my gaze snagging on the homeowner yet again. I can feel her distress despite the distance between us, and she pauses, hanging her head as she seems to listen to what her “daddy” has to say.

“I’d like to be her daddy,” McGruff says, causing the rest of the guys to snicker in agreement, and I send them all a deadly look that has them go silent immediately.

The last thing we need is for this woman to hear them talk about her like that. I may be a rude asshole sometimes, but I’m not a disrespectful one.

Her gaze lands on mine, and we stare at each other for a moment, neither of us moving. She ends the call, shoves the phone into the pocket of her robe, and rushes toward me, her movements almost frantic. “Is everything okay?”

Her tone is hopeful, and I hate to dash her expectations, but I am, after all, a realist.

“As you can see, the house is still standing.” Realizing my gruff tone, I try to soften it a little. I’m tired from lack of sleep thanks to a middle-of-the-night call last evening, and this woman wears my patience thin. Tourists. They’re the worst. “It’s smoke damage more than anything else. And water damage. One of our investigators is on the way, and he’ll be able to assess the damage more closely.”

“Oh, I know what started the fire.” She sinks her teeth into her bottom lip, her guilt obvious. “I had a candle lit when I was in the bathtub.”

That’s why she’s clad in just a robe. I suppose she’s lucky she didn’t run out of the house completely naked.

“And the flame was really tall when I first lit it, but that usually goes down after a few minutes, you know?”

I say nothing. Just cross my arms in front of me and let her ramble as if I’ve got all the time in the world. Which I don’t.

“But then I got distracted by this podcast, and I knocked something over when I shut it off. Turns out it was the candle. I was trying to have a spa day to make myself feel better, and the next thing I knew, I could smell something burning …” She wrinkles her nose, and if I weren’t so impatient, I’d find her facial expression … cute. And I don’t think anyone is cute save for Dot.

My six-year-old daughter.

I take a step closer to the woman, the distinct scent of burning ash clinging to her, accompanied by an undertone of something herbal—like rosemary, maybe?—just beneath. “What did the candle catch on fire?”

“I think it was the curtains.” She ducks her head for a moment, then lifts it, her imploring gaze searing into mine. “As a matter of fact, I know it was the curtains. There’s no need for an investigation. My stupid mistake caused the fire.”

Her hushed voice makes me think of confessed sins and lurid crimes, and I wonder why the hell she’s making me feel this way. “Your house will be okay,” I start, but she doesn’t let me finish.

She lunges forward with open arms, sagging against me, that soft, lush body melting into mine, and for a moment, I can’t move. I can’t fucking breathe. But then the woman realizes what she’s doing, and she takes a giant step back, tightening the thin belt on her robe yet again as she glances down at herself. Like she’s afraid a tit popped out or something.

“Thank you,” she says, lifting her head to level those gorgeous dark-blue eyes on me. I lose myself in them for a moment, shaking my head quickly like I need to knock myself out of a trance. “I thought for sure I was going to burn the whole house down.”

“The fire didn’t do that much damage, but the entire second level is done for.” There I go again with my brutal honesty. I see the flicker of pain in her gaze when I say the words done for, but there’s no going back now. “Those curtains are burnt to a crisp. Disintegrated completely.”

“They were Belgian linen,” she murmurs, her gaze returning to the house just behind me. “Very expensive.”

Her words are a reminder that she is rich as hell and I’m just a lowly servant, which is annoying. “Right. Well, I’m guessing you have homeowner’s insurance. Get ready to file a claim.”

She frowns, her brows drawing together. “Oh. Of course. I assume that we have insurance.”

“We?” Now I’m glancing over my shoulder, checking the house out for any other sign of life before I face her again. “You have someone else in there with you? Your husband, boyfriend, whatever?”

Suzi says I should never assume anyone’s relationship or sexual orientation, and she’s right. But the words fly out of my mouth as if I have no control over them, and thank Jesus, the woman doesn’t seem offended by my question.

“I’m definitely not married. No boyfriend either.” She spits out the word boyfriend like it’s a dirty word, lifting her chin with a sniff. Her nose in the air like a little snob. She barely comes to the middle of my chest, so “little” is an accurate description.

“Who’s the ‘we’ you’re referring to then?” I rarely ask questions like this because, truly? I don’t give a shit. I’m a no-nonsense, go-in-and-get-the-job-done type of guy. But my crew is still inside cleaning everything up, and what else am I supposed to do with this woman standing outside in just a thin robe?

“My father,” she says with a sigh. “This house belongs to my parents.”

“Ah.”

That’s all I say. Ah. Because she told me everything I need to know. Rich girl. Wealthy parents. Probably has no clue how to function in the real world, which is an obvious observation, considering her behavior since the moment we rolled up to her house.

“I hear judgment in your tone.”

I glance in her direction to find she’s watching me, her lips twitching. “Busted.”

“You have a thing against people who summer here?” she asks, crossing her arms tighter in front of her and plumping up her breasts. There’s cleavage showing in the V of her robe where it crosses, and I refuse to look. Refuse to let my gaze linger.

Instead, I focus on the way she said “summer.” Like it’s a verb when it’s not. No one talks like that around here. At least, no one I know. It’s obvious this woman isn’t from around these parts. I sound like a country bumpkin in my head, but damn it, I know I’m right.

“Tourists bring in the money, but they do stupid things on a regular basis,” I mutter, grateful when I see Suzi exit the house. I need her to come save me quick.

“Like set their house on fire?” The woman arches a brow, dropping her arms to her sides, and my gaze finally lands on her chest for the briefest second. Her tits look firm beneath the thin silk. Perky. Not that I care.

I’ve got more important priorities currently. A steady life to maintain, a crew to take care of, and most importantly, a daughter to raise. Responsibilities that this little rich girl wouldn’t have a clue about.

“Exactly,” I tell her just as Suzi approaches.

“Is he treating you okay?” Suzi asks the woman before I can say anything. “Our captain can be a little grumpy sometimes.”

I make a harrumphing noise, my gaze narrowing on the woman, who starts shuffling her feet on the tiny patch of grass that’s in front of her massive house. All for one person too. What a waste.

“He’s fine, though he could be a tad less judgmental,” the woman mutters, just as she begins to cough. Reminding me that I didn’t check on her condition because she’s too damn distracting.

Suzi shoots me a quick look before she turns her attention to the woman. “Let me check you out. Make sure you’re okay.”

The woman nods. “That would be great.” She glares at me, as if she knows I failed her, and she’s right. But I ignore her.

“You’re handling her then?” I ask Suzi, keeping my voice low.

Suzi nods and even salutes me. The smart-ass. “Yes, sir.”

Rolling my eyes, I stride off, heading for the engine, the radio on my hip crackling to life. The familiar call tones start, notifying another station that they’re about to get called out, and I turn the dial down on my radio, glad it’s not us when I hear the details of the call.

Wildland fire. Three acres with a north wind. Structures nearby. A recipe for disaster.

Welcome to California in the summer.




CHAPTER THREE

Rachel

The female firefighter—she introduced herself as Suzanne, and she was perfectly lovely, even shook my hand—told me to inform our insurance provider what happened right away. She even had a case number for me to refer to, and I carefully tapped it out in my notes app on my phone, which I was smart enough to shove into the pocket of my robe before I fled the house in a panic. And then proceeded to run back into the house like a complete idiot.

What was I thinking? I’m not usually so … irrational, but maybe I am? It was scary, thinking about losing everything, especially that bag. My grandmother purchased that bag originally. It’s like a family heirloom, not that anyone would understand that. They all think I’m running into a burning building to save a stupid purse, and I suppose I don’t blame them for thinking I’m unpredictable.

That sounds nicer than dumb.

While I didn’t love how that grumpy firefighter, captain, whatever you want to call him, threw me over his shoulder like I weighed nothing and clamped his gloved hand on my ass like he had every right to, I do appreciate that he saved me.

I mean, I would’ve survived. I’m not that stupid. But he didn’t even take care of me with the cough. He seemed to forget all about it, which wasn’t very heroic of him, if you ask me.

“I think you’re going to be okay,” Suzanne tells me once she’s pressed the stethoscope to my chest and in various spots on my back. “You probably just inhaled a little too much smoke.”

“Right. When I ran back into the house. Not the smartest move,” I murmur, taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling, pleased to see it doesn’t send me into another coughing fit.

“See? Better already.” Suzanne laughs, putting the stethoscope into a first aid kit and shutting the lid. Thankfully she doesn’t acknowledge my comment. “Our crew is almost done mopping up.”

I watch them enter and exit the house, nibbling on my lower lip. Feeling anxious about calling my father once again and telling him about the condition of the house. He’s going to be furious, and he has every right to be. I still can’t believe this happened.

“Will I be able to go back inside and get my things?” My voice is soft, my hopes pretty dismal. I know what she’s going to say before she even answers.

“I’m afraid not. It’s still going to be a mess inside, and I don’t know how much of your things will be salvageable.” Suzanne’s voice is gentle. Kind. Unlike the captain’s mostly irritated tone.

Yes, that’s what Suzanne called him. Their captain. He was driving the fire truck when it pulled into the drive, so I assume he’s in charge.

He’s awful. Handsome but awful. My gaze keeps going to where he’s standing by the second fire truck that’s still here. I can hear him talking, but no one else is around him. Is he talking to himself?

Maybe, but I can’t be bothered with that at the moment. Despite his shitty attitude, he is definitely … attractive. He’s tall and broad, with dark hair that’s a little long on top but neatly trimmed on the sides. Dark-brown eyes. A mustache, which I never found appealing before, but I can reluctantly admit it looks good on him. He has magnificent bone structure, if I’m being honest, with a jaw and chin that could cut glass. Too bad he’s also incredibly rude.

“Is he in charge of everyone?” I incline my head in his direction.

“Yeah. Well, he’s in charge of our crew that rides on his engine. He’s not as mean as he seems, though,” Suzanne says, amusement tingeing her voice, along with a hint of affection. As if she actually likes the man. “He’s just having an off day.”

He is pleasant to look at but not to deal with. Still can’t believe I called him out for judging me, but it was obvious. He was most definitely judging me. I suppose I deserve it for starting a fire because of my careless actions, but it’s not like I meant to.

“He wasn’t … mean.” I don’t want to agree with her because I’ll look like I’m complaining.

“Rude then? With asshole-ish tendencies?” Suzanne asks.

I jerk my head in her direction, surprised she’d call her captain an asshole. My response is hesitant. “Somewhat.”

She laughs, slapping her leg. “I apologize for his behavior. When he’s under stress, sometimes he’s a little … snappy.”

Hmm, that’s one way to put it.

I’m about to ask another question about her captain when the rest of the fire crew exit the house, bringing with them the various equipment they used to clean the interior. They start packing everything up, putting it all back in order on the engine while I stand here helplessly, feeling like an imbecile in my thin silk robe.

How am I supposed to handle this? Who should I call? I’m terrified to ask my father because he’s been annoyed with me and what he calls my reckless behavior for a while.

“When are you going to grow up?”

He asked me that after I found out about Edmund’s new “lady love” (what the British newspaper that broke the story called her) and I was crying my eyes out in bed, where I’d been for at least twenty-four hours. A woman is allowed to mourn her relationship when she finds out with the rest of the world that her boyfriend is cheating on her, right?

Not according to my father. He told me I needed to get over it and get back on my feet. I don’t think he knows what to do with me most of the time. I’m flighty and immature. Spoiled and ridiculous. The problem is he made me that way. My parents have indulged my every whim from the moment I was born. I’m their only child and much wanted since it took them years to conceive.

Now, it feels like he thinks I’m ridiculous most of the time. I want to be able to handle this situation on my own, but I don’t know how. Which makes me feel helpless.

Incompetent.

“Miss Henderson?”

I turn at the sound of Suzanne’s voice, noting her sympathetic expression. “Please, call me Rachel.”

“Okay. Rachel.” She clears her throat and pastes a sunny smile on her face. “Like I mentioned to you earlier, you’re not going to be able to stay here tonight.”

I frown, not disbelieving her but … “Are you sure?”

“The smoke damage is pretty extensive. You’d be surprised by how far it travels.” Her smile fades a little. “You need to find somewhere else to go for the next few nights. And get in contact with your insurance company ASAP. Who knows how long it’ll take to get someone out here to inspect the damage and then clean everything up.”

Panic claws at my insides, and I try to keep my expression neutral. I can’t even begin to comprehend how to handle this situation. “Right. Okay. So you’re saying it’s too smoky inside? And that’s why I can’t stay here?”

“Definitely on the upper levels. Your bedroom and bathroom are covered in a thick layer of ash from the smoke.” Suzanne tilts her head to the side, contemplating me. “The furniture, the walls, everything is covered. There’s a thinner layer on the first level, so it’s not as bad, but … it’s all pretty bad. And then there’s the smell.”

“The smell?” I wrinkle my nose. So does Suzanne. “Like smoke?”

Suzanne nods. “It’s pretty strong. I wouldn’t go in there either. We’re not sure if there’s any structural damage, and you don’t want to get hurt, you know?”

“I see.” I tap my index finger against my lips, my mind racing. If I leave this place and go back home, it’ll take me at least an hour to get to the closest regional airport. Plus, I’ll need to stop off somewhere and buy a change of clothes. I’m sure I look like a wreck, and I’m in a robe, for the love of God. I can’t board a plane like this. I’m lucky I have my UGG slides on my feet.

“Got any friends around here to stay with for a while?” Suzanne asks.

I don’t have a single friend in the area because I know no one. And if I’m being real with myself, I don’t want to go back home. I got here only a couple of days ago. I planned on staying at this house for the rest of the summer. “Not particularly. I’m not from the area.”

“That’s what I thought. Well, hopefully you can find a hotel room.” The rest of her crew is climbing into the engine, and the captain turns on the ignition, a clear indication that he’s ready to leave. “Good luck!”

I wave at Suzanne, and she turns on her heel, jogging back over to the engine and climbing into the passenger seat. Right next to her handsome captain. I watch as he carefully backs the massive truck up and somehow manages a three-point turn that has him headed back down the narrow driveway. The red engine is gone in seconds, leaving me painfully alone.

Taking a deep breath, I decide to head into the house, despite Suzanne’s warning, and check on the damage. I’m sure Suzanne was exaggerating, right?


[image: ]

Suzanne definitely wasn’t exaggerating. The entire upstairs is covered in a thick layer of black soot. Like an evil fairy waved her magic wand and scattered black dust everywhere. It’s horrible and it most definitely stinks.

Sneaking into the walk-in closet, I breathe a sigh of relief when I see my open suitcase on the floor, all my clothes a mess within or scattered around it. Thankfully, I had the closet door closed, and while I can still smell smoke—it permeates everything, God—my clothes are mostly unscathed. I start piling everything back into the suitcase, all my dirty and clean clothes in a jumble, yanking out a dark-blue sundress for me to wear when I leave.

I get rid of the robe, leaving it on the floor, and pull on the dress, tugging it into place. Snatching an old scrunchie from the top of the dresser inside the closet, I twist my hair into a sloppy bun on top of my head. I consider grabbing my toiletries and makeup bag out of the bathroom, but I left everything out on the counter, and that’s where the damage is the worst. What if I walk on the floor and fall through it?

A shiver steals through me at the thought.

As I’m struggling to take my suitcase down the stairs—it’s heavier than it looks, I’m such an overpacker—my phone rings. I only check it once I’m outside and have the suitcase stuffed into the trunk of my rental car, my heart dropping when I see it was my father.

The phone starts ringing again as I stare at the screen, and I answer it, bracing myself for his anger.

“Hi, Daddy,” I start, but he speaks right over me.

“Jesus, Rachel, how bad is it?” My father is shouting, and I wince, holding the phone away from my ear as he continues on a tirade for at least another thirty seconds.

I already spoke to him earlier, when the fire trucks were still here. He’d received a notification from the security company that a smoke alarm was triggered, and it made me realize I can’t get away with anything. The man knows all, keeps track of everything I do, and while I suppose it makes sense that he has this system in place, it also makes me realize that I am 100 percent controlled by this man. Just like the house is.

“Everything in the bedroom and bathroom is covered in heavy black … dust.” I grimace at my wrong word choice. It’s like he starts asking questions, and I lose all ability to speak. I’m sure my father thinks I’m an idiot.

At this very moment, I think I’m an idiot too.

“Dust? You mean soot? Ash?”

“Yes. That.” I force my tone to be cheerful, trying to alleviate the dark mood I can feel emanating from my father through the phone. Thank God he didn’t FaceTime me. If he actually saw the damage, he might stroke out. “But I’m sure it’ll be an easy fix.”

“Just like everything else is in your life, correct?” He sounds frustrated.
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