
  
    [image: Up in Flames]
  


  
    
      UP IN FLAMES

    

    
      
        MARI CARR

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Mari Carr

      MARI CARR® is registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.

      All rights reserved.

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

      Cover Design: Angela Waters Art, LLC

      Editor: Kelli Collins

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Up in Flames

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Making His Play

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UP IN FLAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake has a big reputation, a big fire truck, and a big hose...one that doesn’t hook up to a hydrant. Men in town envy him. Who wouldn’t? He’s got women lining up to slide down his pole. He’s living a bachelor’s dream.

      

      And then a new girl moves into town…and suddenly everything Jake’s always thought about relationships goes up in flames.

      

      Hope moved halfway across the country for a new start after being burned by a charming bad boy. She has two goals. Thirty minutes of set-the-sheets-on-fire sex to relieve her of her near-virgin status. Then she’s going to get serious about finding the perfect dad for her son.

      

      All that will work out just perfectly when her foolish heart stops wanting the same thing as her va-jay-jay...the notorious firefighting playboy in town.
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      “Can I slide down your pole?”

      “No. But your teacher can.”

      Hope was jerked from her inappropriate daydreams when twenty-four heads spun in her direction, the five-year-olds in her class peering at her hopefully—as if she’d actually do such a thing.

      The comment caught her off guard, since she’d stopped listening to their tour guide a few minutes earlier. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested in what was being said.

      Nope.

      In truth, her problem had everything to do with the way it was being said. In a slow, deep, rich timbre that had her nipples hard and her panties wet.

      To try to counteract it, she had been looking around the fire station, feigning interest in the trucks, equipment, uniforms, hoses. Basically anything that might distract her from staring into the crystal clear, bright blue eyes of Jake “Big Hose” Garrett.

      Then she realized everyone was still looking at her, waiting for a response.

      “I hardly think I’m dressed for that,” she said, gesturing to her aquamarine, gypsy-style maxi skirt.

      Jake’s gorgeous baby blues slid leisurely down from her very basic, very proper white T-shirt from Target to her brown ankle-strap sandals, taking in everything in between.

      Hope wasn’t a prude or shy, but when Jake’s gaze returned to her face, deep dimples framed his face and drew her attention to his lips as he gave her the world’s most lethal grin.

      She blushed.

      Jesus.

      Hope never blushed, but the heat in her cheeks grew even hotter when he said, “I think you’re dressed just right.”

      She shot him a narrow-eyed gaze, silently chastising him for his completely inappropriate sexual innuendos. Of course, the kindergartners didn’t have a clue this conversation had absolutely nothing to do with their teacher, Ms. Connor, sliding down that pole in the corner.

      Jake was flirting. Something she had been warned would happen.

      Hope had moved to Bootlick, Kansas, from Harrisonburg, Virginia, exactly a month ago, after landing her first teaching job in the small town. She was the only kindergarten teacher at Earhart Elementary School.

      She hadn’t known a soul in town when she pulled up to the rental home she had found online, every single thing she possessed in her Volkswagen Jetta and the small U-Haul she’d towed halfway across the country. Hope had been a late hire, which meant the majority of her things were still in boxes scattered around mostly empty rooms. She’d started work two days after arriving in town and hadn’t had time to unpack properly or even assemble the new furniture she’d purchased, every spare moment at home spent planning lessons for the next day.

      The short time between move and work had actually been a blessing in one regard. Bootlick wasn’t much bigger than a cigar box, and it had become apparent, fairly early on, that her best chance of meeting people was at school. The school nurse, Ada, had introduced herself the first day and taken pity on Hope. Ada was a born and bred Bootlicker—a name she’d disturbingly given herself—and she had taken Hope under her wing, filling her in on who was who and what was where.

      So it was Ada who’d warned her when the field trip to the fire station was approved that Jake Garrett was the hottest commodity in town, as well as the resident bad boy. She said he would lay on the charm, with the single goal of getting into Hope’s pants.

      Like a jackass, she had assured Ada she was in no danger.

      Then Jake had sauntered out of the open garage door, in a navy-blue T-shirt that had been washed twelve too many times and faded jeans that accentuated every curve, every muscle, every drool-worthy inch of his chiseled body.

      Hope had looked too far south again. Her eyes flew to his face, and Jake shot her a wink that let her know he’d caught her staring at his ass. Then he continued talking about all the things a firefighter wore, grabbing a large fire helmet off a nearby counter, and plopping it down on Layla Saunders’ blonde head, to everyone’s amusement.

      This wasn’t good.

      Hope knew Jake’s type—intimately. Knew it well enough she could recite—chapter and verse—all the reasons why she was not going to fall into bed with someone like him.

      Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice…

      She searched the faces of the children who surrounded Jake, all of whom were hanging on his every word, and found him.

      George.

      Her number one reason for resisting the playboy firefighter pulling out all the flirting stops, with his “look how great I am with kids” grin and the subtle flexing of his biceps as he lifted himself up on the side of the fire truck to point out the tower ladder.

      Unfortunately, looking at George didn’t help because her son was staring at Jake like he was a flipping Avenger, the god of thunder, and the fire ax Jake had slung over his shoulder was Thor’s goddamn hammer.

      George wanted a dad. Hope knew that. The poor kid practically salivated when it came to male attention.

      The problem with giving the kid what he wanted meant she had to find a way to resist guys like Jake and seek out a decent, respectable man.

      Hope had gone so far as to make a list of attributes for this—so-far—unspecified man. She needed someone who was serious about his career, responsible with money, and loved George.

      She realized there probably should have been more on that list—something to do with her attraction to the guy, but every other thing she added tended to fall into a category that had less to do with finding George a good dad and more to do with her having a good time in bed.

      Bad boys were her kryptonite.

      Jake hopped down from the truck, landing right next to her. It was the closest he’d gotten to her since they’d arrived.

      He smelled good. Some faint musk cologne mingled with peppermint. She had seen the dish of sweets on a counter against the back wall when they’d arrived and had to shoo half the class away. Kids were clearly born with some sort of candy radar.

      Tempted to lean closer, Hope cleared her throat and looked at the kids. “Anybody else have a question for Jake before snack time?”

      She added snack time because she’d learned on the first day of school, kindergarteners always have more questions. And none of them have a damn thing to do with the lesson. She hoped the promise of food would stifle that desire.

      No such luck.

      Six hands shot up. “Amy,” Hope called out.

      “Are you going to have another sleepover with my mommy?”

      Hope was mortified, but Jake just laughed.

      “Well,” he started.

      “No more questions,” she said before Jake could answer or God forbid, anyone else make the same inquiry. “Let’s head outside and have our snack. Then we need to say goodbye to Jake and get back to school.”

      Food was a great distractor when it came to five-year-olds, so Hope had to hustle to keep up as they swarmed the picnic table behind the fire station. She pulled out the small bags of animal crackers, while Jake opened the cooler of drinks, handing each kid a juice box.

      Once they were all settled, she opened up her own pack of crackers. Before she could pull one out, another hand was sneaking into her bag.

      “So, Mrs.” Jake reached down, pulling her left hand up to inspect her bare ring finger. “Miss Connor,” he corrected with a grin that reminded her she’d failed to slip on her fake engagement ring. She stifled a grimace. That ring was her key defense against guys like Jake. “How are you liking Bootlick?”

      The town was small enough that a new teacher moving in was actually considered interesting news. “It’s very nice. I’ve only been here a month, so I’m afraid I haven’t had much time to explore.”

      “I could show you around. Give you the lay of the land.”

      I’m sure you could. In your bedroom.

      “That’s okay,” she said, hastily, shoving any thoughts of Jake and a bed away. “I started work a couple days after moving in, so I still have a ton of unpacking to do.”

      “I could help with that too. Do some of the heavy lifting for you. Help set up your bed…room.”

      Hope wasn’t sure if she imagined the pause between bed and room or if it was really there. Jake shifted closer to her, helping himself to another cracker. Apparently, they were splitting the package, even though there were a half dozen more unopened bags on the picnic table.

      The sad truth was she was tempted to take him up on the offer. She and George were still sleeping on mattresses on the floor because assembling the bed frames required tools she didn’t have.

      She shrugged. “I’m good. Thanks anyway.”

      She thought he had gotten the picture and taken the rejection in stride.

      Then he said, “How about a drink one night? You can’t be all work and no play.”

      Hope knew exactly how to shut down the flirting. She pointed to George. “Actually, I can. See the blond boy there in the red T-shirt. He’s mine.”

      Jake didn’t seem bothered to discover she was a mother. “Cute kid. What’s his name?”

      “George,” she said. Then she recalled Amy’s question. Clearly kids weren’t a deterrent when it came to his sexual conquests. “I should probably start clean⁠—”

      “Let me guess,” Jake interrupted. “You’ve been warned to stay away from me.”

      Hope wasn’t sure how to reply to that because she had been told in no uncertain terms that Jake had some sort of snake charmer skills when it came to getting women into bed. So she lied. “No. I haven’t.”

      He tilted his head, studying her face in disbelief. She was careful to school her features.

      Then her curiosity got the better of her. “Why would someone warn me to stay away from you? Are you dangerous?”

      Hope had never met a guy who gave a shit about his reputation. She figured men like Jake wore them around like badges of honor.

      Jake gave her a smile that revealed perfect white teeth and it occurred to her he was very, very dangerous.

      “I’m not dangerous,” he lied. “But I am a sucker for redheads with big brown eyes. Everybody in town knows that.”

      “Is that right?”

      Dammit. Her voice was coming out too breathy, too flirty. That wasn’t her intent at all. She was supposed to be resisting this…him.

      Unfortunately, her body had her brain in a choke hold and she was running out of air. It had been a very long, very painful dry spell. She needed sex.

      He smiled, reaching over to flip the end of her braid through his fingers. It was a playful, friendly touch, so her sudden desire to tear his T-shirt off and sink her teeth into one of his ripped abs seemed a bit over the top.

      His eyes narrowed slightly and she worried maybe he could read minds. “You’re not in danger, Miss Connor, but I am. You should put me out of my misery.”

      He loved pointing out her single state. She wished she could figure out a way to cut through the sexual tension between them. Neither of them was saying much of anything, yet she felt like there was this whole other conversation happening just below the surface. Especially when he reached for another cracker, his fingers lightly caressing the back of her hand as he did so. It was a feather-light touch, but it packed a punch.

      Hope’s stomach fluttered every time he leaned close, her breathing shallow, rapid. Her pussy clenched whenever he looked at her.

      “Misery, huh? What would you suggest I do? We had a dog that was suffering once. My dad took him out back and shot him.”

      Jake laughed. “I was thinking of something a little more humane.”

      “I think that was very humane.”

      “You’re a cold, cruel woman, Miss Connor. It’s turning me on. Have a drink with me. Or better yet, dinner.”

      One glance below his belt proved she wasn’t the only one standing here in a total state of arousal.

      He shifted his hips and adjusted his jeans, but not before she caught sight of the telltale bulge of his erection.

      This was insane. There were too many kids running around.

      Time to get a grip.

      Problem was she hadn’t felt this hot and bothered since before George was born.

      Getting pregnant on the same night she’d lost her virginity had a way of killing a sex drive. She had merely fooled around during high school, limiting herself to second base and no further. Sophomore year of college that self-control gave way to Alan Lord, the sex-on-a-stick frat boy, who talked her into going to a party with him, then talked her out of her pants. Between his charming Southern drawl—sweet Jesus, what was it about a guy calling her darlin’—and the three vodka tonics, she’d succumbed.

      Three weeks later, the stick she’d pissed on showed a plus sign, so she had dropped out of college, moved back home, and did college the hard way—online while working a part-time job and taking care of a baby.

      Alan chose not to exercise his paternal rights—fucking asshole—and for six years, she hadn’t felt a single spark of horniness.

      Six years.

      Nothing.

      And now, it all came back to her in one typhoon of hunger and need and clawing desire.

      If she ordered a dildo online right now, could it be delivered by tonight? Hope actually started to reach for her iPhone, then recalled where she was. And who she was with.

      “Shi—ugar cubes,” she muttered.

      Ever since George was born, she’d been trying to clean up her language. She was only about halfway successful.

      Jake chuckled. “You okay, Miss Connor?”

      She needed to cut this off at the knees. Now. “My name is Hope.”

      “Hope. Very pretty name.”

      “Use it instead, okay?”

      “I don’t know. I sort of like the sound of Miss Connor. Puts me in a naughty frame of mind.”

      Oh yeah—she was going to ignore that line. As soon as she fast-forwarded through at least six naughty things she wanted Jake to do to her, starting with her bent over her teacher’s desk while he spanked her with a ruler.

      She wondered if she could improvise on the dildo. Cucumber? She didn’t have anything at home for dinner, so a trip to the grocery store was definitely in order.

      Jake ran the back of his fingers over her cheek. “Does the same thing for you, doesn’t it? You’re blushing again.”

      “Fuc—dge.” This had to stop right here. “Listen, Jake. I appreciate the invitation for drinks, but I’m not interested in dating right now.”

      “We can go as just friends.”

      Hope nearly laughed in his face. She had a million feelings rumbling around inside her at the moment and not one of them was friendly.

      She shook her head, digging deep for the strength to say what needed to be said. “I think I should stop you right here. I have two priorities at the moment and they include my son and my new job. I don’t have time for dating, and even if I did, you aren’t my type.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I, um…”

      He laughed at her discomfiture. “So you have been warned.”

      Hope had just enough pride that she hated being called on her lie. “Let’s just say your reputation precedes you and while I’m sure you’re used to women who are fine with a few nights tangling the sheets with you, I have a son to think of. When I step back into the dating world, it’s going to be with someone interested in going the distance.”

      “The distance?”

      “You know,” she explained, certain her next words would run him off for sure. “Someone who’ll be a good dad to George.”

      Unfortunately, Jake Garrett was made of sterner stuff.

      “And what about you? Don’t you want love and companionship and…” He leaned so close, she could feel the heat of his breath on her face as he added, “A man buried deep between those pretty legs of yours?”

      Hope started to ask him how he knew her legs were pretty. Right now, they were buried underneath a ton of flowing, colorful cotton.

      Instead, she just shrugged. All of the things he mentioned fell considerably lower on her list of dating requirements. George’s happiness was her primary concern. Love and—she swallowed heavily—great sex didn’t matter when stacked against what was best for her son.

      “I think you’re lying,” he murmured, standing way too close to her to be appropriate.

      “What?”

      “You want that heart-stopping, soul-burning sex,” he said, scrutinizing her face, his words spoken so low and deep, she could barely hear him. “You need someone to ease that throbbing in your pussy. You’re starving for it.”

      “Jake,” she chastised, her voice almost a whisper.

      “They can’t hear us.” He put a couple feet between them, but he clearly hadn’t given up the fight. “You realize you can have fun along the way, while you look for this pillar of fatherhood, don’t you?”

      Before she could answer, Hope felt a tug on her skirt. “Can I have another juice box, Mommy?”

      She smiled down at George, grateful for the distraction. Things between she and Jake were getting out of hand.

      The last month had been an adjustment for both of them, first the cross-country move, the new house, and the fact that she was his teacher. “I don’t have enough for everyone to have a second, George.”

      She knew in an instant he was going to pout. God help his first-grade teacher next year because he was seriously going to be screwed up after a year of Mom-teacher.

      Mercifully, Jake knew exactly how to distract him. “You a baseball fan?” he asked, tapping on the bill of George’s Washington Nationals cap.

      “Yeah!” George replied excitedly. His undying love of baseball was fairly recent, sparked by her father, who’d taken him to a Nationals game last spring. Since then, George had talked of precious little else, begging for a glove, bat, balls, and wanting her to pitch with him outside twenty-four seven.

      Hope hated baseball. Like despised it. Watching paint dry had more appeal.

      “You ever considered playing on a team?” Jake asked.

      “He’s a little young, don’t you think?” she replied.

      Jake shook his head as George’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head at the thought.

      “Local parks and rec runs little league. Tee-ball is part of it. Sign-ups for fall ball are going on now.”

      “Tee-ball?” The idea of sitting on hard bleachers watching five-year-olds knock baseballs off a post for hours on end sounded like the definition of hell.

      Unfortunately, George had already signed with a major-league team in his mind. “Can I, Mommy? Can I play?”

      “You don’t have any equipment,” she said, trying to recall exactly how much money was left in her checking account. The move had taken what little money she’d managed to save and her first paycheck was still another week or two away.

      “I have a glove,” George insisted.

      Right now, he had an old mitt of her dad’s that was way too big for him. “It’s an adult glove, George. You can barely keep it on your hand.”

      Jake was no more deterred than George. “Rec department has extra mitts they’ll loan out.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask Jake to stop being so freaking helpful, but it was too late. The damage was done.

      George was dancing around them. “I’m going to play baseball.”

      Jake laughed at his enthusiasm. “You ever play catch?”

      George settled down. “Mommy throws the ball to me.”

      “She any good?”

      Hope narrowed her eyes at Jake, who was clearly having fun at her expense.

      “She throws like a girl,” George muttered. “The ball doesn’t go very far.”

      She wanted to argue about that, but she couldn’t. Glancing down, she could still make out the faint remnants of the bruise on the top of her foot, left there by one of her less-than-stellar throws.

      “How about I teach you?” Jake offered and Hope instantly saw his game.

      No. Fuuuuuck no.

      “You will?” George started bouncing again. “Can he, Mommy? Please. Pretty please?”

      “I could stop by Saturday afternoon.” Jake’s smug smile let her know he believed he’d won this round.

      Hope nodded, simply because she didn’t trust herself not to let the few choice words she was thinking fly.

      “Great.” Jake slipped his phone out of his pocket, tapped in a few things, then held it out to her. “Why don’t you put in your number and I’ll text later to set up a time and get your address?”

      She begrudgingly took the phone because George was still there, watching them. Jake had put Miss Connor in as the contact information.

      She was “this close” to giving the asshole the wrong number, but one look at George’s excited face had her typing in the real thing.

      Jake’s fingers brushed hers when she handed the phone back and every single thing inside her clenched…with excitement and need.

      “We, um.” Her throat was suddenly tight and she cleared it. “We should get back on the bus.”

      Jake reached out for a handshake. Hope accepted it because it was the polite thing to do, but his hand was too large and warm with callouses that proved he wasn’t afraid of hard work. And because she was pretty much out of control of her libido, she imagined what those rough fingers would feel like inside her.

      Hope shivered. Jake noticed, and his eyes went dark with the same hunger she felt.

      “I’ll see you on Saturday.”

      She nodded, then tried to pull her hand back. Jake didn’t let go. Instead, he gave it one last squeeze.

      She tugged harder and he relented.

      As soon as she was free, she felt the overwhelming desire to give him her hand back.
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      Jake grinned as he pulled up to Hope’s house. George was sitting—actually squirming was a better word—on the front porch, waiting for him. The second Jake put the truck in park, George picked up a brand-new mitt and darted across the yard toward him.

      “Hey, buddy.” He reached into the truck and pulled out his own well-worn mitt and a new baseball. Then he looked over his shoulder. “Where’s your mom?”

      “She’s inside, trying to put her bed together.”

      “Her bed’s not set up yet?”

      George shook his head. “Nah. She just sleeps on a mattress on the floor.” He struggled to put his mitt on.

      Jake took it from him. “Here.” Jake bent the stiff leather a few times, trying to soften it. “I see your mom got you a new glove.”

      Jake slipped it on George’s hand. “Now then. How’s that feel?”

      “Good.” George gave him a gap-toothed smile.

      “Hey now. What’s going on here? You’re missing a tooth.”

      George put his finger in the empty space. “Tooth Fairy gave me a dollar for it.”

      “Not too shabby. Wonder what she’d give me for mine.”

      George giggled. “You’re too old to lose your teeth.”

      Jake gave him a wink, then tossed the ball to him, impressed when George caught it with ease.

      George threw it back at him and he whistled. “You got a great arm there, George. You’d make a heck of a shortstop.”

      “George!”

      They both turned at the sound of Hope’s voice as she stepped onto the porch, looking for her son. Her pretty brown eyes widened when she saw Jake.

      “Oh, Jake. I didn’t know you were here.”

      “Just pulled up. George had his mitt and was ready to roll.”

      She smiled as she looked at George. “He’s been waiting on the porch. For two hours. I told him you wouldn’t be here until three.”

      “Wish I’d known. I could have come over earlier. He said you were having a hard time putting your bed together,” he said, watching her squirm. “I could have helped you with that, Miss Connor.”

      His comment got the desired result. She narrowed her eyes even as she blushed. Jake wasn’t sure what it was about Hope Connor that had his dick going rock hard every time those cheeks of hers flushed red, but damn if it wasn’t happening again. He tried to covertly adjust his jeans.

      She followed the movement of his hand. Nothing got by the cute kindergarten teacher. Hope was a million miles away from his usual type of woman, something he’d told himself at least twenty times in the past few days.

      Ordinarily he avoided women like her like the damn plague. Hope had her heart set on some uptight, serious dude in a suit with a nine-to-five job, who’d come home and play house with her and George. They’d set a Saturday morning date—locking the bedroom door—for missionary, then go on with their ho-hum lives.

      On top of that, Hope was too sweet for a guy like him. While she was looking for love and commitment and forever, Jake was happy with his own status quo—footloose and fancy-free. So they were a mismatch from the word go.

      And while he’d repeated those same words over and over since the field trip, they weren’t sinking in. Hence his presence here.

      Because all the logic in the world didn’t change one simple fact.

      Jake wanted to fuck her.

      Her and her loose-fitting, completely virginal wardrobe.

      He looked her over. Man, he’d thought the field trip outfit was bad with that voluminous skirt that hung all the way to the ground and high-necked T-shirt that hid her tits.

      Today’s attire was worse. She was in a man’s T-shirt, the godawful thing three times too big, and baggy jeans. Her auburn hair was up in the same style she’d worn the other day—a tight single braid that hung down her back. His fingers itched to pull it loose, wrap her long hair around his fist a few times, and give it a good tug. Preferably while she was on her hands and knees in front of him, his dick sliding in from behind.

      She glanced at his truck, then sighed. “Do you have any tools with you? I bought a screwdriver and hammer at the hardware store, but I think I need something else. Maybe a wrench or pliers.”

      Jake laughed at her unwillingness to admit defeat and let him into her bedroom. “Regular do-it-yourself gal, huh? Which is it? A wrench or pliers?”

      She bit her lower lip, drawing his attention to her pretty mouth. He wouldn’t mind pushing his tongue between those plump pink lips. He’d bet she tasted like sugar, rather than vodka, like most of the women he kissed.

      He probably needed to stop picking women up at bars.

      Shit.

      Jake suddenly felt the need to kick his own ass again. He should be anywhere but here, flirting with the blushing schoolteacher. She seemed like the type who’d fall in love fast and get clingy.

      He did not go for that.

      Finally, she sighed and threw in the towel. “I have no idea what I’m doing with that bed frame.”

      Jake ran his hand over his jaw, trying to hide his grin. “Give me and George a little while to play catch and then I’ll come in and help you with it.”

      She didn’t want him in her bedroom—that much was evident from her grimace—but it appeared she was even more tired of sleeping on the floor. “Okay. Why don’t I make you guys some lemonade?”

      “That would be real nice.”

      Jake watched as she walked back to the house, trying to get some glimpse of her figure or even just her ass. Her damn clothes were an effective shield, no doubt something she’d picked out just for him.

      Jake played catch with George for the better part of an hour, stopping for a few minutes to drink the lemonade Hope had brought out for them. The kid was tireless when it came to playing ball, but he was cool and easy to hang out with, not whiny or demanding. Jake figured he’d been raised right.

      Speaking of…

      “Hey, George. You want to help me put your mom’s bed together for her?”

      He thought the young boy might complain about stopping, but George was obviously up for anything. “Sure.”

      Jake tossed his mitt in the truck and reached into the back seat for the toolbox he always kept there. In addition to his position as the only full-time, salaried firefighter in Bootlick, he was also sort of known as Mr. Fix-it among the single ladies in town. Difference was most of those women came up with a million lame excuses to get him into their bedroom with his tool…er, tools, while Hope clearly wanted him a hundred miles from hers.

      “Can I carry that?” George asked.

      “It’s kind of heavy,” Jake warned as he handed the boy the toolbox. Jake didn’t let go immediately, making sure George wouldn’t drop it.

      “I can do it.” He struggled a bit, but George was determined not to let anything stop him from being his assistant.

      Jake followed George into the house, enjoying the five-year-old’s version of a house tour. “That’s going to be the dining room. Nothing in there yet,” he said as he nodded his head to an empty room. “Back there is the family room. We got a couch and TV, but Mommy said we can’t get stations until she gets paid.”

      Jake assumed stations meant cable.

      Hope had all the windows open and there was a nice breeze blowing, so the house was cool, the air fresh.

      He didn’t mention to George that he’d been in this house countless times before. His great aunt had lived here up until she died and his uncle Louis had inherited it. Louis had been renting it out ever since. The last tenant had been a young widow and she and Jake had enjoyed more than a few wild nights together in this house before she decided to move to Kansas City to be closer to her sister.

      “Dammit.”

      Jake and George took off in the direction of Hope’s voice. George rolled his eyes at him. “Mommy isn’t supposed to cuss.”

      His tone told him there was a big difference between Hope doing what she was supposed to and what she actually did. Jake had gotten a kick out of some of her near-misses during the field trip.

      When they got to the kitchen, Hope was standing on a wobbly stool, trying to change the battery in the smoke detector. It looked like the old one was corroded to hell.

      “Pretty sure you’re going to need a whole new detector,” Jake said.

      She jerked in surprise. They should have announced their arrival. She threw her hands out, flailing to try to keep from falling off the stool.

      Jake’s mother hadn’t raised a fool, so he stepped behind her and placed his hands on her hips to steady her. His thumbs landed on the fleshy part of her ass and he gave it a little stroke.

      She let him steal a touch without giving him shit—probably because George was standing there—but once she was steady, she twisted around so Jake had no choice but to drop his hands.

      He lifted one hand up to help her. “You better get down from there, Miss Connor, or you’ll break your neck. Or bruise that sweet little⁠—”

      “I’m fine now, Jake.” Even as she said it, she took his hand and let him help her down. “You don’t need to worry about my neck. Or sweet little anything. And it’s Hope.”

      “I’m just glad to discover you’ve got something interesting under that T-shirt. Is there any reason you’re shopping in the Big and Tall section?”

      She tugged the hand Jake had refused to let go of out of his grip and narrowed her eyes.

      He wasn’t sure why he found her annoyance so arousing, but the truth was whenever Hope Connor gave Jake that self-righteous look or impatient sniff, his dick got hard enough to pound nails into the pavement.

      That turn-on partnered with the blushing one ensured his hard-on wasn’t going anywhere.

      She looked up at the smoke detector. “I’ll grab a new one from the store tomorrow.”

      “Let me know when you get it. I’ll come over and install it for you.”

      “That’s—”

      “Nonnegotiable,” Jake finished for her. He was getting pretty good at anticipating her rejections. “Let me tell you how this is going to play out. You’re going to keep saying no and I’m going to keep showing up here to help anyway. So save your breath.”

      Hope put her hands on her hips, and he tried not to wince when his cock thickened even more. He was going to have to invest in bigger jeans with Hope in town. Otherwise, hanging out with her was bound to get painful.

      “Listen, Jake,” she started.

      “Where’s your bedroom, Miss Connor?” he murmured suggestively, even though he was perfectly aware of where the bedrooms were in this house. He chose to keep that tidbit to himself, since she was clearly sensitive about his reputation.

      She glanced George’s direction. “I don’t think⁠—”

      “We’re putting your bed together.” Jake pointed to the toolbox George was carrying. “Remember?”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      There it was again. That blush.

      His cock was going to have a permanent zipper line imprinted on it at this rate. He was glad his T-shirt was untucked and shielding the view of her effect on him. He didn’t mind her seeing it, but George was another story.
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