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          JAMESON

        

      

    

    
      Anthony turned the rig into an older neighborhood with mature trees, sliding to a stop in front of a small house. It was a routine call for a fire at a residential home. But we were prepared for anything.

      I opened the door and hopped out, the fire alarm sounding. My fellow firefighters followed behind me with the hose. I pounded on the door, and it swung open.

      “Where’s the fire?” I barked at the kid who stood in the doorway looking fearful.

      He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “In the kitchen.”

      “Anyone else in the house?” I yelled following the smell of smoke.

      “No,” he called back.

      “You need to go outside,” I ordered, making a mental note to talk to him about a proper fire escape after the emergency was eliminated.

      I relayed the location of the fire to my colleagues and raced toward the kitchen, snagged the fire extinguisher on the counter, and sprayed the flames that were licking the curtains.

      Anthony and the rest of the crew followed me with the hose, ensuring no embers remained burning.

      On the stove, there was a scorched pan and what looked like a badly burned grilled cheese. The stench of burned food permeated the room even through my mask. The stove top was black, and the cupboards next to the stove were charred.

      Most likely, the fire started on the stove and quickly ignited a towel or hot pad, then moved to the curtains. It was a common scenario in kitchens and a dangerous one. In a few more minutes, the room, the one above it, and the entire house would have gone up in flames.

      “I’ll talk to the kid,” I said to Anthony, who nodded.

      Any time I was on site, the chief wanted me to be the one to engage with the homeowners. My coworkers said I had a way with people, especially panicked ones.

      Outside, the kid, who looked to be about twelve or thirteen, stood on the grass, gazing up at the house with a guilty expression on his face.

      I pulled off my helmet and asked gently, “Where are your parents?”

      He swallowed hard. “My mom’s at work.”

      “She on her way?” I asked him.

      He nodded.

      My jaw tightened, but I worked to keep my tone light. “Is there a reason why you didn’t exit the house immediately?”

      “I thought I could get it out. We have a fire extinguisher. I just couldn’t get it to work. I didn’t want it to get worse.”

      He wanted to get rid of the fire so he wouldn’t get into trouble. But he didn’t understand how quickly a fire could burn out of control.

      “It’s good that you had one. But next time, leave the house at any sign of fire. Don’t try and put it out yourself. You could have been badly burned or injured from smoke inhalation.” He could have died if he hadn’t called 911. Most smoke detectors are designed to get the inhabitants out of the house. They are not a direct line to the fire department unless the house has a security system that links the fire alarm to the fire station.

      “I should have. I’m sorry.”

      Someone parked a sedan behind the rig. A woman with long, dirty-blond hair got out of the driver’s side in a panic.

      “Owen!” she exclaimed in relief as she saw him. She touched his cheeks and rested her forehead on his. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, but his voice wobbled.

      Owen’s mom was probably just happy he hadn’t been hurt.

      “Oh, thank God.” Then his mother hugged him tightly.

      I gave them a few seconds to comfort each other, admiring the curve-hugging skirt and her long legs before she pulled back and raised a brow in my direction.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I was just telling your son that he should have exited the house immediately, not tried to put out the fire himself. These kinds of fires ignite quickly and can take down an entire side of the house within seconds.”

      Owen blanched.

      The woman nodded. “I’ll talk to him.”

      Anthony appeared at my side, confirmed the fire was out and that there was no longer a threat.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” I said as he went back inside. “Ma’am, it’s good you have a fire extinguisher in the kitchen. But you’ll need a new one, and you should really receive some instruction how to properly use it.”

      The woman slowly nodded. Even though she wasn’t present during the fire, she looked like she was in shock.

      Every instinct was directing me to get her to sit. I touched her elbow and guided her onto the porch into one of the wooden rockers.

      The boy hovered nearby.

      The smell of burned remains wasn’t as strong out here, but the woman trembled.

      Her eyes were slightly frantic. “I probably need to call my insurance company.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time for that.” I went inside and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and unscrewed the cap before rejoining her on the porch. “Drink.”

      She took the bottle from me with shaking hands. “Thank you.”

      “You look familiar,” Owen said to me.

      I turned my attention to him. “I substitute teach and fill in for absent bus drivers. Mainly in the middle schools. Sometimes I play basketball at recess. Maybe you saw me once.”

      Owen nodded. “Maybe.”

      I relaxed slightly. “We play basketball at the firehouse to relieve stress. It’s fun playing with the kids at school.”

      His mother’s forehead wrinkled as she looked from Owen to me. “You teach, and you’re a firefighter?”

      I gave her one of my charming smiles, the one that told people not to take me too seriously and shrugged. “What can I say? I love kids.”

      She studied my face as if she was trying to figure me out.

      I shifted on my feet. “You’ll need to air out the kitchen tonight, maybe set up some fans.”

      She straightened her shoulders. “Can we stay here tonight?”

      “Once we complete our investigation, you’ll be cleared to go inside. You might want to stay in a hotel until the smell dissipates.”

      The woman stood, looking less pale than she had a few minutes ago. “Thank you for your help and for putting out the fire so quickly. I can’t even imagine what would have happened if you hadn’t arrived.”

      “Thankfully, Owen called us before he attempted to put out the fire.” I need to get away from this woman; there was something about her that was drawing me to her. It was odd because I dealt with panicked people on every shift. None had affected me like this. I was usually able to keep an appropriate distance emotionally.

      I turned my attention to Owen. “Next time⁠—”

      Owen nodded soberly. “I’ll get out, then call nine-one-one.”

      I nodded. “If you don’t have your phone on you, don’t look for it. Just run to a neighbor’s house. They can call for you. The important thing is to get out of the house. You’re more important to your mom than this house.”

      “He’s got that right,” his mother agreed.

      “And I’ll drop off a fire extinguisher.”

      She frowned. “You don’t have to do that.”

      I’d found over the years that the extra effort, whether it was a reminder to check fire alarm batteries or a fire extinguisher, was all it took to prevent a tragedy. “We have extras for this purpose. I can show you how to use them properly too. My name is Jameson.”

      “I’m Claire Coleman. I can’t thank you enough for saving my son.”

      I swallowed hard because I couldn’t promise he would have been okay if he’d been alone and hadn’t called 911. A child could easily have inhaled too much smoke and passed out while the fire spread. “You’re welcome.”

      Then I left them on the porch to process what just happened. It was normal for me to stop back in and check on the homeowner, sometimes delivering the investigative report and following up with new fire alarms, batteries, and fire extinguishers, especially if the homeowner wasn’t particularly handy or abled.

      This situation was different because I was attracted to this woman. I shouldn’t spend any more time with her, but I wanted to see her again when we weren’t in the midst of an emergency situation.

      I joined my colleagues in the kitchen. I tried to push the woman and her son out of my head. I ran into attractive women all the time on the job. Why was this one so intriguing?
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        * * *

      

      I waited a few days to go back to Claire’s house. I didn’t trust myself around her, but I’d promised her I’d bring extinguishers, and I never went back on my word.

      I reviewed the report before I headed over. I couldn’t help but think her name matched her appearance. She was a no-nonsense woman who had her shit together. Even if I was attracted to her, there’s not a chance she’d want anything to do with a guy like me. One who couldn’t make a decision on his career choice and had three jobs at any one time.

      Besides, this was a business call. Something I’d do for anyone. I needed to stop thinking about this woman as anything more than someone who needed my help.

      I waited until evening when I thought she’d be home, noting the sedan in the driveway before I knocked on the door.

      Owen opened the door. “Jameson?”

      I stepped inside. “I promised to stop by with fire extinguishers.”

      “Mom, the fireman’s here.”

      His mother appeared in the hallway. Today, she wore a silky see-through-looking blouse tucked into a curve-hugging skirt, but her feet were bare. The painted hot pink nails made her even more endearing. “Is your husband home? I should talk to everyone at once.”

      I would have said this to any home I came into. But I wanted to know if she was married. When I was here last, I’d been too caught up in the moment to look for a ring.

      Claire balked for a second, then quickly recovered. “It’s just us.”

      She was a single mother. That shouldn’t have sent a thrill through me, but it did. “Do you have time to talk?”

      She moved toward the kitchen. “You said you’d stop by, but it’s been a few days, and I didn’t think you would. Do you always make house calls?”

      “It’s important that every home be prepared in the event of a fire. I want to make sure you have a working fire extinguisher in your kitchen, and you know how to use it.”

      Claire smiled as she moved behind the counter. “Before this happened, I didn’t realize the fire department did that.”

      “If you ever need to use the extinguisher, you’ll know how in the future.” I’d brought several with me because I’d use one to demonstrate.

      “Should we go over it outside?” I asked her.

      Claire nodded. “That works.”

      She led me through the slider to the back deck.

      I battled with my eyes not to let them drop to her ass, which looked incredible in that skirt. If one of the teachers at my middle school had worn curve-hugging skirts, the kids wouldn’t listen to anything she had to say. I certainly wouldn’t have.

      I was having naughty teacher fantasies, and I didn’t even know what she did for a living. For all I knew, she was an attorney or a librarian. The heat flared in my belly, quickly spreading through my extremities. The cooler night air was a balm to the current state of my body, which was a raging inferno.

      Claire raised a brow once we stood outside. “You were going to demonstrate how to properly use a fire extinguisher?”

      She was waiting for me to speak, and I was fixated on how hot she looked  which was inappropriate when her son was standing next to her.

      I cleared my throat, placing two of the extinguishers on the planked floor, and lifted the one I’d use for the demonstration. “Fires in the kitchen are common so you have to be careful there aren’t any wooden spoons, hot pads, or towels near the burner.”

      “I know that now,” Owen said.

      I suspected Claire had read him the riot act the night of the fire.

      “It’s up to you whether you’re okay with him cooking when you’re not home to supervise.” When Claire opened her mouth to respond, I added, “I promise you; I’m not judging the situation. You’re the parent, and you know him best. I just wanted to go over the easy ways to avoid something like this happening again.”

      Claire nodded. “Okay.”

      “My sister was a single mom for the first seven years of my niece’s life. I know how hard it is. How you can be pulled into two different directions, never feeling like you’re doing the right thing.”

      Her face immediately softened.

      I turned my attention to Owen and flashed my most charming smile. “You want to know how to use this?”

      He nodded eagerly.

      “We call it the PASS method. Pull the pin at the top of the extinguisher, which will break the seal. The pin prevents it from accidentally discharging.” I showed him where to find the pin and pulled it. “Aim it at the base of the fire, giving yourself some distance. Squeeze the handles together like this for it to discharge. Sweep the nozzle from side to side as you approach the fire, directing it at the base of the flames.” I handed the extinguisher to Owen so he could show me how well he’d listened.

      When he didn’t squeeze it hard enough, I showed him the amount of pressure that would be necessary. When I was satisfied he knew what to do in the future, I asked, “Now in a real fire, what are you going to do?”

      Owen’s cheeks flushed, and he looked at his mother, who I’d bet gave him an earful. “Get out and call 911.”

      “Remember what I said, if you don’t have your cell phone, leave it. You can always go to your neighbors and make the call. You are more important than any physical item in this house.” He was the most important thing in his mother’s life. I was positive of that. I remembered how easily my mother loved, and how good my sister Daphne was with her daughter, Izzy.

      Owen nodded. “I know.”

      “I’m showing you this so you know what to do, but I don’t want you to fight a fire, no matter how small it seems.” Then I turned my attention to Claire. “It’s your turn.”

      She moved toward me, so close that I could smell a citrus scent, most likely from her shampoo or her lotion. “What do you want me to do? Should I extinguish the fire or get out?”

      “You get your son out. If you’re home alone, and it’s contained to the stove, you can try the extinguisher. If at any point, it spreads and you are not actively discharging the agent, you get out of there. A fire like this spreads quickly, leaving you in a perilous situation.”

      Claire bit her lip. “That makes sense.”

      “Why don’t you show me how well you paid attention?” I smirked at her, knowing she’d had her gaze on me engaging with her son the entire time. I knew the affect I had on women. But Claire was a little different. Was her attention for me as a firefighter or something more physical? I preferred the physical, but I’d take both. Very few people in my life thought my job choice was a good one.

      Claire took the extinguisher from me, removing the pin I’d replaced, then squeezed the handles.

      “On a live canister, you’d need to use a bit more force.”

      Claire’s lips quirked. “If I’m in that position, I’ll probably have superhuman strength because I won’t want my house to burn down.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder why she hadn’t included her own safety in that scenario. “You should want to save yourself too. Your son needs you.”

      Something flashed in her eyes. I wished I could put my finger on it. “I’d do anything to protect Owen.”

      “I know you would. Moms are kick ass.” My voice softened.

      Claire raised her brow.

      “Sorry. We swear a lot at the firehouse.” I directed my apology to Owen.

      Claire shook her head.

      “I’m starving,” Owen said as if he’d die if he didn’t get something in his stomach soon.

      Claire smiled apologetically. “Would you like to stay for dinner? We were just going to eat.”

      I gathered up the canisters and followed them inside. “I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “You wouldn’t be.” Claire flashed a smile over her shoulder. “I ordered too much Chinese food for just the two of us. I thought a friend was stopping by, but she cancelled.”

      There was something about being in this house and around these two that made me long for something more than an apartment over my dad’s garage. My brothers teased me about never growing up, and now I was starting to wonder how I ever expected to have a relationship with a woman if I still lived at home. Especially someone so put together as Claire.

      “Where do you recommend we place the fire extinguishers?” Claire asked me when we returned to the kitchen.

      “Somewhere near the stove is good. You just need easy access to it.”

      Claire took one and placed it in one of the lower cabinets next to the stove. “Please let us thank you by feeding you.”

      The damage was covered with a sheet. It would probably take a few weeks for the insurance company to approve a contractor to complete the repairs.

      I smiled, the one that never failed to make women a little off-kilter. “I’d be happy to stay for dinner.”

      Claire grinned, then turned to the fridge to pull out the to-go containers. “Have a seat.”

      I sat on a stool at the island while she plated the food. Owen had disappeared, probably to his room.

      Claire glanced over at me. “Owen should be doing his homework. I still can’t believe you teach in middle school. I teach at one too, and we’re short on subs. Not many people want to teach that age. The kids can be rude and out of control.”

      “I love that age group. It’s where they’re first getting that taste of independence, and they’re trying to fit in.” There was something about guiding young people that I thrived on. It wasn’t what my family would think of as valuable though.

      Claire returned her attention to the plate of food, placing it in the microwave. “We’re so short on subs that the regular teachers have to fill in for chorus and the miniclasses, like cooking and tech ed.”

      “If you need a sub, you can always request me.”

      “How do you fit everything in with firefighting?”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. “We’re twenty-four hours on, and forty-eight off. I don’t like to sit around and do nothing.”

      “I’m surprised you’d chose to work more on your days off.”

      I chuckled. “You and my family both. They don’t get it.”

      “I, for one, think it’s amazing. I wish we had more subs like you.” Claire smiled wide, knocking me off-kilter. It was a new feeling for me.
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          CLAIRE

        

      

    

    
      Jameson cleared his throat. “I love teaching.”

      I pushed the plate of spicy chicken and broccoli toward him. Then handed him a fork.

      The brush of our fingers sent tingles through my hand. To cover my reaction, I asked, “Why don’t you teach full-time? We could always use more men at this level. They make such good role models, and there’s so few of them.”

      Jameson shook his head. “I like being a firefighter. And this allows me to do both.”

      I nodded. “I can understand that.”

      As if he could smell the food, Owen appeared, taking one of the warm plates to the round table in front of the window, and shoved a spoonful into his mouth.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “Where are your manners? Please wait until we’re all seated.”

      Owen gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry. I was hungry.”

      Jameson sat across from Owen.

      Owen raised a brow but waited with his fork in the air for everyone’s butt to hit the chair before he dove in a second time.

      Jameson chuckled. “I was the same way as a kid. I was always hungry.”

      I shook my head. “Manners are important even when you’re a growing boy.”

      We ate in silence. I couldn’t believe that Jameson was here, eating at my table. Other than a friend or two, we hadn’t had any guests over. We usually visited my parents at their house. They said this one was too small for all of us to gather.

      I appreciated that Jameson didn’t ask Owen a lot of questions to get him to talk. That’s what Eric did when he was around. It was usually awkward and didn't endear him to Owen.

      Owen ate quickly, then asked to be excused.

      I gave him a look. “Put your plate away. Then finish your homework.”

      Owen hurried to comply. “I already did it. Can I play football with Logan?”

      “You don’t have a test to study for?”

      “We don’t have one until next week,” Owen said eagerly, his feet already moving toward the front door.

      “Okay then,” I said, but he was already gone. The door opened and shut a few seconds later. “I’m fortunate that we live in a neighborhood where he has friends to play with. He’s an active kid, and I can get some work done while he expends some energy.”

      “You gotta take your breaks when you can get them.”

      We finished eating and cleared our dishes. I stacked the containers of leftovers neatly inside the fridge. I lingered over the task, wishing I had a reason for Jameson to stick around, but I didn’t have a reason, and Owen was gone.

      “I should get going. You probably have work to do,” Jameson said.

      I wouldn’t see him again unless I ran into him at school or around town. I opened the front door. “Thanks for stopping by. I tried to talk to Owen, but I think he’s more likely to listen to someone like you.”

      “I’m not his mom, right?” Jameson joked.

      He turned to face me. His biceps filled out the soft gray Henley he wore, and it clung to what appeared to be a toned stomach. I bet he had to be in shape to be a firefighter. “Definitely not.”

      I had no reason to see him again. Yet I was reluctant for him to leave.

      There was something about him that had me intrigued. I hadn’t been interested in dating since the divorce. I was busy with work and Owen, and I never wanted my son to feel like he came second to my social life. I felt guilty enough that I couldn’t make things work with his dad.

      His father and I had been partners, roommates at best, coming and going but never truly connecting anymore. When I suggested a separation, Eric hadn’t even protested. It was like we’d fallen out of love, and neither one of us wanted to acknowledge it. I wondered if he would have been happy staying together, never changing anything about our relationship.

      “If you need any more help with fire prevention, call the fire department. Anyone will be happy to help.”

      I had to remember that his was a professional courtesy. Jameson wasn’t interested in me, no matter how good he looked standing on my porch. I wanted to run my hand over the scruff on his jaw and through the silky strands on his head. Then I remembered that Jameson was waiting for me to say something. “I appreciate the house call.”

      I almost winced. I already thanked him several times.

      “Anytime,” Jameson said, flashing a smile that made my knees wobbly.

      I had a feeling that Jameson was used to getting that reaction from women. He was a little too charming for his own good. He didn’t act any different around me. I wasn’t special. I was just a single mother he was helping. There was no way he was attracted to me.

      Jameson turned and headed toward a blue truck that said Pine Valley Farms on the side.

      “You work at the tree farm too?” I asked.

      Jameson paused on the sidewalk. “It’s my family’s farm. I help during the season. All my brothers do.”

      My eyes widened. “I didn’t realize.”

      Just then, I saw Owen returning from his friend’s house, throwing the ball in the air and catching it. When he reached us, he said, “Logan had homework to do.”

      “You want to throw the football around?” Jameson asked him.

      Owen raised a brow. “You play?”

      “Sure do.”

      Owen tossed him the ball, and Jameson said, “Go long.”

      Owen grinned, then took off a few feet. Jameson easily threw the ball to him, and Owen caught it, jumping up and yelling, “Touchdown,” while they both laughed.

      My heart squeezed at the easy way they lobbed the ball back and forth. I couldn’t remember a time that Eric played ball with him. He wasn’t into sports.

      Jameson’s lip curled up on one side, making my heart flip-flop. “You don’t mind if we play, do you?”

      “Of course not,” I managed to say even though my mouth was dry.

      Jameson paused, the ball in his hands. “You can go do whatever you have to do. I’ve got this.” Then to Owen, he yelled, “Go long again. This time to the right. Remember to run, then turn and look for the pass.”

      Owen took off down the sidewalk, and Jameson released the ball, looking so much like those quarterbacks on TV. Owen leaped in the air, caught the ball, and cradled it against his chest.

      “Good catch. You play for a team?” Jameson asked him.

      Owen looked away. “I’m thinking about it.”

      “You should. You have a natural talent.”

      My heart squeezed as I turned to go inside. I wanted Owen to have this moment with a male figure. I couldn’t throw the ball like that or be the man in his life. When I played catch with him, I only lasted a few passes because the sting of the ball hurt when I caught it.

      Jameson didn’t seem to have that problem. I couldn’t believe a single man wanted to spend his spare time throwing a ball with a random kid. But it meant a lot to me.

      Inside, I went into my office that faced the front yard and tried to focus on the papers in front of me. I’d asked the students to write a letter to a friend, explaining how they’d survived the sinking of the Titanic. But it was difficult to get engrossed in any of them. I kept hearing the thud of the ball, the occasional yell, or laughter. My heart filled with longing.

      What would it be like if Owen had a father who was home in the evenings and played catch with him? Instead, Eric worked a lot and had no shared interests with his son. But he didn’t try to connect with him either.

      I kept hoping it would change as they got older, but the divide only grew bigger. Eric didn’t like the idea of Owen playing sports. He wanted him to focus on academics, but I knew kids needed an outlet for all the energy inside them.

      I finally focused on the letters and was able to grade all of them before the front door opened. Owen came inside, his cheeks red from the cold. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said a little surprised. He never took a shower unless I asked him to a million times.

      Jameson came inside and shut the door.

      Owen paused at the base of the stairs. “Will you throw with me again?”

      Jameson inclined his head toward me. “If it’s okay with your mother.”

      “I’m sure Jameson has other things to do.”

      “Please, Mom,” Owen whined.

      “I really don’t mind. I love playing. Besides, I’m going to be coaching football this season, and I need to figure out what skills I need to work on.”

      “If you’re sure?” I asked him, hesitant to request anything of him.

      Jameson grinned, and my body flushed with heat. “Absolutely.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Owen said as he threw the ball at Jameson who caught it easily. Then he turned and jogged up the stairs two at a time.

      I resisted reminding him to use soap on his body and his hair because I didn’t want to embarrass him in front of Jameson.

      Then we were alone. Jameson leaned one shoulder against the door jam, cradling the ball in one hand. I couldn’t help but notice how big his hands were around the ball. There was something about him standing in the doorway, taking up all the space in the room.

      “You don’t have to play with him. I know you’re busy between the fire department and teaching.”

      Jameson’s lips quirked. “Seriously, you’re doing me a favor. I’m supposed to coach a team of middle schoolers this year, and I have no idea what I’m doing. I’ve never coached before.”

      “You played football when you were younger?”

      Jameson nodded. “In high school. I was scouted to play football in college but didn’t bother pursuing it.”

      “Why not?” I would have thought someone like Jameson would have jumped at the chance to play in college and then professionally, if it was a possibility.

      “It felt like too much pressure. I just wanted to have fun in school,” Jameson said it lightly, but I had a feeling it was a heavier decision for him. But we’d only just met, and I didn’t feel right asking more questions.

      “I really appreciate you throwing the ball with him. His father isn’t into that sort of thing.”

      His brow furrowed. “Is he around?”

      “Eric sees him on weekends when he’s not working. They’ll play video games together.”

      “It’s good he has him.”

      I nodded as I stood and moved around the desk. “Just because things didn’t work out between us doesn’t mean he shouldn’t have a good relationship with his father. They’re just different.”

      “I always played with my brothers growing up. I can’t imagine not having any siblings.”

      “That’s why I’m grateful we live in a neighborhood. There’s usually someone who can throw around with him. And if not, I’ll step in. But I know he prefers to play with kids his own age or someone who can catch the ball without complaining how much it hurts.”

      “You should get gloves.” Jameson moved toward me, lifting my hand between us. He placed the football in my palm. “When you catch the ball, give a little in your arms. Like you’re catching a baby or an egg and you don’t want it to break.” He pushed my arms back a little to demonstrate, and my breath caught in my throat at his proximity.

      “That will take away the sting?” I asked, very aware of his hand cradling mine, sending tingles through my body.

      “Not entirely. But it helps. That’s why I suggested the gloves. Most professionals wear them. Although theirs are sticky so it’s easier to catch.”

      My eyes widened. “Wow. I had no idea.”

      I felt flush and a little overheated, like I was coming down with something. Except I didn’t feel sick. Instead, I felt jittery.

      There was something about him. He was quick to smile, and he was charming. But I sensed something deeper inside, something I didn’t think he shared with many people. What other single man substitute taught in his spare time at a middle school because he enjoyed teaching kids? It was as intriguing as it was attractive.

      Jameson finally took a step back. “Did you get your work done?”

      I nodded. “I did. If you weren’t here, I would have played with him and been up late grading, so thank you.”

      He flashed that easy-going smile, the one that never failed to make my knees go weak. “Anytime.”

      He was just being nice, but it warmed my chest anyway. I hoped we’d see him again. I hadn’t been this intrigued by anyone since my divorce. There was a teacher last year that asked me out, and we went on a few dates, but I wasn’t attracted to him. Not the way I was with Jameson.

      Jameson inched toward the door. “I should head out. Let you get to bed.”

      I wasn’t sure I’d go to sleep easily tonight. I’d be thinking about what it felt like to have Jameson touching me.

      I followed him. “Thanks again for the instructions on the fire extinguisher and throwing the ball with Owen. I really appreciate it.”

      Jameson winked at me. “I had fun.”

      I flushed. I had to be careful with Jameson; he was so effortless with his charm. I wondered how many women fell for it, and whether it was just surface deep. The thing that intrigued me about him wasn’t the easy-going attitude or the smiles; it was the hint at depth I saw every once in a while.

      I wanted to get to know the real Jameson, the one underneath the charm and the smiles. But I wasn’t sure anyone got to see that guy.

      Jameson opened the door, and we stepped onto the porch. It was colder now. The wind had picked up, making the wind chimes hanging on my porch sound.

      “Can I give you my number in case Owen wants to throw around?”

      “That would be wonderful.” I wasn’t sure it was smart when I was the one who wanted Jameson to stop by, but I couldn’t resist.

      I unlocked my phone and handed it to him. He inputted his number, then handed it back to me. “I’ll send a text to myself so I have it too.”

      I didn’t think too hard about what it meant to exchange numbers. He said it was to play with Owen. Not to see me.

      I enjoyed having Jameson around. He made me feel like I was ready to get back out there and date.

      Jameson touched my shoulder briefly. “Have a good night.”

      “You too, Jameson.”

      I watched him get into his truck and pull away from the curb. What single man spent his free time helping homeowners with fire prevention, then stayed for dinner and to throw a ball with a kid? None that I’d ever met.

      Despite the chill in the air, I sat on the rocking chair on the porch. I was resigned to most single men being recently divorced, which came with a whole host of issues: divorce proceedings, custody battles, and other drama from their ex.

      I hadn’t even thought about seeing someone who hadn’t had kids before. I just assumed they wouldn’t understand the demands of a single mother. But Jameson had mentioned that his sister had been.

      He’d been so patient and kind with Owen. But I couldn’t get too far ahead of myself. Jameson was here as part of his job, and he enjoyed kids. His being here had nothing to do with me. He’d asked for my number so he could see Owen, not me. I shouldn’t read more into it than there was.

      My body heated at the memory of his touch. I’d wanted to step closer, and feel his hard body pressed against mine. But I had no idea if he felt what I did.

      Odds are that he could have any woman he wanted. He ran into people at his job and probably went out to bars with his brothers. A single guy wouldn’t want anything to do with a mom and her middle-school-aged son.

      I had to be practical. I’d believed in love and fairy tales before I’d married Eric. Then I realized the reality was a far cry from what I’d imagined of marriage. I was home with a fussy baby trying to take online classes and finish homework while Eric graduated then worked long hours at the office. It was nice that he was a few years older than me, graduated, and got a paying job. But it was long days with a child at home and even longer nights. I was alone.

      Eric didn’t do anything to hurt me; it was more of the inattention that did me in slowly over time. I felt alone, even when I was with a moms’ group or started teaching. I’d come home to an empty house, and Eric would work past our bedtimes.

      He didn’t respond to my requests for more time. Just said that he was working hard to provide financially for us. He didn’t seem to understand that we wanted more. We needed his time and attention. Not things.

      Living by myself wasn’t that much different than being with Eric. Except I truly was alone. Now my stupid heart was thinking about Jameson and what kind of father he’d be.

      I had a feeling he’d be attentive. That he’d wake up with a crying baby and change diapers. It was a stupid fantasy because he hadn’t given me any indication that he was interested in me.

      Jameson was a handsome, charming guy, and he could have anyone he wanted. He wouldn’t want to be tied down with a single mother and her kid.
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      The rest of the week I was busy between my shifts at the station and the substitute teaching positions I picked up. I wanted to fill my time, so every morning I checked for openings.

      What I loved about substitute teaching was that you could take whatever jobs you wanted. So if I was tired or needed to help out on the farm, I didn’t take a job that day.

      Ever since I’d spent the evening with Claire and Owen, I’d been antsy. I volunteered for every job at the firehouse and every teaching position I could get. I wanted to stay busy because if I had free time, I worried I’d want to call Claire and see if Owen wanted to throw a ball around or make an excuse to stop in and see them again.

      I liked the idea of that way more than hanging out with my coworkers at a bar downtown. I had no interest in drinking or picking up women.

      Football tryouts were coming up, and I had no idea what to expect. I wasn’t even sure I’d be any good at coaching. My coaches all said I was great with the younger kids, and I enjoyed teaching, so I hoped it would be okay.

      I felt like a disappointment to my family most of the time. I didn’t want to feel like that in other areas of my life. Sometimes I thought that’s why I volunteered to do so much. I wanted to prove that I was capable and reliable. Someone people could count on.

      I wanted to be the best substitute teacher and coach I could be. It might not be what my dad wanted for me, but it was what I enjoyed. I wanted to give back to the community, and I enjoyed working directly with people.

      While my brothers fought to make the world a safer place, I just wanted to help people. I sensed how much Owen enjoyed me taking the time to play ball with him. I wanted to touch more people like that. Teach them there’s more to life than whatever’s going on at home.

      I enjoyed teaching kids to dream and hope for something bigger and better. I never got that encouragement to follow my passions. Instead, there was so much pressure from my brothers and my dad to do something worthwhile, whatever that meant to them. To go to college and get an education I could use. I was hesitant because I couldn’t settle on any one thing.

      I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but I enjoyed helping others find their way. It was the day-to-day interaction with other people that I thrived on, whether it was teaching about fire prevention or helping a kid with a math problem.

      When I went home after teaching, I saw my sister Daphne’s husband Cole’s truck in front of the main house. I hadn’t heard that anyone was getting together today, but I wanted to see my niece, so I parked beside it.

      Inside, I could hear Izzy squealing. I smiled as I opened the door. “Where’s my favorite niece?”

      Izzy squealed even louder and ran in my direction. I stooped to catch her and lift her in the air. I threw her over my shoulder in a fireman’s hold while she wiggled and laughed. “Uncle Jamey, put me down.”

      She was the only one I let call me that anymore. “Only if you ask nicely.”

      “Please, put me down, Uncle Jamey,” she said sweetly.

      “Fine,” I said as I lowered her to her feet.

      “You’re so good with her,” Daphne said to me as Izzy ran into the kitchen, probably to look for snacks.

      “She’s one of my favorite people.” We didn’t get to see my other niece Faith very often. Her mother kept them in Virginia close to her family. That also meant we didn’t see my brother Ryder.

      “We’re going out for dinner. Dad’s going to watch Izzy. Are you planning on sticking around?”

      “Of course. I’ve been waiting for someone to play dolls with,” I said as we walked into the kitchen, and I nodded at Cole.

      “You don’t like playing with dolls,” Izzy said.

      I placed my palm on my chest in mock indignation. “What are you talking about? I love playing dolls with you.”

      Izzy just gave me a look.

      Cole shook his head in amusement. “She’s not going to fall for your charm.”

      “All the ladies fall for my charm,” I said knowing my role in the family. I was the easy-going one, the one who was quick with a joke. I didn’t take anything too seriously.

      “Have you been working a lot this week? We haven’t seen you around,” Daphne said.

      I went to the fridge to grab a water. “I’ve been subbing every day I’m not at the firehouse.”

      “You’re going to wear yourself out,” Daphne said.

      “That’s not possible. I’m like the Energizer Bunny. I just keep going.” I ruffled Izzy’s hair while she was bent over her coloring book. “You mind if I color with you?”

      Izzy handed me a red crayon.

      “My favorite color,” I said as I sat next to her.

      “You’re one big kid,” Dad said, and I tried not to let that sting. I’d never be like my brothers. They’d always known they’d wanted to go into law enforcement, and I’d long ago stopped trying to make Dad see me any other way.

      Ever since Mom died, the family needed someone who could see the lighter side of things. I was that person for them. Everyone loved me. Whether they agreed with my career choices was another matter.

      “We’re going to head out. Thanks for watching Izzy for us,” Daphne kissed Dad’s cheek, then hugged Izzy.

      Dad waved her off. “Anytime. I love spending time with Izzy.”

      I waved a hand in their direction. “Get out of here so we can play.”

      Izzy giggled. “Uncle Jamey, you’re being silly.”

      I chucked her on the chin. “I’m always silly, and you love it.”

      Izzy grinned, then climbed down from her chair and into my lap. I let her settle on one leg, pulling her coloring book closer. Her head bent over the coloring page again.

      I breathed in the sweet scent of her, strawberries and graham crackers. That was the snack she probably ate after school.

      “When are you going to teach at my school?” Izzy asked.

      “They need more subs at the middle school. No one wants to teach those hooligans.” I pretended to shudder like the teenagers scared me too.

      “I’m going to stay in elementary school forever. I don’t want to go to middle school,” Izzy said as she concentrated on coloring the whale on the page in the lines.

      “I’ll homeschool you if it gets to that,” I promised her.

      Izzy smiled up at me.

      I didn’t want her to be exposed to middle-school aged boys any more than Cole did. I’d seen the way some of the eighth-grade boys acted. If I had my way, she’d be enrolled in an all-girls school.

      Dad snorted. “You don’t have time for that. Not working three jobs. Besides, you’re not a teacher.”

      “It wouldn’t take much for me to be one. I just need to get my certificate.” I’d looked it up a few years ago, and I didn’t need much for the degree. Just a few teaching classes since I’d already majored in math.

      “Is that what you want to do?”

      “I’m happy being a firefighter,” I said simply, hoping he’d drop it. I was aware that my dad didn’t think much of my choices in life. I wouldn’t do anything else to make him think less of me.

      “If you’re happy at the firehouse, why are you working all these other jobs?”

      “Firefighting’s a worthy profession, and I enjoy being around kids.” The only time he was proud of me was when I graduated from the fire academy, but then he’d said something about wasting my education. It had hurt and made me realize I wasn’t going to be able to please my family. There was something about me that was fundamentally and inexcusably different than them.

      I wasn’t in law enforcement like my brothers. I protected the community, but it wasn’t the same. I would never be good enough in his eyes.

      I colored the boat on the page red. “I’ve been doing more of the home visits, where I check to ensure the fire alarms are working properly and the homeowners know how to use their equipment.”

      “Is that part of the job now?”

      “It’s something we’ve been doing in my department more frequently. It just depends on how much time we have. And I enjoy doing it.”

      Dad grunted as he moved around the kitchen, getting something ready for dinner.

      “I met this single mother the other day. Her son was home alone, cooking.” I could relate to that. We’d done a lot of that after our mother died. “Instead of escaping from the house, he tried to use the fire extinguisher, but it didn’t work for him. I demonstrated how to use it and made sure they had a replacement near the stove.”

      “You do good work. I’ll give you that.”

      My entire body flushed with pride. It was rare for my dad to say anything like that.

      “Your talent would be wasted as a teacher.”

      My stomach dropped. He’d never fully accept me. Not really. “Teachers help the community, just in a different way.” It wasn’t a protective role in the way that society thought of it. But they were shaping minds and building kids’ confidence. I didn’t think there was anything more important than that.

      Sometimes I wondered if my indecision about my career choices was because my hopes and dreams were stepped on more than they were encouraged growing up.

      Dad didn’t want me to be a teacher. He tolerated my chosen profession, but he wasn’t proud of me. Not in the way I’d always craved. I needed to get over it because I was an adult now and shouldn’t need his approval.

      I wondered what my life would have been like if my mother lived. Would she have encouraged me to do my own thing? It didn’t matter because she was gone, and I’d never know.

      Ten minutes later, Dad placed the plate of chicken, potatoes, and carrots in front of me. Dad cooked but just the essentials, nothing fancy. But I was starving, so I slid Izzy over to her seat and dug in.

      “You just stop by for food,” Dad said to me.

      I winked at Izzy. “And the company.”

      Izzy’s lips twitched. “Uncle Jamey.”

      “You know you love me,” I said to her.

      Izzy nodded seriously. “I do love you.”

      “Am I your favorite?” It was a game we played often between me and my brothers. I almost always won because I was willing to play with dolls and wear hot pink boas at her tea parties.

      Izzy chewed on her lip. “Cole is my favorite.”

      “That doesn’t count. He’s basically your dad.” Her father wasn’t involved in her life, and Cole had recently gotten him to terminate his rights so he could adopt her.

      “Speaking of... The adoption will be scheduled soon. The judge said they do a whole thing at the courthouse. A little party. We can even bring a cake and balloons. Will you be there?”

      “Just let me know the date. I’ll get off work. I can’t wait until this little one becomes a— Wait a minute, you’re going to be a Monroe.” I loved that Cole was adopting her, but it was a little strange that she’d go from being a Calloway to a Monroe. Cole belonged to a family we’d held a bitter rivalry with for years because they owned a competing Christmas tree farm.

      “Mommy’s a Monroe, and I want my name to match.”

      I nodded. “Of course you do. You’re so blessed to have your mother and Cole.”

      Izzy nodded solemnly. “They’re the best.”

      “We’re happy to have Cole in our family,” Dad said, a little edge to his words.

      Daphne had kept her relationship with Cole a secret for a while because of the rivalry between our families. Although we weren’t exactly keeping up with the Monroe farm anymore. Their business took off and ours was stagnant.

      “We’re having a family meeting to discuss the state of the farm soon.”

      “Do I need to be there?” I wasn’t a fan of family meetings. There was usually ribbing involved with my brothers, and I could do without it. It always centered around my job choice, my living situation, or my single status.

      “It’s a family meeting. You’re a part of this family, aren’t you?”

      I sobered. “I don’t know. Am I, Izzy?”

      Izzy rolled her eyes. “You’re a Calloway.”

      “That’s right,” Dad said.

      Then she chewed her lip again. “If I change my name to Monroe, does that mean I’m not a Calloway anymore?”

      “Of course not. You’ll always be a Calloway,” I said firmly. No one would let this little girl think less of herself.

      “That’s right,” Dad agreed.

      “Does it mean I own two Christmas tree farms?” Izzy asked seriously.

      “Well, you don’t own them, but I bet you can enjoy both of them.” I didn’t like the idea that Izzy might grow closer to Cole’s cousins, but it was inevitable. I just hoped we’d always have a special relationship because I’d lived nearby when she was little. Daphne initially lived in the main house, then moved to the cottage.

      Izzy’s eyes widened. “Can I have two Christmas trees?”

      “You can have whatever you want.” I couldn’t say no to her, and I had a feeling Cole was the same way.

      “Ryder’s going to be here this weekend,” Dad said.

      I stopped shoveling potatoes into my mouth. “Are you serious?”

      Dad nodded. “He asked if he could bring Faith and stay in the cottage for a few days.”

      “Stacy isn’t coming?”

      “He didn’t mention her. He just asked if he and Faith could stay. That’s why I thought it would be a good time for a family meeting.”

      “I wonder what’s going on there,” I said, more to myself than Dad. None of us were close to Ryder. Ever since he got married, he distanced himself from us. My brothers blamed his wife, but I was irritated with him.

      He was in control of his life and his decisions. He could come home if he wanted to. I wouldn’t let him off the hook as easily.

      Even if my brothers made fun of me for living at home, I vowed to stay after Mom died. I wanted to make sure my dad and my youngest sibling Daphne were going to be okay. Fiona and Teddy were already in college when Mom got sick. Teddy moved schools to be closer, but Fiona stayed away.

      Then one by one, the rest of my brothers left. Axel enlisted in the military, and Ryder went off to school, met Stacy, married, and never returned home. Now he had a daughter, one we didn’t know well.

      I hoped that Ryder’s visit meant that he was aware that he needed to see his family more often, but I wasn’t sure. What if Faith hated it here and wanted nothing to do with the farm? She was getting older and might not want to be away from her home or her mother.

      “It will be okay.”

      “I know.” I stretched my neck, my appetite suddenly gone.

      “You’ve always felt things so deeply. I know it hurt you that Ryder stayed away all these years.”

      I huffed out a laugh because I went to great lengths to pretend I didn’t feel anything. “I do not.”

      “I see you, Jameson.”

      I wanted to tell him not to see me, but I didn’t want to be rude, especially in front of Izzy. Instead, I went for humor. “What you see is what you get. I’m a surface-level guy.”

      “If you were a surface-level guy, you wouldn’t meet with homeowners on your free time or substitute teach for pennies.”

      “Fire safety is important. Fire detectors save lives. Do you know how many people have the old ones and never change the batteries?”

      Dad gave me a look. “You’re proving my point.”

      “Those middle-school kids need a cool teacher.” I winked at Izzy.

      Izzy rolled her eyes. “I wish you could teach my class. Our substitute talks the same.”

      “What do you mean?” Dad asked her.

      “She talks. Like. This.” Izzy spoke in a monotone voice. “It’s so boring.”

      Dad let out a chuckle. “Sounds like it.”

      “She said the teachers love her because she gets everything done on the list.” Izzy looked at me. “I bet you’d let us play games.”

      “Well, yeah. You’re in second grade. Why should you be checking off lists at that age?” I shuddered at the thought. “I don’t want to meet the kid who takes their second-grade education seriously.”

      Izzy gave me an exasperated look. Even she thought I was ridiculous at times.

      “What do you do in middle school? Babysit them while they’re on their phones?” Dad asked, surprising me because he never asked about specifics of my teaching positions.
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