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Chapter One: Brooke

“I’m really feeling a trip to an island. Maybe somewhere I can swim with a manta ray,” I say. I lean against the cool glass if the front counter and scroll mindlessly through my calendar for the next three months. 
“I’ll bet you are, it’s been what, three weeks since you’ve been back?” Shelly says with a laugh.
“Oh be honest, you’re happy I’m not here all the time. You love running this place without my chaos,” I tease her, but it’s true. My older and wiser sister gets our bakery running like a well-oiled machine every time I leave. 
“I won’t deny it,” she responds with a chuckle.
“Wait, do you smell smoke? I think I do,” I say as I inhale the familiar scent. 
“Did you get your sugar cookies out? I heard the timer awhile ago,” my sister wrinkles her eyebrows at me.
“Dammit, I left the candy on the stove!”
We fly through the curtain that separates the backroom from the sales counter and thick black smoke fills the air. To my absolute horror, the stovetop is engulfed in flames.
This bakery is our dream come to life and I’m not going to stand here while it melts. I grab the fire blanket, next to the emergency exit, and toss it over the flames, slowing them considerably.
“Shelly, call for help,” I tell her in a firm yet calm voice. But my sister stands frozen, wide-eyed. “Shelly!”
Shelly lunges for her phone and dials the emergency line. I look at the flames and will them to stop. My eyes moving frantically around the room searching for another way to slow them. A firm hand tugs on my elbow.
“Brooke, we need to step out now,” Shelly tells me.
The urgency in her tone snaps me to attention and I spring into action. Shelly has paperwork in her hands, some sort of USB drive from the back of the computer, and her purse slung over her shoulder.
Unsure of what I should take, I grab my phone and the small framed picture of our parents off of the desk. The metal of the door feels cool to the touch as I shove it open. I can already hear the sirens of the Peony Pointe fire engines and I exhale a little of my anxiety.
Two massive red fire engines come to a stop with a whoosh of their brakes. The drivers of each quickly step out and move to place large wedges behind the rear tires of the trucks.
Three men dressed in fire fighting equipment rush past me and toward the entrance of the building. “Is there anyone inside?” the first firefighter asks as he pulls his breathing mask over his face.
“No,” I reply as they charge past me.
From there, it all happens in a blur. The firefighters are in and out constantly, working hard, and making a tremendous ruckus. There are saws, pumps, and large fans placed in each doorway. Shelly and I stand together, taking it all in, the smell of smoke lingers in the air.
Business owners pop out of their shops to gawk at the sight. It isn’t often you get this kind of action in our small town.
“Everything ok?” Jessa, the owner of our local flower shop shouts at us from up the street.
“Just wonderful,” Shelly replies giving her a sarcastic thumbs up.
“Let me know if we can help,” Jessa replies, ignoring Shelly’s attitude.
“Thank you, we will,” I shout back, draping an arm around my sister’s waist.
For a moment I consider what would happen if our bakery did burn completely to the ground. It would be tragic. When we lost our parents, we agreed to spend every dime they left us on this place. It’s been almost seven years, and we’ve been able to support ourselves with the revenue.
Shelly loves the consistency of it. Showing up every day at the same time, baking and managing employees. But for me, this place is freedom. I manage all of our marketing, advertising, and catering accounts. It allows me to work from anywhere and on my own time frame.
Together we are one hell of a team and I think my parents would be proud of what we’ve built. Blue Moon Bakery draws a crowd from miles around. There’s a line out front each weekend.
“Excuse me, Ma’am, are you the owner?” A firefighter taps me on the arm and it pulls me back to the present. 
“I’m one of them,” I say flustered.
When he places a comforting hand on my shoulder, I run my eyes slowly up his tall frame and focus on the man standing in front of me. I don’t want to gape like I’ve never seen a silver fox before, but it’s hard not to stare. With a narrow waist and broad shoulders, he is undeniably sexy.
“It’s alright, we were able to extinguish it. There’s surprisingly little damage, you caught it in time,” he tells me. 
Being this close to him, I realize the gap in our ages. Strands of grey shimmer at his temples amidst his full black hair. His square face is framed by a day’s growth of a salt and pepper beard that can’t disguise his chiseled jawline.
“Thank you, for saving our bakery. This place is our pride and joy,” I tell him. Although my brown hair is pulled in a tight ponytail, a few rogue strands find a way to dance across my skin and I tuck them behind my ears.
“This place is the whole town’s pride and joy, I’m Jeff,” he says as he extends his hand to me. 
“Brooke,” I say.
When I place my hand in his a heat whips through my body. His eyes meet mine in a heart-fluttering mix of twinkling blue and hazel beneath full dark brows. I turn away to hide the heat creeping to my cheeks, but I can tell from the satisfied smile on his face that it doesn’t escape his notice.
“I’ve met Shelly, but I’m honored to finally meet the reclusive sister,” he continues.
“Oh, yeah, I love an adventure so Shelly keeps this place running, but when I’m in town I try to spend as much time here as possible, today I was meant to be here I guess,” I ramble on pulling at my dress, nerves inexplicably taking over. 
Jeff wipes his palms together and then he folds his arms across his broad chest. His face still holds his smirk and he nods along with my rambling, staying silent until I finish. 
“You know, there are a few things that can be adjusted around here to make this place a little more fire-resistant. Like, that massive pile of kindling next to your burners,” he points to the enormous pile of cardboard.              
“Oh, it’s the leftover materials from my class. I teach a cooking class for children but I probably could find another spot to store it,” I laugh.
“Let me walk you through and we can come up with a list. I want to make sure you’re taken care of, no more accidental fires around here.”               
His words warm me, it’s been a long time since anyone other than my sister wanted to take care of me. The thought makes me blush and this time I don't bother to turn away. He grabs a tablet of paper and I follow him through the bakery. There’s something unexpected about Jeff.
I thought I knew everyone in Peony Pointe. Having grown up here, it’s not hard to, this isn’t a big town. Other than the tourists that flood our streets every summer to visit our wineries, it’s the same old story. Grow up, marry someone you’ve known all your life, have kids, repeat the cycle.
Honestly, it doesn’t seem like a bad life. Shelly followed the plan, and it suits her. She turned twenty-six, married my brother-in-law, bought a house right down the street from the one we grew up in, and had two perfect kids. That was almost thirteen years ago, and she still seems happy.
While so many things changed when my parents passed, I’ve sort of stayed the same. If I ever give up my freedom, it’s going to have to be for someone that sets my soul on fire. I haven’t found him yet, but I keep looking in all the most beautiful places on earth. 
Jeff comes to a stop, tallying his two-pages-long list and holding it up for me. Shelly paces with another firefighter, notebook in hand, creating a list of her own. They march past us and she is completely entrenched in her work.
“This is a place to start, let me know if you need help, I’m an expert in this,” he flashes a cocky grin.
I chuckle and take the list from him, leaning against the back of the counter. I do want his help, I don’t need it but having him here is nice. He’s all smolder and muscle. Then, I’m struck with the best idea and it makes me bolt upright, pulling my shoulders back.
“Hey, I teach a cooking class for kids during the summer on the weeks I’m in town. They’re seriously like the cutest kids and so much fun. Would you mind coming in to talk to my students sometime about fire safety? I have a group on Tuesday, as in three days from now I guess, soon, but yeah they’d love it.” 
The words explode out of me with a little too much enthusiasm and I immediately lean away from him, not wanting to be too much. But Jeff doesn’t look taken back or overwhelmed. He seems, unphased, collected, and almost amused.
“Sure, I can do that,” Jeff replies simply.
“You can? Like this Tuesday at eleven, you’ll be here?”
“Yes, I’ll be here,” he smiles at me. “You’ll need to vacate the bakery for the day. Head home, recover, and let the fire inspector come through. After that, a team will clean things up and you should be back in business for tomorrow.”
“Alright,” I say, weak in the knees from the interaction. “See you Tuesday then?”
“I’m looking forward to it.” His words are simple and confident but the way he says them sounds more like a promise and I don’t want him to leave.
I look at his casual body language as he rests his elbow on the top of one of our high tables. I could be reading this wrong but he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry either, so I take a chance. 
“Do you have a minute? Let me bring you a dessert, it’s the least I can do. Here,” I say. Sliding out a black metal chair from the bistro table, I gesture for him to sit, and to my surprise, he does.
“Thanks,” he replies. 
“I’ll be right back,” I tell him and he gives me a silent nod. “Excuse me,” I say to Shelly as I reach around her to open the glass display case.
“No problem,” she mumbles.
She looks from me to Jeff and then back again, seeming to take in the situation for the first time and shoots me a look. I raise one eyebrow and wink at her before pulling out a tray of iced sugar cookies, tugging at my dress, and then taking a seat across from Jeff.
“This is delicious,” he says biting into a cookie shaped like a globe.
“Thanks, it’s an old family recipe. My sister and I try to stay as close to our mother’s original cookies as possible. It’s our little way of honoring our family.”
“I like that,” he draws out each syllable. “She must be proud.”
“She would have been, but we lost our parents almost seven years ago. Shelly and I stick together, and she’s got her husband and the boys. So, it’s never dull, we’re a small but mighty group,” I say with a chuckle.
Jeff nods his head, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I’ve always thought that having even just one person if they could light you up, would be as good as ten that were lukewarm.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” I stare at him, transfixed.
“I better get back at it,” he says. 
I turn to find all the other firefighters waiting impatiently at the door and swallow back my embarrassment.  
“Sure, no problem, see you Tuesday, and thanks,” I say quickly.
“See you,” he says casually.
I stay seated as the door swings closed behind him. I exhale a flurry of emotion as I recap the day’s events in my mind. A smoking hot firefighter who looks old enough to be my dad is coming back on Tuesday, and meanwhile, our bakery almost burnt to the ground. Woah. Shelly pulls out the chair across from me.
“I just text everyone to let them know not to come in today. What a crazy morning, that was quite the spark,” she says. 
“Yeah, you never expect to see your kitchen on fire,” I reply sinking back into the chair. 
“That’s not the spark I’m worried about,” she raises her eyebrows and gives me a knowing look. “You know who that was, right? That’s Ms. Parker’s ex-husband. She cheated on him, and he’s all but disappeared ever since but I’m pretty sure that’s him.”
“No, it can’t be,” I gasp.
I remember hearing the story like it was yesterday. So salacious, it had all the trappings of front-page gossip in our small town. He came home unexpectedly early after a bad fire, and she was in the pool with her personal trainer, naked.
“Yes,” Shelly insists, crunching into a cookie. “How many Jeff Parkers can there possibly be in Peony Pointe? I know that’s him.”
“I knew he was a firefighter but I didn’t expect him to be so hot. How sexy could her trainer have possibly been to make her want to cheat on Jeff?” I shake my head in disbelief.
“I know,” Shelly says, her eyes widen.
“I’ve got a fire burning right now that needs putting out,” I say pursing my lips together and raising my eyebrows.
Shelly and I burst into laughter, and I ride the wave of lust that washes over me. I wonder how long I’ll be in love with Jeff. I give it at least two days.




Chapter Two: Jeff

 Tuesday morning I wake up in my small studio apartment and thoughts of Brooke run through my brain. I’ve made a career of being prepared but there's nothing that could have gotten me ready for Brooke.
At forty-six I’ve been burned by love more times than I care to say. This last time, recovering from an ugly divorce has left me without the enormous house, boat, and lifestyle I’m accustomed to. 
I cross my tiny studio apartment to what technically qualifies as my kitchen but in reality is nothing more than a microwave, one burner, and the best damn coffee pot money can buy. I fire it up, the smell of freshly ground coffee wafts through the air.
I pour a quick cup of coffee and get dressed. I need to make sure I leave enough time to stop by work and pick up my gear before heading to the bakery. Taking a sip I inhale an appreciation for the simple things.
Lately, I’ve started to think of being alone as being at peace. Until Brooke that is, with her dark hair pulled tightly back, every one of her soft features was revealed. Bright, diamond eyes highlighted by long and feathery black lashes stared up at me with an alluring innocence. Her curvy hips and supple olive skin begged to be touched and I haven’t stopped thinking about her since we met.      
As I pull up in front of Firehouse Twelve, I still can’t believe I’m voluntarily teaching a fire safety class, and to children no less. I always thought I’d have a kid or two of my own but it never happened and I haven’t done any community outreach since my days as a volunteer firefighter. I’m not exactly sure what I’m doing. 
I step through the roll-up bay door and Kindle, our station’s dog greets me enthusiastically. I pet her head and she licks me. The typical sounds of the firehouse echo off the high ceiling as Marco, Ace, and Tarik compete fiercely on the weight bench upstairs. 
“What are you doing here?” Greyson asks, from behind me.
Dammit. I was hoping to slip in and out without having to explain myself. 
“Nothing much Chief, just some community outreach,” I tell him. I gather my gear and he eyes me suspiciously.
“You’re doing community outreach on your day off?”
“Yes, I am, over at Blue Moon Bakery. The owner was a little shaken from the fire so I offered to talk to her cooking class,” I explain.
“Is that Shelly?” Greyson’s intricate knowledge of the people in this town never ceases to amaze me.
“No, uh, it’s her sister,” I reply.
“Oh, Brooke,” he says.  
Heat washes over me at the sound of her name leaving Greyson’s mouth and although Greyson is happily married, I immediately feel defensive.
“Yeah, it is,” I say staring at him.
“Just checking, I think Rach is a friend of Shelly’s, our boys are in the same class. The sister though, I’ve heard she’s a wild one,” he chuckles. 
“Wait what the hell?” I stop packing my things and turn to stare at him.
“Oh calm down, not like that,” Greyson explains, holding his hands out and waving me off. “She’s traveling, gone all the time, taking exotic vacations, that sort of thing. Seems like you’re pretty invested in her.”
I shrug, “She seems like an interesting person. I’ll see you later.” I turn to leave, but he stops me.
“You know, the Fire Ball is right around the corner,” Greyson says.
“Yeah, I’m aware,” I say. Throwing my bag over my shoulder.
“Listen, it’s good for you to date again, move on with your life. You’re a family man without a family and it’s not too late for you. You can’t work overtime on holidays forever. At some point you're going to have to start using some of your scheduled time off, you know, try again,” Greyson says.
“I know,” I reply simply. Greyson and I have worked together for years. He’s steady, and not emotionally charged like some of the other guys.
“Have fun today,” he says.
“Thanks.”
I trust Greyson to give me good advice and though I brush him off, his words vibrate in my mind on my drive to the bakery.
I back my red pick up into a parking spot at the far edge of Main Street and get out, putting on my full gear. As I walk toward the bakery, I see Brooke through the window and she waves me in. Seven children sit at the island with tools and cooking utensils in front of them. Each one turns to stare at me as I make my way over to them. 
“Hi firefighter Jeff, welcome to our cooking class,” Brooke says, smiling brightly and revealing huge dimples. She is as stunning as ever in a black round neck dress and apron that ties just over her luscious ass.  
“Hello, Jeff Parker,” I say through my self contained breathing apparatus. I extend my hand to the five-year-old closest to me but instead of shaking it he just stares. So I pull my hand back awkwardly and remove my helmet, breathing mask, and hood. “Alright then. Um, let’s get started,” I continue, a little less confidently.
“Jeff before we start, all of us wear the speaker's hat when we talk,” Brooke holds out a bright blue chef's hat bedazzled with jewels and some sort of feathered thing. As much as I want to make her smile, there’s just no way.
“Uh, I can’t,” I say.
“Come on it's not so bad,” she says with a laugh. “It’s a way to make sure each of us is heard.”
“No, I’m loud. I think I’ll be ok,” I tell her resolutely because I’m not an idiot and don’t want to look like one, especially in front of her. So I continue, wanting to move past the ridiculous hat. “Kids, who knows what this is?”
I hold up the fire extinguisher, and the kids lean in close but none of them reply. Instead, they look at each other and snicker.
“It’s alright guys, Mr. Parker is here to help us learn how to be safe in the kitchen just like we talked about. Let’s try to make him feel welcome,” she says brightly.
They nod but none of them make eye contact with me. I’m relieved when finally, one raises his hand.
“Yes, please go ahead,” I say.
“Um, are we going to make cookies?” He asks, completely off-topic. I don’t know how she manages this group. 
“No,” I say matter of factly. But when I look at him, his eyes are glassy so I change my answer. “After, you can do it after.” But the look on his face tells me my comment was too little too late.
We sit in awkward silence as Brooke nods her head at me enthusiastically and motions for me to continue. Now desperate to regain control of the situation and to impress Brooke, I try another approach.
“Listen up, deaths due to fires have doubled in our county over the last decade. Let me teach you how to keep yourself alive.” The little girl sitting next to me gasps and her jaw drops open in shock. “Yes, it’s shocking but preventable,” I add encouragingly. 
A kid takes his rubber spatula and chews on the corner. Another one examines his rolling pin before testing it out by smashing his hand into the table. A low key panic washes over me and I glance at Brooke out of the corner of my eye. A look of horror rests on her pretty face.
“Hey, guys, I have an idea,” Brooke takes over and immediately earns the children’s wholehearted attention. “Let’s start by dancing out the nerves with our warm-up song.”
“Yeah,” they chorus. The energy in the room is completely transformed by her single sentence.
“Come on Mr. Parker, you too,” she says before standing and powering on a wireless speaker.
The kids hop excitedly in place next to their stools. When the song starts, they move in unison with the music. Following the instructions, they stretch up and down, touch their toes, and wiggle.
Brooke hops in time with them, her massive tits heaving up and down underneath her dress with each movement and I have to force my eyes away from them.
“Dance with us,” she says laughing and taking my hand.  But all I can do is stand with a forced smile, feeling completely out of place.
When the song ends, the kids take their seats and Brooke looks at me. Her face flushed and with a huge smile. She takes a couple of deep breaths and I can’t help but notice how her breasts swell with each lungful.
“Mr. Parker, we forgive you for not dancing with us. Maybe you can start by telling us how smoke alarms work?”  
“Ok,” I reply.
I begin my explanation, thankful for her guidance but my attention is divided. There’s something about Brooke that draws everyone to her like ants to sugar. Although I have to be at least ten, maybe fifteen years older than her, I’m not immune to her charms.
We walk through the kitchen, discussing gas leaks, fire extinguishers, and other fire safety tips, the kids suddenly riveted by the topic. When we return to the island, Brooke pulls a fire safety children’s book from her bag.
“I thought I could read this and you can add details and explanations as we go. What do you say?” She asks.
“I can do that,” I reply.
Brooke wears a small but significant smile the whole time she reads. A few times, she locks her eyes on mine and then flicks them away demurely. Brooke is a natural with people and I, just like the children, am entranced by her charisma.
Brooke asks a question. I’m too lost in thought to hear her exact words, but it’s impossible not to hear the children’s voices bubbling animatedly with excitement in response. Not only do they love her, but they somehow have decided I am also ok by proxy.
When the story ends, Brooke pulls out cookies in the shape of fire hydrants and gives one to each kid along with frosting in plastic bags.
“Who’s ready to do some piping?”
“Me, me,” the kids respond.
She turns to me and hands me the same supplies. When I open my mouth to protest, she looks at me, her eyes sparkling, “You too, live a little.”
Somethings you just can’t argue with, so I take the cookie and follow along with the kids. As we work to complete our creations, Brooke walks around, critiquing and encouraging the children.
When she gets to me, she places a cool hand between my shoulder blades. “You’re doing an amazing job,” she says. Her full pink lips so close to my ear sends a tingle down my spine in a too-big reaction for such a simple gesture.
As the class concludes, the kids high-five me as if I did anything to contribute to the success of this day. But their adoration feels good all the same. They file out as their parents arrive and when we are left alone, Brooke turns to me.
“Thanks for coming, they loved having you here,” she smiles. “Maybe just a little less fire-death talk next time.” An adorable chuckle escapes her mouth as she shakes her head playfully.   
“Ha, that was abysmal,” I laugh out loud at my own expense. “But you’re really something, you know that? Those kids love you.”
“Well, they’re sweet aren’t they?” She smiles and a light pink washes over her face.
“They are and you are. This was a good day for me, I didn’t know how much I needed a change of pace. Thanks for inviting me into your world.”
We stand in the backroom, eyes fixed on one another. Unspoken emotions bounce between us and while I’ve come to understand more of who Brooke is, I start to consider who Brooke could be to me.
The curtain flys open and an employee walks to the cooler. Suddenly the trance is broken and the moment lost. Brooke takes a step back from me. 
“Sorry, just need to see if we have any more cinnamon twists, they’re really flying off the shelf today,” the short, blonde woman says over her shoulder.
“Yeah, no problem,” Brooke says with a half-smile.
“Brooke?” A voice calls from the front of the bakery.
“Just a minute,” Brooke calls. Then she turns to me, “My sister.”
“I should head out,” I say.
I nod my head and move to collect my things. I don’t want to leave without arranging to see her again but I’m completely out of practice with dating. Besides, while it’s clear she has everything in the world to offer me, what can I possibly offer her?
The idea of this smoking hot, young, beautiful intelligent woman falling for a middle-aged divorcee with nothing is laughable. I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. Even if it ends here, the time was well spent.
“Oh, ok then, thanks for coming and everything, it was, well, it was nice,” Brooke says without taking a breath.
“See you around,” I say, smiling.
I let my eyes linger for just a moment longer, taking her all in. She’s curvy, with a perky bust and a firm round ass. Brooke is the kind of woman that makes you think you are capable of anything, I’ve never met anyone like her.




Chapter Three: Brooke

With two sick employees and no one to replace them, we’re slammed with customers for the rest of the afternoon. Still, my head whirls not from the pace of the work but from the high of my interaction with Jeff.
He was so adorably out of place with the kids it was endearing. Also, it was nice to know that he isn’t always cool and collected. But even in his awkwardness, Jeff is charming in an understated sort of way.  
When we finally close for the day, Shelly being the machine that she is, immediately gets the broom, but I stop her. 
“No, I’m good, let me clean and lock up,” I tell her. “It’s the least I can do. If roles were reversed and I was in charge of the operations day in and day out, we’d be in trouble. Remember, I set the kitchen on fire?”
Shelly laughs, “Yeah but I thought you only did that to get some firefighter testosterone in here.”
“That was a happy side effect,” I chuckle. “Now go.”   
“You’re sure? I normally wouldn’t take you up on it but the boys have practice tonight and it’d be nice to get a head start on the evening,” she says.
“Go, tell my nephews to kick some butt on the soccer field. See you tomorrow,” I urge. 
“Thanks,” she says.
As Shelly packs her bag and heads out, my thoughts of Jeff return. He’s sweet in his own silent, brooding way. Handsome and tall with a perfectly toned and tanned body. But as public as his breakup was, truth be told, he’s a bit mysterious.
His ex took to social media, and well to anyone who would listen with stories about her new love. But Jeff remained reclusive and private, kept his head down, and apparently worked out a lot. 
I finish cleaning and take the time to do a deep dive into our inventory before firing up my computer and placing an order with our supplier. But the sun begins to set and I know I need to head out.
I walked to work today, and while Peony Pointe is safe enough, I’d rather not walk home alone after dark. Grabbing my brown leather bag, I toss in my essentials.
Closing the front door behind me, I slide my key into the top lock and turn until I hear a click. But before I can get my key out, a hand firmly grasps my shoulder. Causing a scream to tear my lips apart and my body jump in shock.
“Stop, Brooke,” Jeff’s voice breaks through. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to scare you, I just—”
Jeff releases his grip on me and then repositions my purse, which in my moment of panic, slid off my left shoulder. I glance down at the bag and instead, my gaze travels to my chest, finding my cleavage peeking through my now disheveled dress. I adjust it, embarrassed.
“You just appeared out of nowhere and grabbed me without announcing yourself. What were you trying to do?” I snap, taking a moment to regain composure and calm my racing heart.
“Sorry, I was on my way home and I saw that your lights were still on, so I wanted to check and see if everything was alright. You know, make sure you were safe.” Jeff says casually. 
“I always am,” I say. “I know how to take care of myself.”
“Was that scream a part of your plan?” He chuckles and it’s impossible for me not to laugh along with him. The amusement in his eyes melts away, leaving a seriousness I don’t expect. “I didn’t mean to scare you like that,” he says. “And I lied, I came because I wanted to see you.”
His honest admission makes me grin and I smooth my dress. “Did you?” 
“Let me walk you to your car,” he reaches for my hand and takes it in his, giving it a gentle squeeze. I revel in the warmth of his touch.  
“I’d love that, but I actually walked today,” I tell him.
“Well then, let me walk you to my car, I’ll drive you home. It’s getting late, I don’t want you walking alone at night,” he says.
“Alright,” I say somehow fine with his protective gesture. Normally this type of behavior would send me running but there’s no need to control behind his words, just genuine concern. “I wish I had known, then I would have at least brought you a treat from the bakery.” 
We walk down Main Street, Jeff throws an arm over my shoulder and I lean into him. “You’re a sweetheart, you know that?” He smiles at me and I can’t help but return the look.
We come to a stop in front of a heavy-duty pickup truck. Jeff walks to the passenger side and holds open the door waiting patiently before closing the door behind me. He trots around the front of his massive truck before yanking open the door and hopping into the driver’s seat. In a fluid motion, he fastens his seatbelt and the key is in the ignition. The truck coughs to life before settling into a loping diesel rattle.
“So, who are you headed home to roommates or pets, hopefully not a boyfriend?” 
“What? No,” I laugh, the idea seems preposterous. “I live alone, and no pets either. I travel too much to keep anything alive.”
“That’s ironic because spending time with you is the first thing that’s made me feel alive in months,” Jeff says, without taking his eyes off the road. “It seems impossible that you’re not taken.”
His compliments flatter me and I smirk. “Well I fall in love all the time, but I tend to fall out of it just as quickly,” I say honestly.
I look at him expecting a reaction, but he doesn’t flinch. Instead, he keeps both hands on the steering wheel and hums along with the song. I watch him, taking in every detail.
“What about you, are you in love?” I ask, waiting with bated breath for his response.
“I think I am,” he says. “Can I take you on a date tomorrow night?”
I can’t help the grin that grows across my face. Guys my age are never this direct and confident. “Yes, you can take me on a date.”
He reaches across the center console and settles his hand onto my thigh. Electricity crackles between our skin and we fall into comfortable small talk. I ramble about my sister, the bakery, and my new obsession with taking a trip to Tulip Island.
Jeff listens with dedicated interest. Then he tells me he likes to read and just when I thought we could spend all of our waking moments together, he shares that weightlifting is his new favorite hobby.
When we come to a stop in front of my condo, I feel disappointed. I don’t want it to end. The connection between us sizzles with each word and each touch of his magnetic hand.    
“Wanna come in for a drink?” I blurt the question and even before the words leave my lips, I know it might not be the best idea. I’m dazzled by him, but he’s different than the immature guys that have caught my attention in the past. I want to give this a real chance and see where it can go.    
“Yeah, I do,” Jeff replies in his smooth tone. He shifts the truck into park and we make our way to my front door hand in hand.
“This is home, make yourself comfortable,” I say with a smile as I pull him through the front door. “Let me grab the wine.”
Jeff sits on the barstool across my granite kitchen island from me while I pour two chilled glasses of white wine. He leans an elbow on the countertop and gives me a long look, I slide a glass toward him. Taking my first sip, I savor the smooth taste as it creates an icy path down my throat.
“Can I ask a serious question?” Jeff’s eyes burn into mine.
“You can,” I say, partially holding my breath.
“What’s with all the plants?” Gesturing around my living room, he lets out a belly laugh and I join in. “I feel like I’m on safari.” 
“I can’t believe you don’t like my houseplant jungle,” I say with fake indignation.
“I like it, it’s just a shock,” he replies, still chuckling. I climb on to the barstool next to his and he pulls me toward him. We sit facing each other, my knees between his.
“I’m really glad my bakery caught on fire,” I say.
“Me too sweetheart, me too,” he gives my thigh a squeeze and I sway on my stool. 
“Do you need some food in you? Want me to order a pizza?” Jeff says eagerly.
“How about Thai?” I say with a hiccup, my head already buzzing. Normally, I can hold my own but I haven’t been drinking and my tolerance is pretty low. 
“I don’t eat Thai food,” he says.
I sit straight up, “Not even Drunken Noodles? Who doesn’t like Drunken Noodles?” I look at him, eyebrow furrowed with genuine concern.  
“I don’t want to blow your mind, but I’m pretty boring. I don’t even fly really, well only a few times. I’m a simple man, I know what I like and I stick with it. I like firefighting, I like Peony Pointe, and I like you.” 
He gives me a charming sideways smirk and I feel my heart melt. He stands and holds a hand out to me. “Come on, let’s move.”
I’m not sure why he asks me to move onto the couch but right now I would go absolutely anywhere with this man. Jeff is surprisingly thoughtful. We snuggle together so close I believe he can actually feel my heartbeat and cover every topic under the sun.
Four hours and another bottle of wine later, the alcohol and lack of food finally take over. I lean on the arm of the couch and drape my legs across his lap. Pulling my phone to my face conspiratorially and glance at him over the top of it.
“What are you up to over there?” Jeff asks, but before I can respond, the music blares through my wireless speaker.
“We needed some music so you can dance with me,” I say, hopping to my feet.
“No, I don’t dance,” he says. “But I’d love to watch you.”
“Come on,” I take his hands in mine and pull until he stands. “Now just move with me.” I sway my body into him, leaning forward and pressing my tits up against his hard chest as I clasp my hands together behind his neck.
Jeff wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me tighter into him with a firm motion. We breathe together, our bodies syncing. I stand on my tiptoes and plant my mouth on Jeff’s.
He exhales a frustrated breath and kisses me back with a hunger I didn’t expect. His hands explore my body and I lean into his every touch. Jeff’s tongue parts my lips as my mind drifts in and out on waves of lust and wine.




Chapter Four: Jeff

Being this close to her, kissing her, it’s like life is being breathed into me one kiss at a time. Brooke is as sexy as hell, and she lives on her own agenda. She’s impulsive and exciting. Her house is filled with proof of a life well-lived, pictures, and mementos of a thousand experiences I’ve never had.
As she presses into me, I feel her full breasts against my chest, and it makes my cock throb. But a red flush crosses her cheeks and I can tell the alcohol is starting to get to her. I stopped drinking hours ago, and I’m sober enough to know that it can’t happen like this. So I muster every ounce of self-control I can manage and peel myself off of her.  
“It’s time for you to go to bed sweetheart,” I say.
“Come with me,” she says, her words slurring together slightly, she runs her hand down my stomach.
Fuck. I want to feel that thick, curvy body on mine, slip a nipple into my mouth and bury myself in her. But she’s drunk and I’m not that guy. So instead I slip my hands on her hips and lift her effortlessly.
I grip her tight and she wraps her legs around my torso as I carry her into her bedroom. Brooke’s head falls limp against my shoulder. Pulling back the disheveled comforter, I place a hand behind Brooke’s head before leaning forward and gently lowering her onto the bed.
“You’re ok sweetheart, here we go,” I say as I gently slide my hands out from under her. But as I turn to leave she sits up, eyes wide and mouth a puckered pink pout.
“I can’t take my bra off,” she says in a huff.
My heart rate picks up and I exhale. Walking to the edge of her bed, I kneel beside it and watch as the zipper parts down her back, exposing tanned and freckled skin. Helpless, I trace a finger down the length of her spine leaving a ripple of goosebumps in my wake. I make quick work of unclasping her bra and get to my feet.
Brooke exhales a loud, “Oh thank goodness.”
She pulls down the front of her dress and slides her bra off in one smooth motion. Two perky, moon-shaped mounds spring free and I stare, blood rushing between my legs. Before my eyes, Brooke’s large soft nipples begin to pull into firm eraser tips, and my cock swells with desire.
I have a vision of myself pushing a sober Brooke onto her back and sliding my firm length between those luscious globes. Rocking back and forth until she looks down and kisses just the tip. Running her tongue around the head before slowly licking her lips. She reaches for me, clumsy but willing and I know without a doubt, it’s time for me to get out of here.  
Stepping backward, I put one hand on the doorknob and she calls out to me. “Jeff, I love you but you don’t wear hats when you talk to kids or eat Drunken Noodles, or fly, or dance, so this can’t work and that makes me sad, but we were so close weren’t we?”
And just like that, my erection falls limp. Brooke slurs her words, but that doesn’t make them any less true. I pull the covers over her and turn off her bedroom light. Brooke is young and perfectly un-jaded by life. I don’t want to be the one who weighs her down or breaks her carefree spirit.
I walk through her living room, cleaning up wine glasses, rinsing dishes, and shutting her lights off for the night. Everywhere I turn, pictures prove how incompatible we really are, she’s got everything. A passport with countless stamps, a thriving business, and even though she lives alone in this condo, it’s full of life.
On the other hand, I’m forty-six, divorced, and living in a tiny studio. I have nothing to offer her, the harsh reality settles onto my chest like a weight. Checking her backdoor one last time to make sure it’s locked, I head out to my truck and fish my keys from the front pocket of my jeans.
I grab my phone before I have time to reconsider and punch out a text to her. I don’t want her to feel guilty about what she said in the morning if she remembers at all. The truth is, I’m glad she called out the elephant in the room before I got carried away and ended up with another woman who didn’t want me. It’s better we end this before it even starts and save both of us the heartache.
As the text goes through, I pull off of her street, deflated and disheartened.




Chapter Five: Brooke

I wake up in a hazy fog induced by alcohol and lust. Why wouldn’t Jeff climb into bed with me last night? I know I had a little too much to drink but I was more intoxicated by him than anything in that glass.
Jeff sets my soul on fire. I’ve finally found him, and I know I’ll love him for three days, three months, and all the years that follow. Loving him doesn’t feel like sacrificing my freedom, it feels like picking up a missing piece that should have been here all along.
I float through my morning routine, giddy with desperation to see him. I want to talk to him, and just be close to him. When I head into the kitchen, I’m surprised to find my house is cleaner than it’s ever been and realize he must have picked it up before he left, as if I needed another reason to fall in love with him. 
My phone is lovingly plugged into its charger and his sweet little gesture makes me smile. It’s nice to have someone look after me. I pick up my phone, a text alert from Jeff flashes and my adrenaline picks up. I click on the messages and scroll. 
Jeff: Thank you for helping me believe that it could happen again for me. We’re not right, but we were close enough to give me hope
I read and reread the message. What does this even mean? I consider it while I get ready for work and after putting on my makeup, I text back. 
Me: Huh? I had fun last night with you, looking forward to our date tonight 
Jeff: You’re a sweetheart, I’m sorry to cancel but I won’t be there tonight
His words break my heart. It feels like the air has been sucked out of my lungs. I’m so confused as I read the message over again. Each time, the sting increases, and yet, the clock on the wall doesn’t stop for my heartache. I’ve got to get to the bakery. Shelly will be waiting for me.
I throw on a black knit dress and fly out of my house. My legs pump quickly as I make my way to Blue Moon. When I arrive, there’s already a line of people waiting, and Shelly, predictably has the operation humming.
I step into line, doing my part to keep customers moving, thankful for the distraction. By the time there’s a lull in customers, I look up and it's already time to prepare for my cooking class. 
I clear the island and search for my materials, clanging cabinets as I go. Ever since we became more fire-safe it’s been hard to find anything. I look up and Shelly stares at me with knowing eyes.
“What’s up?” She stops what she’s doing and faces me, arms crossed.  
“Oh, you know, finally met the love of my life, like for reals want to be married forever and ever, and had an impromptu date with him which lead him to cancel our real date, so you know, nothing much,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm.
“What? You had sex with Jeff?” Her eyes grow wide and she slaps a hand over her open mouth.
“No,” I say. “I mean I wanted to, I would have, but instead he did my dishes and made sure my phone was charged, oh and he kissed me like I’ve never been kissed. But then said we weren’t going to work So you can see why I’m confused and annoyed. Seriously, who does that?”
I pull out the silicone kid utensils and aggressively spread them across the seven place settings. 
“I feel like I’m missing parts of this story. What did he actually say to you?” Shelly asks moving one hand to her hip.
“Nothing yet, I haven’t had a chance to talk to him, this is all over text this morning after we had such a good time last night, or at least I did,” I explain. “He’s completely caught me off guard with this, I need to just talk to him about it.”
“Yeah, give him a chance. I’ll bet he’s just screwed up from his divorce still,” Shelly says in a soft tone. “Just call him.”  
“I will. Let me get through this class and hopefully, he and I can talk it out. I’ve never been more in love, I never want to let him go. There’s something special about him, and I want to see it through.”
“Honestly, I could tell just from watching you two together, I’m just glad you can see it too,” Shelly replies.
This surprises me because unlike me, Shelly can be quite the cynic when it comes to love. As we talk the door opens and one by one the kids file into their seats. I stifle a groan, I’m not in the mood for this right now. But as I look at their expectant faces, I know I need to turn it on for them.
“Hey you guys, today we are making shortbread cookies, with frosting,” I announce with as much mock enthusiasm as I can muster. 
Smiles and enthusiastic applause come from the kids. They are so sweet, I don’t deserve them today. I force a smile and search my body for an ounce of enthusiasm.
“Alright, let’s start by—”
I stop talking, interrupted by our silly warm-up song as it blares loudly through the speakers. Honestly, I was going to skip it today, I’m not in a dancing mood but Shelly must have turned it on. I exhale and stop myself from rolling my eyes and prepare to dance. Reluctantly, I stand.
“Let’s get the wiggles out,” I say through gritted teeth.
But as I do, the curtain swings open. Jeff hops through the doorway wearing his full firefighter uniform and our blue, jeweled speaker’s hat. I cannot believe my eyes. 
Jeff moves animatedly, awkwardly dancing, and attempts to follow along with the movements in the song from a half-beat behind each step. He looks at me and laughs, his hands waving wildly. 
The kids lose all control, they stand and hop through the song with him. Clapping and laughter echo through the kitchen. When the song ends, to my surprise, another starts. Only this one is slower, and the kids look to me. I shrug but Jeff gives me a wink.
“May I have this dance?” He holds out his hand to mine.
The kids make an audible coo and I put my head onto Jeff’s shoulder, embarrassed but elated at the same time. We move back and forth slowly, and he twirls me under his arm.
“Kiss her,” one of the girls shouts.
Jeff raises his eyebrows at me, then leans in and gives me a peck on the cheek. My skin stays hot and warm from the feel of his lips.
“Gross,” one of the boys adds.
We look at him and chuckle before pulling away from each other. 
“What are you doing?” I smile at him with glassy eyes.
“I’m apologizing,” he says quietly.
“Accepted,” I whisper.
“Should we make some cookies then?” Jeff asks with enthusiasm, keeping a firm hand on my lower back. “Or we could order Thai food? Or we could get on a plane and fly anywhere you want? I spent my morning at the passport office.”
I grin at him, Jeff truly is the man of my dreams.
“Make cookies, make cookies,” chants one of the kids, then all of them join in unison.
“Sounds like we better make cookies,” he says.
Jeff sits on a stool between two of the kids. He follows along with each step of baking engaging enthusiastically with the children. At one point, he puts a dollop of frosting directly onto his tongue and I have to laugh along with them.
In the end, Jeff holds up his cookie with pride and it looks terrible. It makes me love him even more. When our class comes to an end, the kids bounce excitedly out to meet their parents.
When the last one leaves, Jeff turns to me. “Can we take a walk?” 
“I’d like that,” I say. “You don’t even have to leave the speaker’s hat on.”
He chuckles and pulls the blue hat off of his head. I follow him out of the kitchen and into the warm afternoon air. Jeff turns to face me and takes both of my hands in his.
“Brooke, I’m sorry I panicked but I want to take you on a proper date. In fact, I want to give you everything and to keep you safe so life never takes your vibrant sparkle. I’m impossibly in love with you.”
My eyes well with tears and I throw my arms around him. He looks so vulnerable in this moment, desperate and honest.
“So Brooke, please let me take you on a date tonight. It can be whatever kind of weird food you want,” he adds the last part with a chuckle. 
The spontaneity of this moment is electric. How anyone has ever said no to this man for any reason completely escapes me.
“I’d love that,” I tell him. “I’m in love with you.” 




Chapter Six: Jeff

Three hours later, I approach the door of her condo to pick Brooke up for our date. It’s all become so clear. Brooke is the reason my marriage didn’t work out. I was always meant to be hers. Everyone else has just been a placeholder, doing their part to soften and shape me for her. It’s all been worth it.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
I tap on the door, and when she opens it, Brooke takes my breath away. She greets me with a radiant smile and my eyes travel from her face to her chest, linger there for just a moment too long, then down her body and back up.
She’s stunning on a normal day but tonight, Brooke made a special effort to look more beautiful. Her black dress is tight across the bust and flows away from her body. She gracefully fills out every inch of the fabric with her curves and edges. She’s barefoot, and her hair flows wildly around her face. There is something about her that immediately puts me at ease.
“Hi,” she says, her full pink lips calling to me.
“Wow, you look beautiful,” I tell her honestly.
Ignoring the compliment Brooke traps a curl of hair and brushes it behind her ear. “I know I said I wanted to go out for Thai food but I thought maybe I could cook for you here instead,” she says. “If you’re ok with that because I’m ok with staying in as long as it’s with you.”
I look past her and into the condo. Golden candlelight flickers across every surface, pleasant music plays in the background, and it smells heavenly. It was comfortable last time I was here but now, it feels like home.
That’s Brooke for you, everything she touches turns to gold. Before I can think through her sentence my body is stepping through the threshold and I know I’ll never be the same. I hardly get the door closed and she's already in my arms.
Brooke stares at me expectantly, not even blinking. I plant both of my hands on her ass and pull her into me. Squeezing hard, her cheeks squish with just the right amount of bounce and a short yelp of surprise escapes Brooke’s lips before they curl into a devious smile. The pent up sexual tension between us boils over and we lose ourselves to lust and desire.
Our mouths crash together with an intensity I couldn’t have predicted, and it ignites me. The bulge in my pants hardens becomes more prominent. I pin Brooke to the backside of the door and trail kisses across her neck. Simultaneously slipping my hand beneath her dress and kneading the crux of her legs.
Even without removing her panties, I can feel she is hopelessly wet. My hand is hot against her flesh and my touch makes her tremble. I tease her until her slit is slippery and swollen with arousal.
Then I grab her hips and sweep her off the floor. Brooke wraps her legs wrap around my waist and the pressure against my swollen member sends tingles across my body. My lips find hers again, and I kiss her hard and deep as we walk toward her room.
This time I won’t be walking out. I transfer her onto the bed roughly and rid her of her clothing. Her nipples harden and my manhood pulsates. I hastily slip my pants down my waist, desperate to be with her.
In fulfillment of my fantasy, I squeeze her perky breasts and when they bounce, I immediately curl my tongue around one nipple. I stay there for a few minutes, licking, sucking, and reveling in the perfection of her body. Then using the flat of my tongue to make my way down, I explore every inch.
With one hand, I press Brooke’s knees apart until I meet natural resistance and taste her. I feel her arch to meet my face and she bucks against me. I use rhythmic strokes, flicking down her folds, and circling her nub.
Taking my cues from her encouraging moans I keep my mouth on her as her breathing grows erratic. As I build her excitement I can’t help but slide a hand between my thighs and stroke my throbbing manhood.
Brooke moans, “I want you to fuck me.”
My entire body aches in response. There isn’t anything I’d rather do than be inside of this perfect woman. I pull a condom out of my wallet and roll it down my shaft before climbing on top of her. 
Pinning her to the bed, I part her lips with my tip. She’s drenched and slippery enough for me to slide inside. So I enter her in one fluid thrust that forces my name through her trembling lips.
We buck and heave, our hips pumping hard against one another. Until we fall into an intense rhythm that builds until our sweaty skin smacks together in that way only lovers know.
Hammering Brooke into the mattress I reach behind her head, grasp a full handful of hair, and pull down hard before. I feel Brooke begin to clench down along my shaft as I pump. Passion bubbles through every part of me as I claim her body as mine.
I use the momentum to push myself harder and deeper into her until she begins to moan in quick short yelps. Timing the yelps to my thrust, I pound Brooke into a hot wet orgasm and she screams.
Every muscle in her body squeezes me. Her walls collapse onto me and I give in. I swell and tremble inside of Brooke’s pulsating abyss before exploding over the edge and grunting my own release inside of her.
We lay here in perfect harmony, panting, sweating, and admiring each other. Brooke makes me feel like the man I want to be. I slide out of her and bury my face into her stomach. She runs her fingers through my hair and I swear I could stay like this forever.




Epilogue: Brooke One Year Later

The sand burns my toes and I take a step toward the water. Jeff follows me, wrapping his arms around me from behind and we stare out at the waves.
“Sweetheart, I’ve been looking at my schedule. If I trade one of the guys for a twenty-four-hour shift I can use three days of paid time off and end up with nothing to do for two weeks. We can go to Tulip Island, explore the waterfalls, and still have three days at home,” Jeff says animatedly.
In the last year, one of my biggest accomplishments has been getting Jeff to actually use his accrued time off. Together we have explored so many beautiful places and through it all, he keeps getting better.
“That sounds amazing,” I reply. “But don’t you think we should get home from this trip before we plan the next one? The plants really need to be watered.”
“I guess,” he says with a chuckle, kissing the skin on the nape of my neck.
“I’d go anywhere with you, but I’d stay home with you too,” I remind him.
Jeff and I balance each other in a way I never could have imagined. He’s sweet, loyal, and driven. He protects me from the world and although I don’t believe him, he tells me that I protect him too.
But today there is an edge to our normally playful banter, at least on my part. Not wanting to hold it in anymore, I turn to Jeff and stare up at him, our hands clasped together as they usually are. 
“There’s something I need to tell you,” I say.
He pulls back from me, his face immediately growing cold. “Alright, you know I’m not crazy about surprises.”
“I know, but you might be happy about this one, or at least, I hope you’ll be, I am,” I ramble and tug at my white dress.
“Sweetheart, just say it,” he encourages me, taking my face in his hands.
“Jeff I’m pregnant,” I say in a barely audible whisper.
“You’re pregnant? This is,” he attempts to talk but tears stream down his face. “This is everything I’ve ever wanted. I can’t wait to be a dad and you, sweetheart, you’ll be the best mom.” 
We hold each other on the sandy shore, our biggest adventure yet to begin. I’m overcome with the realization that this baby inside of me will make Shelly an aunt, and give my nephews a cousin.
“This baby will make us a family. Are you ready for that? I think I am,” I say.
“I’ve been ready since the moment I met you. But I wish you would’ve waited to tell me,” he adds.
“What?” I ask, both relieved and shocked. “Why?”
“Because this moment isn’t about me, or about a baby, it’s about you,” he says.
Jeff drops to one knee and my body trembles. He pulls a solitaire diamond ring out of his pocket. The sun glimmers off of it, brilliant and blinding. But it’s the sentiment behind the ring that brings me to tears.
Looking upward with expectant eyes he continues, “I love you, Brooke, I want to spend a lifetime having adventures with you. I promise to take care of you every day for the rest of my life. Will you spend your life with me?”
Tears spill down my cheeks, and I know without a doubt that I will always love Jeff. My connection with him doesn’t stifle who I am, instead, it elevates me toward who I’m meant to be.
“I can already see you as a husband, and a father. “I’m so honored to be the person standing beside you in that picture. Yes!”
The End




THANK YOU

Dear Reader,
Thank you for reading Brooke and Jeff’s story! Cheers, to love after loss and finding the person who appreciates your genius.
If you have enjoyed reading Sparks, please consider leaving a review. It means the world to me! Even just one sentence is incredibly helpful in getting the word out to other amazing readers on Amazon.
It’s been fun to re-visit Peony Pointe, the home of my very first series will always be near and dear to me. Writing curvy woman firefighter insta-love stories set there is such a treat!
Sparks is the first book in the Firehouse Twelve series. There are two more firefighters to meet, and a Fire Ball to attend! I hope you’ll join us. Up next, we will follow Ace as he falls for his best friend’s younger sister in Book Two: Ignite.
Hugs,
Elsie 






FIREFIGHTER BOOK TWO: IGNITE
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Brooke
I love adventure and opening my own bakery was a dream come true.
I spend my days baking new life into all of my grandmother’s old recipes, but lately, it’s getting a bit stale.  
When a kitchen fire brings a smoldering firefighter into my shop, he melts my heart.
Jeff is mature, brooding, and I want to stoke his flame.
But can I make him believe that true love exists?
Jeff
Being a firefighter in Peony Pointe carries with it a certain prestige. I love this town and I take pride in keeping it safe. 
I spend my days fighting fires, but I’ve been burned by love too many times to count.
When the owner of our local bakery needs rescuing, my cookie crumbles.
Brooke is curvy, caring, and makes my dough rise.
But can I convince her that forever with me will be a never-ending adventure?
AVAILABLE ON KINDLE UNLIMITED




JOIN THE TREAT TEAM!!!

Hey Friends! I would love for you to join me on this adventure by signing up for my FREE newsletter & joining my Facebook group. A place to read, laugh, and talk about our favorite heroes. 
The Treat Team is made up of the sweetest most loyal readers on the planet who get access to:
●       Bonus scenes

●       Giveaways

●       Mood boards

●       The virtual suggestion box

●       Artwork

●       Surprises

SUBSCRIBE TO MY NEWSLETTER (& get a free book!)
JOIN ME ON FACEBOOK
Details in future books are inspired by these amazing readers.
I hope you’ll join us! We can’t wait to get to know you. :)
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