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    From one-night stands to bake sales, a single mom gets a lesson in love. . . 
 
      
 
    The only thing more terrifying than sending her baby to Kindergarten was Paige Myers finding out that the hottie she hooked up with over the summer was her daughter’s new teacher. 
 
      
 
    It was only supposed to be a one-time thing. 
 
      
 
    But the way reformed rebel Shane Lancaster was looking at her in the drop off line, there was no doubt they were far from over. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t just the mother of a student, Paige was gorgeous, kind. . . and his best friend’s little sister. Complicated didn’t cover it. 
 
      
 
    The school handbook clearly stated no parent-teacher fraternization, but lucky for Paige, Shane liked to break the rules. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s back to school time, and things are getting hot for the grown-ups in these classrooms! Pack a notebook and your favorite pen because we’re about to get some adult education. Six fabulous authors are bringing you a series of fully standalone short stories that will make the schoolgirl in you squeal with delight. Get ready for sexy professors, inappropriate parent/teacher relationships, toe-curling college flings, and more that will have you wishing you could go back to school just one more time. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    Thunder pounded off in the distance as Paige glanced at the darkening sky. She’d hoped that the threatening clouds hanging heavily with rain weren’t a bad omen. For weeks, she had struggled with her decision to upend their lives and prayed that it hadn’t been a mistake. 
 
    The box started to slip from her fingers, but Paige was determined to get the remaining two packages unloaded from the back of the trailer before the approaching storm unleashed its wrath. Unfortunately, she tripped on a rock lining the pathway to the little house she was renting. Her ankle wobbled, causing her to lose her grip on the fragile boxes. If it weren’t for her older brother rushing forward to grab the box before it hit the ground, the contents held within the cardboard would have seen their demise.  
 
    “Thanks,” she sighed as she righted herself, adjusting the one box in her hands as her brother carried the other. 
 
    “I told you that I’d grab those for you.” 
 
    “I know. I just decided not to listen. I’m not as weak as you think.” 
 
    Jake stopped in his tracks and glanced back at Paige. “I know that you’re not.” 
 
    She knew what he was referencing. Not so much her physical strength, but the way she was able to move on after learning about the traitorous affair of her now ex-husband. Being the other woman of a con artist left her without a home, without a job, and without a father for her daughter Clara. 
 
    Thank goodness for her brother. Jake was a lifesaver that dropped everything to help her secure a job interview and a place to live in the town of Carson, North Carolina, where he worked as an EMT with the newly expanded Fire and Rescue. He had only been there a few months but continuously raved about how wonderful the community was.  
 
    “Mom! Can I have a juice box?” Clara shouted from inside the small cabin behind the bed and breakfast, where Paige now worked. Thank goodness for Clara’s interruption because Paige was diving headfirst into her memory of a hard body and a wild night of passion that took place after her job interview. She’d never had a one-night stand and that reckless moment had left her with memories that she couldn’t seem to shake. 
 
    “Yeah, sweetie. They’re in the cooler beside the fridge.” 
 
    As she walked through the open front door, she could hear Clara’s tiny feet running toward the kitchen at the back of the house. Maybe she needed to grab something cold to help cool her off too. 
 
    “That’s the last of it. I’ll take the trailer back for you,” Jake insisted as he piled the last box on top of the others.  
 
    “Thanks. I have a lot ahead of me,” she sighed as she took in the boxes filled with the last seven years of her life, most of which had been all a lie, but there were memories attached that she couldn’t move past. Not yet. 
 
    Jake closed the gap between them and wrapped his massive arms around her shoulders. He was always the closest thing she had to a father, theirs having up and left them when Paige was born and their mother doing the same when Jake turned eighteen. They were all each other had, and he knew how much she wanted a family. Uprooting her daughter and their life was one of the scariest things she had done. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want any help?” 
 
    “No, big brother, I’ve got it. Besides, I promised a little girl that we’d order a pizza and paint our nails before her big day.” 
 
    She was also extremely thankful that Jack and Andrea, her new employers, were giving her a week to settle into town and the house before she took over the event and assisting duties at the bed and breakfast where she would be working. She wasn’t sure how Jake had found her the perfect dream job, but she was not about to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    “Kindergarten. Man, I can’t believe it,” he said as he pulled back, his face downturned as he shook it in astonishment. “Do you know who her teacher is?” 
 
    “Not yet. I missed the registration, so I’ll do that in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, if you have any trouble, let me know. My bud Lancaster works at the school.” 
 
    “I’m sure Clara will be fine, but thanks.” Shouting her daughter’s name, she watched as Clara came running, her blond pigtails flopping back and forth as she rushed toward her uncle. 
 
    “Say goodbye to Uncle Jake. I need your help unloading a few boxes so we can get ready for your big day tomorrow.” 
 
    Clara pounced on her uncle, who caught her with little effort. “Uncle Jake, I start big girl school tomorrow!” 
 
    “I know, munchkin. It’s going to be great!” 
 
    Clara had a special bond with her uncle, squeezing her arms around his neck extra tight. Paige wondered what kept her brother from finding a woman to start his own family because she knew he would be a great dad. 
 
    “I’ll call you tomorrow and see how your day was. Okay?” 
 
    “Thanks, Jake.” 
 
    She and Clara watched as Jake expertly maneuvered his pickup truck and trailer out of the narrow path that led to her small rental on the backside of the property. Grabbing her phone, she placed a pizza delivery order with the new pizzeria her brother had mentioned and tried not to feel overwhelmed as she glanced at the boxes stacked in the living room. From the corner of her eye, she watched as her daughter slipped out the back door to the small fenced in back yard with two dolls in her hands. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Paige stepped toward the first box, the corner dented from having fallen in the truck. Her fingers gripped the edge of the packing tape, and with a tug, the tape pulled away from the cardboard leaving the opening exposed. Paige felt like that box. Her safe and secure world had been ripped apart by her ex-husbands lies and betrayal.  
 
    Peeling back the top folds of the box, she reached inside to find the baby pictures of Clara that sat on their old fireplace mantle. This had to be the box she chose first. Paige was still having a difficult time grasping that her daughter was heading to Kindergarten. 
 
    Doing quick work, she piled the pictures on the new mantle and sorted through five more boxes of kitchen supplies when the doorbell rang. She rushed to open the door to find the pizza delivery boy soaked to the bone as he stood on her porch out of the rain. She had already paid for the pizza but handed the teenager another couple dollars that she had in her back pocket. 
 
    With the pizza box in hand, she made her way through the house to the backyard, where she was hoping to find her daughter sitting under the covered porch. Instead, her daughter was twirling barefoot in the middle of the yard while the rain fell around her. She looked like a beautiful fairy dancing in her own world. Paige stood and watched Clara spin and jump as she tilted her face toward the sky. Warmth and love spread through her veins, and something she hadn’t done in weeks grew out of the spectacle – Paige smiled. 
 
    For the past few months, she had worried over each passing day, but she could tell that they would be alright. They were in a new place with a new future and adventure ahead. She wanted to forget the past, as hard as that would be. But Paige knew that it was the only way for Clara to adjust. Except Paige was having a hard time forgetting her last visit to Carson and the way Shane had swept her off her feet and onto the back of his motorcycle. 
 
    Carson was small, and from what her brother said, everyone knew everyone. Paige was certain she’d run into Shane again at some point, but maybe he wouldn’t recognize her.  
 
    Paige shook her head to rid herself of thoughts of Shane and called her daughter out of the rain.  
 
    “Come on, little one. Let’s start our girl’s night.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shane stared at the calendar in front of him, sorting through the alphabet sheets for his class. He knew that most people never believed him when he said he was a Kindergarten teacher. They saw his leather jacket and motorcycle and assumed that he was bad news, and maybe growing up, he had been, but Shane always had a special connection with kids. They weren’t jaded or carried preconceived notions; kids were genuinely innocent. And honest. On more than one occasion, a little girl or boy would ask him to come to dinner because they wanted him to be their daddy. Even though he was tempted on more than one occasion, the school strictly forbade teacher and parent relationships. 
 
    He worked for Carson Elementary and loved the smaller classroom size. His college roommate, Jake, convinced him to move to the small town when they were hiring new teachers. He knew how unhappy Shane had been as a professor of childhood education. His calling had always been toward the younger generation. Two years later, Shane hadn’t regretted his decision to leave the university or take the pay cut.  
 
    His phone skirted around the coffee table as it rang. Jake’s name flashed on the screen and Shane happily tossed the sheets of paper back onto their stack. 
 
    “Hey, man.” 
 
    “Hey, want to meet me for a beer?” 
 
    Shane glanced up at the clock microwave, usually Sunday nights were reserved gearing up for the next week, but he hadn’t seen Jake in weeks as his best friend had been working overtime. “Yeah, I can do that. You’re off tonight?” 
 
    “For the next two days, then another seven on.” 
 
    “Cool, I’ll meet you in twenty.” 
 
    Shane ended the call and made quick work of readying his items for the workday so that he didn’t have to do it later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Shane arrived at Horizons, he noted how crowded it was, and just like last week when he stopped in to grab a burger, his eyes immediately darted around the space searching for a woman with white-blonde hair and haunting green eyes. Shane knew it was a lost cause as the woman in his memory was simply passing through town, but he held out hope that maybe he affected her as much as she had affected him. He hadn’t even been able to glance the way of another woman since their one night together. 
 
    A large hand gripped his shoulder and he whirled around to find Jake standing behind him, a smug smile on his face as a group of women skated their eyes up and down their bodies as they entered the bar. 
 
    “Good to see you, Lancaster,” Jake said as the two man-hugged. 
 
    “You too. I’ve only seen you once or twice this summer.” 
 
    As they walked toward an open booth, Jake described the chaotic summer the Carson Fire and Rescue had been experiencing. Tourists had been retreating to the lake to escape the heat, which caused an increase in traffic and accidents. More than Jake or Shane thought the small-town roads could handle. 
 
    A waitress came by and took their order, a beer and burger for each of them, then left them to catch up. 
 
    “I like the place my sister is renting. It’s the perfect size.” 
 
    “So, how did you manage to get your sister to leave her cushy life in D.C.?” Shane asked just as the waitress dropped off their beers. He knew that Jake’s sister was younger by a couple of years and she was married to a prominent attorney. But that was about all Shane knew about his best friend’s sister, which was surprising since they’d known each other for years. 
 
    But watching Jake’s smile grow across his lips, Shane knew that he was ecstatic to have her in town.  
 
    “It didn’t take much. Her asshole of an ex made it simple. It was more of a logistical nightmare than anything.” 
 
    “Well, I’m happy for you. Sorry I couldn’t meet up this summer when you called.” 
 
    “Hey, no problem. It was probably better anyway. Hell, meeting your ugly mug may have kept her away.” 
 
    Raising the frosted glass to his lips, Shane shook his head and muttered, “Asshole,” as he took a sip of the cold brew. 
 
    “So, anything new?” Jake asked as his attention diverted to the group of women that sat at the table beside them. 
 
    “Not really. Getting settled in the house I’m leasing and gearing up for another school year.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. My niece will be-” Jake started, but was interrupted by an explosion of cheers in the bar. 
 
    Together they turned their attention to the television screen in the corner where the screen played the local baseball team’s home run. Horizons was known for serving a free draft beer whenever the local team made a home run. The beer was cheap, but hell, Shane never complained about an on-the-house drink. 
 
    Their attention stayed on the screen as they reminisced about their time playing ball in college. And before Shane knew it, Jake had moseyed over to the table of women seated close to them. Shane joined the group for a few minutes, ignoring the attempts from two of the women to engage him in a more in-depth conversation. Or what they seemed to want, which was to engage in physical activity at one of their places. Shane wasn’t feeling either of them, even though they were both beautiful and were his standard type, he wasn’t interested. 
 
    He hadn’t been interested in another woman for weeks. 
 
    As the televised game wound down, Shane said his goodbyes to the women and Jake, who seemed very interested in spending his day off with the woman that had pressed herself against him. 
 
    Back at home, he grabbed a bottle of water from his fridge then moved toward his bedroom. Normally he was excited to start a new year of school, but something was off. He wasn’t feeling like himself, and he had to wonder if the one-night-stand from the summer had knocked him off-kilter. She was remarkable in ways he could never describe. A combination of sweet and fiery, she knocked him on his ass, and he hadn’t recovered. 
 
    As he settled in his bed, he opened the drawer on his nightstand and pulled out a small gold necklace with the initial C dangling from the center. When he woke up in her hotel room, she had vanished without a trace, except for the small necklace left behind on the bathroom counter.  
 
    He chuckled as he fingered the small letter. Shane had grown obsessed with his memory of her, except he had very little to go on. They had barely spoken at Horizons except for a hello, but it was the way their eyes had locked and he had felt his chest jerk at the sight of her that he knew he was done for. And with the way she had so easily allowed him into her hotel room, he assumed she felt the same connection. 
 
    “Come on. Get it together,” Shane mumbled to himself as he placed the necklace back in the drawer and turned off his bedside lamp. He had a big day tomorrow and needed to be one hundred percent, or the kids would eat him alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Clara sat on the kitchen counter nibbling at a toaster pastry filled with sweet strawberry jam and covered in icing and sprinkles. Besides bringing their bedroom sets, couch, and television, Paige was going to have to visit a furniture store in town to add a new table that would fit in their small space. She hadn’t seen a layout of the area before signing the lease, but she figured she could always buy what they needed when they arrived.  
 
    Paige had made good work of unloading the boxes during the night, but as she leaned against the counter with a cup of coffee in her hand, sipping at the contents as it warmed her bones, she felt that she had barely tackled the burden. 
 
    “Momma, will you give me princess hair today?” 
 
    “Sure, baby. The braid or twisty?” Paige asked as she finished her coffee and rinsed out the mug in the sink. 
 
    She peered over at Clara, who sat daintily with her tiny finger tapping on her chin. “Hmm. . .Can you do a ribbon braid?” 
 
    “Of course. Take your last bite of breakfast, then we’ll go get ready. We need to get you all signed up for class, so we need to leave early.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” 
 
    Paige scooped her daughter off the counter and placed her feet on the floor then followed Clara to her small bedroom. They hadn’t tackled the boxes in that room yet, but Clara had her princess bedding draped haphazardly on her twin bed and a sparkly dress of navy blue on top of her dresser. 
 
    While Clara got dressed, Paige sifted through the boxes until she found the hair accessories. With quick work, she brushed her daughter's long blonde hair and maneuvered the tresses through her fingers, intertwining a silky gold ribbon into the strands. 
 
    “All done. Now, go brush your teeth, Clara Bell, and we’ll head out.” 
 
    Paige made her way back to the living room, where she lifted her daughter's backpack off the couch and settled it by the door. She wasn’t sure what school supplies to pack, but went off the list she had found online and made some last-minute purchases in the hopes that some of the things she included Clara would need. 
 
    “Ready, Mommy!” Clara shouted as she skipped into the room wearing a pair of white sandals. The shoes may not be allowed, but Paige was willing to take a gamble because her daughter looked adorable. 
 
    “Let me get a picture before we go, okay?” Paige said as she reached into her back pocket for her phone. 
 
    Clara stood proudly with her hands planted on her hips and a giant smile which showcased the dimple on her left cheek. 
 
    “Say cheese!” 
 
    Her daughter shouted as told and Paige took about six different pictures before she reached for the backpack and ushered Clara outside. 
 
    “Okay, one more for today.” Just as she snapped the photo, her daughter turned to glance over her shoulder at Paige with the massive smile still plastered on her lips. 
 
    “You’re such a big girl. I’m so proud of you.” Clara bounced over to the small car and let herself into the backseat while Paige stood by doing her best not to let her emotions get the better of her. She needed to remember that her daughter growing up was not the end of the world, and she hoped that she was strong enough to protect them both from any further hurt. 
 
    Paige took in the beautiful scenery as she drove in the early morning sun toward Carson Elementary. She was awed by the subtle wave in the tall wheatgrass, giving way to steep mountain ranges covered in pine trees. It was the most majestic thing Paige had ever laid her eyes on, and she knew she’d never grow tired of the view. Peering in the rearview mirror, she glanced at Clara, bopping her head along to the pop song on the radio. Her entire world was seated in the back of that car without a care in the world.  If only Paige’s life were as simple. 
 
    The school parking lot was practically deserted except for a few cars and one truck, but she knew that it wouldn’t be long before parents started pulling up to drop off their kids. 
 
    “Alright, Clara. Let’s get you all signed up for school.” 
 
    “Yay!” Clara cried out from the back seat as she unhooked the seat belt around her booster seat. 
 
    Together they walked to the main entrance of the school and entered the office where a kind-looking woman stood sorting through files with a smile on her thin lips. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said as she greeted them. 
 
    “Good morning. My name is Paige and this is Clara, we just moved to town, and I need to enroll her in Kindergarten.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes lit up as she took in Clara, who was rocking back and forth on her toes. 
 
    “How wonderful! We are delighted to have you, Clara. Let me get your mom some forms to fill out and then I’ll get someone to take you to your classroom.” 
 
    “Okay!” Clara exuberantly shouted as she sped toward a row of chairs against the wall. 
 
    “I’m Mrs. Clemons,” the woman said as she handed Paige a clipboard with a stack of forms to fill out. “Let me know if you have any questions, and if you could drop off Clara’s health records by the end of the week, that would be great.” 
 
    “Sure, actually, I have them with me, so I’ll add it to the forms. Thank you, Mrs. Clemons.” 
 
    Paige took the clipboard and went to join Clara on the row of chairs. Her daughter sat patiently, her head moving back and forth as she took in everything. Gripping the pen in her grasp, Paige began filling out the forms, cringing as she wrote her daughter’s last name, Serinski. It wasn’t that she despised the name, it had been hers for seven years, but it was just another reminder of her asshole of an ex-husband. The moment her divorce was finalized, she had changed her name back to Myers. 
 
    Flipping the page to begin the next form, she felt the back of her neck tingle. It was an odd sensation that reminded her when Clara would take a feather to tickle her. Paige reached beneath her hair and swatted at her neck, afraid a bug had been crawling on her skin. But she felt no squish or spindly legs, just bare skin.  
 
    Paige glanced up to see if anyone noticed her little freak-out, sighing in relief when she realized no one’s eyes were on her.  
 
    “Mommy, are you done yet?” Clara asked and Paige glanced down with a small smile on her lips. “Almost, just a couple pages to go.” 
 
    “Okay,” Clara replied, resuming the swinging of her legs as she waited. 
 
    Just as Paige turned her attention back to the clipboard resting on her lap, she saw a tall figure exit the office. He had on gray slacks that wrapped around his ass in the best way possible and a light blue dress shirt stretched across broad shoulders and tapered down to a slim waist. He left the room before she could get a better look, but the other women in the office seemed just as enamored. 
 
    Mrs. Clemons caught her eye just as she looked back down at the forms in her lap, the older woman chuckled. 
 
    “Lauren,” the older woman called out as a girl Paige pegged as eight or nine bounced into the office.  
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Clemons?” 
 
    “Would you mind taking Clara to her class? It’s her first day at Carson Elementary.” 
 
    “Sure. Which class?” 
 
    “Mr. L’s. Thank you, dear.” 
 
    The girl walked over to Clara and held out a gentle hand. Paige watched as her daughter peered over to make sure it was okay, and at Paige’s nod, she clasped the hand and jumped down from her seat. 
 
    “I love you, Clara Bell. Have a great first day. I’ll be here this afternoon to pick you up.” 
 
    Clara paused and released Lauren’s hand, turning to wrap her small arms around Paige’s shoulders. 
 
    “I love you, Mama.” The hug lasted longer than usual, and Paige wished it would have lasted a minute longer when her daughter finally pulled away and bounded out of the room with the older girl. 
 
    An ache of longing grew in Paige’s chest and she had to bite on the inside of her cheek to keep the tears at bay. 
 
    “They grow up so fast,” Mrs. Clemons said from her perch behind the desk. 
 
    “They really do.” 
 
    Paige took another thirty minutes to finalize the registration forms, making sure to grab the physical and immunization paperwork from her bag and slip it under the clipboard’s clip. Standing from the chair, she made her way to the desk where Mrs. Clemons took the stack and skimmed through the paperwork. 
 
    “Everything looks good.” 
 
    “Great. Can you tell me what time school drop off and pick up occurs? I want to make sure I’m on time.” 
 
    “Sure. They both take place in front of the school. Drop off begins at 7:30 a.m. until 8:00 a.m. Pick up takes place between 2:15 p.m. until 2:45 p.m. If you’re running late, or need to grab Clara early, just give us a ring. We’re a pretty small school and get to know the children and parents pretty well.” 
 
    “Before I go, can you tell me about her teacher? Mr. L, I think I heard you say.” 
 
    Mrs. Clemons’ face lit up at Paige’s inquiry. 
 
    “Oh, she will love Mr. L. Everyone at the school does. He had been a professor but wanted to work with children instead of teaching about them. He’s been here for two years so far and we’ve had no complaints.” 
 
    Paige wearily glanced over her shoulder to the path her daughter had gone. 
 
    “Don’t worry; she’s in good hands. Is she your first?” 
 
    Paige pulled her eyes away from the exit and looked resignedly at Mrs. Clemons. “Yeah. Pretty obvious, huh?” 
 
    “I think you’re holding up splendidly. I promise that you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Paige said, hiking the strap of her bag higher onto her shoulder. “I’ll be back at 2:15.” 
 
    “Have a good day, Ms. Myers,” Mrs. Clemons called out as Paige stepped free from the office. 
 
    When she reached her car, Paige could hear laughter off in the distance. Curiosity getting the better of her, she peered over the metal roof to find a group of young children playing on the outdoor equipment. It was early, but the day was already heating up. A particular giggle reached her ears and she quickly spotted Clara going down the slide while another little girl waited for her at the bottom.  Seeing that her daughter had already made a friend settled the nerves in Paige’s chest. 
 
    With a smile, she opened the door and settled into the driver’s seat. Paige drove her car out of the parking lot and sighed knowing that she had tackled that tremendous mountain; now, she had one more – unpacking their life into a new home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shane loved the first few minutes of quiet before the busses and parents started dropping off the kids. It was the first day, and for the kids, excitement and nervousness were paramount. Fortunately, during a special week of orientation two weeks ago, he had met all of the kids in his class. Carson Elementary felt it helped the incoming students adjust to the new environment and schedule. Shane agreed one hundred percent. It also allowed the children to begin making friends and drop off their school supplies. 
 
    He planned to start the morning out on the playground to help the Kindergarteners get out some excess energy before settling them in the classroom. Plus, the heat wave in Carson was holding steady, which meant afternoon recess wasn’t likely to appear on the table. 
 
    “Hi, Mr. L,” a girl called out shyly from his doorway. Shane sat up from his desk chair and smiled at the older student. He bit back the chuckle as her cheeks turned a deep shade of red under his attention. 
 
    “Good morning, Lauren. Ready for the first day?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have someone for you,” she said as she glanced over her shoulder into the hallway. 
 
    “You do?” Shane asked as she stood and stepped around his desk, heading for the door. 
 
    “Mrs. Clemons asked me to drop off a new student.” 
 
    Shane could barely make out the small body behind Lauren, but the blue fluffy material of her dress gave her away. 
 
    “Thanks, Lauren. I can take it from here.” 
 
    He watched as Lauren turned around to the little girl and welcomed her to Carson before skipping away. The little girl stood wearing before him with a long blonde braid draped over her shoulder and blue eyes that matched her dress. He could tell that she was nervous by the way her tiny fingers plucked at the material of her skirt, but her large eyes stared at him inquisitively. He could already tell that he’d like this one. 
 
    Squatting down to her level, Shane held out his hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Mr. Lancaster, but everyone here calls me Mr. L. What’s your name?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that,” she replied boldly and Shane found himself smiling at her response. 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “My mommy said that I shouldn’t talk to strangers or tell them my name.” She spoke it clearly as if it was something that had been ingrained in her since she was born. 
 
    “Well, you have one smart mommy. That is very good advice.” 
 
    The little girl’s expression morphed from nervous and shy to delight as he mentioned her mother. Her lips parted into a beaming smile that had him returning it immediately. 
 
    “My mommy is super smart. She’s the smartest person in the world.” 
 
    “I bet she is. Did she tell you who I am?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Well, I’m your teacher. So, even though we’re just meeting, you’re going to see me almost every day while you’re in school.” 
 
    One of her tiny fingers landed on her face and Shane watched as she tapped her chin in concentration. This little girl was a spitfire. Finally, she stopped and must have come to a conclusion that he was chomping at the bit to hear. 
 
    “Okay,” she said proudly. 
 
    “Okay,” Shane replied. 
 
    “My name is Clara and I’m five and we just moved from a big house to a little one. But I like my room and mom said I can decorate with all the princess and forts that I want,” she said in one breath. He was about to speak up, but she continued, “My birthday is right before Christmas and I want a unicorn and my mommy is sad a lot. Why is my mommy sad?” 
 
    Damn, he hadn’t ever had a little girl unload on him like that before, but he took away that she was open and honest, and very observant. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’m excited to have you in my class, Clara. Why don’t I help you find a place to put your things?” he asked as he stood up and gestured for the little girl to walk into the classroom. She slipped the straps of her backpack off her shoulders and it landed with a thud on the ground. 
 
    “Mommy put all my supp. . .suppl-” 
 
    “Supplies?” 
 
    “Yeah! Supplies in my bag.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll sort through it while you check out the room. The rest of the class should start arriving soon.” 
 
    Shane took her bag as she cheerfully began skipping around the room, touching everything in sight as most kids do. She seemed most intrigued by the stacks of books in the corner. 
 
    He emptied her bag into an empty plastic bin that would be hers for the school year and hung the pack on an unclaimed hook above the shelf.  
 
    Walking over to where she stood, he asked, “Do you have a favorite book?” 
 
    She shook her head and answered, “I love all books. I can’t wait to learn to read better so I can read to my baby sister.” 
 
    “Oh,” he asked, surprised. “You have a baby sister?” 
 
    “No, but I want one. Mr. L? Will everyone like me?” she asked with innocent eyes that peered up at him. 
 
    “Well, I certainly like you. I’m sure the rest of the class will as well. Why don’t you go ahead and take the seat next to Emily? Can you find her name? It starts with the letter E.” 
 
    He watched in amazement as the little girl easily found the name and sat in the empty seat. The school completed an assessment of all of their incoming Kindergarteners, and while most knew the basics of their letters, most still needed a refresher at the beginning of the year. But it seemed Clara was on the right track already. 
 
    Back at his desk, he made some last-minute changes to the roster for the year just as Clara’s voice called out to him. 
 
    “Mr. L?” 
 
    “Yes, Clara?” 
 
    “Can I look at a book while I wait?” 
 
    “Sure, go ahead and grab one.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she politely said as she darted to the book she had been eying earlier, one about a princess and a butterfly, and quickly sat back in her seat. Clara was whispering to herself, but he could easily make up the story she created based on the pictures. 
 
    Moments like these were why he loved being a teacher.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the rest of the class sprinkled in through the morning. The kids’ energy was palpable and he knew that he made the right choice to schedule them for the playground in the morning.  
 
    The girls compared their glittering accessories and the boys talked about their favorite video games. But once he called them all to attention, they joyfully followed him outside. He was happy to see that Clara had already made a fast friend in Emily; those two seemed to be the ones all the other girls wanted to tag along with as well. He hated it, but cliques always seemed to start early. Hell, Shane remembered carving his name on his desk in first grade. That was the start of the bad boy road he traveled down. Getting in trouble was the only way his deadbeat dad and non-existent mother would pay him any mind. The story wasn’t different from many others. He did what he could to get them to acknowledge him, even if it meant he’d feel the stinging slap of his father’s belt later. 
 
    It was one of the reasons he enjoyed Kindergarten. Shane wanted to give these kids the right tools to succeed in life, and he knew that it started young.  
 
    Clara climbed up the rock wall to the top of the slide, and at the same moment, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up on their ends. The reaction surprised him. He hadn’t felt a sensation like that since the woman over the summer that flipped him on his ass. 
 
    Jerking his head around the schoolyard, he searched out for the woman in the hopes that she was close by, even though he knew it was a long shot. She was only passing through, that’s what she had told him. No name. No number. Just the memory. The only thing he noticed was a car pulling out of the parking lot and Celia approaching him with her own class. 
 
    “Hey, Shane,” she purred as she sidled up far closer than was necessary. 
 
    Celia was the second-grade teacher for the school and the two of them had agreed on a mutual beneficiary friendship. But he called it all off at the end of the last school year. If the random calls and texts from her during that time weren’t enough of an indication, the way she ran her hands up and down his arms let Shane know that she wasn’t handling it well. Or she was just ignoring it. 
 
    Celia was very attractive. Waist-length chestnut hair, caramel eyes, and legs that went on for days, she was chased after by most single men in town. But he quickly grew tired of the games she played. He was ready for more, which wasn’t anything he thought he’d hear himself say. That was probably why the woman from the summer left such an impact. He had wanted to explore their connection, but she had left her hotel room before he had even woken the next morning. 
 
    One of her hands wrapped around his bicep as she brushed her breasts against his arm. She slithered like a viper ready to strike, but Shane gently pried her hand away from him and took a large step to the side. Distance was what they needed and they were at school after all. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as he crossed his arms against his chest. 
 
    “Shane,” she whined, but he cut her a glance that told her she wasn’t welcome to call him by his first name during work hours. 
 
    “It’s Mr. Lancaster when we’re working, Ms. Ambrose.” 
 
    “Fine,” she seethed. “Did you want to get together after work this week or maybe this weekend?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not? Is there someone else?” 
 
    Turning toward Celia so that his attention would still be on his class, he frustratingly said, “Ms. Ambrose, I don’t think that this is an appropriate conversation we should be having during working hours. But I’m simply not interested and I apologize if you thought otherwise.” 
 
    Shane geared up for some form of outrage from the persistent woman, but luckily he was saved as another teacher walked out to the playground with her class, distracting Celia. Shane took the distraction and decided to gather his class and head back inside. 
 
    Clara and Emily were the last two students to file in line, both deciding on one last trip down the slide together. Normally, he would speak with them about not coming when called upon, but he knew Clara was nervous about making friends and it seemed she had found one in her classmate. 
 
    As the two little girls joined the line, Clara glanced up at him with apprehension in her eyes. “Sorry, Mr. L. We’ll come right away next time.”  
 
    He was impressed that both students seemed to know that they should have come right away, and their regretful gazes clearly shown in their eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for the apology. And next time, I’m certain you’ll come right away.” 
 
    Shane walked to the front of the line and guided the class back to their room, the kids eager to learn as they settled in their chairs. 
 
    “Alright, class. By raising your hand, who here wants to tell me what letter this is?” Shane said as he drew the letter A on the board, smiling as all of the kids’ hands darted in the air. 
 
    Standing at the door of the classroom, Shane held a walkie-talkie in his hand. He waited for the children being picked up by their parents to be beckoned. The kids riding the bus home had already left, leaving two little boys and Clara remaining. 
 
    A screeching noise sounded from the device in his grasp and he barely made out the names of both boys. 
 
    “Alright, Aiden and Bobby, your pick up is here. Clara, do you want to come with us, and we can wait outside for your pick up?” 
 
    “Okay, Mr. L,” she replied as she grabbed her now empty backpack along with Aiden and Bobby, who kept sneaking glances at the little girl. Shane could tell that the dark-haired boys were crushing hard. He swore it started earlier and earlier. 
 
    He guided the trio through the main entrance of the school and stood under the overhang with Clara as the teacher in charge of that day’s drop off came to claim Aiden and Bobby. He watched as the two boys were escorted to their respective cars when he felt a small tug on his pant leg. 
 
    “Mr. L, I made a friend today, just like you said.” 
 
    “You made a lot of friends at school. Now, don’t forget to give your mom that note, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, Mr. L.” 
 
    A vibration in his back pocket alerted Shane to an incoming phone call. He pulled it out and saw the number of the local bike shop flash on the screen. 
 
    “Mrs. Clemons,” he called out to the woman standing across the path. “Can you stand with Clara? I need to take this call.”  
 
    “Absolutely. I want to hear all about her first day.”  
 
    Shane answered the call, thrilled to hear that his motorcycle was finished. He had taken his Ducati to have custom work done, and he had been waiting for over a month to have it returned to him. That bike was his favorite toy. 
 
    Clara was nowhere to be found by the time he ended the call, ecstatic to learn he could pick up his bike that night. He had hoped to speak with her parent about setting up a conference just to get a handle on expectations and such, but it seemed that the note would have to do. 
 
    “Clara got to her pick up okay?” He asked Mrs. Clemons as the last of the cars pulled away. 
 
    “Sure did. It seemed like her mother was quite excited to see her daughter.” 
 
    “I bet. Well, I’m going to close up my room and head out. Have a good evening.” 
 
    “You too, Mr. L.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Paige’s stomach felt as if she’d been riding a roller coaster all day. Her nerves were completely shot and her adrenaline had yet to dissipate since she received the note from Clara’s teacher yesterday afternoon as she unpacked her daughter’s bag. Mr. L asked if she could stop by after pick up time to discuss Clara. Paige didn’t know how to take the note. Had Clara done something bad? Had she been behind the other students in her learning? Paige had done the best that she could teaching her daughter skills at home instead of opting for a certified preschool, but she had wanted to spend time with her daughter. 
 
    Sleep had alluded her all evening, which meant that the house was now fully unpacked. As she passed by the newly hung mirror beside the front door, she stopped and took in her appearance. A T-shirt hung loosely off her frame, the hem draped over cut off jean. The outfit was far removed from her typical attire back in D.C. playing the perfect homemaker. But what took her by surprise was the purple bags under her eyes that she had been trying to cover up the last three months. She knew she should try to sleep while her daughter was at school, but Paige was never one that could nap.  
 
    Lifting the stack of dismantled boxes she piled beside the door, Paige carried them under her arms as she walked toward the dumpster at the back of the bed and breakfast where she would start work next week. 
 
    As she slid the cardboard into the opening, the owners of the bed and breakfast, Jack and Andrea, walked out of the shed nearby with terracotta planters in their hands. 
 
    “Good morning,” Paige called out. “Can I help you carry those?” Paige rushed over and grabbed the pot shifting under Jack’s arm. 
 
    “Thank you, Paige. I wasn’t sure that one was going to make it,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    Paige followed them inside and through the farmhouse styled main house. The long sweeping back room always took her breath away, but the view on the front porch was a dream. For as far as the eye could see were fields. There was nowhere more secluded than this place. Paige wasn’t even sure how the couple found it in the first place. 
 
    As Paige sat the pot alongside the others, noticing the planters of mums it looked like they planned to transplant, Andrea asked, “Do you have any questions before you start next week?” 
 
    “I still haven’t fully wrapped my head around the fact that I’m actually here, but maybe tomorrow I can come by and get a lay of where you have previously held events and the list of ones you have scheduled already? Also, if you can make a list of the day to day tasks that I will handle, that would be great.” 
 
    “Absolutely. I still can’t believe we opened three years ago and just mentioned being an event venue, and we have bookings for the next two years.” 
 
    “Well, you have a beautiful location, not just for weddings, but for reunions, and showers. Truly, it’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thank you, we seem to think so,” she replied as she glanced up at the man by her side. Paige knew that the two weren’t married, but there was a special bond between them. She could feel it whenever they were close. It was something Paige had given up hope in finding; her life was too complicated to yearn for more. 
 
    “What do you have planned today?” Jack asked as he tucked his arm around Andrea’s waist. 
 
    “I was going to head to the hardware store to grab some paint. Thank you both again for allowing me to personalize the cabin. I won’t pick out any crazy colors. Except for maybe Clara’s room. She has requested pink with glitter,” she told them and they all laughed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. We want you to feel at home. And I know you were worried about Clara while you’re working, but know that she is always welcome here with you. We love having kids close. Our grandchildren stop by pretty frequently.” 
 
    “That’s so nice of you. Thank you. Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair. Can I grab anything for you all while I’m out?” 
 
    They shook their heads and Paige went directly to her car and made her way to downtown Carson, which was a speck on the map but held more warmth and class than any big city she had ever lived in. 
 
    The owner of the hardware store quickly mixed up her paint choices and made sure she had the right supplies before sending her on her way. Paige had barely finished taping the baseboards in the house before she realized that the school pick up was fast approaching. 
 
    This morning she had frantically called her brother to ask if he would join her for the meeting with Clara’s teacher, but he had to decline even though he wished he could be there to support her. He insisted that she did not need to worry. Instead, he offered to buy them both dinner at Angie’s Diner that night. She was disappointed but gladly accepted his offer for dinner. 
 
    Knowing that she was running out of time, she quickly hopped in the shower and changed into a summer dress with colorful flowers and a pair of leather sandals. She tugged her hair free from its braid and let the soft waves drape down her back. A quick swipe of mascara and lip-gloss and Paige was heading out the door.t 
 
    The drive to the school felt agonizing long as Paige tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, passing field after field. When she arrived at the school later than she had the day before, Paige had to wait for the pickup line to move so that she could enter the lot. Thank goodness she had left early because she barely made it there in time. 
 
    As she strolled toward the office, Paige noticed Clara sitting on the same row of seats that they had occupied the day before in the same room. Mrs. Clemons took the seat beside her as Clara colored a page in a book. 
 
    Ducking her head in the room, Paige smiled and said, “Hey, sweetie, Mommy is going to have a quick chat with your teacher, then we’ll go home.” 
 
    “Okay, Mommy,” her daughter said, her eyes never pulling from the page on her lap. 
 
    “Oh, and we’re having dinner with Uncle Jake tonight,” Paige added, trying to ignore the invisible spear through her chest as her daughter’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep, he wanted to ask you what you thought of Kindergarten.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the best. Can we ask Mr. L to come?” 
 
    “No, sweetie. I’m sure he has his own family to get home to.” 
 
    “Okay,” her daughter resigned as she went back to coloring. 
 
    “I’m here to watch her for you. His door is the last one down the hall, on the left,” Mrs. Clemons chimed in. 
 
    “Thank you. I should be back soon.” 
 
    Paige followed the long narrow hallway, getting little joy out of the artwork gracing the walls. She was paranoid that Mr. L was going to tell her that something was wrong with her daughter. 
 
    Above the door, a sign signified the classroom as Mr. L’s. Paige stopped and nervously shifted the bag on her shoulder. Taking a heaving breath, Paige knocked on the slightly open door before entering, closing the door behind her. Then her breath caught in her lungs as she took in the man sitting behind the desk. 
 
    “You!” she shouted as he stood and from his chair. “You’re-” 
 
    “Mr. L, but you can call me Shane,” he said as he walked around the desk toward her, while she stood there shaking like a leaf. Paige had never thought she’d see him here, at the grocery store in passing, sure, but not in her daughter’s classroom. She had no idea how he held himself together. She would   have expected him to lash out at her for leaving that night. 
 
    He was closer now, so close that Paige could smell the cologne he wore. It was masculine and woodsy, something she would only associate with him.  
 
    One of his large hands reached forward and ran the knuckles against the side of her cheek. Her body shivered in response. 
 
    “You’re more beautiful than I remembered,” he whispered, causing flashbacks from their explosive night together to flicker in her mind. Tangled sheets, dueling tongues, heated touches, left Paige gasping for air. 
 
    Paige placed her hand over Shane’s, instantly realizing her mistake when shocks shot through the nerves of her fingers. 
 
    “You. . .you can’t say things like that.” 
 
    “But, it’s true.” 
 
    Paige closed her eyes as she pulled his hand away from her cheek and let her own drop to her side. Licking her lips, she could hear Shane’s soft groan, the noise licking at her skin as it passed. 
 
    “I thought we needed to discuss Clara.” 
 
    She watched as he finally put two-and-two together, his body sagging as he realized she was Clara’s mother. 
 
    “Of course, you’re Ms. Serinski.” 
 
    “Myers, actually. I’m divorced,” she added, noticing his ears perk up at the addition. “My daughter?” She prompted, and Shane seemed reluctant to guide her to his desk, where a chair was ready for the meeting. 
 
    He sat stoically in his chair, a man of authority as he stared across the large wooden desk covered in papers.  Shane leaned forward and rested his forearms on the surface as he clasped his hands and she couldn’t stop staring at the exposed skin. She was a sucker for a man with a dress shirt rolled to the elbows 
 
    “Ms. Myers, typically, I meet with the parents of a child prior to school starting so we can gauge and assess the needs of the student. For obvious reasons, we weren’t able to do that, and I’d like to take a few minutes to discuss Clara and her transition into Kindergarten.” 
 
    It all sounded so professional that Paige found herself describing her daughter and the things she liked most. Shane seemed pleased with her reply and nodded along as if he’d already noticed certain traits in Clara. 
 
    “Can I show you something?” he asked, the chair scraped against the floor as he stood. 
 
    Nodding, Paige sat her purse on the seat and followed him to an alcove covered in artwork. She walked in first, Shane following behind her, close enough that she could feel the heat from his body. 
 
    “I want you to look at these and tell me when you find Clara’s.” 
 
    Paige looked over her shoulder skeptically at the man, then turned back to the artwork. She had thought that it would be a difficult task, but within seconds, she easily found the picture Clara had colored. 
 
    “That one,” she pointed, noticing the level of skill between Clara’s artwork and the others. 
 
    “Right. One more. That stack on the bench, flip through it, tell me what you notice.” 
 
    Paige took a step forward and gently peeled back page after page of names, letters, and numbers that the class had been tracing. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I should be seeing.” 
 
    “Mrs. Myers-” he began, but she interrupted him by voicing her first name. There was no need for the formalities; they’d slept together after all. 
 
    “Paige.” He said the name as if testing the sound, rolling it around in his mind. “Your daughter is very bright. Where did she go to preschool?”  
 
    “She didn’t. I taught her at home. It. . .worked better for us that way,” Paige admitted as the alcove felt like it was shrinking around her, sucking out the air as her eyes locked on Shane’s. 
 
    As if on reflex, Shane’s hand reached forward and cupped her cheek. Paige could no longer fight the pull toward him; their attraction was sparking at such an incredible rate she was afraid the papers surrounding them would catch fire. 
 
    He took a step closer to her, closing the distance between their two bodies as he said, “I’m going to kiss you.” 
 
    Her body swayed as she fell for his words. In a voice no louder than a whisper, Paige replied, “Aren’t there rules?” but she was lost in his gaze, forgetting they were tucked away in his classroom. 
 
    “Fuck the rules,” he told her just before he pressed his lips against hers in a heated kiss. His tongue didn’t need to beg for entrance; Paige was ready and willing to let him explore as she tilted her head slightly. 
 
    She had never felt such passion in her life, such an uncontrollable urge to press herself against a man and become one. Paige could see how this would become addicting and she didn’t care. 
 
    Her body felt weightless as Shane wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her in the air only to swipe his free hand across the bench, causing the papers to scatter across the floor. 
 
    “The papers,” she commented as he sat her on the cold metal bench, her head falling back as his lips explored the crevice of her neck. 
 
    “Don’t care. My god your skin tastes so good,” he murmured before he brought his lips back down to hers in a fiery kiss. 
 
    “Shane,” she moaned into his mouth, rocking her spread legs to align her center with his. 
 
    “Mr. Lancaster?” a shrill voice called out from the front of the classroom. Paige jumped from the bench as if cold water had been poured on her. 
 
    “I’m back here, Celia,” he answered more nonchalantly than Paige could muster.  
 
    Knowing that someone was heading in their direction, Paige immediately bent down and began picking up the papers Shane had knocked over. He must have noticed her frantic movements because he squatted down and did the same. 
 
    “Oh,” the overly made-up woman said from the opening to the alcove. 
 
    Paige spoke up first. “I’m such a klutz. Mr. Lancaster was showing me Clara’s work and I knocked over a ton of papers.” Standing, Paige placed the stack she collected back onto the bench, hoping that she didn’t look as ruffled as she felt. 
 
    “Is there something I can do for you?” Shane asked the newcomer with a hint of anger weaving through his voice that caused Paige to turn her eyes toward him. 
 
    “I was just going to see if you wanted to meet up tonight.” 
 
    “I have plans,” he replied, brushing past the woman as he moved toward his desk. “Thank you for stopping by, Ms. Myers. I can tell that Clara will be an exceptional student and I’ll be sure to send home the workbook we had discussed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Paige said blankly. At this point, she had no idea what Shane was talking about, but the tension in the room was growing and she didn’t want to be a part of it. “Clara really enjoys this class, and you as a teacher. It’s all she’s talked about.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear.” Shane smiled over at her and Paige could swear her heart skipped a beat. “Thanks for meeting with me today.” 
 
    “Sure,” Paige declared as she skidded out of the room, ignoring the ache in her chest as she left Shane with the other woman.  
 
    With a smile at Mrs. Clemons, she gathered Clara, and the two of them headed home. Her daughter’s excitement for dinner with her uncle filled the space in the car and kept Paige’s wayward thoughts at bay. 
 
    “Mama, what did you think of Mr. L?” Clara asked as she hung her book bag on the hook near the front door. 
 
    “He was very nice.” 
 
    “Good because I really like him.” 
 
    Her daughter reached into the basket on the counter to grab an afternoon snack and all Paige managed to whisper was, “Me too, sweetie. Me too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shane hated being left in the room with Celia while Paige eagerly walked away. He wished he could have gone with her, but watching her backside sway behind the cotton of her dress was enough to hold him over for the next hour or so he needed to be at the office. 
 
    “Was there something you needed, Celia?” he asked the woman that was standing in front of him with irritation shooting from her eyes. 
 
    “Who was she?” 
 
    “A parent. . .” 
 
    “Looked like more than just a parent. You know there are rules, Shane.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want you or the parent to find yourself in trouble,” she implied, only fueling Shane’s anger. He didn’t want to deal with Celia’s jealousy today, or any day, for that matter. 
 
    “Is that all, Ms. Ambrose? I have somewhere I need to be.” 
 
    The woman winced slightly, only to square her shoulders and turn on her thin-heeled shoes. With his head bent over his desk, pretending to finish some paperwork, Shane listened for the click-clack of her shoes to fade away. 
 
    He waited a minute or more before he gathered his bag and turned off the light to his classroom. He couldn’t stay locked in that room a minute more with the moment of Paige’s center pressed against his hips still lingering in the room. As he headed to his car, savoring Paige’s flavor still present on his lips, he wondered if fate brought Paige back into his life.  
 
    Shane had worried he was going to be haunted by an explosive memory; now that she had returned, he was going to be completely possessed. 
 
    He rented a small house about a mile from the school, which kept him within walking distance to the school and downtown. His friend Jake still lived in a one-bedroom apartment, but the man worked so much he didn’t have time for the upkeep of a house. At least that was what he had said when Shane asked if he wanted to share the space. 
 
    Shane wasn’t much of a decorator, but he liked the house. He had paid a local designer to furnish the rooms and he hadn’t been disappointed. 
 
    As he pulled into his driveway, he noticed that Logan Chamberlain and Austin Connelly were next door at their next house flip. They’d been working on the property for the last few months and Shane had come to know the guys pretty well, helping when he could during the summer. The men were best friends and now brothers as Austin’s sister had married Logan. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Shane called out as he exited his truck. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good. Just finishing up for the day,” Austin replied as he threw a bag into the back of his truck. “How’s the new school year?” 
 
    “So far, so good. Only two days in, hard to gauge.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it, man,” Logan said with a shake of his head. “I have three kids and we can barely manage.” 
 
    Shane couldn’t help but laugh. It was not the first time he had heard that from parents. “Kids are great. If it makes you feel better, they’re always different for a teacher than they are for their parents.” 
 
    Chiming in, Austin added, “We’re going to finish clearing out the inside, want to grab a bite at Angie’s Diner when we’re done.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to take my bike out for a ride, I’ll meet you guys there.” 
 
    Shane waved goodbye to his friends and went inside his house that seemed emptier than normal. He wasn’t sure if it was seeing Paige again that had twisted his thoughts, or that he needed a dog. Yeah, he definitely needed a dog. 
 
    An hour later, Shane was zipping around the mountainous roads on his bike. He leaned forward on the Ducati, causing the air to shift around his body differently. This was where he felt the most freedom; when the world melted away in a blur of colors. There was nothing to remind him of the choices he had made as a child and teenager. Nothing to remind him of that feeling of being unwanted and unloved. 
 
    Another hour and a half later, Shane killed the engine of his bike and hoisted his body over the hunk of metal. Angie’s Diner was crowded, per usual. There weren’t many options in the small town, but depending on the special being served, there could be a line down the sidewalk. He draped his leather jacket on the seat of the bike, knowing that not a single soul would touch it, and walked toward the entrance of the 50’s styled restaurant. 
 
    Logan and Austin were seated at the counter when Shane stepped inside, but for some reason, his eyes were pulled to a middle booth along the wall. His gaze landed on Jake first, the large man smiling goofily at the woman and child in the seat across from him.  Like a knife driving through his chest, Shane felt a sudden pinch then agonizing pain as he recognized the pair. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, but at that moment, Logan and Austin noticed his arrival. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Logan beckoned, which drew Jake’s attention to him at the same time. 
 
    “Lancaster!” Jake looked so thrilled with his company that Shane couldn’t ignore his best friend, even if he really wanted to rip the man out of the booth and pound his fist into Jake’s face. 
 
    Motioning to Logan, Shane silently explained that he would be right back. It felt as if he was trudging through molasses as he made the short trip. As he approached the front of the table, his gaze flicked from Jake’s to Paige’s, noticing how her smile gave way to shock and reddened cheeks. He guessed she was embarrassed to be caught. 
 
    “Man, so glad you’re here, I want to introduce you to someone.” 
 
    “Mr. L!” Clara exclaimed, breaking the trance that had enveloped Shane. 
 
    He forced himself to acknowledge his student with equal enthusiasm and smiled at the little girl that eagerly showed off her drawing on the back of the kid’s menu. 
 
    “Ah, yeah. It totally didn’t dawn on me that you could be Munchkins teacher,” his friend said. 
 
    He even had a nickname for her, Shane thought to himself. 
 
    “So, I guess you met Paige earlier today,” Jake added as Shane pinned his glare on the stunning woman sitting at the end of the booth. He noticed she still had on the simple dress from earlier that gave just a glimpse of cleavage. Cleavage that he wanted to swipe with his tongue and pepper with his lips. 
 
    “Yes, I had the pleasure,” he forced out, never pulling his eyes from Paige’s who squirmed in her seat at the innuendo. 
 
    Speaking to Paige, Jake said, “I’m so glad you decided to move here.” 
 
    “Me too.” Reaching an arm out, Paige tickled the ribs of Clara, her giggles filling the diner. “And Clara is happy to be closer to Uncle Jake.” 
 
    Shane was filled with sorrow from watching the happy couple in front of him, knowing his opportunity with her never stood a chance. Now he needed to figure out a way to tell Jake that he had kissed his woman. Then a word stuck out to him. 
 
    “Uncle?” he stuttered. 
 
    “Yeah, we. . .Well, damn. Why does this feel awkward?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but y’all look nothing alike.” 
 
    Jake was tall, muscular, with dark hair and eyes, while Paige was small, blonde, and petite.  
 
    “Well, genetics are a fucking weird thing.” 
 
    “Mr. L,” Clara chimed in. “Can you eat dinner with us? Please please please.” 
 
    God, he was screwed because when Clara turned those puppy-dog eyes on him, he was a goner. He didn’t know how Paige or Jake managed to ever tell her no. 
 
    “Yeah, man, have a seat. Munchkin, come sit beside me.” 
 
    Shane stepped away momentarily to ask Logan and Austin for a rain check, which they gladly accepted. By the time he made his way back to the booth, Clara was sidled up next to Jake, the two of them playing a cut-throat game of tic-tac-toe, leaving an open spot next to Paige. 
 
    She had scooted as far over in the booth as she could go, wholly pressed against the window, but as Shane slid on the vinyl cushion, he made sure to crowd her. 
 
    “Hi,” he whispered, yearning for her eyes to meet his as she responded to his greeting. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Looking over, he noticed Jake and Clara were still enthralled in whatever game they were now playing. Under the table, Shane placed his hand on Paige’s hands, which were clasped on her knees. She immediately pulled her hands apart, which caused his hand to fall onto her exposed thigh. 
 
    With wide eyes in a shocked expression, Paige finally turned her head toward him and glared as he skimmed his fingers higher on her thigh and under her dress. He had expected her to pull his hand from her heated skin as her palm and fingers landed on his wrist, but instead, she squeezed tighter as he drifted closer to her center. Shane was captivated at the growing dilation of her eyes, and he knew his fingers could easily bring her pleasure, but he left them just far enough away to drive her crazy. Just as she had done to him when she left without a trace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Ever since the dinner Shane interrupted with his good looks and deft fingers, Paige had been on edge. Nothing could bring her the release she knew that she needed. Absolutely nothing. It’s as if her orgasms were programmed to respond to Shane and only Shane. 
 
    The drop off line at the school had been a nightmare that week as she watched Shane stand at the entrance of the school and greet the kids, winking at her every time that she drove by. It was brutal. 
 
    How much she wanted this man that she barely knew was more than brutal; it was sweet agony. She couldn’t figure out why her body reacted the way it did around him. She knew he was gorgeous with his muscles and bad boy leather, but most of all, her brother vouched for the man. What better affirmation did she need? Except Jake had no idea that she and Shane had hooked up over the summer. Or in his classroom, almost. 
 
    Paige was driving herself crazy trying to forget the wild tryst, but her memories were too good to be forgotten. Until she moved to Carson, they had served as a playback for when she needed some one-on-one time with her battery-operated friend. 
 
    She was grateful that she didn’t need to see him one last time this week since Clara’s friend had begged her to stay the night. Paige hoped that she could use the weekend to figure out to erase everything about Shane. She had to. He was her daughter’s teacher for goodness sake. 
 
    An average Friday to herself, Paige would call up a friend or two to get together, but when she and her husband went their separate ways, or at least she had, the friends went along with him. She wondered if his other family – the actual family - had the same set of friends and Paige had just been left in the dark the entire seven years. She bet they laughed and carried on about her as the naïve mistress. 
 
    After grabbing some take out from Angie’s, Paige went home and relaxed with a movie while she ate dinner. She was looking forward to the bath she’d get to take in the clawfoot tub in the hall bathroom. 
 
    Rain had started sprinkling outside as she queued up The Notebook, the noise was one of her favorite sounds on the tin roof of the cabin. Just as she got up to throw away her trash from dinner, a knock sounded on the door. She hadn’t expected anyone, but with Jack and Andrea across the way, and guests that might lose their way, she wasn’t surprised to hear the noise. What did surprise her was the drenched man standing on her porch when she opened the door. 
 
    “Shane?” she asked the handsome man standing with his hands tucked deep in his pockets, his white shirt clung to his wet skin, drops of rain fell from his hair onto his nose and shoulders. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Would you be mad if I told you that I couldn’t stay away?”  
 
    She hesitated. Was she mad? Was she upset that her first night alone he had interrupted? But she knew that she was secretly elated. Somewhere deep inside, she wished that she’d had the nerve to show up at his place. 
 
    Peering around his shoulder, she saw no truck or the bike she had seen over summer. “How did you get here?” she asked. 
 
    “Walked. It was more discrete. And I swear on all living things that if I don’t kiss you right now, I’m going to go crazy.” 
 
    Not knowing how to respond, Paige gestured for him to enter her home, and before she could ask what he meant, he had pinned her against the door and mashed his lips against hers. 
 
    Just like their night together months before, Paige felt as if she was one with Shane. She could feel every one of his thoughts and desires as he softly stroked her arms or skimmed the strip of exposed skin above the waistband of her shorts. She had held the memories so high that she was afraid nothing would ever meet, but now she knew Shane would always soar past her expectations. Even with a simple kiss, her body climbed to new heights, leaving her panting in desire. 
 
    “Shane,” she moaned as she hitched her leg against his hip. Paige wanted to be closer and needed to feel his warm skin against hers. Reaching down, she lifted the hem of his soaked shirt up and over his chest, the material landing with a flop on the floor. 
 
    “Your turn,” he whispered against her mouth.  
 
    In a flash, he had whipped her shirt free from her body, quickly followed by her bra. 
 
    His mouth traveled from her lips down to the pert tip for her nipple. Paige’s back arched the moment his tongue swiped across the sensitive skin, which only brought her hips closer to his stiff erection. 
 
    “Fuck, I wanted to be gentle and go slow, but I need to feel you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she readily replied, not caring at the huskiness of her voice that sounded unfamiliar to her own ears. 
 
    In a brazenness that she did not know resided inside her, Paige slid a finger through the loop of Shane’s shorts and dragged him down the hall to her master bedroom, where she promptly pushed him backward onto her bed. He continued to move until he hit the center of her mattress. Paige climbed over him, hovering as her core rested above his tented shorts. 
 
    She leaned forward and placed kisses across his chest, paying special attention to each nipple, loving the way his hands fisted the sheets with every peck. Leaving a wet path, she unhooked the material blocking his erection and pressed a kiss at the tip of his cock, breaking free from his boxer briefs. 
 
    Quickly she tugged the materials down his legs, removing his shoes and socks as she went. Reaching for her the waistband of her leggings, she skimmed down her thighs and calves until they landed at her ankles and she kicked them away. 
 
    “Do you have a condom?” Wrapping her hand around his stiff cock, she awaited his response. 
 
    “Yes. Pocket,” he panted as Paige’s lips wrapped around the mushroom tip of his cock. 
 
    Paige had never been a fan of blowjobs. Her ex-husband would force her to do them before they could even attempt sex of some sort. And Paige hated being forced to do anything. 
 
    But with Shane, she wanted to feel his cock in her mouth, savor his flavor with her tongue. She wanted it all. 
 
    He was large. Larger than she had ever felt or seen, but she didn’t care. Seeing him go wild with desire was one of the reasons why the memory from the summer had stuck with her for so long. She loved seeing him get the same pleasure that she received. 
 
    Paige spent time milking his cock with her mouth, alternating between her hand, mouth, and tongue until Shane sat up and switched their positions, immediately placing his lips on her center. 
 
    “Ohmygod,” she said in one quick breath as his tongue licked at her folds. On reflex, her right hand delved into the thick strands of his hair while the other tangled in her sheets. 
 
    Shane’s large fingers gripped her thigh as he devoured her core, leaving her on the brink of explosion, only to pull away as the waves began to crest. 
 
    She grunted as he moved away, leaning down to pull out his wallet. Shane expertly ripped the aluminum packet with his teeth and slid the condom down his thick shaft before crawling up Paige’s body. 
 
    Suspending his body over hers, Shane bent forward, bringing his lips against the lobe of her ear. 
 
    “Why did you leave?” 
 
    Confused, Paige tried to bring herself down from her heady state, but couldn’t understand what he was referencing. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Nipping at the soft skin of her neck, Shane repeated, “Why did you leave that morning?” 
 
    Could she tell him the truth? Should she? Paige waged the answers in her mind. The thought of exposing herself to him brought forth fear of rejection. 
 
    “I. . .” she started just as Shane began rubbing the tip of his cock against her slick sex.  
 
    “You what?” 
 
    Sliding the tip of his erection into her heat Paige lost all train of thought. 
 
    “You what, Paige,” he prompted adamantly. 
 
    “Ah, I felt too much. I didn’t even know you, yet it felt like I’d known you forever. Okay? Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
    As she finished her declaration, he slammed his shaft to the hilt, pressing his hips against hers. It was agonizing pleasure as he stretched her body to accommodate his size. Their moans whirled and twisted around them, vibrating in the air, and filling the room. 
 
    “Are you ready for more?” 
 
    “More?” she answered, her voice cracking at the end in worry. 
 
    He slid out and back in her tight sheath, the motion eliciting a groan as her back arched, reaching for more. 
 
    “So much more. As in, I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk tomorrow.” 
 
    “What else?” she murmured as his pace increased and she clawed at his muscular back, their body slick with sweat and exertion. 
 
    “Then I’m not letting you go. Ever.” 
 
    She dug her nails in hard, pulling at his skin as her body tightened. 
 
    “Shane,” she moaned as her body fell apart in his arms. 
 
    He followed closely behind, his body jerking as he thrust one last time. 
 
    Once their breaths settled, Shane rolled to the side and tugged Paige’s body on top of his. 
 
    “I meant what I said. Now that I’ve found you again, I’m not going to let you go.” 
 
    “Shane. . .” she sighed. She wanted to believe that he meant what he said, but she came with baggage, more than most. And a precocious little girl that was going to be more than confused with her non-existent father possibly being replaced by her teacher. “This could get really messy. I’m just out of a nasty divorce. And then there is Clara.” 
 
    Shane lifted up on his arm to gaze down at her, but she was surprised to find a smile on his face and not the anger she had anticipated. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. Whatever baggage you have, I can handle it, and I already told you how special I think Clara is.” 
 
    “But what about your job?” 
 
    “Fuck my job. I don’t care.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” she argued, sitting up on the bed, which forced Shane to do the same. 
 
    “Paige, it’s just a job,” he told her calmly as he stroked his hand through her hair, cupping her cheek in the process. “I carried around the necklace you left in the hotel room every day absolutely certain that it was the only thing I’d have to remember you. But here you are and I think that it was a sign for me to never give up hope.” 
 
    “Necklace?” she murmured as he slid from the bed and back to his shorts. A moment later, he held out his hand where her gold necklace with Clara’s initial dangled from his fingers. 
 
    “I’m not letting you go, Paige. Our night together has haunted me for weeks, and now that you’re here, I can’t give up. Tell me you feel the same.” 
 
    “Shane. . .” 
 
    She was waging war with her own emotions. Paige wanted to tell him the truth, but the truth scared the shit out of her. Because she wasn’t sure that she could handle it herself. She needed to lay all her cards on the table so that he knew what he was in store for. Paige had only known the lies and betrayal of her ex. Fake social security number, fake name, fake marriage, though the license had been real. She had been the other woman in a loveless marriage and she’d had no idea. Even to her own ears, it seemed preposterous. She had been naïve and young. And somehow the first wife had forgiven her. And her husband. She’d had had no idea, but had been disgusted at the events. The man was a prominent lawyer, so he knew the inner workings of hiding and manipulating. Paige was only happy that the divorce was quick and easy. 
 
    She told Shane all of this, hating how her stomach churched into a pit of itself with each word. She felt dirty and used after, wanting to tuck herself under the sheets to hide away. But Shane didn’t let her turn from him. Gently cupping her face with both of his strong hands, Shane tilted closer, barely a breath between them. 
 
    “Tell me you feel it,” he repeated as if he wasn’t daunted by everything she described. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Paige whispered the only truth she knew though her heart may go up in flames. 
 
    “I do. I feel it all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t positive how they had managed it, but he and Paige had kept their relationship under wraps for the last three months, somehow. He was more than happy to bring their coupling to light, but Paige worried for his job. And her brother. He hadn’t been thrilled to learn that his little sister had fallen for his bad boy best friend. To Shane, it was hard for him to lose the close friendship he and Jake had once had, but Paige was worth it. Shane only hoped that Jake would come around sooner rather than later. 
 
    Clara never bat an eye when Shane would show up at their house behind the bed and breakfast, or would play with her while her mother worked. But they made sure to steer clear of the school. The single mothers and PTA could be a vicious den of vipers. 
 
    Except he was confident people at the school had already begun to whisper and assume. Carson was a small town after all, and though they tried, Paige and Shane had a hard time keeping their hands off each other in public. 
 
    Winter break was right around the corner and Shane couldn’t wait to spend the next two weeks with the woman he was certain he was in love with.               And her tiny nugget of a daughter that had him wrapped around her little finger. 
 
    Two weeks, that’s all he had until he got a break. 
 
    Heels clicked outside his room until they paused at his door. He looked up from his desk to find Celia standing at the entrance with a smug smile. 
 
    “Mr. Henry wants to see you,” she said, then spun on her heels just as quickly as she came. That woman was liable to give him whiplash. 
 
    He didn’t know why the principal wanted to speak with him after school hours, but he didn’t want to keep the man waiting. With weary steps he strolled into the office, surprised to find Clara and Jake sitting on the bench of seats, but he didn’t have time to question his friend who sadly hung his head. 
 
    “You can go in,” Mrs. Clemons said, her lips pinched as if she ate something sour. 
 
    After seeing Clara, Shane shouldn’t have been surprised to find Paige sitting in one of the chairs opposite of Mr. Henry, but he was. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, his voice growling at the man. 
 
    “Please have a seat,” Mr. Henry said as he gestured to the vacant chair. “Let me cut to the chase. We have had an anonymous report that you, Mr. Lancaster, have forged a relationship with the mother of one of your students. Is that correct?” 
 
    Shane didn’t hesitate to answer but was surprised as Paige reached out and gripped his arm.  
 
    “How is that-” she began, but he immediately cut her off, “Yes, it is.” 
 
    The principal nodded, his brows pinching in sadness. “Mr. Lancaster, I’m sure you know the rules about parent/teacher fraternization.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware.” 
 
    “You know what I have to do then, don’t you? 
 
    “I understand,” Shane replied, standing from his seat, knowing that there was nothing more to the conversation. He knew the consequences, and just as he had as a kid, he was more than willing to break the rules. 
 
    “Wait!” Paige called out as he headed out of the room. “Don’t I get a say in this?” 
 
    Mr. Henry chimed in coldly. “I’m not sure why your comments would be necessary. Mr. Lancaster knew the rules and clearly broke them by starting a relationship with you.” 
 
    Shane watched as she reached into her bag and pulled a well-worn school guidance book free from the confines with a page marked by a bright pink flag. 
 
    “No one broke anything. The rule specifically states that forging a relationship with a parent during the school term is prohibited.” 
 
    “Ms. Myers, I know what the rule states and that is what brings us here today.” 
 
    “Well, then it’s a good thing that Mr. Lancaster and I forged a relationship long before my daughter was his student. We began seeing each other over the summer when I came to interview at the bed and breakfast.” 
 
    “And why should I take your word, Ms. Myers?” 
 
    “You don’t. You can ask my brother, who lives in Carson and is the reason I moved here. Or we can ring up Jack and Andrea, the owners of the B and B. I’m sure they can verify the date of my interview.” 
 
    Per her instruction, Mr. Henry called out to Jake out in the office and he reluctantly agreed that Paige and Shane began seeing each other over the summer and that he had initiated the meeting. Her brother added that little tidbit, but it definitely helped the case. 
 
    Shane and Paige’s eyes met, both a mix of hope and fear. 
 
    A moment later, Mr. Henry dialed the number for the bed and breakfast, asking for verification of Paige’s interview date. A few moments of silence passed in the room as Mr. Henry hung up the phone until he embarrassingly coughed.  
 
    “I apologize for the hassle and incorrect information. I hope that you and Ms. Myers enjoy your evening.” 
 
    As Shane escorted Paige from the room, he heard Mr. Henry call for Mrs. Clemons. “Please ask Ms. Ambrose to come see me before she leaves.” For some reason, Shane wasn’t surprised that Ms. Ambrose might have been the instigator. And though he should be angry at her deceit, he had more pressing matters to attend to. 
 
    Paige left his side to collect Clara, leaving Shane and Jake to stand awkwardly by each other. 
 
    Breaking the silence first, Shane said, “Thank you, man.” 
 
    “No need to thank me. I’ve never seen my sister happier, you know? Not since she found out that bastard had a whole other family on the side. And I guess I owe that to you.” 
 
    “When I met her, I didn’t know she was your sister.” 
 
    “I know that, now. She’s special. And I guess if I needed to trust her and Clara with anyone else, it should be you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Hey, Clara,” Jake called out. “Let’s see who can get to the car the fastest.”  
 
    Shane and Paige followed behind them out of the school. As they passed the front doors, he grabbed her wrist before she could walk toward her car that was parked at the corner of the lot. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did in there.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly at him, something he would never tire of seeing. “I only told the truth.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it still could have gone the other way. How did you figure out what Mr. Henry wanted, and how to get Jake to lie?” 
 
    “I didn’t do either. All I did was take the time to read the fine print. And, remember, Jake’s my big brother. He will always protect me. I’m sure he could hear everything going on outside the office.” 
 
    “Well, damn. I owe that man a beer.” 
 
    “And you owe me a kiss,” she prompted, which he willingly obliged. 
 
    “I love you, Paige. I’m going to keep my promise.” 
 
    “I love you too. Now help me convince my brother to take Clara for the night so I can get some alone time with my rule breaker.” 
 
    You can continue more stories in the town of Carson with Coming Alive 
 
    If you enjoyed this book, sign up for reminders of Renee’s future works. 
 
    www.reneeharless.com/newsletter 
 
      
 
    Or join my reader group 
 
    Renee Harless’ Risque Readers 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Need more academic guidance? 
 
    Don’t miss the rest of the Adult Education series of steamy standalone stories. 
 
    Happy Reading! 
 
      
 
    Belle’s Curves by Barbra Campbell 
 
    Teacher’s Pet by Poppy Parkes 
 
    Pick-Up Playbook by Halston Hart 
 
    Principles of Love by Elisa Leigh 
 
    Study Dates by Shaw Hart


 
   
  
 



 
 
    More Books by Renee Harless 
 
    Ridge Rogues 
 
    Of Boys And Men 
 
    Of Bishops and Pawns 
 
      
 
    Welcome to Carson Series 
 
    Coming Alive 
 
    Coming Together 
 
    Coming Consumed 
 
    Coming Altered 
 
    Coming Innocent 
 
    Coming Unraveled 
 
    Coming Unplugged 
 
    Coming Home 
 
      
 
    Home in Carson Series 
 
    Behind the Lens 
 
    Behind the Badge 
 
    Behind the Bar 
 
      
 
    The Stolen Series 
 
    Stolen Nights 
 
    Stolen Kisses 
 
    Stolen Hearts 
 
      
 
    The Stone Trilogy 
 
    Make Me Yours 
 
    Make You Mine 
 
    Make Us More 
 
      
 
    Standalones 
 
    Screw You 
 
    Between the Lines 
 
    The Scene Stealer 
 
    A Snowflake Wish 
 
    Rebel Teacher 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Acknowledgements 
 
    I first want to thank Poppy for giving me the opportunity to share Shane and Paige’s story. And to Barbra, Elisa, Halston, and Shaw, I’m so excited to be a part of this series with you. 
 
    Patricia, thank  you for being a voice of reason and helping me with this story when things just wouldn’t click. I appreciate your friendship so much. 
 
    To the betas that were able to help make this book the best it could be – thank you. Sally, Lisa, and Kelli, I definitely owe you one. 
 
    And finally, thank you to the readers and bloggers that have shared their excitement for this novella. I was thrilled to take you on a little journey back to Carson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Coming Alive 
 
    Welcome to Carson Book One 
 
    BY RENEE HARLESS 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Sneak Peek 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Coming Alive 
 
      
 
    Renee Harless 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Avery never expected to take another chance at love.  Until she's thrown a curveball she isn't anticipating – a man that causes her pulse to race and also happens to be one of her bosses. Finding herself drawn to him, Avery does her best to push him away, but she in no way predicts her heart pulling him in. 
 
    Logan doesn't trust women. Period. But a one-night stand cut short exposes him to a mysterious woman that flips his world upside down. He didn’t predict meeting her - the one that would make him question everything. Undeterred by her need to keep him at arm's length, he goes against everything he believes in the quest to prove that they're worth fighting for.


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    AVERY IS LATE. SHE is so late that she is tempted to take an unscheduled absence and just clock in for tomorrow. Luck is on her side though: her boss’ car isn’t yet parked in the employee lot. 
 
    Wasting no time, Avery rushes through the sliding glass doors at the physician’s office and shoves her items into her locker. Melanie, her friend and coworker, appears behind her in the breakroom and props herself against the locker adjacent to her own. 
 
    "So, I have a thought, but I want you to hear me out." 
 
    Turning to face her, Avery can see that Melanie is doing little to mask the anxiety on her face – crinkles are knitted between her brows and bite marks of worry are on her lips. She does this when she's concerned about her. Melanie knows that a year later, Avery is still struggling to get over her fiancé’s death, as well as trying to make peace with the horrible life she attempts to keep buried in the past.  
 
    Forcing a smile, Avery asks her to continue. 
 
    "I think you need to move away." 
 
    A gasp explodes out of Avery’s mouth at the suggestion.  
 
    A year after Declan’s passing, Avery continues to find she is just wandering through life, masking the pain she still feels inside at the loss of her almost-husband. Though there have been a few moments of happiness - a new neighbor that loves to have Avery over for dinner with her two sons – and of course the event that she never saw coming: Max and Melanie's wedding. That one definitely took everyone by surprise. She supposes that in a way, Declan's death illuminated the true meaning of living your life to the fullest, especially for their two friends. 
 
    "Hold on, Avery. Don’t get upset. I think it would be good for you. Everything here reminds you of all that you've lost. You need a fresh start." 
 
    Taking Avery’s hand in-between her equally small ones, Melanie garners more of her attention. 
 
    "Look. My cousin, Nikki, lives in this adorable town in North Carolina. She needs a new roommate since hers just up and left, and I think you two would get along great. She works as a receptionist at a private practice in her town. When I mentioned what you do, she said they were actually hiring a medical assistant for each of the physicians at her practice." Pulling Avery closer, she wraps her in a tight hug. "This is your chance, Avery. You can be someone new where no one knows what you've been through." 
 
    Avery takes a moment to consider Melanie’s proposal. The idea isn’t a bad one really; it’s actually something she had been tossing back and forth in her own mind for quite some time. 
 
    "You really think I should do it?" 
 
    "Max and I don't think you have anything to lose. And I really think you could be happy there. We all want you to be happy, Avery." 
 
    Absorbing her words, Avery asks if she can let her know by the end of the day. She wants to make sure she has taken adequate time to decide if this is what she really wants – no, needs to do. 
 
    This new idea is so distracting that during her daily workload of patients, Avery is admittedly surprised when she reaches the end of the day without severely harming anyone. 
 
    When at last Avery finds Max and Melanie standing by the water dispenser at the end of the shift, she tugs Melanie into her arms before saying, "How soon can I move?" 
 
    Continue Reading Coming Alive 
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