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      I’ll never love again after losing my wife.

      There’s no time for it anyway.

      My daughter is my main focus, along with fighting fires for a living.

      I’ve closed up my heart and decided the bachelor life is for me.

      Or that was the plan.

      And yet there’s something about my daughter’s teacher.

      The woman unravels me—one smile at a time.

      Too bad she’s off limits.

      A casual fling would be nice. But no, it’s not right.

      Unfortunately, the pretty woman who’s staining my dreams disagrees.

      She wants what I want, and so much more.

      No matter how badly I fight it, all bets are off, and I’m losing this battle.

      She lights a fire inside me that rivals the ones I’ve dedicated my life to fighting.

      And no matter how much I fight it, this woman is mine.

      Now. Tomorrow. Forever.
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          Mav

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon humidity made my skin sticky. My black fireman’s uniform clung to my body like a layer of half-shed skin, damp around the collar, lower back, and shoulders. I pinched the front of the T-shirt between my thumb and forefinger and tugged rapidly, creating some airflow between my torso and the fabric in an attempt to cool down.

      It didn’t really work.

      I shifted around in my chair and squinted up at the sun. It was just past noon. 

      It had been a quiet morning at the firehouse. We hadn’t had any calls in the last five or six days, and the guys and I had settled into a routine of recreation. As I sat in the little sliver of shade with the back of my chair pressed up against the brick wall of the back of the firehouse, the rest of my crew indulged in a friendly game of half-court basketball before me.

      How they could enjoy playing in this heat, I had no idea.

      But they were definitely enjoying themselves. The heat radiating off the black pavement didn’t seem to bother them in the slightest. They dripped with perspiration and left little raindrop-sized drops of moisture on the pavement at their feet.

      Trace and I were the only ones not playing. He was somewhere in the garage, tending to one of the trucks, and I was reading.

      Derek, Allen, Hayden, and Maddox were the ones on the court. Hayden had the ball and was hanging back on the centerline, bouncing the ball between his feet as he passed it from his left hand to his right, all the while wearing a cocky smirk and eyeing his teammate, Allen. 

      Derek and Maddox made their best effort to block Allen and take the ball from Hayden.

      The court erupted in a flurry of movement. I remained motionless, watching from beneath my eyebrows as my face was still tilted down to the page of my book. Hayden broke free of his blocker, Derek, spun to the corner of the court, and threw a perfect shot.

      “Nothing but net.” Hayden grinned.

      Allen gave him a high five before they all rearranged themselves back into starting positions. Maddox took the ball. The four of them held their positions, waiting for him to make his move.

      When he did, things unfurled just as quickly as the last time.

      The only difference was Maddox never made it to the net. He lost the ball to Allen, who slapped it away from him, and the ball rolled and bounced out of bounds to stop at my right foot.

      “Throw it here, Mav,” Allen said, holding his hands up and splaying his fingers.

      I returned my attention to the page of my book and nudged the ball to him with the toe of my boot.

      Allen bent and scooped it up. “You sure you don’t want to play, Mav? We can work around an uneven number.”

      “I’m good here,” I said, holding up my book.

      “You can read anytime,” Hayden chimed in, planting his fists on his hips. His hair was matted to his forehead with sweat, and beads of it dripped from the end of his nose.

      I shook my head. “It’s too hot. The shade is nice. Besides, I’m not much of a basketball fan.”

      “Good thing we’re not playing a real game then.” Hayden shrugged like that would make me like the game better, simply because they were playing a half-court game.

      I’d never been a fan of basketball. In high school, I played a bit, but I always leaned more toward football or rugby. Impact sports. Basketball just didn’t do it for me.

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”

      The guys lost interest in me after that. They went back to their game, and I was left in peace to go back to my book. It was pleasant to sit outside, despite the heat. The hammering of the basketball striking the pavement and the chatter of my crew’s voices as they taunted each other in a friendly competition made for good background noise as my eyes scanned the page.

      I was lost in my fictional world when the door to my right swung open. Trace scanned the court, and then his light blue eyes flicked to me. “You busy, Mav?”

      “What’s up?”

      “I could use an extra set of hands in the shop. Just for fifteen minutes.” Trace tipped his head toward the door.

      I pushed myself up, not enjoying the way my shirt stuck to my skin like the layers of paper-mache I’d helped my daughter apply over a blown-up balloon for a school project the week before. “Right behind you.”

      The sounds of the others playing basketball became muted behind me as I followed Trace inside. We made our way down the back hall to the kitchen and sitting room, and then again down the corridor that led past the chief’s office, the dressing room, washrooms, and let out into the garage.

      Trace stopped at an unraveled hose and gathered one end into a loop to drape it over his shoulder. “There’s a second over there. I was doing inspections all morning, and I have to get this shit done.”

      I bent over and grabbed the second hose. I followed his actions, draping it over my shoulder and proceeding to use my opposite hand to gather it in equally sized loops, adding each one to my shoulder. Every loop added more weight. When we were done, we put them back on Gerty, one of the fire trucks. 

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      Trace shook his head. “Nah. Honestly, I just thought you might want to step in and get out of the heat for a minute.”

      I ran a hand over my head. My hair was trimmed short, almost buzzed, like most of the other guys, but there was sweat up there nonetheless. “It’s a hot one. That’s for sure.”

      “How are you going to beat the heat this week?” Trace asked, leaning back against Gerty and crossing his arms over his chest.

      “It’s not much of a priority. Olivette starts kindergarten next week. So I’m a little out of my depth trying to get her ready for school.” I chuckled and shook my head at my own naivety where school was concerned. “I can’t believe how many supplies they need. I mean, it’s kindergarten, not the military.”

      Trace cracked a smile. “Kindergarten is serious business. And a big step. You ready for it?”

      Was I ready for my baby girl to start her first day of school?

      No.

      Was I ready to leave her in a room full of strangers?

      No.

      Was I going to do it anyway?

      Yes. Because that was part of fatherhood, and school was a necessary life step. 

      “Not really,” I admitted. “But Olivette is ready. She’s been talking my ear off about it for weeks.”

      “Olivette talking too much?” Trace’s grin stretched. “No way.”

      My daughter had a reputation for being a chatterbox. I would have defended her had it not been so true. 

      But there was no one else in the world I enjoyed listening to more than my little girl.

      Trace put a hand on my shoulder. “She’s a smart kid. She’ll make friends faster than Maddox can put his own foot in his mouth. It’ll be smooth sailing from there.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      His hand fell from my shoulder. “Glad I knew the right thing to say. You know how fucking clueless I am when it comes to kids. Little hellions. Not your Olivette, of course. Just all the other ones. Energy-sucking, greedy, little—”

      Trace’s voice was drowned by the blare of the fire alarm.

      He cracked a wry grin and raised his voice. “Look alive, brother. It’s game time.”

      Trace and I were halfway into our suits when the others from the crew burst into the garage. They were gross and sweaty, but the playfulness that had been on the court was gone. They were in full action mode now as I opened the bay doors and swung myself up into Gerty’s passenger seat.

      Trace got behind the wheel.

      The others piled into the back, and we were pulling out onto the street in less than a minute and a half after the alarm going off. The address came in through our radio, and so did details about the fire.

      It was contained to the bottom corner unit apartment in a seniors’ building downtown. The dispatcher didn’t have any information on how the fire started, and it was reported by a neighbor who smelled smoke shortly before the building alarms went off. As far as we knew, everyone had evacuated the building and there was nobody inside.

      When we pulled up, I estimated that the fire had doubled in size since the call. Thick black smoke billowed out of a shattered window on the side of the building, where I assumed the kitchen was. Through the sliding glass patio doors, all I could see was the glowing flicker of amber flames struggling for oxygen in the cramped apartment. The smoke was heavy and thick.

      The fire wasn’t a raging one, but if it ate through the ceiling and found more kindling or air, we’d have our hands full.

      I swung down out of the truck. We had to move quickly.

      Trace went to the hose. We uncoiled and rushed forward as Maddox and Derek hooked it up to the fire hydrant at our backs. As soon as we were good to go, we let loose, dousing the outside of the building with water to stop the spread of flames.

      The others got a second hose going, and I pointed around the side of the building for them to shoot their spray through the blown-open kitchen window. We’d work one hose from the outside to keep everything wet and stop the fire from growing while the other team put it out from the inside.

      We had a crowd of onlookers gathering on the other side of the street.

      This sort of thing was common in Searing and every other municipality, in fact. People were drawn to chaos like moths to flames, and there was something about fires that made them flock together like herd animals.

      It confused me.

      Why did people want to gather around and watch someone’s home burn? Why did they want to stand by, helpless, while someone lost everything?

      The flames inside the apartment were dying. The smoke still swirled upward, staining the outside lining of the building black, but it was abating. Slowly. 

      We needed to speed it up. The sooner we removed the heat, the safer the other floors would be. There was no telling how damaged the ceiling was or if there was a chance of a second electrical fire starting. We needed another access point to get the water inside.

      I moved closer and pointed the hose directly at the sliding glass doors. Trace called out behind me that we were wasting water, shooting glass. I moved closer, still maintaining a safe distance. I could feel the heat radiating off the building.

      Then, just as I’d hoped, the glass doors shattered. The heat inside coupled with the cold water from the hose had been enough, and just like that, we had a bigger access point from outside to shoot our hose directly into the apartment.

      The fire was out in less than two minutes.

      When we were finished at the site and all the equipment was back on the truck, Trace approached. He was sweaty, as we all were, and he held his headgear under his right arm. “Good thinking out there, man,” he said. “The chief will be impressed.”

      “I just didn’t want to risk it spreading.”

      “Course not,” Trace said. “You did good.”
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      “Damn it,” I muttered under my breath as my coffee sloshed out of the tiny hole in the lid and spilled all over my beige skirt. I put my cup back in the cupholder when I came to a stop at a red light and rummaged through my glove box, desperately hoping I had some spare napkins in there.

      I found two and rubbed at the stain on my skirt. It didn’t help. 

      “Shoot.”

      This kind of thing happened to me all the time. But only when I was out of the house and had places to be. When I was home in my lounging clothes—meaning clothes I didn’t ever let the outside world see me in—I never spilled anything on myself. Not even water.

      But out here in the real world, I was a walking, talking magnet for spills and messes of all kinds of varieties.

      I cursed the clumsiness I’d inherited from my mother.

      The light at the intersection turned green, and I pulled away from the line, still cursing my bad luck. My outfit was cute today. It was my last week of vacation before I went back to school to teach for the year, and there were things I still wanted to do.

      And I wanted to look cute doing them.

      So much for that.

      It was shortly before eleven o’clock when I pulled into a parking space outside my favorite boutique in Searing, called Fabulous Finds. My favoritism of the shop was really just a deep-rooted bias because the owner, Candice, was my best friend in the whole world.

      As I took my seatbelt off, the door to the boutique opened, and Candice herself stepped out into the late morning sunshine.

      She was wearing a flowing white cotton dress that ended a few inches below her knee. It looked beautiful and effortless on her tall, lean frame, and she’d paired it with a pair of brown sandals and some beaded jewelry. Her focus was on setting up her little sidewalk display as I took my coffee and hers out of the cupholders of my car and carefully balanced them as I closed the door with my hip.

      She noticed me when she pulled out a rack of clothes. “Oh, hey there,” Candice called, fixing me with her signature lopsided smile. She was wearing a shimmery nude-colored lipstick this morning.

      I returned her cheery smile with one of my own. “Morning. I brought you a coffee.”

      “Cinnamon?”

      “Of course.”

      Candice took the cup from my hand and took a sip. She closed her eyes as she savored it and nodded approvingly as she opened them again. “Delicious. As always.” Her eyes slid down to my skirt, and her brows drew together. “Really? It’s not even noon, and you already have a stain?”

      I grimaced. “It was an accident.”

      Candice rolled her eyes at me. “Come inside. I think I have one of those pen stain removers in my desk drawer.”

      “Thank goodness,” I breathed as I ducked into the shop behind my friend.

      Fabulous Finds smelled like it always did, of cinnamon and cloves. The scent came from an oil diffuser tucked in the far corner, where little bursts of steam rose up into the air to release the fresh scent every fifteen minutes or so. 

      The place was more than pleasant. The white-wood floors gave way to rustic white-boarded walls, and the ceiling had been painted a soft gray. Plants hung from white woven ropes in the corners from the ceiling, making the shop feel more like a home than a destination.

      The merchandise was neatly organized throughout the boutique. Candice sold everything from women’s clothing to home decor, including pillows, rustic farmhouse furniture like small dressers, tables, and shelves, as well as candles, incense, canvas paintings, and stationery items.

      It was a dangerous place for a girl like me to be because I loved literally everything she sold.

      Candice moved behind her sales counter, pulled open a drawer, and began rummaging through it. Where her shop was immaculately organized and beautifully decorated, her personal items like her drawer and backroom were almost always a chaotic mess.

      I wandered around the shop while she searched for the elusive stain-removing pen.

      I paused at a flowing, cream-colored top and ran my fingers down the sleeve, which ended in lace trim. I held it up. “This is pretty.”

      Candice spared a glance at me. “Oh. Yes, it is, isn’t it? I just got it shipped in yesterday. It’s a new brand I haven’t carried before, but I think it will do well here. I ordered two other pieces from them as well. See that pantsuit there?” She nodded behind me at a powder-blue pantsuit with wide legs and overall-style sleeves. “I have that in blue and gray.”

      “I like it,” I said. Then I glanced at the clock above the wall. “Do you want me to turn on your open sign for you? It’s nearly eleven.”

      Candice pulled the stain-removing pen out of the drawer with a triumphant grunt. “Ah hah!” She came around the counter and handed it to me, then sipped her coffee while I studiously worked to remove the stain on my skirt. “And no, I don’t turn the sign on until eleven on the nose. I don’t need people thinking I open any earlier than I already do.”

      “Eleven isn’t early.”

      She scoffed. “I beg your pardon, Miss I get three whole months off a year. Some of us don’t have such luxuries, and I need my beauty sleep. You know that.”

      Candice and I had grown up together in Searing. Back when we were kids, we used to have sleepovers, and I’d always be up at seven o’clock and she’d sleep in until ten. When we were teenagers, she slept even later. I never minded. It gave me time to shower, wander downstairs to have breakfast, and read a book.

      A book went with me almost everywhere I went, even now.

      I put the cap back on the stain remover and frowned down at my skirt. “I think that’s as good as it’s going to get.”

      “Give it a couple of minutes. It will fade. You know, you should just carry this in your purse. Here.” Candice handed me the pen. When I opened my mouth to protest, she shook her head. “Not a word, Allie. You and I both know you need this more than I do.”

      Blushing, I took the pen and dropped it in my bag. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” Candice said cheerfully. She glanced at the clock. Two more minutes until she had to open. “So, how are you feeling about school starting back up? Are you ready? Have you seen your new classroom for the year?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t seen it yet, but I’m ready.”

      This was my second year working as a full-time teacher. I’d done my time filling in as a substitute after I graduated with my teaching degree—and a degree in engineering, but that hadn’t really been my passion—and then I’d worked my first full-time year last year as a kindergarten teacher at Searing Elementary. It had been the best year ever.

      Daunting. A tad overwhelming. But ultimately the best.

      I was able to call the shots in my classroom. It was mine. And since I was the full-time teacher, I actually got to see the progression of the kids from the beginning of the year to the end. That was the most rewarding part. I could see how and where my efforts paid off.

      Not only that, but I made real connections with the children because I had the time to do so. And with the parents.

      Candice went to the window and flicked on the open sign. Then she came back and joined me near the register so she could lean against the white sales counter. “I still can’t wrap my head around why you want to teach. Kids are so… ugh.”

      I smiled. Candice and I were the best of friends, but we were also polar opposites. I appreciated our differences because it kept things interesting. “I know. I know. So you’ve said. But there’s nothing I’d rather do. I get to influence young minds every day. And play. And see their imaginations. It’s almost—”

      “Don’t say magical,” Candice quipped.

      I giggled and sipped my coffee. She knew me too well. “Have I said that line before?”

      “Only a hundred times over.” Candice grinned. “It was sweet the first five times. Now you need to use your own imagination and think of something else to say to convince people that kids aren’t sticky-handed little gremlins with self-control issues.”

      I laughed.

      Candice didn’t. “I’m serious.”

      “I know you are. I think it’s funny.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “Yes, in a way.” I dropped my empty coffee in the wastebasket behind her sales counter and leaned one elbow on it. “But they’re not sticky all the time. And their lack of self-control isn’t their fault.”

      “Debatable.”

      “Candice.”

      “What?”

      I shook my head at her but couldn’t fight the smile tugging at my lips. “They’re just kids. If you ever spent some quality time with one, you’d realize they’re actually really fun to be around. Their personalities come out, and they—”

      “Pass,” Candice said, waving her hand dismissively. “The only humans I care to associate with are humans who are allowed into bars.”

      “What are you going to do when you want to have children of your own one day?”

      Candice arched an eyebrow. “Who said anything about me ever wanting to have kids?”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “You might change your mind.”

      “Not likely.”

      “Still. You never know. Maybe I’ll have a baby, and you’ll love being an auntie so much that you’ll decide you want one of your own.”

      Candice’s eyebrow was still arched skeptically. “Uh. No. I don’t think so. If anything, being around a child that often would solidify the decision in my mind that motherhood is not for me.”

      I leaned forward on her counter. “Why not?”

      “Really? We have to do this again?”

      “Amuse me.”

      Candice sighed dramatically and rolled her big brown eyes. Then she flipped her brown ponytail over her shoulder and settled her stare on me. “Fine. I don’t want kids because I don’t want the lifestyle that goes with kids. I want to be able to travel, to explore, to change the direction of my life at the drop of a hat if I want to. I want to build my own schedule around the things I enjoy. Like work. And exercise. And sex.” She winked.

      “Well, a kid doesn’t mean you can’t do those things.”

      She blinked slowly at me. “It’s a no, Allie. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I don’t care. It’s your call. I just like picking your brain about it. You know me. I’ve wanted kids since I was four.”

      Candice laughed. “That’s true. You’ve had a motherly instinct as long as I’ve known you.”

      If I could have had it my way, I would have already had a kid by now. Or two. But that was a little hard to come by when you were still a virgin.

      Actually, it was very hard to come by. And my desire for children wasn’t going to rush me into a relationship with the wrong person. I was waiting for the right man. 

      A man with a purpose. Drive. Compassion. Humor. 

      A man who would make a good father.

      The door to the shop swung open, and a young couple came in. The girl was pretty. She wore a sun hat and denim shorts that were so short, they could hardly be classified as shorts, and the man whose hand she was holding moved behind her, unthreaded his fingers from hers, and grabbed her ass cheek as he walked.

      Candice and I shared a look.

      “Hi there,” Candice greeted them with her friendly customer service voice.

      The young woman said hello and picked up a candle. She sniffed it, liked the scent, and proceeded to smell all the other candles on the shelf while her boyfriend turned to look at me and Candice.

      His eyes slid up the length of my bare legs. I wanted to hide behind the sales counter but held my ground. 

      Then he did the same to Candice. He blatantly checked her out, and Candice popped a hip out to rest her hand on it. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Just looking,” the girlfriend chimed without turning around.

      “Yeah.” The boyfriend winked. “Just looking.”

      Ew.

      I turned toward Candice. “I think I’d better go.”

      “What? Because of him?”

      “Keep your voice down,” I whispered.

      “I don’t care. Let him look. Looking is as close as he’ll ever get to a classy chick like you or me.”

      Candice had always been stronger when it came to this sort of thing than me. I hated confrontation, and I hated the way he looked at me. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up, and all I wanted was to get the hell out of there.

      I retreated to the door. “Sorry. I’ll call you later, okay?”

      Candice smiled and shook her head at me. “Okay. Thanks for the coffee.”
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      The firehouse kitchen smelled like simmering bacon, cheese, fried eggs, and onions. Allen was manning the stove and cooking up a storm, and he had indulged the group of us with some fancy tricks in the kitchen, like flipping eggs over on the pan without using a spatula, in favor of flipping it with his wrist. In the twelve he made, he’d only cracked one.

      Shift change would be upon us in less than forty-five minutes. It was nearly seven in the morning, and this had become a ritual of ours before the start of any days off, to sit down and enjoy breakfast together. I couldn’t recall when the ritual began, only that it had stood as a tradition for the last two or so years, and none of us seemed inclined to waver from it.

      Why mess with a good thing?

      While Allen brought our plates to the table, Hayden filled up our coffee mugs with a fresh brew from the pot. Then, like men who hadn’t eaten in weeks, we set to our plates with ravenous appetites.

      Nobody spoke for the first five or so minutes. That had also become a tradition. Then, as our bellies filled and the second wave of energy broke over us, friendly morning chatter began.

      Hayden, who was sitting across the table from me, tipped his chin in my direction while he grazed on a piece of bacon. “So I hear Olivette starts kindergarten next week. When did that happen?”

      Admittedly, I wasn’t sure where the time had gone. One minute, Olivette was nothing but a six-pound beansprout in my hands in the hospital, and the next, we were shopping for backpacks that were all too big for her and filling them with supplies I wasn’t sure she would even need.

      “I couldn’t tell you, man,” I said, pushing my eggs around on my plate. “It’s been a real mind-fuck to be honest.”

      “Before you know it, she’ll be starting high school,” Maddox teased.

      I shot him a dark look over the rim of my coffee mug. “Don’t say shit like that, rookie. I don’t have to think about high school for a long time.”

      Or ever, if I had my way.

      Maddox snickered at my expense, and some of the others joined him. I scowled around the table, but the expression broke and fell away, and I shook my head, smiling. “She’s more excited than I am. That’s for sure. She can’t wait to start school. She says she’s ready to ‘go forth and conquer’.”

      “Of course, she’d say that,” Trace mused.

      “She’s going places, that kid of yours,” Allen said.

      I knew that clear as day. And it wasn’t my fatherly bias shining through. Well, maybe that played a small role in it, but objectively, I knew Olivette was a clever little girl with a unique mind and a state of confidence that was sure to carry her through any storm life put on her doorstep.

      I’d wanted that for my little girl. She deserved it. She was already missing out on having a mother, and I’d been determined not to let that affect her strength. This life wasn’t fair to anyone, not me, not my crew, and not my little girl. My role as her father, in my eyes, was to prepare her for what was out there. And that started with nurturing her heart, her kindness, her confidence, and making room for curiosity where it belonged, and teaching caution where it was needed.

      So far so good.

      Of course, she was only four.

      There was a lot of time ahead of me for things to go horribly awry.

      I had to believe my little Olivette would never be one of those moody teenagers who made everything a battle. I had to believe she and I would be thick as thieves forever.

      But I also knew she needed more than just me. She needed a female role model, too. My grandmother, as helpful as she was to me and Olivette, wasn’t the type of role model I had in mind, either.

      She needed someone like her own mother. God bless her soul.

      “Cantone.”

      I jerked in my seat and looked over my shoulder to find the chief, Rinehart, standing in the doorway of the kitchen, bracing himself against the frame with one shoulder. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his gray mustache twitched above his upper lip like an anxious caterpillar as he regarded me with a neutral expression.

      “Sorry, Chief, did you need me?” I asked. Apparently, I’d zoned out. I had no idea how long he’d been standing there waiting for my attention, but based on the snickers of the other men around the table, I could safely assume it had been longer than I realized.

      Rinehart tipped his head down the hall toward his office. “I’d like to speak with you for a moment. Please. When you’re finished eating is fine.”

      I stared down at my plate. It was nearly empty, so I popped my last piece of bacon into my mouth and stood up. The legs of my chair squeaked on the floor, and I went to the sink to wash my plate before loading it into the dishwasher. Then I turned toward the hall with my coffee in hand.

      “Good luck,” one of the guys taunted.

      I didn’t spare them a glance as I turned and made my way after the chief down the hall to his office. He closed the door behind me and walked around his desk to take a seat. The window behind him was framed with two bookcases, each of them boasting a selection of autobiographies, nonfiction, and war stories mostly.

      The chief never struck me as a man with an appreciation for fantasy or fiction. Not that they were bad things. I simply doubted they were his cup of tea.

      I took the seat across from him when the chief gestured for me to.

      Then I clasped my hands together over my lower stomach and waited for him to speak. He straightened out some papers on his desk before leaning back and regarding me calmly. “Trace filled me in on the apartment fire you all saw to, early yesterday evening.” He paused as if waiting for me to say something. I didn’t. “You made good choices out there. After the inspection, it became clear that the ceiling was nearly completely burned through. The upper unit floor was about to cave in, and, well, you know how things would have escalated from there.”

      I did. The fire would have had access to way more oxygen, and then it would have doubled in size in mere minutes, and we’d have had a much bigger, more dangerous fire on our hands.

      Rinehart’s lip twitched in a smile. “I want to talk to you about a promotion, Mav.”

      “A promotion?”

      Rinehart nodded. “A promotion indeed. Is it something you’ve considered? Moving up? Making a place for yourself here with a bit more authority and control? I think it would suit you well.”

      I shifted in my seat to rest an elbow on the armrest and my chin in my hand. I stroked my jaw with my thumb. “Honestly, I haven’t. My plate is kind of full at the moment, with Olivette and work and trying to find a healthy balance. Things are going to get more complicated now that she’s starting school, and I don’t think I can handle more responsibility.”

      Rinehart smiled. “Olivette is starting school already?”

      “Kindergarten.”

      “Wow. Where did the time go?”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I feel like it was just yesterday that you brought her in here, all bundled up and so small.” Rinehart gazed at his desk, his eyes growing distant as he looked back at a memory I had no idea he could remember in such detail. “She was swaddled in a blue blanket. You and Britt thought you were having a boy.”

      I nodded. All of that was true.

      It had been a confusing time, becoming a new father—and a single father at that. All in a matter of twenty-four hours.

      Had it not been for this job and my crew, I never would have come through it. Those were some dark days. 

      Really dark.

      “Well,” Rinehart said, leaning forward, “Olivette comes first. Always. If the timing is bad, then let’s table this for now. Sound good?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “But I want you to acknowledge that you’ll think about it.”

      “Sir?”

      “Moving up. I have a good sense for these things, Mav, and I’ve been considering you for quite some time. Your actions yesterday align with the kind of leadership this station needs. And discipline, too. So roll it around in that head of yours. All right?”

      I got to my feet. “All right. Thank you, sir.”

      Rinehart nodded toward the door. “Have a good day, Mav. Say hi to your little girl for me. And good luck at the parent-teacher meeting on Friday.”

      I paused with my hand on the door handle. “Trace told you about those?”

      “Of course, he did. He’s a natural chatterbox. Can’t help himself. Kind of like that daughter of yours.”

      I grinned. “Good point.”

      When I stepped out into the hall, I bumped shoulders with Trace, who was slipping by the office and making his way out to the garage. He threw an arm around my shoulders and steered me out into the garage with him. Our shift was over.

      “So did he fire you?” Trace joked.

      “He offered me a promotion.”

      “No shit?” Trace asked, his arm falling from my shoulders so he could turn and face me head-on. “What did you say?”

      I shrugged. “The timing is a little off. I have a lot going on right now and—”

      “There will always be a lot going on. Don’t throw away an opportunity like this, man. You’ll regret it. Besides, Rinehart doesn’t make mistakes. You know that. If he thinks you’re suited for a role, you should take it.”

      I laughed. “Relax. I didn’t say no. I said not right now. He wants me to think on it. We’ll check back in later and see where things stand.”

      Trace narrowed his eyes skeptically. “Hmm. All right. Just don’t fuck up a shot like this, all right?”

      “When have you ever known me to fuck something up?”

      Trace shrugged as he backed away toward his truck parked at the curb. “Crazier things have happened. I’m just looking out for you, man.”

      “And I appreciate that.”

      He waved as he turned around. “Good luck with meeting the teachers. Don’t embarrass that kid of yours.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, tucking my hands into my pockets as I made my way to my own vehicle, parked a little farther down the street. I swung up into the cab of my truck, turned the key in the ignition, and pulled out onto the road to head home.

      I was lucky to live so close to the firehouse. On foot, it was only a twenty or so minute walk, and by car, if I didn’t hit any traffic lights, I could be home in five minutes. Sometimes less.

      So, within six minutes of leaving Rinehart’s office, I was pulling in the driveway.

      When I unlocked the front door of the house, Olivette’s excited cry reached my ears. Within seconds of me stepping into the house, which smelled like maple syrup and cooked fruit, my little girl came racing around the corner from the kitchen. Her socked feet slid on the hardwood floors, and she catapulted herself toward me with her little arms straight out in front of her.

      Laughing, I dropped to a knee and met her with a huge hug.

      “Morning, kiddo,” I said, pressing a kiss to the side of her head. Her hair smelled like strawberries. My grandmother must have run her a bath last night. “How are you? How was your night with Nana?”

      Olivette beamed up at me when we broke apart. Her eyes, the same deep brown as her mother’s, lit with excitement. “It was so much fun. We made crafts. And baked cookies. And I had a bubble bath, and Nana read her book, and then we cleaned my room, and—”

      “Olivette,” my grandmother called from the kitchen. “Your pancakes are ready. Let your father come inside now. He’s had a long night.”

      Olivette giggled bashfully and pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Sorry, Daddy. Are you hungry? We made extra pancakes. And there’s lots of fruit. And Nana made coffee. And we have whipped cream. And—”

      Laughing at her inability to stop herself from talking, I got to my feet and messed up her blonde hair. “I have room for a pancake or two. Come on. Let me go say hi to Nana.”
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      Searing Elementary School’s front doors were propped open. A handwritten sign was plastered to one of the windows, declaring that the teachers were meeting in the break room. I shouldered my purse and stepped inside into the air conditioning and out of the summer heat.

      The school smelled like it always did, of construction paper, glue, floor cleaner, and Ms. Pearson’s borderline intolerable rose and lilac scented perfume. One of the kids in my class last year had asked what that stink was when we went to the library, and I’d tactfully had to explain to him that Ms. Pearson wore very strong perfume, and not all scents smell the same to everyone. I then told him that it wasn’t polite to tell someone they smell bad, worried that he would go right up to her and tell her how downright awful he thought her perfume was.

      I wouldn’t have put it past the little guy.

      I marched down the hall toward the break room. The heavy perfume smell grew stronger when I rounded the corner and stepped into the low-ceilinged, nicely lit staff room.

      Apparently, the space had been much different before I started at the school last year. It had been dingy and outdated, and then one of the old students of the school, who now worked in interior design, came in for a visit and helped with a mini-renovation.

      Now it had an almost luxurious vibe. The sofas were full and comfortable. The kitchen had a full-sized fridge, oven, and dishwasher, as well as a coffee machine. It was like a home away from home, and I always enjoyed sneaking away to this little spot. Sometimes, I even came to work early to have coffee here before making my way to my classroom to start the day.

      The break room was pretty packed with faculty. A brief look around the room told me almost everyone was present, save for our office administration staff, janitors, and teaching assistants. I took up a spot beside one of the other teachers, a woman in her early fifties named Ellen Roe, and settled my purse in my lap.

      “Did I miss anything?” I asked.

      Ellen shook her head and crossed one leg over the other. She was wearing a long brown skirt decorated in little sunflowers and a loose beige top. She always wore natural warm-tone colors, and I always imagined her home was full of plants and smelled like sage. “Nope. Not a thing. But I suspect we’ll be starting soon.” Ellen glanced at the clock on the wall above the stove. “At least we’d better. There’s a chilled glass of white wine in my fridge calling my name.”

      “That sounds lovely.”

      “You know it. Now that summer is over and it’s back to the daily grind, it’s going to be my ritual. These kids keep getting worse, you know? And the parents.” Ellen shook her head and clicked her tongue. “Appalling.”

      I was about to disagree when Mr. Vickers, the school principal, called everyone’s attention.

      He stood at the front of the room. He wasn’t dressed in his usual principal attire, a gray suit with a fun-colored shirt underneath, but rather normal summer clothes, khaki shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, sandals, and sunglasses hanging from the collar. He was a bit round in the middle with a big white smile and warm brown eyes. His beard, thick and brown, would likely be shaved on the first day of school.

      “Thank you everyone for coming out this evening.” Mr. Vickers clasped his hands together and looked around the room, making eye contact with every member of the staff. “I know you’d all rather be at home soaking up your last week of summer, but you know how it is. We have to be prepared to start the new year. With parent-teacher meetings happening tomorrow evening, I must ask that your classrooms are prepared. After our meeting, you’ll all have an hour to go into your rooms and make sure everything is in order. If you have any questions, please come find me after the meeting. If you don’t and your classroom is ready, you’re free to go.”

      “Excellent,” Ellen muttered, leaning back in the sofa and folding her arms. “I’m outta here the minute he finishes up.”

      “You’re not going to take advantage of the extra time to prep your classroom?”

      Ellen, never one to not say exactly what she was thinking—so long as it was behind Mr. Vickers’s back, of course—gave me a deadpan stare so hollow I thought her soul had actually vacated her body and was floating in the open air above our heads. “Um. No. Definitely not. I have the next nine and a half months to spend in that room, and I don’t intend on setting a foot in there unless I absolutely have to. Like tomorrow night. God damn parent-teacher meetings.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. I tried to hide my amusement from her, but Ellen was a hard woman to get anything past, and she chuckled, nudging me in the ribs with her elbow.

      “You’ll come to the dark side. Just you wait and see. You’re still new. Fresh.” Ellen widened her eyes like she was talking to one of the very young students and trying to uphold their belief in Santa Claus. “This job will take a toll on you, and you’ll be just as I am now.”

      “And what’s that?” I asked. I wasn’t a fan of people telling me who I was going to become or where my life was going to lead, based on their own perceptions and experiences. In fact, it was probably my biggest pet peeve, aside from people who ate with their mouths open. There was nothing more appalling than trying to share a meal with someone whose lips are flapping like burlesque dancers—only the dancers flashed their pretty legs. The chewers flashed ground-up bits of whatever was on their plates.

      Gross.

      Ellen turned her attention back toward Mr. Vickers, who still obliviously stood at the front of the room, chattering on about parent-teacher conferences.

      “Bitter and ready for retirement,” she said.

      “I don’t think that’s my fate,” I said. “I chose this. I’ve always wanted this.” And it wasn’t like I didn’t have other options, either. I could have been an engineer. I had the schooling and the masters for it. I just lacked the passion for it. That passion lay here, in molding the young minds of our future.

      “I used to say the same thing. But all my years here have taught me one thing for certain.” Ellen paused for dramatic effect. I did my best not to cater to it, but I found myself leaning toward her. “These little half-pint soul suckers will ruin all of us. You just wait and see.”

      No wonder Ellen hadn’t had any children of her own.

      Ellen bumped her knee against mine. “Do you think he has any idea what half of this faculty thinks of him?”

      “Who?”

      “Vickers. Obviously.”

      Frowning, I turned my attention back to the school principal. He was pacing back and forth in front of the onlooking teachers. Several of them, like me and Ellen, sat closer together and indulged in some whispered conversation. Vickers was either blind and deaf to their disregard for his authority or too passive to do anything about it. It was unfortunate. I liked Vickers. I had since I’d first started teaching there.

      He’d been the one to greet me at the front doors on my first day. It was a day like this last summer, right before the start of the year, and he’d been dressed much like he was now. The beard was thicker last summer. And he was wearing a button-up with little sailboats on it, as opposed to the Hawaiian print he rocked now. He’d chuckled, shook my hand, introduced himself, and said “Welcome home” in a cheery voice.

      And home was exactly how the school had felt to me since that moment. The teachers were kind to me. How they handled their own classrooms was their prerogative, and I never overstepped, and that might have been what kept everyone on such a good basis with me.

      I knew as the new girl on staff that my opinions wouldn’t go very far and I’d have to earn my place there. There was no harm in that. I believed it fostered good culture with mutual respect, and if I ever did need to put my foot down on something, I had no doubt it would go my way. That was what happened when you picked your battles and fought for the things that were important to you, not the things that only rubbed you a little bit the wrong way.

      Like Ellen’s bad attitude and Mr. Brock’s inability to chew with his mouth closed during lunch.

      I could have sworn I was able to hear him walking down the halls sometimes, chomping on his apple that he ate every morning at ten o’clock on the dot.

      Mr. Vickers grinned broadly and clapped his hands together at the front of the room. “All right. That pretty much wraps everything up, folks. Thanks again for taking the time to be here this evening. Does anyone have any questions before we disperse?”

      Nobody raised a hand or said a word.

      Ellen leaned toward me. When she spoke, her voice was a muttered whisper. “If someone makes this last any longer, I swear to God I’ll—”

      “That settles it then,” Mr. Vickers said. “See you all tomorrow night for parent-teacher meetings. Remember. Put your best foot forward. Please dress appropriately. And during your appointments, please, for the love of all that is good, keep your phones away. I don’t want a repeat of last year.”

      Apparently, one of the teachers had taken a personal call during her meetings last year, and Mr. Vickers had suffered the wrath of the slighted parent, an upper-class woman with a chip on her shoulder.

      Must have been hard driving a Range Rover and spending a hundred dollars on a manicure every ten days.

      Mrs. Tully.

      Nobody wanted her son, Brady, in their class. Word in the halls was he was a rowdy little hellion who got away with murder because his mother would do everything in her power to pin his poor behavior on the teacher. I supposed women like her might have been the cause of Ellen’s eroding love for teaching.

      Teachers started getting to their feet and leaving the break room. Ellen stood up, stretched her arms over her head, and nodded down at me. “I’m out of here. Have fun prepping your room tonight. I look forward to seeing it tomorrow. You did a great job last year.”

      Her compliment surprised and flattered me. “Thank you, Ellen.”

      She winked. “Enjoy it while it lasts.”

      And she was back in normal firing condition.

      I waved as she slipped out without Mr. Vickers catching her. Maybe he kept his attention on other parts of the room on purpose. It was well known that Ellen was itching for retirement. She only had three more years to go, and we were all as aware of her countdown as she was. She reminded us on a daily basis that it was fast approaching.

      As I headed toward the front of the room, I caught Mr. Vickers’s eye. He smiled, and I smiled back and waited for him to finish chatting with two other teachers. When he did, he came over and slid his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “How has your summer vacation been, Allie?”

      “It’s been great. Hot. Relaxing. But I’m ready to get back in the classroom. There’s only so much I can do before the boredom starts to creep up on me, you know?”

      Mr. Vickers laughed softly. He had a nice laugh. “I get it. Although I think you might be the only teacher on the premises who feels that way.”

      “I don’t think you’re wrong.”

      He laughed again. “I saw you got caught sitting beside Ellen.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “Never asked if it was,” he said, clearly amused. 

      “Are you trying to entrap me?”

      He laughed in earnest this time. Deep and low. “No. Not at all. I just admire that you can have a conversation with her and walk away smiling. It’s not an easy feat. She’s as done with this school as this school is with her.”

      I blinked. “Jim, I don’t think—”

      He waved me off. “Forget I said anything. I shouldn’t speak badly of staff.”

      I shrugged and peered around. “I can’t blame you.”

      Mr. Vickers, or Jim as he insisted I call him, pointed his chin toward the break room door. “Are you going to get your classroom organized for parent-teacher meetings?”

      “You bet I am. And you’re cutting into my precious prep time. I’ll see you tomorrow night. Okay?”

      Jim nodded. “Have fun.”

      I knew that I would. 

      After slipping out of the break room, I hooked a left. Then I cut across the foyer and moved down the second hall, following it to my classroom, the second on the right. The door was unlocked. Pushing it open, I stepped over the threshold and gazed in at my blank canvas, empty powder-blue walls, pristine light gray desks, empty and unlabeled cubbies, bare whiteboards with brand-new dry-erase pens sitting in boxes on the ledge.

      “Oh yes,” I said, smiling at my class. 

      My favorite part about school as a young girl had been the prep work that went into planning for the new year ahead. My mother used to take me back-to-school shopping a full month before school started so I could have all the time in the world to get my books and everything organized just how I liked.

      I had a different theme every year, and they progressively became less and less juvenile. Barbie and Winnie the Pooh were high contenders in my younger days, and those soon gave way to magazine collages of cute boys cut out of teenage magazines that I glued onto the inside cover of my binders.

      Ah yes. The inevitable progression of youth.

      Now I was blessed with another clean slate and another chance to get everything just right.

      And that was exactly what I was going to do prior to these parent-teacher meetings.

      Before I started, I was going to have to track Jim down and ask if I could have an extra couple of hours.

      I was going to need them.
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      “Dammit,” I muttered, tugging at the knot in my tie around the collar of my shirt. I’d been at this for over fifteen minutes now, and no matter how many times I tied it, I couldn’t get it to sit right. The knot was too thick, the tie ends were uneven, and it sat crookedly. I didn’t own a tie clip to rectify the problem, so I was left with no other option than to tie it.

      Again.

      I pulled the cursed thing over my head and tossed it down on my bed with a disgruntled sigh before sinking down onto the mattress beside it. My closet doors, two full panels of mirrors, showed me my reflection of myself, a tired single father who should probably forgo the tie all together in favor of a simpler, less stressful ensemble.

      I cast a wary look down at the discarded tie. “Piece of shit.”

      Then, with more energy than I thought I had left after a sleepless night and early morning, I stood back up and went to the mirror to figure out the tie once and for all. If this round didn’t work, I’d opt for a plain black T-shirt and pair it with a nice jacket, despite the end-of-summer heat in Searing.

      I was about halfway done when a little shadow appeared in the doorway to my bedroom. Olivette poked her head in and peered up at me. She hid her body behind the doorframe, so all I could see was her head of blonde curls.

      “Did you talk Nana into doing your hair for you?” I asked.

      Olivette giggled. “Nana offered.”

      Somehow, I doubted that. My little girl, despite her young years, was a con artist. Perhaps it was her adorable smile, her big brown eyes, or her button nose. Maybe it was a combination of all those things. I, for one, was incapable of saying no to her.

      If she wanted something, chances were she was going to get it, and speaking of getting it, my grandmother made sure to remind me every time I caved that I was teaching my daughter poor life skills and that I was going to raise a woman who couldn’t do anything for herself.

      She was probably right. She usually was. So I’d been trying to get better when it came to discipline. 

      “Why are you hiding behind the door?” I asked, flipping the collar of my white button-up down over the tie.

      Olivette batted her lashes at me. “I found the outfit I want to wear.”

      “Did you now?” I arched an eyebrow. Something told me I should be very suspicious of this behavior. “Let’s see then.”

      “You said I could choose anything.”

      Oh God, what have I done?

      I frowned. “I did say that, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did, Daddy. I remember. This morning. We were eating cereal. And I asked if I could pick my clothes for parent-teacher meetings. And you said yes. So I picked.”

      “Uh huh,” I said. She was rambling. The master manipulator knew the more words she used, the less likely she was to lose out on whatever it was she wanted. “Quit being sneaky. Let’s see this outfit of yours, kiddo.”

      Olivette pushed herself through the doorway to jump over the metal strip nailed down between the carpet of the bedroom and the hardwood in the hallway. She landed with a thump, while simultaneously throwing her arms out wide and smiling at me. “Ta da!”

      My daughter, the sneaky little trickster, was wearing a frosty blue princess dress covered in snowflakes. Her nana had bought it for her for her birthday in May, and she’d worn it around the house and out to dinner several times since. It wasn’t going to fit her for much longer, something I was stupendously grateful for, so the number of wears she had left were dwindling. But that fact did not mean I thought it was suitable for parent-teacher meetings.

      “Erm,” I stammered, blinking at her sparkly dress and matching shoes. How did I handle this? Could I say no? Was that stepping on her right to make a decision—a right I’d handed to her this morning over cereal? “Did you show Nana?”

      Olivette nodded dramatically and picked up the ends of her skirt to spin in a circle. The glitter danced obnoxiously. “Nana likes it. She says I’ll make an impression.”

      “Yeah, I imagine you will.”

      “I want to look pretty.”

      My tie hung all kinds of crazy from my neck. I tore it off, threw it back on the bed, and dropped to a knee in front of my daughter. “Olivette, you always look pretty. You’re my beautiful princess. And if this is what you want to wear tonight, then that’s what you’ll wear. Now, I need your help.”

      Olivette’s rosy cheeks and bright wide eyes made me grin. She nodded eagerly. “How can I help, Daddy?”

      I pushed up to my feet and pulled two T-shirts out of my closet, one black, one dark gray. “I need you to tell me which of these shirts I should wear. It’s important.”

      Olivette’s brown eyes swung from one shirt to the other. Her lips pursed, and her eyes got all scrunched, and she pressed a finger to her lips in a pensive, thoughtful expression. I had no clue where she’d learned it from. Some TV show probably. “I like the gray one.”

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Positive. The gray one.”

      I plucked it from the hanger. “Gray it is.”

      My grandmother called Olivette and me to dinner. Olivette sprang out into the hallway, and her heels hitting the floor faded away as she approached the kitchen. I changed into my gray shirt and followed her out and joined them at the kitchen table, where my grandmother had laid out a spread of corn on the cob, baked potatoes, and chicken.

      I cut Olivette’s pieces and slid her plate back to her. She dug in.

      My grandmother sat at the opposite end of the table from me. Her glasses were up on her head, buried in her gray permed hair like they always were when she cooked, and she leaned forward to undo the apron behind her back. Once she had it undone, she set it aside on the empty chair across from Olivette.

      “Thank you for dinner,” I said.

      My grandmother smiled at me. Wrinkles sprang to life in her skin. “You’re welcome. You’ve been busy at work. And you know how much I love to cook.”

      There were times, like tonight, where I felt like I was taking advantage of my grandmother. She was in her early seventies and in good health due to her lifestyle. Most people thought she was only sixty or so. She walked every morning and kept busy. She had a busy social life and went to ladies’ nights, where, on more than one occasion, I’d had to come pick her up at the bar after she indulged in one too many martinis. Her favorite drink. Her friends usually hitched a ride, and I’d come to find the constant discussion of my good looks and muscles amongst my grandmother’s friends as humorous, rather than humiliating, which was how I’d felt the first few times it happened.

      My grandmother assured me it was all in good fun and suggested I wear long-sleeved shirts to pick her up in the future.

      I’d listened.

      She’d lived with me and Olivette since my daughter was born. I hadn’t had to ask her to help. She’d just showed up two nights after I brought Olivette home from the hospital with two suitcases in tow and told me she would need the guest room. She hadn’t left since, and in the months that followed, we emptied her apartment and completed the move.

      I would never be able to thank her enough for coming to my rescue when Olivette and I lost her mother. It was a curveball life threw my way that I never expected and that I never thought I’d get through. There were dark days after that. Very dark.

      The only light was my little girl. My perfect, precious, wonderful little girl who was half of me and half the woman I lost.

      “So you don’t mind that Olivette wears her princess dress to the meeting tonight?” my grandmother asked.

      I swallowed my food and washed it down with a sip of water. “No. If that’s what she wants to wear, then she can wear it.”

      My grandmother looked down at her plate, and I had a suspicion this was one of those moments where she thought I should put my foot down and say no. But Olivette was happy, and she loved that little dress, and she was running out of days where she’d be able to wear it. I didn’t want to be the father who rained on her parade over something as simple as an outfit. It meant a lot to her and nothing to me what she wore, so who was I to tell her no?

      “Well,” my grandmother said, “I think you look lovely, Olivette. I just worry that you might get to the school and see all the other kids in their shorts and T-shirts. Will that bother you?”

      “No,” Olivette said quickly.

      “You heard her,” I said.

      My grandmother dropped the subject. “Very well. I’m sure a lot of the other little girls will wish their father was cool enough to let them wear a princess dress to school.”

      Olivette wiggled excitedly in her seat and grinned at me. I grinned back. It was impossible not to. “Thanks, Nana.”

      I glanced at the clock and realized we were running short on time. I polished off the last bite of my dinner and asked Olivette to go to the bathroom before we left. She slid off her chair and went down the hall as I collected the dishes and began loading them in the dishwasher.

      My grandmother came and stood beside me near the stove, where she put the kettle on to fix herself a cup of tea. She did this every night after dinner. It was either ginger and lemon tea or chamomile, depending on her mood. She folded her arms over her chest. “Are you looking forward to tonight?”

      I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

      “Because this is a big step. Olivette is going to school. She won’t be here all day anymore. She’ll be there.”

      I swallowed. “Yes, and?”

      “And it’s an adjustment for every parent to make. I won’t blame you if you’re… emotional.”

      I scowled at her. “Nana, don’t toy with me like that. I’m fine.”

      “Are you?”

      Chuckling, I nodded. “Yes! Yes, I’m fine. This is good. For all of us. Olivette needs this. And you could do with some free afternoons, don’t you think?”

      My grandmother smiled coyly. “Don’t turn this around on me. I just want to make sure you have yourself together enough not to cry in front of her new teacher. I have tissues in my purse if you’d like to borrow it.”

      “Very funny.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched. “I’m not trying to be funny.”

      I closed the dishwasher with my hip. “You could’ve fooled me.”

      She fished her favorite mug out of one of the top cupboards. It had a little sparrow on it and yellow and pink flowers. “Your grandfather used to say that to me all the time.”

      “Probably because you spent all your time trying to fool him, you sneaky woman.”

      She laughed. “Yes, well, a good wife keeps her husband on his toes. Good for the brain.” She tapped her temple with the tip of her forefinger. 

      “Liar. You just liked being top dog.”

      “Liked?” she asked sharply. “Past tense? I don’t think so, son. I’m still top dog.”

      I would have protested, but she and I both knew she was right.
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      Planting my hands on my hips, I stood back to admire my classroom.

      It had come a long way since last night when I first arrived to start setting up. I’d received my class list with all my students, a grand total of fifteen kindergarteners, and had used said list to label all the cubbies and hooks where they would hang their jackets and put away their items when they first got to class. I’d also labeled their desks, where they wouldn’t spend a whole ton of time, but I wanted to avoid the arguments anyway, and I’d made sure the fridge shelves were also labeled to make it easy to keep track of lunches.

      The decorating had been good fun too.

      I’d hung some of my favorite posters, all paint by number pictures from previous students. They were six-foot wide by three-feet high, and I had one hung that wasn’t colored, which we would spend the year working on together. Then the kids would sign their names, and I would make sure it was hung up next year, too.

      It was a tradition.

      I moved to the whiteboard to print my name across it in blue marker. The parents would be arriving any minute now with their children, and I wanted to make sure everything was just right. 

      There was a desk at the entrance with a pamphlet which contained a syllabus. I knew such a thing was a bit extreme for a kindergarten class, but I only did it so the parents could see what my plan was for the year. Where my focus was.

      Basic math skills, social skills, and reading skills.

      Emphasis on reading skills.

      Hopefully, the parents of my kids this year would understand why it should be a top priority. The public-school systems were being flooded with kids who couldn’t read, and that affected every single subject. I was determined not to send my kids forward into a school system that was not going to be of any help to them if they didn’t have these skills, and I was fully aware it was not something many parents took the time to nurture.

      Beside the printed-out syllabus pamphlets, there was a charcuterie platter, paper plates, and a sangria pitcher filled with iced lemon water. On the opposite end of the table, there was a veggie platter. Hopefully, I checked everyone’s boxes, and people didn’t arrive hungry.

      Hunger wasn’t the biggest of my worries, however.

      Mrs. Tully was. 

      Brady was in my class. 

      There was no telling what kind of wild experiences I was going to have with her this year, but I knew whatever they were, I would learn from them. It was that simple. I refused to be the teacher she bullied into getting her way, or Brady’s way, and I refused to let her frazzle me and knock me off my game.

      This was my classroom. The shots were mine to call. And I was going to have to keep that in mind for the rest of the year.

      The first of the parents and children began arriving at five minutes to seven. The first few went straight past the “buffet” and took up desks with their children, but as soon as they saw other people filling up their plates with snacks, they went back to get some for themselves. I encouraged everyone to help themselves, to grab water, and to get comfortable, and I maintained my position at the front of the room.

      It was important to show the parents that I was supposed to be there. That I’d earned it.

      Mrs. Tully and Brady came through the door two minutes past seven. Brady had an iPad clutched in both hands and only didn’t walk straight into my buffet table because his mother steered him by the back of his neck, her perfectly manicured red fingernails flashing on either of his shoulders.

      She was dressed in a white pencil skirt and black blouse that plunged rather low. A sparkly jewel hung between her cleavage, and she pursed her plump red lips as she looked around the room, seeking out a seat. She strode forward, the heels of her six-inch pumps clicking across the floor, and her son snickered at something playing on his tablet.

      Mrs. Tully took her seat near the front. Brady sat beside her. Then she looked around and spotted the papers on everyone else’s tables. She cleared her throat. “Am I supposed to have one of those?” Her voice was tight, strained, and demanding.

      The other parents blinked dubiously at her.

      I moved forward. “I’ll grab you one from the back. It’s just a syllabus I threw together so that all parents and legal guardians are aware of my plans for the year.”

      Mrs. Tully stared blankly at me. “Okay.”

      Wearing a practiced smile, I went to the back of the room by the door. I picked up a syllabus and held it up. “Does anyone else need one?”

      A couple of hands went up, and I gathered a few. When I went to step out from behind the table, they slipped from my fingers. In my attempt to catch them mid-air, they flew wildly around my head and scattered all around the floor.

      “Shoot,” I muttered under my breath. I dropped to a crouch. 

      There was a matte-black boot on top of one of my papers. I reached for it and looked up the length of a man’s leg. He was wearing dark washed jeans and a gray T-shirt under a thin black jacket. I gazed up at his face, caught him smiling at me, and willed myself not to turn hot pink.

      I failed.

      He dropped to a crouch in front of me and began collecting my papers. “Happens to the best of us,” he said. His voice was deep and smooth. 

      I sucked in a sharp breath of embarrassment and inhaled a whiff of something glorious. Pine. Sandalwood. Smoke.

      Him.

      I dared not look up into his face. I’d gotten a sneak peek when I gazed up the length of his leg, and I knew from that paralyzing half-second how handsome he was. He was in the air all around me, and I watched, transfixed by the tendons that flexed in his wrists as he collected all my papers, except one, from the floor.

      I reached for the last one, and his fingers grazed mine. We both pulled away and rose to our feet, and I did my best to keep my gaze averted until the last possible second, where I hoped my pink cheeks were no longer neon and my eyes weren’t bulging out of my head.

      “Thank you,” I said, finally gathering the nerve to look at him.

      I regretted it instantly.

      He was obnoxiously good looking. The kind of good looking you didn’t see on the street every day. Or ever. The kind of good looking that invited trouble. And flushed cheeks. And fidgeting fingers.

      The kind of good looking that ended in trouble.

      “You’re welcome,” he said smoothly.

      He had blond hair cropped short on top and even shorter on the sides. His eyes were deep and dark, and for a moment, I assumed they were brown, only to realize that they were actually blue. 

      Quite blue.

      His jaw was sharp and clean-shaven. I imagined for a brief moment what it might feel like to run my fingers along it. Like touching a statue, I supposed.

      And then my consciousness slammed back into me, and I remembered where I was.

      My classroom. Surrounded by four-year-olds and their parents. And there I was, getting all flustered over a hot dad.

      Pull yourself together, Allie.

      I thrust my hand into the open space between us. “I’m Ms. Branson.”

      His blue eyes flicked to my hand, and he clasped it in his own. His grip was firm, warm, and calloused. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Branson. I’m Mav Cantone.”

      “Cantone,” I said thoughtfully. “You’re Olivette’s father.”

      His eyes widened a little at that. “Yes. Do we know each other?”

      I shook my head and tucked my syllabus pamphlets under one arm. “No. Sorry. I spent some time organizing the classroom and staring at my attendance sheet. Your daughter has a unique name. I remembered her. Speaking of which, is she here?”

      Mav looked down toward his right side, and there, hovering behind his muscular thigh, was a blonde-haired little girl with deep brown eyes and a face full of freckles. She blinked shyly at me before retreating behind the safety of her father’s leg. It was as thick as a tree trunk.

      Several kids could have hidden behind him.

      “She’s shy,” Mav said.

      “That’s okay.” I looked to where Olivette was hiding and caught her eye when she poked her head out for a second time. “I’m really shy too. There’s no pressure in my classroom. How about you two find a seat at the back, grab a snack, and we can chat later? Sound good?”

      Mav nodded. “Thank you, Ms. Branson.”

      He turned and walked away, forgoing the snacks I’d laid out. Olivette hovered behind his every step, matching them with her own like she was his secondary shadow. Then they took their seats, and Mav pulled her up onto his lap.

      She wore a powder-blue sparkly dress and left a trail of fine glitter in her wake.

      I smiled to myself as I made my way to the front of the class, pausing to hand Mrs. Tully her syllabus. She looked down the length of her perfect nose at it before putting it down face first on the desk. I let it roll off my shoulders, took my place at the front of the class—my class—and looked out at the faces in front of me.

      Here goes nothing.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming. I know you all have very busy lives, and I don’t want to keep you here any longer than necessary. So let’s get started. I have plenty of time afterward to answer any and all of your questions or address any concerns you might have. If you keep your syllabus, you will leave tonight with my contact information. You can reach me via email or by calling the school. I want us to have an open line of communication because we’re on the same team. Your children’s team.” I smiled expectantly.

      I received mostly blank looks. A couple of kids smiled at me. Mrs. Tully remained stiff and unfazed. A mother and father in the righthand corner literally sighed in unison.

      I took a steadying breath. This was mandatory. I had to get through it. And it would be fine.

      Wouldn’t it?

      Nerves fluttered to life in my tummy. My head spun. This hadn’t been so awkward last year. Last year, the parents were chatty, forthcoming, and eager to be there. But this year, they seemed stiff and irritated, almost like high school students.

      Then I cast my gaze in Mav’s direction. He was bouncing one knee gently, and Olivette bounced with every tap of his heel. She wore a happy but shy smile as she leaned back against his chest, and he had his arms wrapped around her waist.

      His attention was on me. We locked eyes. He smiled.

      My knees nearly gave out on me.

      Clearing my throat, I ventured into new territory, covering the details of the syllabus with those in attendance and telling them a little bit about myself toward the end. 

      “I’m sure you’re all wondering what sort of teacher I am and where I come from,” I said. “This is my second year as a full-time kindergarten teacher, but I’ve been teaching young children for quite a few years now. I started as a substitute and teacher’s assistant before I came here full time. I’m so excited to see your children flourish and learn. It’s the best part of my job. Working part-time and covering for other teachers meant I never got to spend much time with the students. I’d make a connection and have to leave the next day. But this is different. Here, I am a constant for your kids, and they’re a constant for me. It’s going to make all the difference as we get through this year together.”

      The room remained passive and quiet, so I cut to the end shorter than expected and asked if there were any questions.

      A man near the back cleared his throat, and all heads turned to him. He had my syllabus open, and his eyes scanned the page. He never looked up at me as he spoke. “It says here you have a master’s in engineering.”

      I waited for him to continue. He didn’t.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I said. “I didn’t hear a question in there. But yes, I have my master’s degree in engineering.”

      He finally looked up at me. “Then what are you doing here?”

      The room buzzed with whispers. For some reason, I looked at Mav. He was looking at the man who spoke. I couldn’t tell if he was bothered by the question—or accusation. His expression remained neutral. So did his posture. But there was something different. Something that had shifted.

      Perhaps it was the tightness in his jaw.

      I pressed my lips together. “I get that question a lot, actually. My master’s was something I did to appease others. Teaching is something I do for myself. It’s my passion. And there is no place I’d rather be than in this classroom with your kids this year.”

      The man grunted. “An engineering salary and a teaching salary are miles apart.”

      I made sure my smile never wavered. “That is an absolutely correct statement.”

      He blinked at me. I blinked back. Then he broke eye contact and sank lower into his seat like a moody teenager.

      “Well, unless anyone has any other questions, we can call it a night. Feel free to linger and chat. I’ll be here until nine o’clock. Oh, and on your way out, please stop at your child’s cubby.” I pointed to the wall where the children could store their things. “There are index cards and a pencil on the top shelf. It would be of immense help if you could write down any and all of your child’s allergies and intolerances. Thank you kindly in advance.”

      Nobody lingered. Everyone sprang up out of the chairs, collected their things and their children, and started heading for their assigned cubbies. Children started talking behind their parents, who scribbled frantically on the cards, and then when the task was done, they all slipped out of my room one by one, like sand falling through an hourglass.

      Well, almost everyone.
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      Olivette had her arms wrapped around my knee as I poised my pencil over the index card in her cubby. Her name was written in slanted handwriting at the top of the card across the pale red line. On the blue lines below, I wrote the words “shellfish” and “cherries”. I knew for a fact my daughter was allergic to shellfish, and she’d had a reaction to cherries last summer. Not wanting to take any risks, I figured I’d write it down just in case.

      When I turned back to the class, Olivette still clung to me, and I ruffled her hair as the other children and parents wove around us to slip out the door.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and arched an eyebrow at my daughter. “You and I both know you’re not this shy.”

      Olivette hugged me tighter.

      “Or this quiet,” I added.

      “It happens to the best of us.”

      I looked up to find Olivette’s teacher, Ms. Branson, leaning against one of the desks and smiling at us. 

      She was a beautiful woman. It was the first thing I’d thought when I crouched down to help her collect her fallen papers. 

      Her hair was the first thing I noticed. It was a rich coppery red, and she had it pulled back in a high ponytail. It was loosely curled and very thick, the kind of hair a younger, pre-father me might have dreamed of wrapping my fingers around and pulling on while I took her from behind.

      Present me thought about it too, I supposed. But briefly. In passing.

      As she stood before me and Olivette, I noticed several other things about her. Ms. Branson had lovely eyes. They were chartreuse and flaked with gold. Her lashes were thick, dark, and framed her eyes, giving her a sharp, dramatic look. Her lips were pink and glossy, and small diamond earrings winked in her earlobes.

      Ms. Branson leaned back on the desk. “I hope my speech up there didn’t bore you like it did the others.”

      “Bore me?” I asked, shaking my head. “No, definitely not. I feel informed and ready for the year.”

      Ms. Branson smiled. Then she bent over and clasped her hands over her knees to peer around my legs at Olivette, who was shyly playing peek-a-boo as she poked her head out and then back in.

      “What about you, Ms. Olivette?” Ms. Branson asked. “Did you like my speech?”

      Olivette nodded bashfully.

      Ms. Branson smiled in earnest. Her teeth were incredibly white—so white she could have done dentist ads. She also had dimples. Adorable dimples. “Wow. Thank you, Olivette. I’m glad you liked it. And I’m so excited to have you in my class. Are you excited?”

      Olivette nodded again.

      Ms. Branson looked around suspiciously, putting on a show for my daughter. “Since nobody is here, how would you feel about me, you, and your dad taking a tour of the school? That way when you start on Monday, you know where everything is. How does that sound?”

      Olivette looked up at me.

      I waited for her to answer Ms. Branson. 

      Finally, Olivette nodded.

      Ms. Branson straightened up. “Wonderful. Just hold on one minute. I have to lock up the classroom. Then we can go on our tour. Are either of you hungry? Help yourself to those snacks there. I won’t be able to make my way through them all by myself.”

      Ms. Branson did a lap of the classroom while I loaded some veggies on a plate for Olivette. I handed it to her, and she began munching as Ms. Branson turned off the lights, covered the food with saran wrap, and tucked it in the fridge. Then she fished out her keys and led us out into the hall to lock up behind her.

      “All right,” she said, smoothing her skirt with her palms. “Let’s go.”

      Olivette and I fell into step behind her new kindergarten teacher. Ms. Branson walked with a gentle sway to her hips. Her steps were silent in the white sandals she wore, and I found my eyes moving to her narrow waist, where her white blouse was tucked into her skirt and broken up with a thin white belt.

      Ms. Branson smiled over her shoulder at us. “Do you live close by to the school?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “About a ten-minute drive down the road. If that. And you?”

      She slowed her pace and walked beside me. “It’s about a five-minute walk to my apartment from here. Which is pretty convenient. There’s even a coffee shop on my route.”

      “I like hot chocolate,” Olivette piped up on my other side.

      Ms. Branson gasped playfully. “You do? Me too. What are the chances?”

      Olivette giggled. “Do you like whipped cream?”

      Ms. Branson waggled her eyebrows. “What’s the point of ordering a hot chocolate if you’re not going to have whipped cream?”

      “You’re going to steal my daughter’s heart,” I said.

      Ms. Branson stopped outside the library and ushered Olivette to come stand beside her by the windows. The two girls pushed their faces against the glass, and Ms. Branson pointed out the sections of the library. The books for the older kids and the younger kids, the spot on the floor filled with plush pillows in all the colors of the rainbow where they had reading time three times a week, and the computer lab off the back of the library.

      “The library is my favorite spot in the whole school,” Ms. Branson said.

      “Do you like books?” Olivette asked.

      “I love books.”

      Olivette giggled and retreated back to my side, where she wrapped her fingers in the denim at my knee. I ruffled her hair and gave Ms. Branson an apologetic smile. Chances were my daughter wasn’t going to come all the way around to her new teacher. Especially not this fast. New people made Olivette nervous, and she would probably continue this dance of questions and curiosity and then random bouts of shyness throughout the entire school year.

      Ms. Branson moved us away from the library and asked if we’d like to see the gym.

      I smiled down at my daughter as she clung to me while we walked down the hallway. “Gym was my favorite room in my school when I was growing up.”

      Ms. Branson giggled. It was a delightful sound, like water rushing over rocks in a shallow brook. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “What are you trying to say?” I joked.

      Ms. Branson gave me a one-shoulder shrug as we approached the closed gymnasium doors. “Nothing at all. You just have that look about you that you’re an athlete.”

      Olivette poked her head out from behind my legs. “My daddy fights fires.”

      Ms. Branson paused with her keys in the gymnasium door lock. “Oh. Wow. So you work at the station on the other end of town?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Been there for a while now.”

      “Daddy saves lives for a living.”

      “Olivette,” I said. “Hush now.”

      “She’s proud of you,” Ms. Branson said. She pushed the door open with one hip, slipped into the unlit space beyond, and held the door open for us. “Aren’t you, Olivette?”

      Olivette still hung behind me as I stepped into the gym, but she nodded.

      When the lights came on at Ms. Branson’s touch, the gym became everything I suspected it would be: a rectangular room with basketball court lines painted on the wood floors. It smelled like old sports equipment, chalk, and faintly of old socks. It would probably smell even worse when summer vacation came to an end and there were kids packed in here every day.

      I slid my hands into my pockets. “Oh yeah. That’s the smell of my childhood right there.”

      I was pleased when Ms. Branson giggled again. But she turned her attention to my daughter. “What do you think, Olivette? Do you think you could have fun in here? We’d play a ton of games. And they have shows at the assemblies where the band plays and the dance class comes out. Sometimes, people sing. It’s a lot of fun.”

      Olivette didn’t answer.

      Ms. Branson winked at her. “You know, I know this is a lot to take in all at once. But I think you and I are going to be good friends by the end of the year.”

      “I think so too,” I added.

      Olivette licked her lips, gazed up at me, turned pink, and promptly hid one more time.

      Ms. Branson offered me a warm smile. “Well, let’s make our way back to the front doors. I’ll point you down the other hallways, but we’ve seen the important stuff. The places where Olivette will spend time.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Branson.”

      “Please call me Allie. I feel old when anyone other than my students call me Ms. Branson.”

      “Allie, it is.” I liked how her name felt on my tongue. It suited her, too. 

      Allie, the girl with red hair, green eyes, and a body worthy of all kinds of worship. As Olivette and I followed her to the front doors, I wondered if she had any idea how beautiful she was. She certainly didn’t carry herself like a woman who knew how much of a smoke show she was. In fact, she carried herself the opposite way. There was no sensuality dripping off of her, although I supposed that made sense, due to her career. She was modestly dressed. Her shoes were sensible.

      Curiosity tickled at me. How did she doll up to go out on a date? Even if she didn’t doll up, she was my kind of woman just like this. Sweet. Soft. Wildly curvy.

      Allie paused at the front doors at the end of our tour and put her hands on her hips. “Thank you both for coming tonight. It was really nice to meet you. And Ms. Olivette, I am so looking forward to seeing you again on Monday morning. If you’re feeling shy, you can always come talk to me, okay?”

      Olivette nodded.

      “What do we say, Olivette?”

      My daughter looked up at me. Then she looked at her teacher. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome,” Allie said, clasping her hands together. Her green eyes slid up to meet my stare. “Will you be dropping her off on Monday?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’ll do most of the drop-offs, and my grandmother will handle the rest when I’m working the morning shift. Oh, I almost forgot. Can I leave you with the station’s phone number as an emergency contact? If you can’t get a hold of me for some reason, ask for Chief Rinehart.”

      Allie nodded. “Of course. You have my email on the syllabus. You can send me a list of numbers to reach me at. And for safe measure,” she pulled a card out of a pocket in her skirt, “this is my contact information. My personal information. Please don’t hesitate to call if you have any concerns at all.”

      “Thank you.” I pocketed the card.

      Allie flushed a bright shade of pink. “I suppose the school number would have done the trick.”

      I smiled. “I won’t call you in the middle of the night unless it’s terribly important.”

      She giggled nervously. “Okay.”

      “Come on, Olivette. Time to go. Say goodbye to Ms. Branson.”

      Olivette chewed the inside of her cheek. “Bye, Ms. Branson. Thank you.”

      “Goodbye,” Allie said, standing in the doorway as I pushed through it and stepped out into the fresh summer air.

      I held out a hand, and my daughter took it. We walked down the path to the parking lot, where my truck was parked. I got Olivette strapped into her car seat in the back seat before climbing up into the driver’s seat. I turned the ignition and glanced at my daughter in the rearview mirror. “So, what did you think?”

      “She’s really nice.”

      “She is.”

      “And really pretty.”

      “That too,” I agreed. “What do you think of the school?”

      Olivette shrugged. “It’s big.”

      I chuckled. “It will feel small before you know it, kiddo. Trust me.”
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      The patio at Searing’s Grill was full at noon on Saturday. The bright-colored umbrellas in red, green, blue, and yellow stood like proud birds protecting the customers from the sun, and I sat with one leg crossed over the other, sipping my lemon water and poring over the menu while I waited for Candice to meet me. 

      This was almost a weekly ritual for us. We both liked to come here to eat, and we almost always ordered the same thing, a tequila chicken salad for me and a chicken wrap for her. It was the perfect place to catch up after a long week, share some laughs, maybe sip a glass of wine, and then get back to the grind.

      It was busy today. Everyone was back in town after their summer vacations, in preparation for back to school. Most of the other patrons were young families, and I wondered if I would be seeing any of them at Searing Elementary on Monday morning.

      I spotted Candice walking down the street about five minutes after I’d sat down. The trees lining the street were maples, and they were vibrant and green, but some sunlight shone through in patches that seemed to dance across Candice’s skin as she passed beneath their canopies. She was dressed in denim shorts and a loose white peasant shirt with flowers all over it. Her hair was done up in a messy knot on top of her head and pinned with a white flower, and she was makeup-free.

      She smiled when she hit the patio, hopped up the three stairs to leave the sidewalk, and took her seat across from me. “Hey, sorry I’m late. One of my girls was late for her shift, so I had to wait for her to get to the shop.”

      “No worries. I’m not in a rush.”

      “Do you know what you’re getting?” Candice flipped the menu open. Her eyes went straight for the middle of the menu, where I knew her Chicken Caesar Wrap was. She frowned. “Do I want to get the same old thing or be bold and try something new?”

      “Be bold.”

      Her eyes slid up to me. “And you? What are you getting? Your salad?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Don’t play it safe, and tell me to be bold.”

      We had to make our decision quickly. Our waiter arrived, a young man who had served us all summer long and knew exactly what we always ordered. He cocked his head to the side and smiled at us. “Good afternoon, ladies. Are we going with the usual?”

      I closed my menu. “Yes, please.”

      Candice scrunched her face up in deliberation as she scanned the menu one last time. “Yes. The wrap for me, please. But instead of fries, can I get a bowl of soup on the side? The tomato one, please.”

      “Walking on the wild side, I see,” he mused before collecting our menus and leaving us in privacy.

      Birds chirped in the trees overhead as I leaned back in my chair to sip my water. 

      Candice moved forward to rest her elbow on the table and her chin in her hand. “So, how did your parent-teacher thing go? Was it an absolute fucking disaster?”

      “No, not at all. It went quite well actually. I mean, aside from a snobby mother and mostly disengaged parents, it was good.”

      “Sorry, babe. I know you were excited.”

      “I still am. It would just be nice if the parents shared the same enthusiasm as me. I mean, these are their kids after all. Shouldn’t they be more invested than I am?”

      Candice shrugged. “Honestly, they’re probably just looking forward to you taking over and handling their kids for them for six hours a day.”

      I sighed. She was probably right. What I was teaching their four-year-olds paled in comparison to the benefit of them not having to have their kids at home anymore. Mrs. Tully, Brady’s mother, already knew what that was like after having Brady in our preschool program the year before. He and his mother had developed quite the reputation in just one year of attendance.

      At least there was Mav Cantone and his little girl. They would be my saving grace. I could feel it in my bones.

      “Anything interesting happen besides the snobby mom?”

      “No,” I said innocently.

      Candice narrowed her eyes. “No?”

      I shook my head and looked down at my water.

      Candice had a way of pulling information out of me that I didn’t really want to share. Or wasn’t ready to share. She was like a metal detector for secrets. 

      She leaned even closer to me across the table, her eyes so narrowed she looked like a cat, and I pulled back. “What aren’t you telling me, Ms. Branson?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Nothing. It was nothing. Just one of the dads.”

      “What about him?”

      I shrugged. “He was attractive.”

      “Oh?”

      “Very attractive.”

      Candice’s face un-scrunched, and she leaned back in her chair with a smug, victorious smile playing on her lips. “Does Miss Goody Two Shoes have a thing for one of her students’ dads?” She clicked her tongue in mock disapproval. “What a rule breaker.”

      “I’m not breaking any rules. I can’t help that I think he’s hot. And kind.”

      “Hot and kind? Sound the alarm. This one sounds like a real panty-dropper.”

      “Shut up,” I said, annoyed at the sarcasm dripping from Candice’s lips. She had a tendency to overreact to things like this. We were polar opposites when it came to men and dating. Where I fell under the category of what she liked to call a prude, she was a bit more wild, more vivacious, and more willing to take men home with her every now and then.

      The farthest I’d gone with a guy was in college. And it hadn’t been much of anything. Not really. I’d gotten drunk at a party. He was drunk, too. Maybe even drunker than I was. And we both ended up in a bedroom behind a closed door, and he put his hand up my skirt and rubbed me over my panties. Me, being a young, naive, and silly girl, thought it would stop there. But he kept pushing for more, and my ass was saved when another couple blew into the room, already stripping out of their clothes.

      I fled.

      That was the closest to a hookup I’d ever come.

      “What’s his name?” Candice asked.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t. So why not tell me?”

      It was impossible to win with her. I sighed. “His name is Mav. He’s a firefighter.”

      “A firefighter? Really?”

      I nodded and sipped my water.

      Candice opened her mouth to speak, but our server returned with our meals. Once everything was set down in front of us and we both had our waters refilled, I busied myself with dicing up the chicken and slices of avocado in my salad. With any luck, Candice would forget all about my mentioning of Mav, and we’d be able to enjoy the rest of our lunch without me feeling like a schoolgirl every time I thought about him.

      And boy, had I been thinking about him.

      Ever since the previous night, he’d been playing over and over in my mind like a movie reel, bombarding me with that toxic, handsome smile of his and his deep, smooth voice. Of course, it didn’t help how sweet of a dad he was either. His attentiveness to his little girl was almost as much of a turn on as his broad shoulders and—

      “Allie, are you even listening to me?”

      I stopped cutting my salad and met Candice’s hard stare. “Erm, sorry. I was concentrating.”

      “On cutting your salad?” she asked dryly.

      “Uh huh.”

      “Bullshit. You were thinking about him, weren’t you? You have to be careful, Allie. The father of one of your students? I know how overbearing your crushes can be. You don’t want to end up pining over a man whose kid you’re supposed to be setting a good example for.”

      “Who are you, the politically correct morality police?”

      Candice laughed. “No, I’m your best friend. And I’m watching out for you. That’s all.” I hardly thought I was in need of watching out for. I was a smart woman. I was more than capable of keeping the lid on my temptation and carrying on a professional relationship with Mav Cantone.

      Wasn’t I?

      Candice took a bite of her wrap and licked Caesar dressing from the corner of her mouth. “Look. It’s not only that he’s one of your kid’s parents, but he’s also a firefighter.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means trouble.”

      Frowning, I pushed my food around on my plate to mix up all the ingredients, and then I skewered my first bite on my fork. The salad was deliciously tangy and a little sweet. The Cajun chicken was the perfect contrast of flavors. “I’m not doing anything, Candice. I just said he was good looking. That’s it.”

      Candice rolled her eyes. “Uh huh.”

      “It’s true. He’s good looking, and he was the only parent who seemed happy to be there. He even stayed for a tour afterward. His daughter was really shy, and I wanted her to feel comfortable, so I showed him—them—around.”

      Candice got a devious look in her eye. “I’m sure you’ll be showing him more than just the school.”

      “Candice!”

      “What?”

      “Stop it. I’m the teacher. He’s a parent. And besides, all we did was talk. There’s no harm in talking. He was there for his daughter’s sake, not his own, and I was happy to help.” I squared my shoulders and tried to remain unruffled by Candice’s disbelieving stare. “Anyway, his daughter is a real sweetheart. I think I’m going to be able to help her open up over the course of the year. She’s definitely shy. And I can’t help but think that she’s going to be one of my favorites.”

      “And it has nothing to do with her dad?”

      “Nothing,” I said firmly.

      Candice sighed. “All right. Just keep your wits about you, Allie. The mother isn’t in the picture for a reason.”

      I stared down at my salad as a sinking feeling grew in my gut. What was that? Disappointment? What right did I have to feel disappointed? Candice’s words were true, but I had no intention of pursuing him. 

      So why did I suddenly feel like something I wanted had just slipped through my fingers?
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      “Your daughter sleeps like the dead,” my grandmother said when I walked into the kitchen on Sunday morning. She pushed a mug of coffee into my hands, strong and dark with half a teaspoon of sugar, just how I liked it.

      “She’s still out, I assume?”

      My grandmother nodded. “Like a light.”

      “Well, let her soak it in. Soon, she’ll be getting up for school in the morning and will only be able to sleep in on the weekends.” I sank down into one of the kitchen chairs and sipped my coffee. The rich earthy flavor broke the lingering fatigue in my head.

      I hadn’t slept well the night before. Hell, I hadn’t slept well for the last couple of weeks leading to the end of summer. Kindergarten was a big deal. A big step. And even though I had my grandmother supporting me all the way through this, it was still going to be so different than what I’d dreamed it might be.

      I was alone.

      I could never say that out loud, of course. I didn’t ever want my grandmother to think I didn’t appreciate her or to feel like she wasn’t doing enough to combat my loneliness. Because she was. She was doing more than enough. I felt guilty over how hard she worked to make things easier on me and Olivette.

      But still, there was only so much a guy could take before he started craving that other kind of connection. Like the connection I had with my late wife. Something real, tangible, that words couldn’t describe but your heart knew was right.

      It was the only thing that would fill the void inside me that seemed to grow bigger and bigger with every passing month. I feared by the time Olivette started high school, the black hole inside me would have sucked me in completely, leaving nothing behind but the shell of a man who used to be.

      “How did the meeting go on Friday night?” my grandmother asked.

      I got to my feet and set to making some toast. “Good.”

      “That’s it? Good?”

      “I’m sure Olivette has already told you all about it.”

      “Indeed, she has, but I’d like to hear your side of things.”

      I shrugged. “The school is nice. Clean. Bigger than I expected. And the other parents seem fine. The teacher…” I trailed off. How could I describe Allie without using the wrong words? “The teacher is pleasant. Very educated. Friendly. I liked how she was with Olivette. I think the two of them will get along well this year.”

      “Your girl needs a woman in her life.”

      I shot my grandmother a skeptical look as I waited for my toast to pop. “She already has a woman in her life. You.”

      She waved me off. “You know what I mean.”

      “Are you suggesting I try to hit it off with my daughter’s teacher? Nana, I haven’t seen this side of you before.”

      My grandmother laughed and shook her head at me. She swatted me away from the toaster with the hand towel she always kept draped over one shoulder, and I retreated to the other side of the kitchen as she grabbed the peanut butter. She insisted on fixing my food every chance she had. She was incapable of sitting still. “There’s a lot of sides you haven’t seen of me. And I wasn’t suggesting anything. I was just saying. Your girl needs a young woman in her life she can look up to. I hope this Ms. Branson can be that woman for her.”

      “I think she can. She has her master’s in engineering for crying out loud.”

      “Does she now?”

      I nodded. The toast popped. My grandmother spread peanut butter over it in three smooth swipes and handed me my plate. “Thank you.”

      “You’d best eat quickly. You’re running short on time.”

      “Always,” I muttered with a mouth half full of toast.

      

      Both of the firetrucks were parked out in the driveway when I pulled up to the station. Trace was walking around Gerty with his clipboard, doing a routine check, and the hose and wash buckets were all pulled out in preparation of a wash. 

      It was a beautiful summer afternoon. A perfect day for a wash.

      I parked my truck at the curb and walked up the sidewalk to the station. Trace saw me coming and looked up from his clipboard. “Morning,” he called.

      “Morning.”

      “How were your days off?”

      “Good. Short. Yours?”

      “About the same. Except my mother ambushed me with another God-forsaken blind date.”

      I laughed. “You poor bastard.”

      Trace had a mother with one priority: to find him the perfect girl. She’d been at it for months. Maybe even years. I enjoyed hearing about all the dates he went on with women from various walks of life who his mother was convinced would be his soul mate. Each and every time she was sure she’d found the one, Trace would come home in a foul mood at having wasted yet another evening.

      Part of me wondered if he was too picky.

      The other part of me had high suspicions that his mother was choosing women who didn’t have the same goals and values as him. He wasn’t the kind of man to waste his or someone else’s time, so I could see how that would become frustrating.

      “Another dud?” I folded my arms over my chest and leaned against Gerty’s front bumper.

      Trace tucked the clipboard under his arm. “Man, you have no idea.”

      “Tell me. By all that is good, please tell me.”

      Trace smirked. “Her name was Pamela.”

      “Okay.”

      “I picked her up at home. She lives in a one-bedroom condo, and I shit you not, everything inside her place was some shade of pink. There were flowers everywhere. Including all over her outfit. And she smelled like mothballs and mouthwash.”

      “I don’t see anything worth complaining about. Sounds like a ten out of ten, if you ask me.”

      “Get bent. She was sweet. Really, very nice. But holy hell was she boring. It was like sitting across the table from my own grandmother. Her favorite pastime is knitting. Knitting, dude.”

      “What’s wrong with knitting?”

      “It was too many things. Too many things to get past to see if I even liked the girl.”

      “Have you told your mother?” 

      Trace sighed and shook his head. “No, but I’m sure she’ll call with a thousand questions about how it went and when I’m taking her out again.”

      “And when you tell her you aren’t?”

      Trace studied me. “Dude, I have no idea. I just want her to get off my back, you know? I can’t keep dating these women that I have no connection with. I’m going to completely lose faith in my ability to attract interesting, smart, beautiful women.”

      “Now you’re just being dramatic.”

      Trace cracked a white smile. “You’re right. I’m too handsome not to find someone.”

      “And he’s back,” I mused. Then I patted Gerty with one hand. “You going to wash them?”

      “Yeah, in a little bit. I was going to ask one of the guys for a hand.”

      “I’ll help.”

      Trace accepted my offer and finished his inspection of the truck. Then we both began lathering one end of the truck and worked tediously to scrub her clean one section at a time. Washing a firetruck wasn’t like washing a car. It was a system we had to follow to make sure we had the best results because Chief Rinehart wouldn’t settle for anything other than squeaky clean.

      As we washed, Trace asked me about the parent-teacher meetings.

      I told him mostly the same things I’d told my grandmother, except I added one thing. “And I have to admit,” I said as I dragged the back of my hand across my sweaty brow, “Olivette’s teacher is a beautiful woman.”

      Trace straightened from his crouch, where he’d been washing the rear wheel well. “Is she now?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Beautiful is a fucking understatement. When I first saw her, I thought she had to be a parent.”

      “Is she single?”

      “How the hell would I know that?”

      “Well,” Trace said, “was she wearing a wedding ring?”

      “I didn’t look.”

      Trace rolled his eyes. “Man, you have to step up your game.”

      “She’s Olivette’s teacher. I don’t want to get involved. All I was saying is—”

      “Yeah, yeah. She’s beautiful. So what if she’s her teacher? She’ll only be her teacher for one year. What’s the harm in seeing if there’s a little connection there?”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s crossing a line. Besides, just because I’m into her doesn’t mean she’s into me. That’s not how things work.”

      Trace lifted the hem of his shirt and wiped sweat from his neck and face. “Now why wouldn’t she be into you? You’re a catch. Pick Olivette up wearing your uniform one of these days. That’ll get her blood pumping.”

      “I don’t want to get her blood pumping.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I avoided making eye contact. I didn’t want Trace to see right through me. I couldn’t deny it would be nice if a little something started between me and Allie. Even just some flirting. It would be something to look forward to.

      I shook my head. No, that wasn’t professional for either of us.

      Trace stooped back down to finish the wheel well. “You do what you want, man. It’s your call. Besides, we have more important things to talk about.”

      “Like?”

      “Like Rinehart opening a new lieutenant position at the station.” Trace looked up at me. “You going to throw your name in the hat for it?”

      I considered the question. Lieutenant would be a serious step up in terms of responsibility and salary. But it would demand even more of my time and energy, and I already felt like I was stretched pretty thin and missing out on fleeting quality time with my daughter.

      “I don’t know if now is the right time,” I said.

      “There’s no such thing as ‘the right time’. I think you’d be great at it.”

      “I can’t. Not with Olivette starting school and so many changes coming down the line at home. I wouldn’t be able to give the position the time it demands. I’m all Olivette has. I need to be there for her right now.”

      “I get it,” Trace said. “I do. I just think you’d be a great fit. Maybe the best fit out of all of us.”

      I watched Trace continue scrubbing. His words were reassuring, and for a moment, I almost told him I’d think about the position. But that was playing with fire.

      So instead I kept scrubbing alongside him. “Thanks, Trace.”
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      Mrs. Gee taught a second and third-grade split class across the hall from me. She’d been at Searing Elementary for eight years after working at a previous school for six. She was in her mid-forties, was recently divorced from her husband who she’d caught cheating on her with their next-door neighbor, and she now had sole custody of the eleven-year-old daughter and ten-year-old son.

      When she came and knocked on the doorframe of my classroom about fifteen minutes before the school doors opened, I wished I had an excuse to escape from her. I did not. My room was perfectly set up, and I was prepared for my first day, and it showed.

      “Hi, Patty,” I said, forcing myself to smile at her.

      Patty stepped into my classroom and looked around. “Wow. You sure put the rest of us to shame, Allie. It looks great in here.”

      Her positivity surprised me. Usually, she was as much of a negative Nancy as Ellen was. “Thank you. It took a lot of time, but I got it done. I just hope the kids like it.”

      “What’s not to like? It’s colorful and cheerful and organized. You did a good job.”

      Part of me was starting to suspect she wanted something. She never came in and said nice things like this out of the goodness of her heart. Not that she was a bad person. She just wasn’t a particularly happy person. Not recently, at least. Though I couldn’t really blame her. Her life had exploded, and she was still picking up the debris.

      “How was your summer?” I asked as I straightened out one of the little desks. 

      She shrugged. “Good. My kids went to summer camp, so I had some time to finish getting rid of Mike’s shit while they were away. Now the house feels like mine and not ours.”

      “That’s good,” I said, unsure what the right thing to say there was. “Did they have fun at summer camp?”

      Patty sank down into one of the chairs. It was a little small for her, but she made do. “They had a blast. They really needed it this year. You know, the escape? Life has been hard on all of us, but especially them. It’s hard for me to keep my mouth shut and not trash talk Mike when it’s all I want to do. But he’s their father. And I can’t do that when they’re around.”

      “You’re a very strong mother, Patty. Not all parents are capable of that. I mean it.”

      She gave me a weary smile. “Thank you, Allie.”

      “How are you feeling about the first day of the year?” I asked, eager to change the subject. 

      Patty gazed around my classroom. Her stare landed on the massive paint-by-numbers mural on the far wall. “It’s just another day for me. But I remember when I used to get excited. And nervous as hell. Now I’ve done it so many times, it’s lost its shine. You know?”

      I hoped that never happened to me. The first day of school had always been one of my favorite days of the year. I anticipated it as excitedly as I looked forward to Christmas, and I was a big Christmas fan. If I ever hit that point in my career where this day was no longer a giant beacon of light, then I would take it as a sign to switch gears and find another job.

      Kids deserved teachers who were passionate about teaching. Plain and simple.

      “How did your parent-teacher meeting go?” Patty asked.

      “Well. Quite well actually. I think I have a good group of children, and the parents seem pleasant.”

      “Lucky. I had a list a mile long of allergies and special requests from my parents. And after the meeting, do you know how many emails I got with parents saying, ‘oh, sorry, forgot to mention a couple of things’? It’s unreal. At least seven. Now I have a novel-sized document listing all my kids and all the things they can’t do or have. Our school system doesn’t have enough resources to keep track of all that. I need an assistant.”

      I suddenly felt lucky that the biggest inconvenience on my plate was Mrs. Tully. It could have been worse. I could have had a whole room full of Mrs. Tullys, like Patty seemed to have. Then again, maybe Patty didn’t inspire confidence in her parents, so they felt the need to cross their t’s and dot their i’s.

      “I hate that the parents come in on the first day, too,” Patty continued. “Can’t they give us a break? There’s so much more pressure when the parents are here. Like they’re watching every move you make to make sure you’re suitable to watch their child for six hours. I have a degree for this. It’s insulting.”

      And now we were back in regular Patty territory.

      I sighed, went to my desk, and tried to look busy. “It will be over before we know it. Just wait and see. Slap on that smile of yours, shake some hands, and let it roll off your shoulders.”

      Patty stood. “I remember when I used to be an optimist.”

      “Really?” I asked, sparing a glance up at her. From where I was standing, I couldn’t imagine what Patty might have been like as a ray of positivity. It seemed a completely preposterous idea.

      Patty moved to the door. “Really. You remind me of my younger self a little bit. The bright eyes. The eagerness.”

      “Don’t tell me I’m going to lose it when I get older. I’m getting a little tired of people telling me that.”

      “Then I won’t say a word. Good luck today.”

      “You too.”

      Patty left. I was glad for it. The last thing I wanted to contend with today was someone trying to tell me what my future was going to be, especially someone who hardly knew me. I controlled my fate and, therefore, my misery. I refused to be one of those women who hated their lives and sat passively back, too afraid to take control and make the changes required. 

      No, I was not that girl. And I never would be.

      The school would be opening in less than two minutes. I went out into the hallway and stood by my open classroom door, waiting for the doors to open and for my students and their parents and guardians to make their way down the hall to start their first day.

      Patty remained in her class. I could see the corner of her desk, where she sat sipping her coffee and scrolling through her phone.

      How she could be so detached from a moment like this, I had no idea.

      Looking both ways down the hall, I realized I was among the few teachers who chose to meet their students in the hall before the start of class. There was another teacher at the far end who taught first grade, and one two doors down from her who taught second grade. We waved at each other, offered friendly smiles, and went back to resume our posts.

      I heard the doors open. Children’s voices filled the halls. Sneakers squeaked on the linoleum, and laughter rose up, chasing away the cold emptiness of an empty school over summer vacation. I breathed deeply, steadying myself against the wave of people that were about to come down the hall.

      When they came, my heart fluttered in my chest. My palms grew sweaty. I shifted my weight from one foot to the next and kept my eyes fixed on the mass of students rolling down the hall toward me. 

      The first of the kids coming down the hall were not mine. They passed me and went to their classrooms, their parents trailing far behind as the children mingled and talked with their friends.

      The second wave of kids were younger and came with their parents.

      Mrs. Tully was in the lead with Brady, whose hand she had clutched in her own like a vise grip as he veered to the side, trying to dart into every open door.

      Yes, he would be a headache this year. That much was obvious.

      Mrs. Tully was dressed in a black and white pencil dress. She wore a loose draping cardigan over her shoulders, and her Michael Kors purse hung from the groove of her shoulder. Since seeing her on Friday night when she had red nails, she’d had them redone. Now they were gold, and little gems caught the fluorescent ceiling lights above as she walked, her hips swaying, her black pointed-toe pumps clipping at the linoleum with her brisk walk.

      When she drew closer, I smelled her perfume. “Good morning, Mrs. Tully. Hi, Brady. Welcome. Go on in and find your seat, please.”

      Mrs. Tully half dragged, half pushed Brady through the classroom door while muttering a string of nonsensical words under her breath in frustration.

      More parents began filing in with their children. I greeted everyone personally, shook some hands, and made sure I welcomed every child. When they vanished behind me, I reminded them to hang their items in their cubbies and find their desks. The parents didn’t have to leave until I came back into the room to start the day.

      I was preoccupied with eavesdropping on Mrs. Tully arguing with Brady when Mav and Olivette appeared at the end of the hallway and began making their way toward me.

      As soon as I laid eyes on him, I was overcome with the urge to fix myself. To stand up straighter. To flick my ponytail over my shoulder. I resisted and stayed where I was, rooted to my post outside the door like my salary depended on it.

      But damn, did he look good. He was dressed in his fire uniform. A black T-shirt with the Searing Station emblem on the right side of his chest. Black cargo pants. His shirt was tucked in, and unlike Friday night, I could see the complete silhouette of his body.

      Broad shoulders. Tapered waist. Strong legs. Powerful arms.

      Keep your eyes in your head and your jaw off the floor, Allie.

      Mav gave me a friendly smile when they drew near. “Morning, Allie.”

      I returned his smile with one of my own. Candice’s warning blared in my ears as giddiness washed over me at being so close to him. She was right. I did turn into a schoolgirl when I was around a hot guy.

      “Good morning,” I said. “Hi, Olivette. It’s so nice to see you again.”

      Mav’s daughter hid behind his legs like she had on Friday evening. But she gave me a smile, and that was enough.

      “You two can go on inside. I’m only waiting for a couple more students to arrive, and then we’ll start our day. Mav, you don’t have to leave until I come back in and go to the front of the room. Then you can say your goodbyes. Does that sound okay?”

      Mav nodded and glanced down at his daughter. “Yeah. Yeah, that sounds good.”

      I thought I detected a note of hesitancy in his voice. The inflection almost made me reach out to touch his wrist, but instead, I clasped my hands behind my back. “It’s perfectly all right for a parent to feel unsure about leaving their child on the first day of school. I understand. You can call and check-in at lunchtime if you’d like.”

      Mav’s dark blue eyes swung back up to me. “Thank you, Allie. I just might take you up on that.”

      I tipped my head toward the classroom. “Go on in. I’ll be there soon.”

      Mav took Olivette’s hand and led her inside. I watched them go, my heart filling with warmth as Mav found Olivette’s cubby and helped her take her jacket off and hang up her bag. He told her where her lunch kit was for when she needed it and reminded her of all the things in her bag. Then he took her to her desk and started showing her everything in the vicinity. 

      He was trying to make her feel at ease.

      Olivette watched him like there was nothing else in the room. Her eyes followed every move he made, and her attention never wavered. When he crouched down in front of her desk, she reached for him, and he took her hands in his and started talking softly to her. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I suspected it was a pep talk of some sort to give her the confidence she needed to endure saying goodbye to her father.

      I was struck with a paralyzing moment of a desperate need for a connection like that.

      A child of my own. Someone I could give all my love to. 

      Someone who could complete me.

      But the moment passed as soon as it came, and I finished greeting the last few parents and students as they arrived. Then I turned to go back into the room.

      And walked right into Mav’s chest.
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      Allie leaped backward like I was an electric fence. She ended up in the hall with red cheeks and pressed one hand to her chest.

      “Sorry,” I said, moving out into the hall after her. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “That’s okay,” she breathed. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      “To be fair, I take up most of the doorway, and you had your back turned.”

      She smiled and let out a soft giggle. She seemed to regret the sound that came out of her because she clamped her lips shut and looked down at her feet. “Is there something you need, Mav?”

      “I wanted to talk.”

      “Oh?” She looked back up, her light green eyes fixing me with curiosity. “What about?”

      “Olivette.”

      “Yes. Yes, of course. Is something wrong?”

      “No,” I said hurriedly. “No, nothing is wrong. I just—” I broke off abruptly when the other parents began filing out of the room.

      It was eight-thirty, the start of class, and there I was, taking up the teacher’s time with my concerns. I swallowed as Allie and I got out of the way of the other parents.

      “Sorry. Now isn’t a good time. I should let you get back—”

      Allie shook her head and reached out, resting her fingertips lightly on my wrist. She withdrew as soon as she touched me and wrapped her arms around herself, almost like she was embarrassed. “Now is fine. Tell me what’s on your mind, Mav. Let me help. It’s my job.”

      I studied her. Then, ignoring the stream of parents leaving behind me, I spoke up. “I’m worried about her.”

      “That’s perfectly normal. This is a big step for both you and Olivette.”

      “It’s just… Olivette always has me or my grandmother there with her. If something happens or if she gets scared, I hate to think of not being there for her.”

      “Mav,” Allie said softly. Her eyes were kind, and she smiled at me with compassion, not pity. “All good parents feel this way. It is very hard to leave your child for the first time. But this is what I do for a living. It’s what I love to do. And I assure you, Olivette is in good hands with me. I’ll be there for her every step of the way. I promise.”

      The tension in my shoulders was already beginning to evaporate. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, I suggest you go back in there and say goodbye. I’ll give you a couple more minutes.”

      I took her up on the offer and slipped back into the classroom. Olivette looked up expectantly as I came back to her desk, and I could see the nervousness in her. She looked unsure. Unsettled. When I crouched down in front of her, she reached for me.

      “I have to go now, kiddo,” I said.

      Olivette’s bottom lip quivered a couple of times before she got it under control. “Can’t you stay?”

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “No, not any longer than I already have. It’s time for Ms. Branson to take over, and she can’t do that with all these adults crowding her classroom. But I talked to her. She’s a very nice lady, and you can trust her. She’s going to take care of you just like Nana and I take care of you.”

      “I want to go home, Daddy. Please. Can we go home?”

      My heart ached, but I shook my head. “No, kiddo. Not yet. But do you know what’s going to be awesome?”

      “What?”

      “I’m going to be back here when school is over to pick you up, and you can tell me all about your day. I think you’re going to have a lot of fun once I leave, and I can’t wait to hear all about it. You will tell me everything, won’t you?”

      She nodded. “I promise.”

      “Good girl. Now give me a hug.” 

      Olivette slid off her chair and wrapped her arms around my neck. I gave her a good squeeze, kissed the side of her head, and broke the hug before I got cold feet, scooped her up, and ran out of the classroom with my tail between my legs.

      I was terrified.

      Not that something was going to happen and not because I thought she was going to hate school. But because this was the moment that signaled the end of something else. Something precious.

      “I love you, baby,” I said.

      “I love you too, Daddy.”

      I stood up and looked down at her as she slid back onto her seat. “Have fun.”

      She smiled nervously and nodded once.

      Feeling like a traitor and a bad father, I turned and left the classroom. Allie caught my arm as I walked through the door and pulled me to the side. “Wait,” she said, steering me out of sight of my daughter. 

      “For what?”

      “Just wait here. You can stay and watch as I start class. I’m going to go in and talk to her. And I think it will make you feel better.”

      My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. 

      Allie winked at me. “Trust me, okay?”

      I nodded without realizing I was doing it, and before I knew it, Allie turned her back to me and walked into the class. I inched forward to peer around the corner, knowing it would be best to stay hidden from Olivette as she adjusted, and watched as Allie made a beeline straight to my daughter.

      Allie dropped to a crouch in front of Olivette’s desk. I couldn’t hear the words that were being said, but I could see the way Olivette was watching her teacher, with wide eyes and full attention. Olivette smiled. Allie laughed. 

      Then Allie stood and held out her hand. Olivette hesitated a beat, then reached out and took it, and Allie led her to her desk where she collected a stack of papers and handed half to Olivette. The two of them proceeded to walk up and down the aisles between the desks, handing out papers, and Olivette watched her teacher’s every move.

      Just like that, her mind wasn’t on me anymore. Allie was a miracle worker.

      I still didn’t want to leave. My feet were grounded to the spot like I’d sank a few inches in wet concrete. My daughter was so close but so far, and there was only one step left to seal the deal and close the door on her first day of school.

      I had to walk away.

      It was harder than I expected—which was saying something because I’d expected it to be hard. It was gut-wrenching. I wanted to rush in there, sweep her up, and run back home with her. I wanted to protect her from everything that life had in store for her. From things that might not even come to pass.

      And from things that would.

      But I couldn’t. 

      Right now, I had to let her go.

      When I finally managed to put one foot in front of the other and walk down the hall, I was sure a part of my soul remained in that classroom like a guardian angel, hovering over Olivette and warding away any of the other kids who might cause her harm.

      The drive home was far quieter than I was used to.

      

      My grandmother met me at the front door when I came home.

      She was wearing one of her favorite aprons, the white and blue checkered one, and her glasses were perched on her nose. When I made my way up the drive, she pushed them up onto her head and studied me carefully. “How did it go?” she asked.

      “It sucked.”

      She stepped aside to let me pass and followed me down the hall. “Can I do anything?”

      “No.” I sighed heavily. “I just need to get over it, I guess. I didn’t expect it to be so hard. That’s all. But it was. And now I have to wait six whole hours before I can see her again and make sure she’s okay.”

      We stopped in the living room, and I turned to find my grandmother smiling knowingly at me. “I knew it would be hard on you. Maybe I should have come with you. For support.”

      “I don’t think it would have mattered.”

      She put her glasses back on. “It would be easier if you had a wife.”

      This conversation came up more often than I would have liked. I sank down onto the sofa and pinched the bridge of my nose. “You and I both know that’s not my situation.”

      “It could be.” My grandmother sat down on the opposite end of the sofa from me. Silence hung between us for a minute. “If you tried and put yourself out there, you might meet someone. It would be good for you. And for Olivette.”

      I peered at her out of the corner of my eye. “I have enough on my plate without worrying about dating.”

      “A good woman will help take things off your plate, Mav. That’s what you’re missing. A partner. Someone to share the load.”

      I shook my head. “No, not now. The timing is off. Maybe when Olivette is older. When she understands what happened to her mother. Maybe then I can consider it. But now… now is not the time.”

      My grandmother sighed and got to her feet. She muttered under her breath while shaking her head, and I let her go before pulling out my phone and checking my emails.

      There was one from Rinehart at the top of my inbox. The subject read, “New Lieutenant Position at Searing Station: Please see details for application attached”.

      Yet another thing people wanted to pile onto me. More responsibilities. More commitments. More time demands.

      With a frown, I clicked the little box beside the email and then hit the trash bin. The email slid out of my inbox with a little whooshing sound, and I leaned back in the sofa and watched the clock above the fireplace tick through the minutes to when I could go and pick Olivette up from school.
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      The first hour of the day went by in a blur. 

      We started with introductions, where I kicked things off by bringing the children to sit on the mat by the back door that led out to the playground. We sat cross-legged in a circle, and I told them my name, as well as some things about me, like my favorite color, hobby, and game to play. Then I handed the reins over and let the children introduce themselves.

      It descended into chaotic madness within minutes. But I’d expected that. I had no intention of getting a room of fifteen four-year-olds to sit nicely and introduce themselves. I encouraged the side conversations that broke off and let the kids wander to the far wall under the murals where all the learning toys were. 

      It didn’t take long for me to start spotting some early friendships forming.

      Two little boys and a girl started playing with a barn and its accompanying animals. They made animal sounds while one of the boys pretended to be a cowboy, and I marveled at the children’s ability to not worry about fitting in.

      Yet.

      At this stage, they were all open and vulnerable. They were immune to worries of bullying and not being accepted. They were free to be themselves, to play how they liked to play, to color how they wanted to color, to make friends with who they wanted.

      I envied them.

      I kept a close eye on Brady, who did a full circuit of the classroom, inspecting every toy and station as he made his way around the outer perimeter. At the cubbies where the children’s personal items were, he got a little nosy and started rifling through some bags.

      I pushed myself to my feet and made my way over to him.

      “Hi, Brady. What are you up to?”

      He looked up at me. Brady was a cute kid. I’d give Mrs. Tully that much. He had his mother’s perfect lips with a sharp cupid’s bow and a natural pout. His eyes were deep brown, his hair blond, and his dimples charming.

      No wonder he got away with murder.

      “I’m exploring,” Brady said innocently.

      “Exploring other people’s things?”

      He frowned at the cubby in front of him. 

      I reached up and rested a finger on the name above the cubby. “This is Emory’s cubby. Which means this is his backpack and his lunch. Your things are there, three cubbies down. See your name?”

      Brady nodded. 

      “You can play with your things, but we all have to respect the items in this room that don’t belong to us and keep our hands to ourselves. So that means other children can’t go rifling through your items. That sounds fair, right?”

      Brady pursed his lips thoughtfully. “But I want to explore.”

      I crouched down and rested my hands on my knees. “Exploring is the best. What are some of your favorite places to explore?”

      He cocked his head to the side as if he was confused. “I don’t know.”

      “Well,” I said slowly, “I really like exploring old places. Or libraries. Or parks.”

      “I like exploring my backyard.”

      “Oh my gosh, that sounds like so much fun. Do you have a big backyard?”

      Brady nodded vigorously.

      I grinned. “That is awesome. Have you ever found any treasures?”

      “I found some cool rocks. But Mom wouldn’t let me bring them inside. So I keep them in a bucket under the porch.”

      I gasped. “You have a whole bucket of rocks you found all on your own in your yard?”

      Brady’s smile was wickedly cute. “Yep.”

      “Wow. Do you think you could bring one or two into class tomorrow? I would love to see them.”

      Brady nodded again. “Okay.”

      “Don’t forget now, because I’m excited. I want to see these treasures of yours.”

      “I won’t forget. I have a good memory.”

      I smiled. “That’s good to hear. So, just to make sure your memory is as good as you say, what’s the rule in the classroom about going through other people’s things?”

      Brady chewed the inside of his cheek. “Don’t do it?”

      “Good job, Brady. Thank you for listening. And for telling me about your exploring adventures. Come on. Let’s go join the others.”

      Brady and I made our way back to the other children. Most of them were playing, immersed in imaginary games and laughing amongst themselves. With friendships forming quickly, I wanted to do my best to make sure Brady got in with some stable, good, well-tempered children. The last thing I wanted was for them to feed off of each other and make issues for me and the other children.

      I hoped optimistically that I would make a difference in his life and turn the tide. He didn’t have to be the troublemaker this school had already labeled him as. He didn’t have to be the bad kid his mother expected him to be. He could be good. And honest. And kind.

      I was sure of it.

      As the children played, I turned my attention to Olivette Cantone.

      She was sitting at the corner of the mat by herself. Her legs were crossed, and her hands rested in her lap as she looked around the room at all the other children who seemed to be having much more fun than she was. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe some children did worry about fitting in.

      I went and sat beside her, copying her position and tucking my legs under myself. Then I leaned back on my hands and let out a sigh. “Wow. Today is a big day. I can’t believe how fast it’s going by.”

      Olivette picked at a loose thread on the hem of her jeans.

      “I remember my first day of school,” I said. “I was shy. And so nervous. All the other kids were so loud and got along so easily. I felt out of place.”

      Olivette glanced up at me. As soon as I looked down at her, she looked away.

      Smiling, I continued. “But I got really lucky because I had an awesome teacher who made sure I was included. And as soon as I started talking to the other children, things became so much easier. I made friends. And I had so much fun that when my mom came to pick me up at the end of the day, I didn’t want to go home. Can you believe that? Not wanting to go home?”

      Olivette shook her head.

      “I know. It’s crazy. But it’s true. I loved school so much. And I think, with a little time and a little push, you will too. Do you want to like school, Olivette?”

      Olivette chewed her bottom lip. “Yes.”

      “That’s good. Because I know your dad really wants you to have fun when you come here too. And so do I. I want you to know something, Olivette.”

      Mav’s daughter stared up at me. “What?”

      “You can take your time. There’s no rush to do what the other children are doing. You just go at your own pace, okay? And if you need help, I’m always going to be here for you.”

      Olivette nodded.

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “Do you like coloring, Olivette?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think it might be fun to get everyone something to color?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you help me pick some pictures?”

      Olivette stood up. I followed her, and she walked a couple of steps behind me as I took her over to a cubby filled with loose-leaf papers with various pictures to color in. I pulled out a couple of samples and showed them to her. “Which one do you like the most?”

      Olivette pointed at a picture of a princess in a big dress.

      “Good choice,” I said. I handed her the sheet. “Here. Go put this on your desk. You can color this one. And then can you come back and help me hand out the others?”

      “Okay.”

      Olivette shuffled away with her picture, and I took the moment to rally all the other children together and get them sitting in their desks. It took some time, but once they were all seated, Olivette and I walked around handing out the papers.

      Olivette did what I had done for her and offered for the kids to pick their favorite. When she ran out of the princess one and another little girl wanted it, she came and asked me for another one. “If you don’t have another one, she can have mine, and I’ll pick something else.”

      I blinked down at her. “Oh, sweetheart. You don’t have to give yours away. I have plenty. But that is very, very kind of you.”

      The little girl’s generosity and kindness were a direct reflection of how good of a father Mav was. That made him infinitely more attractive in my eyes, and that was the last thing I needed. It was already difficult enough for me to keep my game face on around him when all I wanted was to melt into a puddle of desire.

      So unprofessional, I thought sharply, shaking my head.

      Olivette handed out the last of the papers, and I grabbed another princess one for Alice, the little girl Olivette was going to give hers to. Once everyone was in their seats, I handed out packs of crayons. “Okay, you guys, color away. When you’re done, bring it to me, and we’ll put them up on the wall to show off your art.”

      While the children colored, I walked up and down the aisles and marveled at their work. It was a great bonding exercise. Some of the kids finished quickly, like Brady, and I gave them a second sheet, telling them they could take this picture home to put on their fridge.

      Brady frowned at his second sheet. “Mommy doesn’t like to hang things on the fridge.”

      “Oh,” I said, hiding my frown. “Well, if you want, you can make it for me, and I can take it home and put it on my fridge? I’d love to display it and tell anyone who comes over that my student, Brady Tully, colored it for me.”

      Brady beamed. “Okay.”

      I grinned back. “I love the color blue, just so you know. The more blue, the better.”

      “Okay,” he said, already running back to his desk. 

      The rest of the day went fantastically. The kids and I chatted and played and bonded, and I kept an eye on Olivette the whole time. I checked in on her every half hour or so, and she was content to follow along with whatever activity we were doing. 

      When the day came to an end, I helped all the children at their cubbies to put their backpacks on and make sure they had all their things. I was with Olivette when Mav stepped through the door. I looked up as he did a sweep of the classroom, and she waved him over.

      “Daddy!” Olivette cried.

      He dropped to a knee, scooped her up, and stood with her in his arms, giving her an epic hug as she giggled gleefully in his ear. “It’s good to see you, kiddo. I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too, Daddy.”

      He set her down, and she hugged his leg. His blue eyes swept up to me. “How was she?”

      I smiled. “She was great. So polite and nice to the other children. You have a very kind little girl, Mav.”

      He grinned down at his daughter, and the look they shared melted my heart.

      “Thank you, Allie,” he said. “I appreciate this.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Olivette let go of her father’s leg and stepped forward bashfully. She was looking at her feet when she spoke. “Thank you, Ms. Branson.”

      I looked up at Mav, but he was looking at Olivette. I crouched down and looked up into her face. “You’re so welcome, Olivette. Thank you for coming to school today. I can’t wait to see you tomorrow.”
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      I didn’t bother covering my mouth as I yawned. My boots thudded across the pavement of the station driveway as I marched toward my truck, shoulders slumped with fatigue, eyes heavy, heart eager to see my daughter in the short amount of time we had between my night shift ending and her start of school at eight-thirty.

      “You’ll swallow a fly, yawning out here in the middle of summer like that,” a deep voice said from behind me.

      Recognizing Rinehart’s cool drawl, I glanced over my shoulder. “Sorry. I thought I was alone.”

      His eyes crinkled in the corners with amusement. “Don’t apologize. You had a long night. Do you have a moment?”

      I didn’t. Not really. I wanted to get home and pick up Olivette and take her out to breakfast before the start of class this morning. Working several night shifts in a row meant I didn’t get to spend as much time with her as I wanted, especially having just come off days last week. I missed her.

      “Sure,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. There was tension in my shoulders from a long day of sitting around. I’d pumped some iron at the station gym earlier, but the endorphins had long since worn off, and my muscles were nothing but tired now.

      Rinehart pulled me aside to the shade cast by a maple tree near the curb. The leaves above our heads rustled softly in the early morning breeze, and the sun caught the beads of dew clinging to the blades of grass all around us. It was only a matter of time before they dried out completely in the sun and the gleam disappeared.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Did you see the email I sent out a couple of weeks ago about the open position?”

      The email I’d deleted as soon as I’d opened it? “Yeah, I saw it.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      Rinehart smirked and shook his head at me. “You’re good at beating around the bush, Mav. I’ll give you that. The lieutenant job. I want to talk to you about the lieutenant job.”

      I almost asked, what about it? But I held back. If the words escaped my lips, I feared Rinehart would call me difficult, throw his hands in the air, and give up on me. “Right. Yes, I’m sorry, Chief. It’s just not in the cards for me right now.”

      “Then what is in the cards for you right now?” Rinehart folded his thick arms over his chest.

      I stared dubiously at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you so hellbent against accepting a promotion? I know you say you need time with your daughter, but I’m not some tyrant who wants to keep you from her. If anything, I want to make things easier.”

      “Easier?”

      Rinehart nodded. “Yes, easier. With this job, I can give you a more consistent schedule, if that’s what you want. I can give you two extra weeks of vacation. And it’s not like things would change drastically. If you ever needed to leave to be with Olivette, you know I’d let you go. The same rule applies now. She comes first.”

      I ran my hand over my head. My hair prickled my palm. “I don’t know, Chief. There’s been a lot of changes in my life recently. I kind of like that things here are staying the same.”

      “A comfort zone is made to be broken, Mav.”

      “Chief, I—”

      Rinehart held up a hand. “Don’t worry. I understand. I’m going to draft a proposal letter for you.”

      “What? No, I don’t—”

      “Hear me out. I’ll draft the proposal. You review it. If you still feel the way you do now, then I’ll leave it alone. If you’ve changed your mind, we can discuss compensation and an increase in your benefits. Sound fair?”

      How could a guy say no to an offer like that?

      The chief was always looking out for me and the other guys on the crew. He wanted success and stability for all of us, and he knew firsthand how hard things had been when Olivette was born. In fact, of the entire crew, he was probably the only one who really understood how dark of a place I was in. 

      And for how long I’d stayed there.

      I kept the others at a safe distance, not wanting to let anyone in. Not wanting to share the pain and the grief and the burden of losing Olivette’s mother.

      So now, standing there with him staring expectantly at me, there was nothing else I could do but agree. “All right.” I nodded and rubbed at my shoulder. “All right. I’ll review it.”

      Rinehart grinned. “Good man. Now, get the hell out of here. I’m sure you have better things to do than stand around here talking to a stubborn old man.”

      I cracked a smile of my own and turned to my truck. “You said it, not me.”

      

      Olivette was waiting for me on the front step when I pulled into the driveway. She was dressed for school with her backpack on and her curly blonde hair parted into two pigtails that were tied off with little pink ribbons.

      My grandmother had really gone for it this morning.

      She was wearing pink pants and a shirt with a unicorn on it. The horn on the unicorn glittered in the sun as she rushed to meet me in front of the truck. My grandmother emerged from the house and smiled as I swept Olivette up in my arms.

      “You’re getting heavy!”

      “It’s my bag.” Olivette giggled.

      “Are you sure?” I bounced her dramatically.

      She let out delighted squeals and giggles. “I’m sure, Daddy. I’m sure!”

      After I set her down, I dropped to a knee. “How do you feel about going for breakfast with me this morning before school?”

      Her eyes turned into two giant brown orbs. “Really?”

      “She’ll be late,” my grandmother scolded, coming out to meet us on the drive.

      “So what?” I asked, getting to my feet. “Fifteen minutes never hurt anyone. Besides, I miss her, and I want to buy her breakfast.”

      “She already ate,” my grandmother said flatly.

      “I could eat more,” Olivette piped up, looking back and forth between me and Nana, her eyes still wide and alight with excitement.

      I slid my hands into the pockets of my black pants. “See? She’s still hungry. Where do you want to go, kiddo? The pancake house?”

      Olivette hopped up and down. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      I flashed a grin at my grandmother. “I guess that settles it then.”

      She rolled her eyes and swatted at me. “You’re supposed to be teaching her to be responsible. Going to school is responsible.”

      “Yes, and she will go to school. But first, there will be pancakes. And chocolate milk. And lots of whipped cream.”

      My grandmother shook her head. “Her poor teacher. You’re going to send her to class with a sugar high.”

      I shrugged. Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing. Maybe it would encourage Olivette to socialize. Crazier things had happened.

      I loaded Olivette into the backseat of my truck and clipped her into her car seat. We said goodbye to my grandmother, who clicked her tongue in my ear when I gave her a hug, and then we pulled out of the drive, and I struck a course to the pancake house.

      When we arrived, we were seated at a table near the window, and the server brought me a cup of coffee and Olivette a glass of chocolate milk with ice in it. This was our usual go-to spot when we wanted to go out for breakfast, and most of the servers knew our orders by heart. The new ones who did not learned quickly because my daughter charmed their pants off.

      While we dug into our pancakes, which were piled high with fruit, whipped cream, and maple syrup, I picked Olivette’s brain.

      “Do you like school so far?”

      Olivette’s cheeks were puffed up like a chipmunk. She chewed diligently, swallowed, and took a sip of her chocolate milk. It left a wet brown stain on her upper lip that she wiped away with the sleeve of her shirt.

      My grandmother would have scolded her.

      I internalized my laughter.

      “I like it,” she said.

      “That’s it?” I asked. “You like it?”

      Olivette nodded. “I like Ms. Branson. She’s really nice.”

      “I like her too.”

      “Sometimes, I miss her on the weekends.”

      That surprised me, but it also made me feel good. It meant my daughter was finally coming around to someone who wasn’t me or my grandmother. And I was happy that someone was Allie. A kind, gentle, strong, intelligent woman. She was a good role model for my daughter to look up to. Truth be told, I couldn’t have asked for someone better.

      “Are you looking forward to going to school today?”

      Olivette shrugged. “I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it’s okay.”

      “What’s your favorite part?”

      She smiled. “Coloring.”

      “Why does that not surprise me?” I mused.

      Olivette giggled.

      “Finish your pancakes. We’d better get a move on. I don’t want Ms. Branson to think I’m a bad father.”

      “She won’t. She knows you’re the best, Daddy. Everyone knows you’re the best.”

      “Thanks, kiddo. I think you’re the best, too.”

      “I know,” Olivette said.

      “Adorable little thing.”

      After breakfast, Olivette and I hurried out of the restaurant and made for Searing Elementary. She was a little more than fifteen minutes late—half an hour to be exact—and we jogged down the hall together to come to a skidding stop outside Ms. Branson’s classroom.

      Olivette backed away from the door. “I don’t want to go in.”

      “It’s okay, kiddo. I’ll knock and talk to Ms. Branson. She can come out and get you, okay?”

      Olivette pursed her lips but nodded.

      I lifted a fist and knocked on the door. Less than twenty seconds later, Allie’s pretty face filled the small window just below my eye level. She smiled, opened the door, and put her hand on her hip. “Well, well, well. Look who decided to show up.”

      I gave her my best apologetic smile. “Sorry. Olivette and I haven’t spent much time together this last week, so I was selfish and stole the morning to take her to breakfast.”

      Allie’s eyes flicked back and forth between mine. “Don’t be sorry. That’s a nice thing for you two to do together. Olivette is a very lucky girl.” Allie turned her attention to my daughter and held out her hand. “Welcome to class, Olivette. Come on. I’ll take you to your desk. You’re just in time. I was about to show the class our paint-by-number mural. I think you’ll love it.”

      Olivette waved at me as she followed Allie into the classroom, and I waved back, feeling less heartbroken today than I had on the first day of school.

      At least it was getting easier.

      A little.
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      “The lunch bell is about to ring, everyone. Let’s grab our lunch bags from our cubbies and find our seats.”

      The children sprang up from where they were playing in various places in my classroom and made a beeline to their cubbies. They tore into the backpacks, now familiar with our normal routines, brought out their lunch bags, and took them back to their desks where they took their seats and began digging in.

      I always let the kids get their food fifteen minutes before the bell rang so that they could spend the entire half-hour lunch break playing outside. When the weather was nice like this, it made sense to take full advantage of as much outdoor time as possible, and they all loved it. Not only was it a benefit for them, but it was good for me, too. It gave me a whole half hour to get the room tidy again and have some time to myself to regroup.

      I walked up and down the aisles of chairs and made sure everyone had satisfactory lunches. There was a reason I had a fridge in my classroom and kept it stocked with good, healthy snacks. Last year, two of my students had been sent to school without a lunch at all, so I took it upon myself to make sure they were properly fed.

      A hungry child was simply not acceptable. I understood that not all parents had the means to feed their children, and it broke my heart. I made sure they never felt less than because they needed extra help, and I also made sure they had food they enjoyed. That, in itself, had been a battle.

      This year was different. Everyone had a nicely packed lunch. Some kids, like Brady, had a lunch I could have sworn was packed by a professional cook. Maybe the Tullys had a homemaker who tended to things like that because I couldn’t see Mrs. Tully preparing a lunch like his.

      “Wow, that looks good, Brady,” I said as I walked past. I made sure to talk to the other kids while they ate, too. This was part of our lunch routine now. I’d make small talk with each and every one of them and get a sense of their mood. It helped me determine how I should proceed with the rest of my day. If I had some moody kids on my hands, I’d keep the load light. If they were energetic and happy, we would do something a little more ambitious—like doing some reading or math.

      At the end of the fifteen minutes when the bell went off, I’d concluded that today would be a math day. 

      The kids bolted out of the room and joined the other children racing down the hallways to get outside. Their laughter bounced off the walls as I grabbed a sanitary wipe from my desk and set to wiping all their little tables down for their return. Four-year-olds and dip were a bad combination.

      I was wiping up a spill on the floor when there was a knock on the doorframe of my classroom.

      “Come in,” I said, straightening up. I turned to find Candice standing in the doorway. I grinned. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      She held up a brown paper bag. “I thought I’d come for a visit and bring you lunch.”

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      “You bet your ass it is. Two bacon cheeseburgers and onion rings.”

      “Candice, don’t swear. There are kids behind you.”

      She slipped into my class and closed the door behind her. I could have sworn her eye twitched as she resisted rolling them up to the ceiling. “Kids, shmids. It’s not like they aren’t hearing those words at home. Be real.”

      “At home. But not in my classroom.”

      “Fine,” she said airily. “Do you want your burger or not, little miss prude?”

      “I’m not a prude,” I said defensively.

      “Oh no?”

      “No.” I scowled as I sat down at my desk. Candice pulled a chair over to sit across from me and began unpacking the bag of food. The sweet smell of fried onions filled the room, and my stomach growled. “Oh God. That smells so good.”

      Once she’d passed out all our food, we both unwrapped our burgers and chomped down. I savored every bite.

      “So,” Candice said after licking mayo off her thumb, “speaking of prude—”

      “Candice.”

      “Have you talked to your hunky firefighter lately?”

      I eyed her as I sipped my water. “First off, he’s not mine. And secondly, yes, I talk to him frequently because he comes here all the time to pick up and drop off his kid.”

      “You know what I mean.” Candice leaned in and narrowed her eyes conspiratorially. “Have you had any flirty confrontations with him?”

      “No. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “Of course, it’s my business. I’m your best friend. And let’s be real. If he hasn’t made a move on you, there’s something wrong with him. So maybe my advice to stay away from him was solid from the start.”

      I sighed. Candice had a tendency to obsess over my love life. Not that I could really call it a love life. She liked to pick it apart, to fantasize with me about attractive men I ran into at the supermarket. Or at the coffee shop. I had a strong feeling she worried over me being alone all the time.

      “I think he’s preoccupied. His hands are full. He’s a single dad, and he has a demanding job.”

      “Sounds like a lot of excuses if you ask me.”

      “Well, good thing I’m not asking you, isn’t it?”

      Candice snorted. “Sassy lady.”

      “Do you always have to label me based on my reaction to your provoking?”

      Candice gave me a smug look and shrugged. “It’s amusing. You rise to the bait every time.”

      “Maybe I keep hoping you’ll stop baiting me.”

      Candice scrunched up her wrappers and tossed them in the brown bag. “I’m sorry. I’m doing it out of love.”

      “Okay.”

      “Babe, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I was just pulling your leg. I just get ahead of myself sometimes and forget that my humor can be a bit… abrasive.”

      “It’s okay. I forgive you. Only because you brought the burger and onion rings.”

      Candice beamed at me. “Good. I’ll take it.”

      We spent the rest of our lunch talking about the school and the children and Candice’s boutique. She told me all about the new girl she hired, a young woman fresh out of high school who was taking a year off to put some money in her bank before she applied to go to fashion school. According to Candice, she was a promising new employee with a good attitude and even better initiative.

      “She went through and changed some of the store displays while I was in the backroom, writing up the new schedule,” Candice said. “I’ve never had an employee do that before without me telling them.”

      “Well, that’s good. Maybe she’s someone you can share a bit of responsibility with. Someone to help lighten the load for you.”

      “I haven’t given it much thought. But yeah. Maybe.”

      I glanced at the clock. “I hate to kick you out, but the kids are going to be back inside any minute.”

      “Say no more.” Candice sprang to her feet like someone had lit a flame under her ass. She gathered the garbage and dropped it in the wastebasket beside my desk. “I have no interest in hanging out with a bunch of toddlers.”

      “They’re not toddlers. They’re in kindergarten.”

      “Makes no difference to me. If they don’t have all their adult teeth yet and they haven’t cleared four feet tall, I’m not interested.”

      I laughed. “All right, all right. Out you go. I’ll call you later. We’ll make plans for a wine and cheese night soon. Maybe we can watch a cheesy movie.”

      “Just tell me the time and place. I’ll be there.”

      Candice slipped out of my class, and I hollered thank you down the hallway at her back. She waved over her shoulder just as the bell rang, and I could have sworn she jogged a couple of steps to make it around the corner and out the front doors before the school was flooded once more with children.

      I spent the rest of my day working through small math questions with my class. Some of the kids responded really well to the math. Others scrunched up their faces and put their heads down. Some might have even fallen asleep. I wouldn’t have put it past them.

      Most surprisingly, Brady really seemed to enjoy the math. He was engaged, eager, and pretty clever when it came to finding the answer. He participated and wasn’t afraid to ask or answer questions, and I made sure to pull him aside toward the end of the day to tell him how good of a job he was doing.

      “I’m really proud of you, Brady,” I said as he stood beside my desk, smiling at me. “You worked really hard today. Did you like math?”

      Brady nodded. 

      “Well, we’ll make sure you get plenty more chances to solve math problems this year. Does that sound good?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Ms. Branson.”

      I gave him a big smile. “You’re so welcome.”

      Brady went back to his cubby, where I had all the kids packing their things to head home for the day. When their parents arrived, I tried to make sure they didn’t have to wait for their kids to get their stuff together. Being a parent was hard, and being able to save them any time in their day was a good opportunity for me to get in their good books.

      As I watched Brady pack his bag, something else caught my eye.

      Olivette was talking to another little girl in the cubby beside hers. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but both of them were smiling, and the other little girl, Sarah, opened her bag and pulled out her lunch box, showing Olivette the princess picture on the lid. It shimmered with glitter, just like Olivette’s unicorn shirt.

      When the bell rang, the kids sat and waited for their parents to pick them up. The younger classes, just the preschoolers and kindergarteners, were not allowed to wait in the hallways for their parents. 

      I watched them leave one by one and waved goodbye, telling them I would see them tomorrow morning.

      Mav arrived second to last. He went straight to Olivette, who greeted him with a big hug, and then he looked around the room until his gaze landed on me.

      I waved.

      Mav walked toward me. Heat rose in my cheeks, and I tried to forget everything Candice had said to me just a couple hours earlier. This was a professional relationship. Nothing more. I didn’t need to get all flustered every time he entered the general vicinity.

      “Hey,” Mav said as Olivette went to pull her bag down from its hook in her cubby. “How did today go?”

      I clasped my hands in front of myself. “Great. I think Olivette might be on her way to making her first friend.”

      Mav’s dark blue eyes widened a smidge. “Seriously?”

      His surprise made me smile. “Seriously. Another little girl named Sarah. I caught them talking at the end of class, and it seemed like there might have been a little connection there.”

      Mav put a hand on his chest. I don’t think he even noticed the breath of relief he blew out. “Wow. Finally. That’s great news.”

      “She’s doing great, Mav. Honestly. I don’t think you have anything to worry about with her. Her confidence is growing. I think she’ll be participating in group activities before you know it, without having to be pushed toward them.”

      Mav watched Olivette over his shoulder as she struggled to zip up her backpack. Then something changed in him. His jaw hardened, and he turned back toward me. “Is it completely out of bounds for me to ask you to dinner?”

      My brain came to a stuttering halt. “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Dinner. Is that allowed between a teacher and a parent?”

      “Um. I don’t—”

      “Because I’d really like to take you to dinner this weekend. Saturday. Seven o’clock.”

      His assertiveness rocked me. 

      My brain willed me to say no. But my heart and my body yearned for me to say yes. He’d been on my mind since the first moment I saw him, and I couldn’t deny that I got butterflies in my stomach before and after school just at the thought of seeing him.

      The days where his grandmother picked Olivette up or dropped her off were always filled with disappointment.

      “It’ll be worth your while,” Mav said.

      I licked my lips. “Okay.”

      “Yeah?” His eyebrows shot up.

      I nodded. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      What harm could one little dinner do in the long run?
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      Thursday morning rolled in with a cloud-heavy sky. The air was thick and humid as ever, but there was no blasting heat from above, and it was a nice reprieve for Trace and me, who were doing an audit in the station. 

      We were working in the garage, moving from station to station, following the audit check diligently. This was the kind of thing where there was no room for errors. Lives depended on reliable equipment—lives of Searing residents and our own. 

      Conversation was nonexistent as we filled out reports, repaired machinery, and worked on a list of parts or pieces to order that were in need of replacing.

      By the time noon rolled around, we took a step back to have a cold glass of water and sit outside. We could hear the rowdy laughter of the others on our crew playing a game of basketball out back. 

      “Lucky bastards,” Trace grumbled before tipping his head back to take three greedy gulps from his water bottle. Beads collected in the corner of his mouth, and one ran down his chin. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. “Rinehart lets them play ball and sends us out here to do the dirty work. I swear this shit makes me feel like I’m going cross-eyed. Too much pressure.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself,” I said.

      “Easy for you to say. You’re a natural at this. It comes easy to you.”

      That was an easy thing for someone else to say from the outside looking in. My head wasn’t nearly as clear as he seemed to think it was. For example, I’d had to mentally check myself during the audit to stop daydreaming about Allie and to focus on the task at hand.

      “How are you planning on spending the weekend?” Trace leaned back on the bench outside the station, crossed his leg to rest his boot on his knee, and draped his arms over the backrest. He shot me a curious look from beneath his eyebrows. “Any special plans?”

      Yes.

      I had a bad habit of keeping things to myself. My date with Allie seemed like something I needed to protect. But Trace was a friend—a friend with plenty of dating experience who might have a few wise words to offer me. After all, it had been quite a few years since I’d been on a date.

      Seven, to be exact.

      “I do, actually,” I admitted.

      Trace’s eyebrows inched upward, and he dropped his foot from his knee to lean forward and peer over at me. “Oh? Do you now?”

      I nodded. “I, uh, I have a date.”

      Trace’s grin was criminal. “Well shit. I did not see that coming. What’s her name?”

      “Allie.”

      “Allison or just Allie?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How did you meet her?”

      I grimaced. “She’s Olivette’s teacher.”

      Trace blinked. Then he rocked back in the bench and let out a bark of laughter. He slapped his thigh. “You dog. And here I was, thinking you wouldn’t ever put a toe out of line. What a pleasant surprise. A kindergarten teacher. Nice.”

      “Don’t say it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like her profession dictates what kind of date we’re going to have.”

      Trace frowned. “You’re right. Sorry.” He scratched at his chin. “So where are you taking her?”

      “I was thinking Searing Grill.”

      My friend shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. You can do better than that.”

      I sighed. I should have expected that. Searing Grill was a good destination in this little town, but it was a tad overrated and definitely not romantic. Maybe that was why I’d picked it. Because it felt safe.

      “What do you suggest then?” I asked dryly.

      “Well,” Trace said, pausing for what I could only assume was supposed to be a dramatic effect, “you should take her someplace nice. Especially if you genuinely like her. Somewhere like Franco’s. Or Tratetello’s.”

      Fine dining or Italian.

      “Tratetello’s sounds like a good idea. Most women like pasta, don’t they?”

      Trace chuckled. “I don’t know, man. With all the dates I’ve been on because of my crazy mother, you’d think I’d have case study results. But I really don’t think there’s such a thing as ‘most women’ when it comes to shit like that. They’re all different. You don’t know if you have a pasta girl on your hands or a rabbit who’s only going to order salad until it comes to tell the server what you want.”

      “What does it matter?”

      Trace shrugged. “It doesn’t. But what can I say? I like a girl who likes carbs.” He patted his stomach. “Does Olivette know you’re taking her teacher out?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “And I don’t plan on saying anything about it. This is just a first date. A chance for me to flex some very neglected chivalry muscles.”

      Trace nodded slowly. “Yeah, I hear you. It’s been how long since you went on a first date? Five years or something? Before—”

      “Seven,” I said, cutting him off before he had a chance to say my wife’s name aloud.

      “Seven. Damn.” Trace blew out a long breath. “Well, I hope it goes well for you, man. I mean, I’m sure it will. Just relax and try to have fun. And have at least one drink to take the edge off. It’ll help calm your nerves.”

      “Nerves?”

      He scoffed. “Don’t bullshit me. Everyone gets nervous for a first date.”

      I hid my smile. He was right, of course. Whenever I thought too long on my upcoming date with Allie, my stomach twisted into a knot, and my palms got sweaty. It wasn’t a bad feeling. Not at all. I actually enjoyed it. So much time had passed since I felt anything like this that I was glad to feel it again.

      Relieved, even.

      For a long time, I’d believed this kind of excitement was permanently out of my reach. Luckily, I’d been wrong, and Allie came into my life.

      “So what’s she like, man?”

      “Allie?”

      “No, your grandmother,” Trace said flatly. Then he cracked a grin and started laughing. “Yes, Allie, you dumbass. What’s she like?”

      How could I describe the young woman who’d taken my breath away the first time I met her, and every time I saw her since?

      “She’s… kind,” I said. It was always the first word that came to mind when I thought of her. She was the sort of woman you knew had a big heart just by looking at her. And the way she looked at you was like she really saw you, like she could peer into the dark corners of your heart and soul and shed light on them just by smiling at you. “And she’s warm. She’s passionate about her job, and she loves kids. She’s smart, too. Crazy smart. She has her master’s in engineering.”

      “What? And she’s teaching at Searing Elementary?”

      “Like I said, she loves kids, and she’s passionate about teaching. She chose that over the money and status.” It was a huge turn-on for me. A woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t lured into something else because of the lifestyle it offered. That showed strength. And self-awareness. And it proved that she was not shallow and driven by money.

      Trace frowned. “How come my mother can’t seem to find women like this to set me up on all these God damn dates with?”

      I laughed. “I don’t know, man. Part of me is starting to wonder if your mother is just torturing you. It might be endless entertainment for her.”

      “Now that would be a cruel trick.”

      “But a good one. Don’t deny it.”

      He shook his head and ran a hand over his short, buzzed hair. “Don’t fuck with me like that, man. These women are getting crazier with every passing month. I swear. I couldn’t make this shit up.”

      I leaned back against the bench. “Which date has been the worst so far?”

      “You think I can just pluck one out of the air? Dude. There have been more bizarre dates than I can count. I had a girl give me a lecture when I ordered the lamb special once. She got so worked up about it that she started crying, and the whole restaurant thought I was breaking up with her. She stormed out, and the whole restaurant glared at me like I was evil incarnate while I ate.” Trace shrugged. “Though I did prefer that to having to endure her company any longer.”

      I snorted. “Nice.”

      “What? She was nuts. Oh, and there was the one time I had a girl bring out a checklist.”

      “A what?”

      Trace nodded while spiraling his index finger around his temple. “Yeah. Crazy. She asked me a series of questions and proceeded to check off boxes all the way down her list. I shit you not. There were at least fifty.”

      I couldn’t contain my laughter. “Please tell me you remember some of the questions.”

      “Oh, I remember. She asked how tall I was. If I had a history of heart disease in my family. If I had any allergies. If I believed in God and if I went to church. If I exercised frequently, which, let’s be real, was pretty insulting because I’m cut for fuck’s sake. Look at me.” He gestured down at himself.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. What else did she ask?” I was too amused by his story to let it end. 

      Trace pursed his lips thoughtfully. “What else did she ask? Oh, yes. She wanted a detailed answer when she asked how many kids I wanted and when I wanted them by. She wanted to know how much money I thought was acceptable to spend on an engagement ring. She asked if I owned my house. If cancer ran in my family. If my teeth were naturally straight or if I needed braces—”

      “What the hell?”

      “Dude, I know. She was batshit.”

      “How did the date end?”

      “I think I made it to question seventy-four or something before I bailed.”

      My laughter was unstoppable. I fought to get it under control. “How did you get out of there?”

      “I stood up and told her I wasn’t interested in dating a micromanaging sociopath.”

      “No, you didn’t,” I wheezed.

      Trace nodded, eyes wide. “You bet your ass I did. And for the first time in my life, I walked out on a woman in a restaurant. Quite satisfying actually. But I did always wonder about something.”

      “What?” I asked innocently.

      Trace got a devilish look in his eyes, and he grinned at me. “She must have been a hell of a good time in bed.”

      “Fuck, man.”

      “I mean it! The crazy ones are always the most fun in the bedroom, and she certainly took the cake for the craziest woman I’ve gone out with before.”

      “She doesn’t sound crazy,” I said.

      “How the hell does that not sound crazy to you?”

      I shrugged. “She sounds like someone who’s quite possibly been on as many shitty dates as you and is done fucking around, so she wants all the answers upfront before she gets too invested.”

      Trace blinked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, pushing to my feet. “That just seems like the only explanation to me.”

      Trace sighed and stood too, pausing to crack his back. “Yeah, well, you might sing a different tune if you were the one sitting across the table from her.” We made our way up the drive and back into the garage. Trace picked up our clipboards and passed mine to me. “As someone with plenty of dating experience, I just have one piece of advice for you, man.”

      “What’s that?”

      He flipped to the page we were on for the audit and eyed me over the clipboard. “Don’t fuck her on the first date. They get clingy after that. And that’s where the trouble starts.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I have to worry about that.”

      “About her getting clingy? Every man has to worry about that.”

      “No. About having sex. I don’t think Allie is the kind of girl to hookup after a first date.”

      Trace put his back to me and started walking away, laughing. “Dude, you underestimate yourself. You’re a firefighter. You’re an exception to the rule.”
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      I parked outside Candice’s boutique about an hour and a half after school got out on Friday afternoon. The sun was blazing down overhead, heating the asphalt under my feet, and I hurried from the car to the shade cast by the awning above the boutique window. It wasn’t cool by any means, but it was a lot more comfortable than standing in the scorching sun. Being exposed to the sun for just three minutes made my skin feel like it was on fire.

      I hovered in the shade while a pair of young women made their way out of the shop, pausing to peruse the sales racks outside the front door. They sifted through long summer dresses in floral prints and bright colors before moving into the sun to go to their own car. Their complaints echoed the ones in my head about the heat.

      The air conditioning in the boutique was a welcome reprieve. I took a deep breath of cool air and breathed through my nose, ignoring the curious looks from the other customers busy with their shopping.

      Candice’s voice rang through the shop as she chatted with someone making a purchase. I moved farther into the shop and did a lap, waiting for her to be free. I had to wait a good ten or so minutes. After the first customer moved along, more came to stand in line to make their purchases.

      Finally, when they had all left save for one straggler who insisted on smelling every single candle on the display on the far wall, I went over to the cash register and leaned on the counter while Candice skewered a sales receipt on a metal poker.

      “Hey, babe,” she chimed, closing her cash register with her hip. “How’s it hanging?”

      “It’s hot.”

      “Tell me about it. I sure am glad I had that HVAC guy come through here in the spring to install my unit. Otherwise, I’d have melted in this heat. And you know how I am when I’m too hot.”

      “Bitchy?”

      “I was going to say moody, but I suppose bitchy works too,” Candice said, brooding. “It’s good for business, too. People need a cool place to hang out, and they feel guilty not spending money at independent stores like mine. I should’ve done this years ago.”

      “Well, now you know for future reference.”

      Candice walked out from behind her cash counter and went to one of her shelving units, where she had neatly folded tea towels. Well, they were usually neatly folded. With her afternoon rush of customers, they’d become a bit messed up.

      I pitched in to help, and we folded towels in a uniform order before placing them in the shelf, the colors fading from dark at the bottom to light at the top. The other customer proceeded to continue smelling candles.

      “Let me know if you need help with anything,” Candice hollered to the customer. Then she shook her head at me and dropped her voice to a whisper. “She comes in here all the time and smells those damn candles. Does she ever buy one? No. Not ever.”

      “Maybe she works somewhere really smelly, and she likes to stop here to reset her palette?”

      Candice blinked lazily at me. “Seriously?”

      “What? I’m just saying. You don’t know what someone else’s life is like. Maybe it’s a peaceful little ritual for her.”

      “Or maybe she’s wasting my time and taking advantage of my product. Candles lose their scent eventually, you know? That’s why they sell them with lids. They’re like tubes of mascara. The more times you open, the more you compromise the quality.”

      I hadn’t really needed the lecture on candles. But that was Candice. “Have you asked her nicely to stop… taking advantage of your candles?”

      “And how am I supposed to do that without sounding like a lunatic?” Candice shook her head and sighed. “It doesn’t matter. She can come in here and smell to her heart’s content. It’s just weird, you know?”

      I shot a look at the girl sniffing candles like glue. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      “Ignore her. She’ll be gone in five minutes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Please. I know her routine like the back of my hand now. This little routine has been going on for weeks.”

      I decided to drop the subject. “What else is new with you?”

      “Oh, nothing. Keeping busy.”

      “Your new hire is still doing well?”

      “She’s great. Honestly. She’s making my life so much easier, I think I have a crush on her.”

      I laughed and shook my head. My favorite thing about Candice was her tendency to say the most outlandish things at the craziest times. If it popped into her head, chances were it was going to pop out of her mouth, and usually within a five-second window, too. She had a complete inability to filter herself. 

      We were polar opposites in that way. I calmed her down while she lifted me up. 

      “I’m glad you have a reliable employee.”

      “Me too.” Candice folded her last towel and put it away before plucking the one in my hands from me to put it at the very top of the shelf, just out of my reach. Then she adjusted a couple on the shelf, making sure everything was perfectly straight, and cast a glance over her shoulder as the candle-sniffer made for the door. “Have a good one.”

      The girl paused at the door and smiled back at us. “Thanks. You too.”

      When the door closed behind her, Candice muttered under her breath. “See you on Monday, freak.”

      I moved away from the towels to do another lap of the store. Candice began rearranging the display of candles and inspecting them to make sure none were missing—at least that was what I assumed she was doing.

      “What are your plans for the night?” Candice asked as she worked.

      I pursed my lips and paused to run my fingers down the length of a flowy green maxi skirt. It was linen and would probably be very comfortable in this intense summer heat. “Nothing, really.”

      “What’s the really?”

      I bit my bottom lip and shot her a look. Her back was to me. 

      I’d been worried about telling her about my date with Mav since about five minutes after he asked me. She’d be judgemental, wary, and protective. She’d think it was a bad idea. I had no doubt about it since our talk at Searing Grill the other day.

      “Allie?” Candice turned to face me. There was skepticism lingering in the creases at the corners of her mouth. “What’s up?”

      “Mav asked me on a date.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh?”

      I nodded. “He wants to take me out to dinner tomorrow.”

      “And what did you say?” Candice screwed the lid of a candle back on, set it on the shelf, and popped out one hip, resting her hand on it as she stared evenly at me.

      “I said yes.”

      “Allie,” Candice groaned.

      “What? It’s a harmless night out. We’re just going for dinner. Nothing serious.”

      “And that’s how he feels, too?”

      I paused. “Um. Well, I don’t know. How would I know that?”

      “Did you ask him?”

      “Of course not.”

      Candice shook her head at me. “You’re walking a fine line, Allie. A firefighter and the father of one of your students? What, you bored with the mundane ritual of your life or something?”

      “No,” I said sharply.

      “Then what is it? I warned you this was a bad idea, and here you are, burying yourself deeper. What if this goes badly? What if the school finds out? What will the other parents think?”

      I wanted to say I didn’t care, but part of me did. I didn’t want my reputation to suffer because of my dating life.

      But at the same time, I didn’t want my quality of life to suffer due to my lack of a dating life.

      “It’s just dinner, Candice. I like him. I think it’s worth having one meal together to see if there’s even something there besides the flirty looks we give each other before and after school.” 

      Candice didn’t say anything. She just stared calmly at me.

      I lifted my chin. “It’s not like I need your approval.”

      “No. You don’t.”

      “Good. Then we’re on the same page.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Candice, please don’t be upset with me. You’re always saying I need to step out of my comfort zone. I can’t pick and choose who I’m attracted to. Just give me an inch. Please? I’m not a reckless person. I’ll be careful.”

      Candice was quiet for a minute. Then her shoulders slumped, and she looked up at the ceiling like there was something up there that could help her talk some sense into her silly friend.

      There wasn’t.

      “You’re right,” Candice conceded. “I’m being a diva. You should go on your date, and you should have a good time. I hope you do. But I have one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      Candice grinned like the devil incarnate. “You let me help you get ready. No cutesy tops from your closet. No long hemlines. No prudish hairstyles. We’re going to jazz you the fuck up and show this firefighter what you’ve been hiding.”

      “My hairstyle is not prudish.”

      “Oh no?” Candice folded her arms across her chest and cocked her head to the side. The smile she wore was as cocky as her posture. “How were you going to style it, then? Wait, let me guess. A—”

      “Ponytail,” I finished.

      “Ponytail.” She nodded. “Yeah, exactly. Girl, I love you, but you need help. Lots and lots of help. And lucky for you, your bestie knows exactly how to get a man’s heart pumping blood straight to his co—”

      “Candice!”

      Candice strutted past me and began plucking clothes off their racks and tossing them into my arms. “You’re trying these on. And tomorrow, I’m coming over to help you with your hair and makeup. No more plain Jane, babe. If you’re doing this against my wishes, then you’d better do it damn well.”

      As I followed her around the shop, I realized I didn’t have much of a say in any of this. Candice had made up her mind to help me, and I was simply going to be a passenger in the vehicle of her decision.

      I was okay with that. She had good taste. And truth be told, the idea of knocking Mav’s socks off with my new look was an appealing one. Maybe he’d see me as a sexy woman, as opposed to a wholesome kindergarten teacher.

      Hell, maybe I’d see myself that way.

      “Keep up, Allie! We have work to do. We’re going to need to get you a pair of heels, too. Maybe you can borrow a pair of mine.”

      “I can’t walk in heels.”

      “Good thing he’s taking you to dinner and you’ll spend most of your time sitting down then.” She turned toward me with a wink. “Or on your back.”
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      My reflection didn’t sit well with me.

      It had been a long time since I’d bothered to put any real effort into my appearance. The parent-teacher meeting was the most recent practice I’d had at putting on a tie, and it apparently hadn’t paid off very well because it took me six tries to get it to sit right this evening.

      Well, six and a half.

      I’d never untied it from when I tried to wear it to the meeting that Friday night, hoping I’d be able to salvage the knot. Upon putting it on twenty minutes ago, I discovered that I could not save it, and I had to start over.

      But standing there looking at myself, I concluded I hadn’t done that bad of a job.

      In fact, I looked almost respectable.

      As always, I was clean-shaven. My shirt, a white linen button-up, had been laid out on the bed for me when I got out of the shower. My grandmother had been appalled by the wrinkles and saw fit to iron them out for me, which led to her preparing my entire ensemble.

      “You’re a grown man,” I said to my own reflection. Having a grandmother iron your shirts and lay out your clothes at this age was a tad humiliating, but I appreciated her efforts. I looked better than I would have if I’d been left to my own devices.

      My jeans were dark blue, and my brown leather shoes matched my belt. I raked my fingers through my hair, rolled up the sleeves of my shirt, and left the bedroom.

      Olivette and my grandmother were in the kitchen, whipping up a baking storm. Flour and salt and sugar were spread out all across the kitchen counters like fresh snow, and Olivette even had some in her hair. When I came into the kitchen, she turned, looked me up and down, and smiled.

      “You look nice, Daddy,” she said.

      I glanced at my grandmother and smiled. “Thank you. A little fairy laid out my clothes for me. She has good taste.”

      “A fairy?” Olivette asked.

      I nodded. “Yes. A very clever, very sneaky fairy.”

      My grandmother hid her smile by putting her back to me and cracking two eggs in a bowl.

      Olivette rushed over to me. “Nana and I are making cookies. You can have some when you get home.”

      “Chocolate chip cookies?”

      Olivette nodded.

      I patted my stomach in a circle. “Sounds delicious. I’ll make sure to have room in my belly for my daughter’s cookies. My mouth is already watering.”

      “You’re going to be late,” my grandmother said in a sing-song voice. Her back was still to me, and even though she was singing the words, I could still hear the command in her tone: Hurry the hell up before you blow your chance with the first girl you’ve gone out with since your wife died, Mav. Move!

      I went to her, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and kissed her soft, wrinkly cheek. “I’m going. I’m going. Don’t wait up. I might be late.”

      “With any luck,” my grandmother muttered.

      Olivette hugged me from behind, and I turned around and scooped her up for a big bear hug. “I’ll see you in the morning, kiddo. Take it easy on Nana. Maybe you two can have a nice relaxing night watching a movie or something?”

      Olivette snuggled her cheek into mine. “Okay. Love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you too.”

      

      When I pulled up to the address Allie had given me, I found myself in front of a modern condo building. It was called the Wynnwood Estates. I counted twenty floors in total, with what appeared to be a penthouse at the very top with two stories worth of floor-to-ceiling windows.

      I was admiring the structure, all clean lines and dramatic angles, when Allie emerged through the towering front doors and came toward me down the smooth-paved path lined in brightly colored flowers.

      Damn.

      Allie sure didn’t look like Ms. Branson tonight.

      She looked like a tall drink of water with a sway to her hips and a purpose to each step she took. The heels of her red pumps clipped at the pavement, and I tried to stop myself from looking up and down the length of her body, but her curves were too tempting to deny.

      Her legs were on display, the muscles in her calves and thighs flexing with every step. She wore a mid-thigh length black dress that hugged her body. It was cut high at the neck but showed off her arms and shoulders. I’d had no idea she had such a body under the clothes she wore to work.

      I supposed it made sense. A kindergarten classroom wasn’t where you made a statement about your sexuality. But here? Here, she was making a statement. And a loud one.

      She was sexy. Dangerously sexy.

      My tongue was still stuck to the roof of my mouth when she drew up close and tucked a strand of long copper hair behind her ear. “Were you waiting long?”

      I shook my head. “No, not at all. Just pulled up.” Thank God my mouth was working.

      She smiled. “Good. I thought I was running behind.”

      “You’d have been worth the wait.” The words sort of tumbled out of me before I realized I was saying them. Terrified I’d said too much too fast, I began to apologize.

      Allie held up a hand. “It’s all right. I’m flattered.” She tightened her grip on a small red purse she held in front of her in both hands. “You look quite dashing yourself.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been called dashing before.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever called someone dashing.” She giggled.

      I offered her my arm. “Shall we go? We don’t want to miss our reservation.”

      “Reservation? Wow. You’re pulling out all the stops, Mr. Cantone.”

      Allie seemed even more impressed later when I pulled into the parking lot of Searing’s best Italian restaurant, Tratetello’s. It had a charming patio off the second level encased in glass sliders. Tumbling plants hung from baskets mounted on the ceiling, giving the place an exotic vibe. Little twinkling lights wove through the plants overhead, and when I pulled out Allie’s chair for her, I marveled in the way her green eyes danced as she gazed up at the lights.

      “This place has always made me feel like I’m in a magic garden,” she said as she draped her napkin over her lap.

      It had never made me feel that way. Not until this moment sitting across from her, seeing the way she marveled at the simple splendor of the decor of a local restaurant. Sometimes, it was the simple things. And this moment, simple as it was, was undeniably perfect.

      We mulled over the wine list together. I learned that Allie preferred red on most occasions but enjoyed a sweet and cold glass of Moscato on very hot evenings. Like tonight. So we each ordered a glass of Moscato. It came chilled, and soon, the glasses were sweating and leaving little round rings of moisture on the white tablecloths.

      “Can I make a confession?” Allie asked after we’d both been quiet for a couple of minutes as we studied the food menu.

      “Yes,” I said.

      She pressed her glossy pink lips together. “I… I was very nervous about coming out with you this evening.”

      “Why? I don’t bite.”

      She smiled in response to mine. “I know that. I just… I don’t know. I felt uneasy about going to dinner with the parent of one of my students. Do you think it’s odd?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think it’s conventional, but I also don’t think it’s rare. I’m sure people do this kind of thing all the time. You can’t help it sometimes.”

      “Can’t help it?”

      “If there’s an attraction there, sometimes you have to run with it. Otherwise, the opportunity will pass you by, and you’ll be left scratching your head, wondering why you never had the nerve to go for the thing you wanted when you had the chance.”

      Allie turned neon pink under the twinkling lights. “Is that what I was? Something you wanted? A chance worth taking?”

      I hadn’t meant to expose myself like that, but I wasn’t flustered. In fact, I was more at ease now with her than I ever had been. “Yes, you were. Does that bother you?”

      “No,” Allie said hurriedly. “No. Not at all. I think it’s kind of romantic.”

      “Are you a romantic person?”

      Allie swept her hair over her shoulder like she could hide behind it. “I think so. Yes. But I haven’t had many opportunities to find out.”

      “You mean there isn’t a line of men banging on your front door, begging you for a date?”

      “None.” She smiled. “Well. Except you.”

      She gazed at me, and I gazed right back at her. There was something in the air between us, a steady and electric crackling of energy. I suspected—no, I knew—that was the feeling they called chemistry. And I hadn’t felt it since my wife was alive.

      It caught me off guard like a punch to the gut, and I looked down at my menu. “We should probably order before we get too hungry.”

      Hungry for each other.

      Allie followed my lead and scanned her menu. When we’d both set them aside, the server came by our table, topped off Allie’s wine glass, and took our orders. Once she was gone, Allie and I proceeded to talk about school and teaching and the students in her classroom.

      “Kids get a bad rap,” Allie said. “They come into class with a target already painted on their backs because other adults have labeled them as ‘troubled’ or ‘difficult’. And it’s really quite unfair. I mean, take Brady Tully for example. I was warned by several other teachers that he was a nightmare. Can you imagine that? A preschool student being called a nightmare by grown adults.” Allie shook her head in disgust. “It’s deplorable.”

      “And is he?”

      “Is he what?” she asked over the rim of her wine glass.

      “A nightmare?”

      “No. Not even a little bit. He’s a little boy who’s desperate for attention because he doesn’t get it at home, so he lashes out. But in my classroom, he’s seen. Heard. I make sure to have moments with him, just the two of us, so he can see that I care about him and that I’m invested. It makes all the difference in the world.”

      “Is it hard being a teacher and seeing the way some parents are with their kids?”

      Allie studied me. Her green eyes shimmered, and I took note of the streaks of hazel and gold within their olive and emerald depths. “Yes. Very hard. Luckily, the good parents make up for the bad ones. Like you, Mav.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “My shit is a mess, Allie. I’m a single dad who can barely get his kid to school on time. I hardly think I classify as a good example.”

      Allie reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “You’re wrong. You’re the best example. You’re the father who’s always there for his daughter. Olivette lights up when she sees you. And you light up when you see her. The love is so open and obvious, everyone in the room can feel it. It’s beautiful. Olivette is a lucky girl.”

      “You have it backward. I’m the lucky one.”

      Her thumb ran in a slow circle along the back of my hand. “Yes, you are. But so is she. Don’t sell yourself short. The reason I said yes to this date is because of how you are with her. It’s… inspiring. Does that sound lame?”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to get in my pants by flattering me.”

      Allie burst out laughing and covered her mouth with her hand. Her cheeks were still bright pink—so pink that there was no darker shade they could turn. 

      I laughed along with her. “Sorry. Was that rude?”

      She shook her head but couldn’t speak through her laughter. “I didn’t expect it. It was funny.”

      I was suddenly very aware of the feeling she spoke of earlier, of being in a magic garden. Her laughter danced around me, light and bubbly, and so did the soft scent of her perfume. Lavender and rose and honey. I breathed in the smell of her, combined with the rich aromas of the pasta on other plates around us. The wine buzzed on my tongue, and I watched her purse her lips to the edge of her glass and take a sip. 

      I liked the way her throat moved when she swallowed.

      With any luck, this night wouldn’t end with dinner. With any luck, she would want to spend more time with me when the meal was done.
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      Mav reached forward and turned off the air conditioning in his truck a couple of minutes after we pulled out of Tratetello’s parking lot. The windows were rolled down, and the evening had cooled off significantly, at least enough for us to enjoy the fresh air blowing through the cab.

      He tapped his index finger on the clock, which read nine o’clock. “Still early.”

      Maybe that was his way of asking if we could prolong the night. If it was, I was right there on the same page with him. Dinner had been wonderful. We talked about all kinds of things, and I spent the entirety of it staring at him, resisting the urge to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

      Mav was so far out of my league.

      “It is still early,” I echoed. 

      The drive went by faster than I’d anticipated. One minute, we’re making small talk about the time, neither of us seemed willing to state the obvious: that we wanted to spend more time together. The next minute, we were pulling up to the curb outside my apartment building. The lights of the units above cast an amber glow down on the pavement, stretching the shadows of trees into long, spindly fingers.

      “Would you like to come up for a cup of tea?” I asked, daring not to look over at him as I gripped the door handle and angled myself toward the door for a fast escape if he said no.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?” I tried to stop my eyebrows from inching toward my hairline in surprise. It was futile.

      Mav killed the ignition and got out of the truck. Then he came around to my side and took my hand as I stepped down, the heels of my shoes sinking into the lush grass of the Wynnwood Estates property. He guided me to the path as he locked the truck with his key remote over his shoulder. The headlights lit up our path for half a second as it locked, and then we were swallowed by night again.

      My hand was still in his when we got to the door, and I hated having to let him go to find my keys in my purse to buzz us in.

      Moments later, when we stepped into the elevator and the doors slid closed behind us, I could feel Mav’s eyes on me as I leaned forward and pressed the button for my floor. Fifteen. As I stepped back and pressed the middle of my back to the handrail along the walls of the elevator, Mav moved in closer until we were shoulder to shoulder. Then he stepped around me and braced himself with a hand on either side of my hips, resting on the handrail.

      “I had a nice time with you tonight,” he said. His voice was low and smooth. And he was so close. I could see the darkness of his five o’clock shadow appearing, and I spent a dreamy second imagining what he might look like with a beard.

      “I had a nice time too. A really nice time.”

      “You sound surprised.” He had a way of talking that made my skin itch with need. His voice was always so low and even, but it was tinged with amusement and something else. Something heavy and masculine, like a southern drawl without the southern. “Were you expecting mediocrity?”

      “I don’t know what I was expecting.” My voice, unlike Mav’s, was shaky and unsure. He was so close. All I had to do was lean forward a couple of inches, and our noses would touch. 

      “How do you feel about me coming inside?”

      “Good.”

      “Are we actually going to drink tea?”

      “Only if that’s what you want to do,” I stammered. 

      Mav smiled. My knees wobbled. “Allie, don’t let me call the shots.”

      “Why not?”

      His brows furrowed together as he studied me. The way he looked at me made me feel some kind of way. My soul felt very exposed.

      “Because all I want to do right now is kiss you. But I know if I do, I won’t be able to stop myself. And if you’re not ready for what comes after that, then we should stick to tea. I’d be more than happy with tea.”

      I swallowed.

      He was such a gentleman. This wasn’t the man Candice had tried to convince me he might be. He was honest and being clear about his intentions. For me, someone who hadn’t gone down this road with a man before, it was greatly appreciated.

      And a huge turn on.

      I reached out with a shaky hand and smoothed the crisp collar of his linen shirt. “Tea is overrated.”

      The elevator chimed at my floor, and the doors slid open as Mav gave me a lopsided grin. Then he pushed himself off the wall, offered me his elbow, and guided me out of the elevator into the hall. We walked to my front door, which I opened with my key, and then I invited him in behind me.

      I’d never had a man in this apartment before.

      Well, not unless I counted the rather eccentric young server I’d gone on a couple of dates with six months ago. He was an edgy young guy—so not my speed—with a big personality and an even bigger “big dick energy”. That was what Candice had called it, anyway. I never really understood what she was talking about. He and I had made it to five dates, the last one which we spent here, and he’d nearly blown a fuse when I refused to sleep with him.

      It wasn’t the first time that had happened to me.

      As I slipped out of my red pumps, I considered telling Mav I was a virgin. The words were dangling from the tip of my tongue as I watched him kick out of his shoes and loosen his tie. But they died as soon as I thought them. Watching him fix and roll the cuffs of his shirt up made my insides burn.

      For the first time in my life, I wanted something to come of this.

      I wanted to know what it was like to be intimate. To have sex.

      Mav glanced up at me. “You all right?”

      I nodded. “Y-yes. Um. Can I get you anything? Water? Wine? I think I might have—”

      He came toward me in two steps, caressed my cheek, and tilted my head back. “All I want right now is you, Allie. Where’s your bedroom?”

      A puddle formed in my panties.

      My lips refused to work as Mav smiled down at me, thinking whatever he was thinking. I lifted a hand and pointed down my hall to my bedroom. He wasted no time bending at the knees and scooping me up. He began carrying me down the hall. I draped an arm over his shoulders, feeling the thick muscles shifting under his skin, and marveled at his strength.

      “Is this how you impress all the girls, Mr. firefighter?”

      Mav chuckled. “There haven’t been any girls in a long time.”

      I ran my fingers over the exposed skin at the nape of his neck. Mav turned sideways, and we went through my bedroom door. My heart beat wildly in my chest, and my breath fluttered in my throat as he set me down gently on the bed. Then, one by one, he began undoing the buttons of his shirt. I watched, transfixed by every move he made, by the way the tendons in his hands and forearms flexed with each button, the way his eyes were hooded by shadow beneath his brow, the way his jaw flexed.

      This was happening.

      Mav’s shirt fell from his shoulders and landed on my bedroom floor.

      My heartbeat sped up. His body was a work of splendor. Every muscle served a purpose. Nothing was for show. It was all hard-earned, life-saving strength.

      “Your turn,” Mav said, his voice finally slipping from that even level I’d grown used to. It was gravelly now. 

      When I didn’t start undressing, he came toward me and took my hand, pulling me to my feet. He spun me slowly around like we were performing a weak rendition of a swing dance, and then his fingers found the zipper at the back of my dress. He drew it down, undoing tooth by tooth, until my bare back was exposed. I hadn’t worn a bra. There wasn’t really room in the dress for one, and Candice had told me the bra lines looked tacky.

      So I stood completely naked underneath, except for my black lace panties.

      Mav slid his hands inside the open back of the dress to rest them on my waist. I sucked in a sharp breath, and he leaned in close, resting his chin on my shoulder to leave hot, soft kisses on the side of my neck.

      He moved his hands up until they rested on my shoulders. With gentle care, he nudged the cap sleeves of my dress off my shoulders. Then inch by inch, he pulled it down until it fell from my hips and gathered around my ankles.

      I wrapped my arms around myself, covering my breasts.

      I’d never been this exposed in front of a man before.

      Mav ran his fingertips across my shoulders, drawing my hair to one side. Then he followed the trail his fingers made with his lips before turning me to face him. He wrapped his arms around me, apparently not minding that I was hiding my nakedness from him, and he pulled me in close to his chest and pressed his lips to mine.

      The kiss was unlike anything I’d ever felt.

      It started gentle and soft at first. Like a kiss in a dream. Then his lips parted, and I followed his lead, letting him slip his tongue between my teeth. He explored me curiously, patiently, and his hands wandered up and down my back until I gave in and draped my arms over his shoulders, baring my breasts to him.

      He cupped them in his hands within seconds, pausing to flick his thumbs over my nipples.

      I moaned into his mouth. This neediness was unlike anything I’d ever felt. I stretched to the tips of my toes, desperate for more of him, and he responded by lowering me back down to the bed. Our lips never parted, and I flinched when he dragged his fingers down the middle of my tummy to the top of my panties. Then he slid his hand under the lace fabric. Before I realized it, his hand was on me.

      Well, on that part of me.

      And holy hell, did it feel amazing.

      Mav delighted me by rubbing my clit in slow circles. Every swirl sent little shocks of pleasure through me, and I found myself rolling my hips involuntarily until, much to my surprise, he eased a finger inside me.

      He let out a soft sound in the back of his throat and broke our kiss. “You’re so tight, Allie. Damn.”

      I bit my bottom lip. The word “virgin” almost escaped me. But I held on to it and just gazed up at him as he slowly fucked me with his finger. When he pressed his thumb to my clit, it almost pushed me over the edge. I gripped the sheets beneath me as Mav descended upon me with ravenous kisses. The heat of his body melted into me, and my body sang with pleasure.

      But the word “virgin” kept rolling through my head. And for some incredibly annoying, inexplicable reason, it was spoken in Candice’s voice. Saboteur.

      Then other words she’d said when she found out about me and Mav started dancing around in my brain until I was left with one thought: he was the father of one of my students.

      And he had his finger inside me. And if this kept going, I was going to give my virginity to him, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

      Was I?

      How was I supposed to know? Would there be signs? 

      “Wait,” I breathed, closing my fingers around his wrist, stilling his movements between my thighs.

      He looked up at me, brows knit together in concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think I have to slow down.” I propped myself up on my elbows and shook my head. “This… this is wrong. You need to leave.”

      “What?” He pulled his hand out of my panties.

      I nodded and rolled away from him to get to my feet and rush to grab my robe from the back of my door. I wrapped it tightly around myself and avoided looking him in the eye. “Yes. Please. I need you to leave. We can’t do this. You’re the father of one of my students, and there’s no going back from this.”

      Mav stood. “Maybe I don’t want to go back from this.”

      “Please,” I pleaded. “Go.”

      My legs felt like rubber, and my pussy was pulsing like it had a heartbeat. I wanted so much more from him and for him, but this wasn’t right. This was a mistake.

      “Allie, did I do something wrong?”

      I shook my head and picked up his shirt from the floor. “No. I just… I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I should have stopped it sooner. Before…” I trailed off.

      Before you had your hand between my legs. Before I kissed you. 

      Mav frowned. “Okay. I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

      He took his shirt from me and didn’t put it back on. Instead, he walked out of my room, naked from the waist up, and let himself out of my apartment without looking back. Guilt crawled around in my gut, replacing the tight, desperate feeling below my belly, and I sank down onto my bed and buried my face in my hands.

      How humiliating.
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      Someone was knocking on my door.

      I groaned and pinched the bridge of my nose as I squinted against the bright morning light coming through my window. Apparently, I’d forgotten to close the blinds when I came home from Allie’s place last night.

      Allie.

      What a disaster. At some point, I must have done something wrong. Said something. Implied something. I had no idea what it might have been, but whatever it was, it scared her off.

      And left me with the worst case of blue balls since I was in high school. Not that I cared. I didn’t. I cared that I couldn’t make sense of what happened. I played it over and over in my head a dozen times last night, trying to make sense of it all, but all I was left with was dumbfounded confusion.

      Apparently, she and I were on completely different pages. I never would have gone up with her when she invited me if I didn’t think she wanted the same thing as me. I wouldn’t have put her in that position. 

      Part of me wondered if she went through with it only because she thought that was what I expected. I hoped that wasn’t the case because if it was, then she had the completely wrong impression of me. I would never expect a woman to sleep with me just because I wanted it.

      It all came down to me being Olivette’s father.

      If Allie wasn’t her teacher, I doubted things would have fallen apart last night. I respected her call, and I wouldn’t push her. But part of me wished she’d been able to put her teaching identity aside just to see if she and I had a real shot at this thing between us.

      Whatever this thing was.

      I hadn’t had such effortless conversation with another woman since before my wife passed away. Last night had been a refreshing glimpse into what could be. After so many years secluding myself and convincing myself I was destined to be alone until Olivette was older. Being with Allie tricked me into thinking I could have that kind of companionship sooner.

      Then the rug was pulled out from under me.

      Another knock on the door. “Mav? Are you up? It’s nearly nine. Breakfast is ready.”

      I groaned and let my hand fall from my face to blink up at my bedroom ceiling. “I’ll be out in a minute,” I called to my grandmother.

      I heard her weary sigh on the other side of the door. “It’d better be a minute. Your daughter is famished. You’d think we don’t feed her or something.” Her footsteps faded away down the hall, and I sat up, rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

      I put on a pair of loose gray sweats and an old fire training T-shirt that was specifically designated for lazy Sunday mornings. Then I left my room, padded down the hall, and joined my family in the kitchen.

      Olivette sat at the kitchen table and was dressed in her purple princess pajamas. Her hair was a wild mess from sleep, but she was bright-eyed and eager when she saw me. “Morning, Daddy.”

      I paused behind her chair and kissed the top of her head. “Morning, kiddo. How was your night?”

      “Good,” she chimed, wiggling her butt in eager anticipation as my grandmother set out the smorgasbord of food: scrambled eggs, toast, breakfast sausage, and homemade shredded hash browns. “What time did you get home? Did you have a cookie?”

      I poured myself a cup of coffee from the pot. “I did have a cookie. Three, actually. They were very good.”

      Olivette beamed. 

      I nodded down the hall. “Can you go wash up before breakfast?”

      My daughter slid off her chair and beelined to the bathroom.

      My grandmother took her seat across from me. There was a brief moment of quiet before she asked, “So? How was it?”

      “Good.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You were home earlier than I expected.”

      “Nana,” I scolded. Did she seriously stay up to see how late I stayed out?

      She smiled. “I’d hoped you would have a late evening. You need it. And it’s a sign of things to come.”

      “Yeah, well, I think I might have ruined it somewhere along the way.”

      She shook her head. “You’re a smart man, Mav. If something is wrong and you like her, you’ll find a way to fix it. It’s as simple as that. Pass me the eggs, please.”

      I passed her the plate of steaming hot eggs and solemnly watched her scoop it onto her plate. Olivette came back and took her seat, and I helped get her plate ready for her before seeing to my own. Then we all started eating.

      “Have you heard anything else from Rinehart about the lieutenant job?” my grandmother asked, pausing to sip on her coffee.

      “A little.”

      She stared at me expectantly. “And?”

      “And he said he’s drawing up an offer. He sent me an email yesterday. We have a meeting tomorrow afternoon. I’ll know more then.”

      “If the offer is right, will you take it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not something I really want. I like my job now. I like the freedom and the responsibility level that comes with it. I guess it just doesn’t feel like the right time to pile more onto my plate.”

      My grandmother made a sound in the back of her throat.

      “What?” I asked skeptically.

      She shrugged. “Nothing. It’s just that I doubt anyone ever feels like the time is right to add more to their plate. But you have to stop looking at it that way. It’s a growth opportunity. And change is a good thing. Take it from an old lady.”

      “You’re not old, Nana,” Olivette chimed in.

      My grandmother smiled sweetly at her granddaughter. “You’re right, sweetheart. Age is subjective anyway. Although,” she added, shooting me a sideways glance, “you could do with some extra money so that when the time comes, you can afford to put me in that nice old folks’ home on Kelly Avenue instead of Barrett’s Seniors’ Place.”

      I stared blankly at her. “I’m not putting you in a home. Get that out of your head.”

      “You say that now. But when I’m grumpy and senile, you might change your mind.”

      “You’re already grumpy and senile,” I teased.

      She swatted at me with her fork, and the three of us snorted with laughter. “Watch how you speak to the woman who feeds you, Mav. I have power in this house.”

      I laughed. “What are you trying to say?”

      She pushed her eggs around her plate as Olivette looked back and forth between us. “I’m saying you should apply for that job. You’re ready. I’m also saying I’m proud of you. Rinehart sees how valuable you are to his operation, and he wants to make sure he keeps you around. He’s no fool, Mav. He wants you for this job. Not one of the others. You.”

      I hadn’t really considered it that way. I’d been so caught up in my timetable and what it would cost me to take the promotion as opposed to seeing the value in it—and the compliment, I supposed. She was right. Rinehart wouldn’t be fighting for me to take this if he didn’t think it was the right call.

      Rinehart was a wise man. He didn’t make mistakes.

      “I’m thinking about it,” I said evenly. “Seriously thinking about it.”

      “That’s the best I can ask for.” My grandmother smiled. Then she looked at Olivette. “We’re proud of your father, aren’t we, sweetheart?”

      Olivette nodded dramatically with her cheeks puffed out, full of eggs and toast and whatever else she’d managed to fit in there. My grandmother and I laughed, and I scolded her for eating too fast. “You need to breathe while you eat,” I said.

      Even if things had fallen apart between me and Allie, at least I had my family. These women were the most important people in my life, and I would do absolutely anything for them. Including stepping out of my comfort zone and taking a promotion.

      But even knowing that and feeling their radiating support and warmth, I still wished things had ended differently last night. It was this giant dark cloud hanging over me.

      I hadn’t realized how badly I wanted things to go well until they didn’t.

      Then I was left feeling hollow, empty, and confused. Allie probably felt the same way.

      I’d never done well with disappointment. Maybe that was part of the reason I didn’t want to take a stab at this promotion. If I didn’t try, there was no room for disappointment.

      For me at least.

      If I said no, there would be other people who would be disappointed. Like my grandmother, my daughter, Rinehart, and some, if not all, of my crew.

      I didn’t do well with pressure, either.
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      Sunlight broke through the crystal ornament hanging in front of my kitchen window while I cleaned dishes. It cast fractures of color across the dishes in the sink while I scrubbed, refracting shades of bright blue, pink, green, and yellow across the white porcelain. 

      “Such an idiot,” I grumbled to myself, scrubbing viciously at a pot I’d used to boil eggs for a sandwich half an hour earlier. I scrubbed so hard the wire bristles of my brush pressed painfully under my nails.

      I didn’t care. I deserved it.

      Last night had been an absolute disaster. What started as a more than pleasant evening morphed into a full-blown hookup session. I hadn’t been prepared for that, walking into my date with Mav. I thought we’d eat dinner, get to know each other, and then go home separately and see each other on Monday morning, where I could proceed to flirt my little ass off, blush wildly, and carry on being myself without the pressures of a sexual encounter.

      But here we were.

      Sexual encounter passed.

      At least I’d stopped it before it got too out of hand. That was the one thought I kept having over and over whenever my chest tightened with panic at the thought of seeing Mav tomorrow morning. 

      It could have easily gone further.

      I could have given him everything. Could have handed my virginity to him just like that.

      Part of me still wondered what might have happened had I not stopped him. Would he have spent the night? Would things have been weird afterward?

      Would I ever be able to forgive myself for taking that step before I was ready? And on a first date, too?

      I set the pot on the drying rack beside the sink to dry.

      I didn’t know who that girl was last night. I didn’t recognize her. She was so bold. Confident. He’d basically seen me naked, and he’d had his fingers inside me. And I was his daughter’s teacher. It was all wrong. Too complicated. Too messy.

      I never should have agreed to go on the date with him.

      Candice was right.

      “She’s always right,” I said, my voice bitter as I picked up my plate and began scrubbing it too. I worked vigorously, dragging the scrub brush up and down and then around in quick circles. “You’ll never hear the end of it now. You were so stupid. So embarrassing. Humiliating. Foolish. Reckless. Idiotic—” I sucked in a sharp gasp of pain when the edge of the plate slammed into the divider between the two sinks and shattered, sending a sharp piece across the top of my knuckle.

      Blood oozed from the slice.

      “Damn it.” I turned the water to cold and ran my finger under it. The red water looked almost romantic mixed with the dazzling rainbow from the hanging crystal. When my finger was numb from the cold, I turned off the tap and tore off a piece of paper towel, which I wrapped diligently around my finger until it was wadded so thick, no blood leaked through.

      Then I glared at the broken plate in my sink and cursed my clumsiness.

      My front door swung open.

      I looked over my shoulder as Candice walked in. She was dressed in a yellow floral-patterned dress, one from her shop I was sure, and had a canvas bag draped over one shoulder that matched her wide-brimmed sunhat. This was one of those times I regretted giving her access to my apartment. She paused when she saw me clutching my wrapped finger and frowned.

      “What did you do to yourself, babe?”

      “I broke a plate,” I said.

      Candice closed and locked my front door before taking off her hat and leaving it on the hook where my jackets and cardigans were. She smoothed out the top of her hair and came to sit at one of my barstools at the kitchen counter. “Well, what did you go and do that for?”

      “I was washing it and got a little carried away, I guess.”

      “Is it bad?”

      I shrugged. “Not terrible. Just looks worse than it is, I think. Nothing a band-aid won’t fix. What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Just thought I’d pop in and say hello. I had to pick up some new label makers, so I was close by.”

      “Want anything? Glass of water?”

      Candice nodded and let her bag fall from her shoulder. She set it on the edge of the counter while I poured us each a glass of iced water. Then I joined her on my other stool and unwrapped the paper towel from my finger to peer at my knuckle.

      Candice leaned in close and scrunched up her nose at the wound. “Ew.”

      “You’re being dramatic. It’s not that bad.”

      “It looks pretty deep.”

      “Like I said. Nothing a band-aid won’t fix. The bleeding has already stopped.”

      “Just don’t bend your finger,” Candice cautioned.

      “I won’t, Mom. I can handle it.”

      Candice smiled. Then she leaned back, draped an arm over the backrest of the adjacent stool, and crossed her right leg over her left. “So, how long do I have to hang around and beat around the bush before you tell me how your date went with Mav last night?”

      Of course. I should have seen that coming. She hadn’t been in the area. She probably hadn’t even picked up those label makers she claimed to have needed. She’d dropped by just to get the goods.

      Lying was more than a little tempting. I could easily tell her it went well. That we hit off, enjoyed our meal, and then went our separate ways. Me to my apartment and him to his house to tuck his daughter into bed.

      But lying wasn’t my style. And Candice could always poke holes in a story. It was like her superpower.

      I came clean and told her about our dinner and how well things went. I told her about the connection I was positive we both felt, and the flirtiness, and how easy it was to laugh with him. “And then he drove me home.”

      “And that’s it?” Candice asked. Her eyes glistened deviously. She knew she was digging for something, knew there was something I wasn’t telling her.

      “And… I invited him in for tea.”

      “Tea?” she scoffed. “What is this? England? Fuck tea. You invited him in to suck his face.”

      I wished all I’d done was suck his face. I wished I’d made us each a cup of tea, sat on the couch with him, made out, and then sent him on his way before midnight. Then today, I’d have no regrets. I’d still be full of that giddiness that had permeated me yesterday all the way up until that last moment where I realized I’d lost control.

      “We took things to the bedroom,” I said slowly.

      Candice’s eyebrows shot up. “You what?”

      I nodded and stared at the countertop. I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at her. My face was hot, and my throat was tight with shame. “He carried me to the bedroom. He was a gentleman. He asked me first if I wanted to go through with things. I said yes. And then… and then when we got too close for comfort, I put a stop to it and kicked him out.”

      “Wow. And I thought I was a cold bitch.”

      I buried my face in my hands. “You’re making me feel worse than I already do.”

      Candice put a hand on my back. “I’m sorry, babe. That’s not what I’m trying to do.” She sighed and let her hand fall. Then she rubbed at her temples. “But damn, that’s a mind fuck for a guy. Especially if you didn’t explain yourself. Did you tell him you were a virgin?”

      I shook my head.

      “Allie, that’s not fair.”

      “I know. Of course, I know. But it just happened so fast. One minute, we were having a great date, and the next, I’m practically naked, and he’s touching me and—and—” I shook my head fiercely, wishing this wasn’t such an uncomfortable thing for me to talk about. “And then his hand was between my legs, and I knew if I didn’t stop him, then I wouldn’t be able to. I almost had sex with him, Candice. It scared the hell out of me.”

      My friend studied me calmly. I couldn’t read her expression, but I didn’t see judgment there. If anything, I saw understanding. Compassion. Patience. I needed all of those things desperately right now. 

      Candice reached out and took my hand. “Babe, I think you’re being too hard on yourself. Just because you went on a date with him and just because you had a steamy moment does not mean you owed him sex.”

      “But—”

      “Listen to me,” she said firmly, squeezing my hand. “You’re allowed to say no at any point in the night. You’re allowed to be on two different pages. You’ve been trying to convince me that Mav is a good guy. This is the perfect opportunity for you to put that to the test. Any man worth your time had better respect your decision to not go through with sex. You weren’t ready. Plain and simple.”

      I gnawed at my bottom lip. “That’s just it,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “I do want it.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes,” I breathed. “I wanted it last night so badly. It scared me how badly I wanted it. How badly I wanted him. And I don’t know if this guilt in my gut is because I screwed up the best chance I was ever going to get or because I pulled the rug out from under him.”

      Candice smiled. “Like I said. You’re being too hard on yourself. If you said no, that was the right call in the moment. And the best news? If you still want to try to make something work with Mav, it’s not like you won’t see him again. You’ll see him tomorrow when he drops off—”

      “Olivette,” I gasped. “Oh God. How am I going to face her after what happened?”

      “You’re being a drama queen.”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “This is so embarrassing. I can’t face him. Or her. It was a mistake. I should have listened to you. I shouldn’t have pursued things. I’ve made everything too complicated, and we’re not even a month into the school year.”

      “You just need to talk to him.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s embarrassing!”

      “What is?”

      “That I’m a virgin,” I said.

      Candice blinked at me. “It’s not embarrassing.”

      I stared at my hands. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who’s screwed up every shot with a guy because she got cold feet.”

      “You’re right,” Candice said slowly. “But I am the one who lost my virginity to an asshole in a football jersey who called me by the wrong name in the morning. You’re doing it right, Allie. You’re waiting until the time is right. I wish I’d done that.”

      “You do?”

      Candice nodded. “Of course, I do. I respect the hell out of you for your choices, Allie. And I can see you like this guy. A lot. You need to step back and gain some objectivity. If he’s upset about you turning him down last night, then he wasn’t worth your time in the first place. But if he understands? Well, if that’s not dating material, I don’t know what is.”

      Words were easy. Especially when they were being said by someone who was removed from the situation. I heard what she was saying, and I appreciated it, but I doubted I’d be able to face Mav again. 

      I was too embarrassed.

      “Is transferring schools too extreme?” I whispered.

      Candice laughed and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Oh my gosh, yes. Relax. You need a drink. Or four.”
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      “Why are you nervous, Daddy?”

      I glanced at Olivette in my rearview mirror. She was swinging her legs in her booster seat, sipping water out of her sparkly pink water bottle, and peering up to the front of the truck. She had not yet put two and two together that she could look me in the eyes if she too used the rearview mirror.

      “What makes you think I’m nervous?” I asked.

      Her lips pursed together in a thoughtful expression. “Your knee is bouncing. You always bounce your knee when you’re nervous.”

      I immediately ceased bouncing my knee, not realizing I was shaking the whole truck as we sat at a red light. “I’m not nervous, kiddo. I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Like what?”

      “Work stuff. You know, the promotion Nana and I were talking about?”

      Olivette nodded.

      The light turned green. I scanned the intersection before proceeding forward. “Well, it’s just a lot to think about. And sometimes, I get caught up and focused and don’t realize that I’m stressing myself out. Remember how you felt when you first started school?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s like that.”

      “Oh.”

      Did I feel good lying to my daughter about why I was really nervous?

      No.

      Did that mean I felt compelled to tell her I had feelings for her teacher?

      Also no.

      Some things were better not being known. I didn’t want Olivette to fall too hard for Allie. I knew she already loved her, and if she thought I had feelings for her too, it might mess with her head a little bit. Relationships like this shouldn’t involve children until they were well past serious and both people were fully committed and ready to involve the little ones. It was too much pressure. Too much expectation.

      Part of me wondered if that was why everything fell apart on Saturday night.

      Things had been going so well, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Since the moment I closed Allie’s front door behind me to now, she’d been on my mind.

      My conversation with my grandmother hadn’t eased my mind. At some point, I’d done something wrong. I was sure of it. What exactly that thing was, however, I had no idea. I’d run the night over and over again in my mind like a movie reel, desperately hoping to remember something that was slipping through the cracks, something that would explain Allie’s sudden panic to get me the hell out of her apartment.

      When I came up empty, I concluded that maybe she just wasn’t ready for things to go to the next level. Truth be told, I hadn’t expected to end up in her bedroom on Saturday night. Not at all. She didn’t strike me as that kind of woman. And I wasn’t that kind of man.

      At least, I didn’t think I was.

      My lack of dating since my wife passed meant I had no idea what I was looking for or what I wanted. All I knew was I was so thrilled that the beautiful girl I was into wanted to get intimate, I just blew past all the stop signs.

      Maybe that was the problem. We should have slowed down. I should have made us slow down. Then I might not have found myself parking in front of the school with my stomach in knots.

      After unbuckling Olivette from her booster seat, I took her hand and guided her across the parking lot to the school. She prattled on about how excited she was for this week. Apparently, the class would be working on a massive mural that Ms. Branson would hang on the wall and keep for other students to see for years to come.

      “That’s pretty cool,” I said.

      Olivette nodded, and we ducked through the school doors. Throngs of older kids with superhero backpacks and braces wove around us to get to their respective classes, and Olivette and I took our turn down the hallway to Ms. Branson’s class.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect. There was a good chance Allie would ignore me. Or ask me not to come into the classroom.

      Maybe she wouldn’t even be there.

      You’re overreacting, I thought as we came to a stop by the classroom door.

      Olivette tugged at my hand. “Aren’t you going to walk me to my desk?”

      I grimaced. Right, of course. “Sure, kiddo. Lead the way.”

      She tugged me along by the hand, and I stepped into the classroom. I tried to keep my eyes down and to mind my own business, but as soon as we reached the desk, I glanced up.

      I locked eyes with Allie. She was standing behind her desk, organizing papers. Or she was simply doing a valiant job of looking like she was organizing papers. She offered me a tight-lipped, uneasy smile before dropping her gaze back to the papers.

      That sealed my decision not to approach her. She didn’t want to talk to me. I wouldn’t push.

      “Have a good day, kiddo. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Love you, Daddy.”

      I gave Olivette a hug and a kiss. “I love you too.”

      As I slipped out of the room, I hoped Allie watched me leave. If she didn’t, that was the nail in the coffin that we were finished before we even had a chance to really see if there was something between us. And that would be a damn shame.

      

      The rest of the crew were making small talk in the kitchen when I arrived at the station for my shift after dropping Olivette off at school. Rinehart had shifted things around so that I didn’t have to start so early and could be there for drop-off on my day shifts.

      I stopped at his office, straightened my shirt, and knocked. Trace poked his head out from around the corner in the kitchen and gave me a thumbs-up.

      He and the rest of the guys knew I was talking to Rinehart this morning apparently. My crew gossiped like a gaggle of schoolgirls when it came to this kind of thing.

      Rinehart called for me to come in. I pushed through the door and waited for him to gesture at the empty seat across his desk. I sat, and then I waited for him to start the meeting.

      Rinehart reached into the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a stack of papers secured by a silver paper clip. He turned them toward me and slid them across his desk. “The offer we discussed, plus a few minor adjustments.”

      I pulled the papers toward me. “Minor adjustments, huh?”

      Rinehart nodded and pressed his fingertips together, eyeing me over the top of them. “Read it.”

      I shifted in my seat and began reading the document. Rinehart had really pulled out all the stops here. There was everything in this offer from vacation time, to sick days, to leave, to flexible hours due to my needs as a single parent.

      There was also a much higher salary noted on this sheet than I’d expected.

      I frowned.

      “What? Did I miss something?” Rinehart leaned forward and stretched himself up to peer down at the papers.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, it’s very thorough. I just had no idea this kind of salary was in the station’s budget.”

      Rinehart’s mouth twitched in something that was almost a smile. “Well, I told you I would take care of you and make this worth your while. I know you would be well worth the cost, Mav. You’re an irreplaceable asset to this crew. I need you. The guys need you. And you should be compensated fairly. I just can’t do this unless it comes with the change in the job title. You understand?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you need time to think about it?” Rinehart pressed.

      I considered the money, the flexibility, the responsibility. And then I considered the conversation I had with my grandmother yesterday. She’d said she was proud of me. And I wanted to be a father Olivette could be proud of, too.

      “I don’t need more time.”

      Rinehart’s eyebrows crept upward. “All right. What’s the verdict?”

      I plucked a pen from the stand near his name plaque on the desk, popped the cap off, and poised it over the signature line on the bottom of the last page. “I accept.”

      Rinehart clapped his hands together as I swept the pen across the page for my signature. I slid the documents back to him and gripped the armrests of my chair. “Is that it?”

      Rinehart slid the papers back into his drawer. Then he stood and held out his hand. I got to my feet and shook it, unable to fight the smile stretching across my cheeks.

      “That’s it,” Rinehart said, matching my grin. “You made the right call, Mav. You’re going to do good work here. Help a lot of people. I’m proud to have you as my lieutenant.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Now get the hell out of here. I’m sure those boys are chomping at the bit, waiting to hear your answer.”

      Grinning like a fool, I stepped out into the hall and turned toward the kitchen. I hadn’t taken two steps when there was an explosion of sound as the guys yelled “Congratulations” and blew obnoxiously into party horns that one of them must have picked up at a dollar store.

      I laughed as they pulled me into the kitchen for congratulatory handshakes.

      Trace threw an arm around my shoulders. “Congrats, man. We’re stoked for you. And for us. We were worried an outside hire was gonna come in here and fuck up our vibe.”

      “How did you know I’d say yes?” I asked.

      “We didn’t,” Maddox chimed in.

      “Just a hunch.” Allen shrugged.

      “You’d be a dumbass to turn down an opportunity like that,” Hayden added.

      “A fool, really,” Derek said, clasping my hand and shaking firmly. He clapped me on the shoulder with his other hand. “It’s the perfect fit for you, man. We all thought so. Rinehart was on our asses not to pressure you into saying yes.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      Trace laughed and nodded. “Oh yeah. Derek’s not lying. He had us all swear to let you make the call on your own without our persuasion. It’s been a pain in the ass.”

      “Good thing you said yes.” Hayden laughed. “Now, we have celebratory drinks. Non-alcoholic beer or non-alcoholic champagne. I know. I know. It’s a wild party. But the good news is there’s pizza coming for lunch.”

      “I’ll take a fake beer.” I laughed.

      And in less than fifteen seconds, there was a cold one in my hand, and for a brief couple hours, I was able to forget about how everything had fallen apart with Allie.
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      Olivette was sitting on her knees. She was leaning forward to rest her elbows on the floor as she colored her section of the wall mural, and her tongue was pinched between her lips in concentration.

      I’d been watching from a safe distance.

      It was ridiculous, but I was afraid to approach her today. I had no clue if she knew Mav and I had been on a date, and I didn’t want to mess up the relationship I had with her. She was too precious of a child.

      I hung back, flitted between the kids, and encouraged them all as a group to keep going.

      The mural was turning out great. It was a wild mishmash of colors, just like the completed one from last year mounted on the wall already. Olivette’s section was various shades of pink and purple.

      I wanted to crouch down beside her and tell her how nice her art looked. I wanted to chat with her like I always did.

      But things felt weird now. Forced.

      Candice would tell you you’re acting like a child if she saw you right now, I thought as I glanced at the clock. The bell would ring for lunch shortly.

      “Okay, guys, let’s put our crayons down and grab our lunches from our bags. Chop chop!”

      The kids abandoned their sections of the murals and made mad dashes to their backpacks. Olivette, however, continued coloring.

      Of course.

      Now I was going to have to go over there.

      Frowning and willing myself to keep my cool and not be intimidated by a freaking four-year-old, I approached her and stopped with the toes of my shoes an inch from the edge of the paper. “Olivette. Did you hear? It’s time for lunch. We can come back to coloring after the break.”

      Olivette looked up at me and smiled. “I’m almost done.”

      I dropped to a crouch beside her. “It looks really good. I love the colors you picked. Very pretty. Very Olivette.”

      Her smile grew. “Thank you. I like it too. I can’t wait to show Daddy. He likes purple, too. And he always wants to hang up my pictures. But this one is too big to hang up at home. But that’s okay. Because you get to keep it and hang it here. I like that.”

      I took her chatter as a good sign that things between me and her had not changed because of my weak moment on Saturday night. “Finish up that spot. Then join the others to eat your lunch, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I left Olivette to finish coloring and sat at my desk. The other kids were eating quietly, and after a couple of minutes, Mav’s daughter got up from the floor and fetched her lunch too.

      When the lunch bell went off, they’d mostly cleaned up after themselves, and everyone had finished eating, so I sent them outside to play.

      I was doing a quick walkthrough with my sanitary wipes when Ellen popped into my classroom to say hello. She was wearing a floor-length blue dress with brown buttons from top to bottom and a pair of very comfortable-looking brown sandals.

      “Hey,” she said, leaning up against the wall by the cubbies.

      “Hey, Ellen.”

      “I thought I’d come see how you were surviving down here.”

      I threw away the used sanitary wipes and sat down at my desk to unpack my lunch. “I’m doing well. My kids are really good. Too good, almost.”

      Ellen pulled a chair over to my desk. “How is that possible? Brady’s in your class.”

      “Brady gets a bad rap.”

      “Yeah,” Ellen scoffed. “That’s because he’s a bad kid.”

      I paused with an almond halfway to my mouth. “No, he’s not. Contrary to what most teachers seem to think in this school, Brady is a nice boy with a willingness to learn and cooperate. It’s his mother who’s the issue, and if I was a betting woman, I’d say his father had a hand in it too, seeing as how he’s never around.”

      “He’s a lawyer. He works a lot.”

      “Fatherhood responsibilities come before client responsibilities.”

      Ellen laughed. “Wow. Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?”

      “No. What do you mean?”

      “You’re just a much more opinionated version of yourself than I’m used to. It’s refreshing.” Ellen leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest.

      I studied her. Was she being serious? Maybe she was right. Maybe I was a little on edge with everything that had happened between Mav and me. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get defensive. It just really rubs me the wrong way when teachers speak badly of students. They’re children. Their faults are our faults. It’s our job to help them overcome obstacles, not point them out and bitch about them in the staff room while drinking our morning coffees.”

      Ellen frowned. “We don’t mean it. It’s a way to pass the time. You know, for teachers to feel united under one umbrella. To find solace in someone else’s similar struggles.”

      “It’s irresponsible,” I said. “And it’s negative. This is a school. We should be spreading positivity to our kids and to each other.”

      Ellen sighed and stood up. “Well, it was nice talking to you, Allie. Real positive.”

      She moved to the door, and I stared down at my salad. “Ellen?”

      She paused. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry. I just… I had a rough weekend. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

      Ellen looked back at me over her shoulder. Her neutral expression softened with a smile, and she gave me a small nod. “It’s all right, Allie. It happens to the best of us. You know what helps?”

      “What?” I asked, desperate for a way to get rid of the pit in my stomach.

      “Run yourself a bath when you get home, pour a glass of wine, and listen to some music. Whatever music makes you feel good. Light some candles and pamper yourself. Whatever this weekend did to you, wash it away.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Thank you, Ellen.”

      “Don’t mention it, kid.”

      My day improved by a fraction after my talk with Ellen. She’d given me a bit of a reality check, and I forced myself to stop wallowing and to enjoy my time with the kids before the day came to a close. We worked on the mural a bit more, and when everyone started to tire of that, we took our seats and practiced our printing.

      We worked in our notebooks until the end of the day. When the bell rang, the kids sprang out of their seats and rushed to collect their things. I helped those who were struggling to get their backpacks on and whose parents were usually running late.

      All the while, my eyes kept darting toward the door. I was sure Mav was going to show up, and I’d be caught unprepared. I didn’t want to see him. And God forbid, he tried to talk to me. I wasn’t ready to try to explain myself to him, and this certainly wasn’t the place to do it.

      I still needed to sort out my own thoughts and feelings. I couldn’t give him any answers right now.

      When Olivette’s grandmother arrived, I was relieved. She came into the classroom, adjusting the strap of her purse on her shoulder, and greeted Olivette with a hug and a smile.

      I waved hello from where I was at my desk.

      Then she started coming toward me.

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. Play it cool.

      “Ms. Branson?” she asked. Her voice was firm and stronger than I’d expected from a woman of her age.

      “Yes, Ms. Cantone, right?”

      “That’s right.” She smiled. “I’m Olivette’s great grandmother. I’ve been meaning to properly introduce myself when I come to school. It shouldn’t have taken me so long.”

      “That’s all right. We’re all busy people, aren’t we?”

      She nodded. Her smile remained perfectly intact. She didn’t give me the impression of a pissed-off grandmother. In fact, she made me feel warm. At ease. Then she spoke. “I hear you and my grandson went on a date on Saturday night.”

      “Oh,” I said, my eyes widening with surprise. I licked my lips. “Um. Yes. Sorry. This isn’t really the place to talk about it. I don’t want the kids or any faculty to overhear.”

      “It’s just you and me here, Ms. Branson,” she said sweetly. “Rest assured, I know this conversation is not for my granddaughter’s ears. I just wanted to tell you how my Mav feels about you.”

      “Right,” I said, nervously smoothing out my skirt.

      “He likes you, Ms. Branson. A lot. He’s a safe bet, sweetheart. A good man. There is nothing to worry about where my grandson is concerned.”

      “Please, Ms. Cantone, I know what you’re trying to do—”

      “I have no ulterior motives,” she said clearly. “I am just saying the things he was unable to tell you himself. Don’t give up on him yet.”

      “It was just one date.” I wished this conversation would end. I was out of my depth and floundering, and I suspected she knew it.

      “Child,” she said, reaching out and taking my hand. I resisted the urge to pull away. “Mav hasn’t gone on a date in over four years. He hasn’t done a lot of things. And he genuinely enjoyed himself. Now, if you don’t like him, then that’s a different story. But if you do like him and part of you is wondering what might be, give him another shot. He won’t disappoint you.”

      She let go of my hand and turned toward Olivette, beckoning her over and telling her it was time to go. Olivette waved goodbye and smiled, and I wiggled my fingers in a weak wave back.

      If you do like him and part of you is wondering what might be, give him another shot.

      I mulled her words over as I started my end of day classroom cleanup.
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      Trace looked at me like I was an alien.

      “What?” I asked sharply.

      I’d just finished filling him in on where things stood between me and Olivette’s teacher. I wasn’t happy about it either, but Trace looked downright horrified.

      “You haven’t spoken to her since?”

      “No. Every time I’m at the school, I feel like she’s deliberately ignoring me. Or avoiding me. I swear she intentionally tries to look busy as soon as she sees me walk in the door.”

      “Dude, you need to just talk to her. You can’t let this shit sit too long. It’ll make it weird.”

      “I know.”

      “And you have to see her almost every day. Why the fuck haven’t you done something about it yet?”

      “Because,” I said, rubbing my temples. “Because I never should have asked her out in the first place. I should have respected the line in the sand between parents and teachers and kept my distance.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      “Good fucking question.”

      Trace turned one of the chairs around in the station kitchen and sat down backward, draping his arms over the back. “No. Seriously, why did you ask her out?”

      I shrugged. “Because I was into her.”

      “It has to be more than that. A guy like you doesn’t ‘cross a line’ like that unless he wants something bad enough to do it. You’re more than into her, man.”

      I sighed. “You’re right.”

      “Course I am. So do something about it and stop moping about how unlucky in love you are.”

      “How?”

      “Talk to her,” Trace said.

      “She doesn’t want to talk to me.”

      “Fuck that. You’re both adults. You both made the decision to go to dinner. And now you’re both dealing with the fallout. Talk to her. Lay it all out on the table. Say you’re sorry if you’re compelled to apologize, but for fuck’s sake, buddy, you have to do something about this. Do you really think you can last the whole school year with just waving at her every damn day?”

      He raised good points. I shook my head.

      “Exactly. So put your fucking big boy pants on, grow some balls, and tell her you’d like to talk to her. Today.”

      “Today isn’t good. I—”

      “Today, man. The longer you wait, the weirder it gets.”

      I dragged my hand down my face. I was leaving the station in less than fifteen minutes to pick up Olivette, which meant if I listened to Trace, I’d be confronting Allie to try to plan time for a conversation in about twenty.

      That was a paralyzing thought.

      But the longer I mulled it over, the more logical it became. There was no way I’d be able to keep doing this every day until the end of the year. And Allie shouldn’t have to either. There was no doubt in my mind it was equally uncomfortable for her, if not more.

      “All right,” I agreed. “I’ll ask her if she can talk today.”

      “Good man,” Trace said, pushing himself to his feet and thumping me hard on the back three times. “You won’t regret it. And if you do, remember you got yourself into this mess, not me.”

      I laughed. “Hey. Aren’t I supposed to be the one telling you what to do now?”

      Trace rolled his eyes. “Don’t get all power-hungry on me already, Lieutenant. That shit ain’t gonna fly. You know how I roll.”

      Chuckling, I got to my feet to go get my things and get ready to head out to pick up my daughter. “Don’t forget to check the lines before you leave today.”

      “Yeah, yeah, boss. I’m on it.”

      

      I arrived at the school three minutes before the bell rang, which meant I was standing outside the classroom peering through the tiny glass window at Olivette, who was lacing up her sneakers and getting ready to come meet me in the hallway.

      Allie was sitting at her desk, talking to one of the students. When the student walked over to the cubbies, Allie locked eyes with me. I smiled and waved. She waved back but broke eye contact quickly.

      The bell rang.

      Here goes nothing.

      Olivette came rushing out into the hallway to give me a hug. I dropped down and hugged her back as other kids flooded the hall, and then I led her out of the way of the mob. “Can you wait here for a minute, kiddo? I have to ask Ms. Branson something.”

      “Can I come with you?”

      “It’s adult stuff, kiddo. I’m sorry. But it’ll only be a minute. Okay?”

      Olivette nodded and looked at her feet. “Okay.”

      I ruffled her hair before stepping into the classroom and walking to Allie’s desk. If I stopped, I knew I might turn back around and flee. But there was no room for that. Not now. 

      “Allie?”

      She looked up at me, and her eyes widened. Her cheeks turned pink, and she got to her feet. “Mav, hi.”

      “Hi.”

      “Can I help you with something?” She asked the question like I was just one of the other parents.

      I didn’t like that. “We need to talk.”

      She blinked but said nothing.

      “Please,” I continued. “Can I come over tonight? Just to clear the air? I don’t want or need anything from you. We just… we need to figure out a way to move forward without things feeling like this.”

      “Like what?” she asked innocently.

      “Like we can’t talk to each other anymore.”

      Allie chewed the inside of her cheek and looked out the classroom windows. Then she nodded slowly. “Okay. My place. Eight-thirty.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      

      I buzzed up to Allie’s unit on the fifteenth floor of the Wynnwood Estates at exactly eight-thirty. Her voice filled the little speaker above the directory, and she told me to push the door when the little light turned green. I did, and I made my way to the elevator, which I rode up to her floor.

      She was waiting for me in the doorway of her apartment when I stepped off the elevator. “Come in,” she said, tipping her head toward her door.

      I stepped in, and she closed the door behind us. I stepped out of my shoes as she moved around me and went into the kitchen. I followed and hung back as she poured two glasses of iced water. She pressed one into my hands and gestured toward her living room. There was a candle lit on the fireplace mantle that smelled like citrus, and the blinds over her windows left striped shadows on her hardwood floors from the balcony light outside.

      We took our seats on the sofa.

      Allie sipped her water. “So, where did you want to start?”

      Good question. One I should have expected. “Saturday. I don’t know what happened. And I don’t need you to tell me if you don’t want to. But I wanted to apologize if I made you feel like you needed to rush things. Or like you needed to do something in order to get me to—I don’t know—still be into you.”

      Allie didn’t say a word. She stayed perfectly still and watched me over the rim of her glass.

      I swallowed. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe we tried to move too fast. You know, this is new territory for both of us. I can’t help but wonder if we spent more time getting to know each other before we tried to take things into the bedroom, you wouldn’t have—”

      “Freaked out?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that.”

      Allie smiled. It was a nice thing to see on her lips. “I did. Freak out, I mean. Just a little.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No,” she said, putting down her glass and inching closer. “No, it wasn’t because of you. It was because of me.”

      “You’re sure I didn’t do something? Say something?”

      “Mav, I’m sure. You were a perfect gentleman. You checked in with me. You gave me chances to pump the brakes. But I didn’t. I kept going, and then I got overwhelmed, and I never meant to make you feel like you did anything wrong.” She pinched her bottom lip between her teeth. “I’m… I’m really embarrassed about how I reacted and how I’ve been ignoring you.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “But I am. It was childish. And I can do better than that.”

      “I can do better, too. I could have done this sooner.”

      She smiled and shook her head at me. “It wasn’t your problem to fix. It was mine.”

      “Does that mean it’s fixed now?”

      “It means I want it to be.”

      “And the two aren’t mutually exclusive?”

      “Not really,” she said, shaking her head. 

      “Damn.”

      She giggled, and I took that as a good sign. “Mav, I have to tell you something. It will help all of this make sense to you. I just don’t want it to scare you away.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I moved forward until our knees were touching, and I pulled her hands into my lap. “Nothing you say will scare me away.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” she said. She was uneasy, nervous.

      “Allie, I fight fires for a living. Whatever it is you want to tell me, I can handle it. I promise.” 

      Her green eyes danced back and forth between mine. I could see the wheels turning. 

      “Please,” I said. “Tell me.”

      This was my only shot to have another chance with her.

      “Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath and closing her eyes. She opened them again. “Okay. Just don’t freak out.”

      “I won’t freak out.”

      She rolled her shoulders. “I… I’m… I’m a virgin, Mav.”
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      Mav worked hard to keep his face from shifting in surprise. I had to give him credit where credit was due. He was doing a good job.

      “Say something,” I whispered.

      His jaw flexed. “Well, I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Oh God,” I said, pulling my hands away from him and covering my face in embarrassment. “This is so humiliating.”

      “No, no, don’t say that. I didn’t mean it like that. It just caught me off guard a little bit. But this is good news. It helps clarify things.”

      “It does?” I peered at him from between my fingers.

      “Yes, it means I wasn’t an ass. I didn’t do anything wrong. It means all we needed to do was slow down.” He grinned. “It means we can still give this a shot. If you want to, of course.”

      My heart soared. “I want to.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded. “But…”

      “Yes?” His gaze darkened as concern washed over his face.

      “But I don’t think I want to slow down. Not all the way.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying we should pick up where we left off.”

      “But you’re—”

      “A virgin. Yeah. I know. Trust me. I know better than anyone else. We don’t have to—you know—go all the way, but I’d like to see what it might be like.” I was saying a lot of things. A lot of things I’d never said before. They hung in the air between us, dripping with temptation, and that dark look in Mav’s eyes intensified.

      Desire.

      I was aware of it coursing through me, too. I wanted him. I’d wanted him since that night, but I’d had to slow it all down. And right now, he made me feel like that was okay. Like I’d made the right call. All the guilt and anxiety I’d worn like a second layer of skin all week was suddenly gone, and I was left feeling ready and vulnerable and oh so eager for him to put his hands on me.

      “How much time do you have?” I asked.

      Mav glanced at his watch. “An hour. Give or take.”

      “Is that enough time?”

      “To fool around?” He grinned. “Allie, if all I had was thirty seconds, I’d take you up on it. I’ve been thinking about you all week.”

      I hooked a leg over his. “Me too.”

      Then his lips were on mine. Warm. Soft. Minty.

      His fingers slipped into my hair, and my lips parted for his tongue. I clawed at his shirt, desperate to hurry things along and get right back to that place we’d been at last week. All hot and flustered and ready.

      And wet.

      “Mav,” I breathed as I slid my hand under the collar of his shirt and felt the swell of his chest under my palm. “I trust you.”

      He pressed his forehead to mine, and everything slowed down. I was hyper-aware of his breath, of the rise and fall of his chest beneath my hand, and of the way his eyes moved behind his closed lids. “We won’t go all the way.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “But I’ll make you feel things you’ve never felt before.” He tightened his grip in my hair, and I quivered in his grasp. Then he pulled my head back, exposing my throat, and left a trail of kisses from the base of my neck up to my chin. “With my fingers. With my tongue.”

      I whimpered in his grasp. Every muscle in my body was pulled tight, straining against the desire welling up inside me, ready to spill over at any moment. I’d never come for a man before. Not even once. The only orgasms I’d ever experienced had been earned with my reliable little lipstick-shaped vibrator. She did the trick, sure, but there was something different about having Mav’s strong hands on me. Something about his hot breath on my neck and his presence, filling the air with electricity and masculinity.

      Yes, I was ready. Whatever he wanted to do to me, I would let him.

      “Please,” I cooed.

      He ran a finger down my throat. “Please, what?”

      “Make me come.”

      Mav’s lips curled in a smile as he pressed them to mine. Then he turned my head to the side and worked his way to my ear, which he pinched between his teeth. When he spoke, his voice was a deep rumble, and I clung to his shirt to steady my rushing heart. “Your wish is my command. First thing’s first. Let’s take those pants off.”

      I hurried to undo the button of my jeans. Mav watched and reached for my belly as I shimmied the pants down my hips. He pressed a palm to my stomach and ran it down toward my panties, just like he’d done the last time. He snapped the straps on my hips playfully, then helped me tear my jeans all the way off. Once they hit the floor, he pushed me deep into the sofa cushions. Then he slid off the sofa, pushed my legs apart, and settled between them.

      “You can tell me to stop,” he said.

      “I won’t.”

      “Good girl.”

      Mav ran his hands along the inside of my thighs. Just his touch was exquisite. I had no idea how I would endure it when his tongue touched my clit. I might come unhinged.

      I might scream his name.

      Mav pulled my panties to the side. I sucked in a breath as he leaned in, only his eyes and the top of his head visible. Somehow, I could tell he was smiling.

      I was about to open my mouth to tell him to stop being so cocky when his tongue flicked over my clit. I gasped and clutched at the sofa cushions. Mav indulged me in some more licks before he slowed down and lapped at my pussy in long, slow strokes.

      My eyes practically rolled back in my head. How was he doing this? And how could this feel so much better than my vibrator?

      Whimpering and quivering, I did everything in my power to maintain control as he licked me up and down and swirled his tongue over my clit. The pleasure was unbearable, excruciatingly delicious, and when he surprised me by easing a finger inside me, I let out a cry. He slowed, steadied, and worked me over nice and slow. All the while, his tongue danced over my clit.

      My hips rolled and rocked of their own accord. Mav slid his free hand under my ass and held me in place while he ate me out. I plunged my fingers into his hair, unabashedly holding his face against my center as my insides tightened, preparing for a release.

      “Yes,” I breathed. “Yes!”

      Mav groaned into my pussy. I hung my head back, closed my eyes, and reveled in the pleasure of it. My toes curled. Stars exploded behind my eyelids. And then, right when I thought it couldn’t get any better, Mav drew my clit between his lips and sucked hard. He flicked his tongue over the swollen tip while he worked his finger in and out of me, and I was powerless to the scream that came out of my throat. Mav worked me over as I came. His finger slid effortlessly through me, slick with my come.

      “Relax,” Mav said, slowing his finger. “Breathe.”

      I did as he said. My world stopped spinning. “That was incredible.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not done with you yet. Lay back. Relax. That’s it. Are you ready?”

      I nodded.

      Mav stretched me with another finger. My back arched, and my nails bit into my palms as I strained against the pressure that doubled up inside me.

      “How’s that, baby?” Mav cooed, going to his knees and leaving a trail of kisses up my stomach.

      I couldn’t talk. Words were lost to me, and my world was nothing but the sensation of what he was doing to me. He could have done it all night long, and I would have let him. 

      He fucked me harder.

      There was no pain, only pleasure. My body sang with it. My breath came in great, shaking gasps and little moans, and I writhed beneath him until he crushed his lips against mine. I breathed in the smell of him and rocked my hips against his fingers, daring him to make me come again.

      Please. Please. Please.

      “Yes,” I moaned into his mouth.

      “Fuck, you’re so sexy,” Mav growled.

      “Harder.”

      He drove his fingers inside me. My thighs spasmed, and my knees ached, and the tightness below my belly suddenly exploded. The wet sounds of his fingers inside me echoed in my head, and Mav dropped back down between my legs to lap at my juices. His fingers still moved inside me, still pressed into places that had never been touched, and I lay half draped across the sofa, out of breath and spent, as he slowed his rhythm to eventually pull out and leave me empty.

      Then, to my horror, he licked his fingers clean.

      He caught me gawking at him. “What?”

      “I—I—”

      He laughed. “You taste good.”

      “Oh God,” I whispered, covering my face with my hands.

      “You’re so sexy, Allie. You have no idea. And that pussy? Fuck.” He shook his head. “I have to stop myself, or I won’t be able to leave you.”

      I sat up straighter and pulled my shirt off. He watched in awe as I undid my bra and squeezed my tits together for him. “It would be cruel of me not to return the favor.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to,” I said. “Please let me.”

      Mav looked unconvinced for a moment. So I slid off the sofa and took my turn on my knees. He watched as I undid his jeans. Nerves fluttered in my belly. I’d never sucked a man off before. I’d never done anything past rubbing a hard on over jeans, actually. This was a big step. But I wasn’t scared. I was ready. I wanted to see him. To taste him. To take him in my throat and forgo air to worship him the way he deserved.

      Mav helped me push his jeans down around his thighs. Then his boxers came down.

      I found myself staring at a cock of a size I never could have imagined. “Wow.”

      “Take it slow,” he reminded me.

      “I don’t know how to do this,” I said, my eyes flicking from his thick hard cock to his eyes. “You have to show me how you like it.”

      His jaw clenched. “Fuck, woman. You’re going to make me lose it, talking like that.”

      I licked my lips and put my hands on his knees, leaning over his cock. I ran my tongue up the length of his shaft and held his gaze. “Tell me what you like.”

      He could hardly speak. His chest rose and fell with each labored breath as he bit out the words. “Deep and slow.”

      That was all I needed to know.

      I took him in my mouth, rolled my tongue around his head, and worked my way down his shaft inch by inch, taking as much of him in my throat as I could. Much to my surprise, I made it almost all the way down to the hilt. He groaned above me, and when I pulled myself up to go down again, he gathered my hair up off my face and began working me on his cock.

      I had never been so turned on in my life. 

      Soon, I was moaning while I sucked him off. Until, of course, he was buried so deep in my throat I couldn’t even breathe. I held him, gagged on him, and then sucked him hard and fast as he writhed beneath me, hips bucking, cock jerking between my lips until hot come exploded against the back of my throat. I drank him all and licked at him until he pulled me back up onto the couch with him.

      I wiped my lips with the back of my hand and smiled as he pinned me beneath him on my back. “You’re going to ruin me,” he whispered.

      “You’re going to ruin me first.”

      “Only if you want me to,” he challenged.

      I knew right then and there that soon, I would want him to. Soon, I would want that cock of his inside me. 

      “Allie?”

      “Yes?”

      “I want to take you on another date.”

      I lifted myself up from the pillow to press a kiss to his lips. “I would love that.”

      “And I want to bring Olivette.”

      I gazed up at the man who was pulling on my heartstrings. The man who had made me feel more than any other man I’d ever met. “If you think it’s the right call, I’m in.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      Mav kissed me again before working his way down my body. “An answer like that deserves a reward, don’t you think?” He pushed my knees apart. “Let’s see if I can get you to scream again.”
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      “So, Lieutenant,” Trace teased, giving me a side-eye as the whole crew snickered at my expense around the station kitchen table. “How are things going with this new girl of yours?”

      The other guys exchanged some words under their breath, but all of their attention was on me.

      I picked a piece of lint off my shirt. “That’s none of your business.”

      “Oh, come on!” Trace cried. “Don’t do me like that.”

      “I’m not doing you like anything. It’s my business. Not yours.”

      Trace laughed. “So things are going well?”

      The other guys chimed in to add their two cents.

      “What’s she like?”

      “Do you have a picture?”

      “Have you fucked her yet?”

      “He’s not going to tell us that,” Hayden said. “This is Mav we’re talking about here.” 

      I blew them all off and got to my feet. The last thing I wanted to talk about with these guys was Allie. She was like my little secret, and she was worth protecting from them. I certainly wasn’t about to tell them she had been a virgin.

      I’d never hear the end of it. Especially from Trace. He’d have a field day with that one.

      “All you guys need to know is I’m not talking about Allie with you. She’s a classy girl, and she doesn’t deserve to have a bunch of assholes talking about her, trying to kill time during their boring shift. Now, if you want to talk about something else, like how much fun I’m going to have sitting back and watching you guys do all the dirty work from now on, I’m all ears.”

      “Get bent, Cantone.” Derek laughed.

      I lifted my chin. “The next one of you who asks me about Allie is going to have chores coming out their asshole. Bathrooms. Audits. Inspections. You name it. It’s yours.”

      The room went quiet.

      “Better,” I mused. Maybe this whole lieutenant thing wasn’t going to be half bad after all. 

      The silence in the station made the alarm sound infinitely louder when it went off. 

      “Shit,” I spat.

      We all snapped into action and raced to the garage. Allen was first to the dispatch, who informed him that a business had gone up in flames. She couldn’t give him many details, but the person who reported the fire claimed there were people inside.

      “We’ll need rescue,” Allen called across the garage.

      Hayden was already on it. He was in his gear and hopping up into the truck beside me once I had my suit on. I yelled at the others to hurry the hell up, and once we were all in the truck with Allen and Derek in the ambulance, we pulled out of the station and into the street.

      We reached the address in four minutes.

      Great plumes of thick black smoke curled up into the bright blue sky, staining it dark. A generous crowd had gathered around, and they looked on as my crew unraveled the hoses and hooked them to the nearest fire hydrant.

      I pushed the line of onlookers back and didn’t shy away from yelling at them when they crossed the threshold.

      A woman burst from the crowd and flagged me down. “The shop owner and his wife are inside,” she said breathlessly.

      “You’re sure?”

      She nodded and clutched at her chest. “Yes. I’d just left the shop when the blaze started. There was an explosion and—”

      “Thank you, ma’am. We’ll take it from here.”

      I didn’t wait for her answer. I put my back to her and met my crew, signaling for the guys on the hose to start spraying.

      Then I grabbed Hayden by the shoulder. “An older couple is inside. This doesn’t look good. Sounds like it was an explosion. I don’t know what’s in there and what else might go off.”

      “Are you saying you don’t want me to go inside?”

      I grimaced. This was a call I didn’t want to make. But I also didn’t want to send my man into a death trap just to pick bodies up off the floor and drag them outside.

      “That’s what I’m saying,” I said, resenting the words even as they left my mouth. “I want you on the hose with Maddox. Keep him focused. Don’t get too close. This thing might blow again, and we have no way of knowing what sort of radius we’re looking at. Allen!”

      Allen, who was prepping the ambulance, looked up at me. He jogged over when I flagged him down. “Yes?”

      “I want you and Derek on crowd control. This thing isn’t even half spent, and we might have explosives inside. Keep the people back. Do whatever it takes.”

      “I’m on it,” Allen said. He broke away and went to grab Derek before turning his attention to the crowd.

      I scanned the area.

      The fire was raging inside a retail store in a strip mall. The businesses on either side, a shoe store and a hair salon, did not look like they’d yet caught fire, but at this rate, it was only a matter of time. The smoke was pitch black, which indicated chemicals and hydrocarbons were burning, and I wanted it out sooner rather than later. 

      The windows were completely blown out of the business, which was a restaurant or cafe of some sort. I wondered if it was a propane fire. Maybe this placed cooked with propane grills. Or perhaps there had been an electrical short. That still didn’t explain the explosion, however.

      This was a fucking mess.

      My attention was drawn to Trace. He was manning the hose while Maddox and Hayden worked to set up a second. 

      He’s too close, I thought.

      Nausea rolled through me.

      Trace was way too fucking close for comfort. 

      I rushed forward, knowing full well with every step I took that I was entering the blast radius. My heart hammered in my chest, and blood rushed in my ears. All it would take was for the wrong thing to go up in flames in there, and we’d all have our insides imploded by the blast.

      I couldn’t risk that. Not with Olivette and my grandmother relying on me to make ends meet.

      Fucking Trace.

      I closed a hand on his shoulder and yanked him back. “Clear the blast radius!” I bellowed over the roar of fire and the rush of water coming out of his hose.

      “We’ll never get it out if we back off!” Trace yelled back.

      I pointed a thumb at my chest. “Lieutenant.”

      Trace’s jaw tightened. 

      I hauled him back three steps. When he gave in and started backing away, he kept the water trained on the blaze. He followed me a good fifteen feet or so backward before I stopped him. The water still reached through the windows. Admittedly, not as much water as I’d like, but Maddox and Hayden were seconds from having their hose joining ours in the battle against the flames.

      Then the air split with an eardrum-popping crack.

      The ground shook. The crowd screamed.

      Trace and I shielded ourselves as debris blew out of the building and scattered across the pavement. Shards of glass refracted the sunlight exactly where we’d been standing moments before.

      “Get that fucking water in there now!” I bellowed at Hayden and Maddox, who were reeling in the aftermath of the blow.

      My voice snapped them back into action. Hayden took the lead, and Maddox fell in line behind him. Their hose blew a hole through the smoke and joined ours. Trace kept his line steady, and I looked over my shoulder to check on the crowd.

      Allen was talking to people, calming them down, and pushing them farther back. Derek was working right alongside him.

      I cast a wary glance back at the building. The neighboring stores had lost their windows now too, but it looked like we were going to stop the fire before it spread any farther. My head spun with the reality of how close to death we’d come.

      If Hayden had gone in there, he wouldn’t have come out.

      Had I not grabbed Trace, he might have had extensive internal bleeding from being too close to the blast.

      I might have been caught in the blow, too.

      It was a sobering thought.

      As the minutes passed, the fire weakened. The amber glow that tinged the inside of the cafe faded away to darkness, and soon, all that was left was a pile of ash and charred wood, simmering and smoking in the wake of our assault.

      When the fire was out and the police arrived, they sectioned off the area. I spoke to one of the officers and told him we suspected there were two bodies inside. The owner and his wife. I filled out a report to leave with them, and they told me they’d contact us if they had any questions or needed expert advice in their investigation.

      That was something Rinehart usually took the lead on. He could see things my eyes weren’t trained for yet. Maybe one day, I’d be on the same level as him.

      The mood was somber when we made it back to the station and took our equipment off. Nobody said much of anything, and everyone took cold showers before gathering in the kitchen to drink water and lots of it.

      “Fuck,” Hayden breathed, breaking the silence. “Good call out there, Mav. I almost went in there. I almost…” He trailed off and shook his head.

      “I know,” I said.

      “You saved my ass back there too, Mav,” Trace admitted. “I’m sorry. I was being reckless. I put you in danger.”

      “From here on out, you listen when I give you an order. Otherwise, this won’t work. Yeah?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Loud and clear.”

      I closed a hand on his shoulder and looked around at the room of exhausted firemen. “We’re all still here, boys. Good work out there.”

      “We lost two people,” Maddox said. His voice was low and quiet, and his eyes were downcast.

      “We could have lost more,” I said. “And not that it makes it easier, but chances are, they were dead before we got there, man. An explosion like that? You don’t walk away from it. And the first was probably bigger. We live to fight another day. To save souls who still have that chance. You all did good.”
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      “Ms. Branson?”

      I blinked to clear my hazy vision and focused on the blond-haired boy in front of me. “Sorry, Brady. I think I was daydreaming. Do you need something?” I peered at the little boy and his classmates behind him. Everyone was sitting in a circle on the mat area, and they’d broken off into different groups to play.

      I’d been oblivious, zoning out and fantasizing about Mav. 

      “Can we work on the mural?” Brady asked, swinging his shoulders back and forth bashfully.

      I glanced at the time. “In about fifteen minutes, okay?”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      I watched him shuffle back to the mat to join the others. He went right to Olivette and sat down beside her. I was surprised to see that. Usually, Brady hung out with the other little boys, the more rambunctious the better, and Olivette preferred to play alone.

      But she greeted him with a big smile and patted the open spot on the blue mat beside her.

      Brady dropped to his bottom and sat cross-legged beside her. Then the two of them started talking animatedly, trading stories, giggling.

      I smiled. A friendship was forming. It was an unexpected one to be sure, but it was a friendship nonetheless, and I knew Olivette desperately needed this kind of connection with another child.

      She was a lucky little girl in the sense that she had a loving, doting father who prioritized her above all else. She had a great-grandmother who cared for her and loved her. And she went to a good school. But she was still painfully shy. It had taken the first whole month of classes for her to even begin to warm up to me. We were on good terms now, but I was happy to see that she was making friends her own age.

      She needed peers going into the higher grades of elementary school.

      I wondered how Mav would take it.

      Would it bother him that his daughter was making best friends with a little boy? Would it even occur to him? Mav didn’t strike me as one of those men who loathed the thought of his child hanging out with a boy. But it might bother him that she was hanging around with the school “troublemaker”. Not that I labeled Brady as that. But if Mav was ever out in the halls and he overheard other teachers or parents talking about Brady, he might have opinions of his own.

      I’d just have to convince him this was a good thing for Olivette. And Brady, too. Spending time with another child with a calmer temperament would do him some good.

      Of course, I’d have to advise Mav to be cautious about playdates. I didn’t like the idea of Olivette having play dates in a house where Mrs. Tully was the parent in charge.

      It gave me shivers.

      I could see her now, nose buried in her phone, heels up on a ten-thousand-dollar coffee table, sipping a mimosa while the children played or potentially got into trouble. Maybe she had a live-in nanny that would be more responsible than her.

      Hopefully.

      The day wore on slowly. 

      I was looking forward to tomorrow. Mav had put some plans into motion to take me and Olivette to the local fair. They were a traveling fair with rides, food trucks, and games, and I made a point to go every year, only I usually went with Candice. This year, she had to work due to lack of staff coverage, and I was more than happy to tag along with Mav and Olivette for the afternoon.

      When he asked me to come with them, he’d called it a date.

      I’d asked if that was what Olivette thought it was.

      It wasn’t. She was under the impression she was just going out with her father and her teacher. That was fine by me. We didn’t need to make this more of a thing than it already was until we were both invested. Neither Mav nor I wanted to get her feelings caught up in all of this. 

      That could be risky where a child was concerned.

      Besides, I still had questions.

      Mav’s wife, Olivette’s mother, wasn’t in the picture anymore. I hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask about her, but my mind had conjured several different theories in an attempt to figure it out on my own.

      The first idea was that they’d not worked together and broken up, and Mav, being the more responsible one, took full custody of Olivette.

      Maybe his wife had bailed on the whole domestic life situation and moved somewhere far away to start over.

      Or maybe she wasn’t in the picture because she wasn’t alive anymore.

      I hated that thought. And I hated that it was the one that felt the truest.

      Poor Olivette. Poor Mav.

      The poor woman who missed out on motherhood to a beautiful little girl with a wonderful partner.

      “Are you okay, Ms. Branson?”

      I cleared my throat and nodded at Olivette, who’d caught me zoning out again. “Yes. Sorry, Olivette. I just didn’t sleep very well last night.”

      “Are you still coming to the fair tomorrow?”

      “Of course, I am.” I smiled. “I’ve been looking forward to it. I love the fair. Are you excited?”

      Olivette nodded. Her eyes glittered with excitement. “Yes. Daddy and I always go to the fair.”

      “What’s your favorite part?” I rested my chin in my hand and my elbow on my desk.

      Olivette hemmed and hawed for a minute. She pursed her lips thoughtfully and gazed up at the ceiling like a little girl wiser than her young years. “The petting zoo. Yep. That’s my favorite.”

      “What animal do you like the most?” She amused me to no end. I could sit like this and talk with her for hours and never get bored with her responses.

      “The goats.”

      “The goats?” I asked, a little surprised. Usually, little girls liked the fluffy animals like the bunnies or the sheep or, if they were lucky enough to see them, the baby chicks. “Why are the goats your favorite?”

      “They’re funny,” Olivette said simply. “They jump all over the place and make silly noises. And they always make Daddy laugh. So they’re my favorite.”

      I grinned. There it was. The real answer. She loved them because they made Mav laugh. My heart swelled, and I couldn’t stop the ache in my cheeks from smiling so big. “That’s very sweet, Olivette. Your dad has a very nice laugh, doesn’t he?”

      “It’s my favorite sound in the whole world.”

      I almost said, “mine too”, but caught myself before the words fell from my mouth. “You’re lucky that you get to hear it every day.”

      She beamed. “I know.”

      I laughed. “Well, I’m sure the three of us will have the best time tomorrow. And we’ll make sure we get to pet the goats. Sound good?”

      Olivette clasped her tiny hands together and nodded.

      “Good.” I grinned. Then I got to my feet and went over to the wall where our still-in-progress mural was hanging by tacks. I took it down one corner at a time and laid it out on the floor. The children had come to learn the routines of my classroom and had already begun putting their toys and learning tools back in their rightful places. Brady helped another little boy put something in a higher cubby he couldn’t reach, and when he made to pass me to start coloring, I tapped his shoulder.

      “That was nice of you, Brady. You’re a good helper.”

      He smiled up at me. “You said it’s good to help where we can.”

      “It is good. And so are you.”

      Brady giggled as Olivette passed us by and took his hand. The two of them went to her corner of the mural, and she pulled out all her pink and purple crayons while Brady reached for the blue one—his favorite color.

      I watched the moment unfold.

      “I like pink and purple,” Olivette said.

      “I like blue and green.”

      Olivette scrunched up her nose. “Really?”

      Brady nodded. “Yeah. Can I color in your corner?”

      “With the blue and green?”

      Brady frowned and looked down at the mural. “Will I ruin it?”

      Olivette thought carefully for a moment. Then she shook her head. “No, it will be pretty.”

      Little moments like this were the highlights of my career. Both children came from completely different walks of life, but both of them were learning social skills. How to be kind, how to be helpful, how to share, and how to cooperate.

      These were all skills I was fairly certain Brady didn’t have prior to coming to my class at the start of the year. I wondered if his parents had noticed any changes in him. Maybe he was still the same reckless boy when he was at home, and he was on his best behavior when he was here simply because that was what I expected and demanded from him.

      Children rose to high expectations. They buckled under none and desperately sought out boundaries. He didn’t have to do that in my room. He was free to just be a child and have fun, so long as he played by the rules.

      The last half hour of class passed quickly. It ended with me down on my knees, coloring right alongside them. I hadn’t noticed the time, so when the bell rang and parents arrived to pick up their kids, I was left with them running around my legs as we frantically tried to clean up. About eighty percent of the students stayed back to help me.

      Including Brady.

      His mother lingered at the door on her phone, oblivious to how good he was being.

      I wanted to rip the damn thing out of her hands, smash it on the floor, and tell her she was missing out on precious moments she would never get back. She would regret being checked out of his younger years. She wouldn’t regret missing the recent posts on her damn Instagram feed.

      Some people’s priorities confused me.

      Olivette’s grandmother helped her put her backpack on when she arrived. I walked over to say goodbye, and Olivette gave me a big hug around my thighs. She craned her head back to look up at me. “Goodbye, Ms. Branson. See you tomorrow!”

      I smiled down at her. “See you tomorrow, Olivette.”

      She broke her vise grip on my legs to rush over to Brady to say goodbye to him, too.

      Her grandmother smiled at me. “I was glad to hear you and Mav worked things out.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’m glad too. And thanks for talking some sense into me. I really needed some reassurance and guidance. You’re a good person to talk to.”

      “Mav is a good person to talk to, as well. He has a soul made for healing others. I suppose that’s what happens when you lose things. When you go through dark days like my grandson has.” Her eyes glazed over as she watched Olivette hug Brady. Then the older woman shook her head like she was clearing a bad memory and gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Ignore me. Just the prattling of an old woman.”

      I licked my lips and fidgeted with the linen fabric of my skirt. “You’re talking about Olivette’s mother, aren’t you?”

      She nodded. 

      “Was it bad?” I whispered.

      Her eyes slid over to me. “I can’t talk about this with you, sweetheart. I’m sorry. It’s a story for Mav to share. When he’s ready.”
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      I stood with my hands on my hips, shaking my head at Olivette, who had just come into the living room to show me her outfit for the fair.

      She’d opted for a summer dress with jelly sandals.

      “I don’t know,” I said, rubbing my jaw. “I don’t think you’re going to be very comfortable walking around in that all day.”

      Olivette frowned down at her dress. “But it’s cute.”

      “It is very cute.”

      “I want to wear it.”

      “How about we make a deal?” I crouched down in front of her. “We pack this dress and these shoes in a bag, and you can change into this outfit when we have dinner after the fair. How does that sound? Then you can wear something comfortable and good for going on rides.”

      Olivette beamed at me. “Okay!”

      “Good girl. Now, go change into some pants and a shirt. And then meet me back here so we can put some sunscreen on that cute face of yours.”

      Olivette shot off down the hallway.

      My grandmother walked past the hall and caught herself in the doorframe. “Are you two about ready to go? Aren’t you picking Allie up in fifteen minutes?”

      “We’re leaving soon. How are you going to spend the day? You have the whole place to yourself.”

      My grandmother grinned wickedly at me. “I plan on reading my book with a glass of wine in peace, and then I’m going to go to bed at nine o’clock and sleep like a baby.”

      I chuckled. “You deserve it.”

      “Damn straight, I do.” She winked before making her way into the kitchen. I could hear her hollering at Olivette on her way. “Better hurry up, kiddo! Ms. Branson is waiting on you!”

      

      The three of us pulled into the gravel lot beside the fair shortly before ten o’clock in the morning. In the backseat, Olivette was craning her neck to peer out her window, and beside me in the passenger seat, Allie was pointing out things to my daughter.

      “Can you see the Ferris Wheel?” Allie asked, looking over her shoulder at Olivette. “Look! Oh, I think I see the goats!”

      I grinned to myself as I pulled into a parking space.

      These kinds of moments, the quiet ones where nobody else was around, were the ones that sometimes caused me pain. I got caught up thinking about my late wife, who had missed out on every single second with Olivette. She’d missed her first smile. Her first laugh. Her first cry. She’d missed all of the things I’d been lucky enough to be there for.

      But I’d been there alone.

      Now, sitting with Allie who was taking as much pleasure in this little moment as I was, those painful thoughts seemed farther away than they’d ever been. 

      Allie got out of the truck and opened the back door to help Olivette out. Her little sneakers crunched on the gravel as she and Allie walked up the side of the truck to meet me at the hood.

      “Shall we?” I asked, gesturing toward the entrance gates of the fair.

      The fair was the same every year. It appeared as quickly as it vanished, and its brightly colored tents and flashy rides were a spectacle for all of Searing. Young families came out during the day, and then the teenagers and younger people took over at night, where they came to play games and enjoy the evening without the presence of little ones.

      The line crept steadily forward, and I took pleasure in the way Allie continued to point things out to Olivette. “Look! Have you been on that ride before? The spinning teacups?”

      Olivette nodded.

      “She loves that one,” I said.

      Allie grinned. “I love it too.”

      “Perfect,” I said, pulling a twenty out of my wallet as we closed in on the ticket stand. “The two of you can ride that one. Me and spinning don’t go together.”

      “Baby,” Allie teased.

      Once we were in the fairgrounds, the fun really got started. Allie and Olivette made a direct course for the far corner of the fair, where a giant yellow sign read “Petting Zoo” in capital letters. Knowing exactly how I was going to spend the next hour, I trailed behind them.

      We entered the caged-off petting area and found ourselves bombarded with livestock.

      Allie and Olivette went straight for the baby goats, all three of which were bounding around their enclosure and making bizarre sounds as they leaped from corner to corner. The larger goats seemed terribly unimpressed by the smaller, livelier ones, and I couldn’t help but laugh at their dull expressions as they chewed grass and endured the torment of being petted by a dozen children.

      “See?” Olivette said, tugging on Allie’s dress. “They make Daddy laugh.”

      Allie was laughing too. Her head was thrown back, and the sunlight made her red hair glisten. I wanted to gather her up in my arms and kiss her. But this was not the time or the place.

      Maybe someday soon.

      Allie led Olivette and me out of the goat and sheep enclosure after about fifteen minutes. Then we cut across a small path, where an employee let us into pet the bunnies.

      Olivette giggled as Allie scooped up a fluffy gray little thing and placed it in Olivette’s arms. Then Allie stood back and snapped a couple of pictures.

      Within seconds, she’d messaged them to me, and I was confident that I had a new screensaver for my phone.

      I crouched down and petted some of the rabbits too, but my attention was on my two girls as they enjoyed their time with the little critters. 

      It was a sight to behold.

      The day only got better from there.

      We perused a small shopping section, where Allie bought Olivette a tiny little beaded purse to hold her essentials. I had no idea what essentials were for a four-year-old girl, but Allie insisted there were several.

      “Like what?” I challenged playfully as I waited in line with them to go on the teacups.

      “Like chapstick,” Allie said.

      “Okay, and what else?” I pressed, looking back and forth between the two girls.

      Allie looked down at Olivette, who shrugged, offering no help. Then she looked back at me and feigned confidence, sweeping her hair over one shoulder. “Well, like her ride tickets. And a snack. And… and… help me out here, Olivette.”

      Olivette frowned as the line moved forward. “Tissues.”

      “Exactly.” Allie nodded defiantly. “Tissues.”

      I laughed. “Okay. Okay. You win. A purse for a four-year-old is completely practical. In fact, it’s a tragedy she didn’t have one before now.”

      Allie giggled and pushed at my chest. “Now you’re getting the hang of it.”

      I closed a hand over hers on my chest. “I’m glad you came out with us today.”

      “Me too,” Olivette chimed from below. She stood beside us, looking back and forth between Allie and me, a big smile on her face. “And I finally have someone to go on the teacups with me.”

      “Hey,” I said, “I go on the teacups with you every year.”

      “But you can’t spin. You’ll be sick.”

      Allie snickered. “Sensitive tummy?”

      “Yes, actually,” I said. “Like I said. Me and spinning don’t mix. Heights? No problem. Going upside down on roller coasters? Also, no problem. But spinning? No thank you.”

      Allie winked at Olivette. “We’ll give your old man a break. What do you say? Just me and you on the teacups?”

      “I don’t need a break,” I said defensively.

      “How about you go get us snow cones, and Olivette and I will spin to our heart’s content?”

      I scowled. “I feel like I’m being left out.”

      Allie’s hand was still on my chest. She rubbed her thumb back and forth. A sweet, small gesture of affection that went right over Olivette’s head. “We would never leave you out. Promise. But this way, we can spin like crazy, and you don’t have to feel sick. And then there will be snow cones at the end. It’s a win-win.”

      I rubbed the back of her hand with my thumb, returning the intimacy. “All right. You win. Snow cones, it is.”

      The ride emptied out, and the line moved forward as the attendant waved people through the gate and directed them to their designated teacups. I watched from the sidelines on the other side of the gate as Allie held Olivette’s hand while she climbed into their neon-pink teacup. Then she pulled the gate closed and began talking to my daughter while she playfully spun the round metal disk in the middle of the teacup.

      I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.

      My grandmother was right. I needed a woman in my life. I needed someone to share these moments with. And Allie seemed like that perfect someone. I knew this was only the beginning and we hadn’t worked out all the kinks yet. I knew we were starting from the bottom, and I knew there was a long way to go.

      But it all felt so right.

      Like the stars had aligned to bring us together for me and for her and for Olivette.

      When the teacups started spinning wildly, Olivette’s gleeful laughter reached my ears. I pushed away from the gate, just the sight of the spinning made my stomach clench, and sought out the snow-cone stand. I ordered three, one grape for Olivette and a mix of several flavors for Allie and me.

      By the time I made it back to the ride, both Olivette and Allie were standing near the exit gate, talking animatedly about the ride.

      “How was it?” I asked as I handed them their snow cones.

      Olivette took a massive bite out of hers. “So fun! Allie loves spinning! We went so fast!”

      “Sociopaths, the both of you,” I muttered.

      Allie laughed so hard, she spit a little bit of crushed ice out. Then she covered her mouth and tried to hide her embarrassment while Olivette and I snickered. “That was so unladylike.”

      “Who cares about being ladylike?” I asked. “We’re at the fair! Let’s get wild. I say we head for the Ferris Wheel next so we can enjoy our snow cones with a view. What do you say?”

      I was answered with unanimous agreement, so we made our way across the fairground to the line for the Ferris Wheel. It was surprisingly short, and we made it onto the second-to-last carriage before the gate was closed and people had to wait for the next ride.

      When we reached the top, we could see the ocean on the other side of the fairgrounds, over the greenbelt, and on the other side of the highway. I pointed to the right. “Just down there is the station. See the red building with the white metal roof, Olivette? That’s where I work.”

      “I see it.” She grinned, clinging to the railing in front of us with one hand while she slurped back her snow cone with the other. Her lips were already stained purple.

      “And there,” I said, pointing in the other direction, “is your school.”

      “It looks so small from up here,” Allie said.

      I nodded and looked over at her. There was a cool breeze up here that blew her coppery red hair away from her face. Her lashes fluttered in the breeze, and she caught me staring at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” I said softly.

      Olivette swung her legs back and forth and peered down. Then she gasped. “Look! A princess!”

      Allie and I both leaned forward to peer far below at a young woman wearing a sparkly blue ball gown making her way through the fairground. She had an entourage of children swarming around her, and when I strained my ears, I could hear the tell-tale sing-song voice of a Disney princess impersonator.

      “I know where we’re going when we get off this ride,” I said.

      Allie wrapped an arm around Olivette’s shoulders. “I’ve always wanted to meet a princess.”
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      I stifled a yawn as we turned onto Mav’s street. He’d asked if we could go to his house first so he could put Olivette down to bed, and I’d agreed. She’d had a big day. 

      I checked over my shoulder and found her sleeping in her car seat behind me. Her head was lolled to the side, her cheek all smooshed up on her shoulder, and if I listened carefully, I could hear her deep, peaceful breaths. Her eyes moved behind her eyelids.

      “I wonder what she’s dreaming about.” I faced forward again and adjusted my seatbelt. 

      “Princesses, I’d imagine,” Mav said.

      “Of course.” I’d never met a little girl with such an obsession for all things princess and sparkly. I rolled my head to the side to look at Mav as we closed in on his house. He palmed the steering wheel and pulled into the driveway. Then he killed the ignition. “I had a nice time today with you guys. A really nice time.”

      He took off his seatbelt. “So did I. And so did Olivette. I could tell. She really likes you, Allie.”

      I smiled. “I really like her too.”  

      And I really like you.

      I watched Mav looking at Olivette sleeping in her car seat. He looked at her like she was his everything, and I knew that she was. A small smile touched his lips, and he got out of the truck. I met him outside my door and hung back as he got his daughter out of her seat. She was limp in his arms, her cheek resting on his shoulder as he closed the door with his hip. He wrapped his arms around her and held her to him as we walked up to the door.

      She was wearing a cute summer dress that she’d changed into after we were done at the fair and before we went to dinner at her favorite burger diner in town. We’d stuffed ourselves to the max, and I’d indulged in one too many fries, and by the time we piled back into the truck, it was nearly nine-fifteen. Olivette was completely tuckered out, and truth be told, so was I. All the time in the sun and rushing from ride to ride had really taken it out of me.

      Mav pushed his way through the front door and held a finger to his lips, motioning for me to be quiet. I closed the front door quietly behind me and then went into his living room, where he motioned for me to wait while he put Olivette down.

      After he left, I walked around and admired the pictures on his fireplace mantle. This didn’t feel like the home of a single man. It felt like the home of a family. His grandmother probably had a hand in that.

      There were no pictures of Mav with a woman who might have been Olivette’s mother. In fact, the only pictures were of Mav, Olivette, and her great grandmother.

      It had to be intentional. Maybe Mav didn’t want to be reminded of his wife.

      Maybe he didn’t want Olivette seeing what she’d lost every day.

      “Hey,” Mav said quietly from behind me.

      I spun toward him and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Hi. Did she go down okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s fast asleep. She had a big day.”

      “We all did,” I said as he came closer.

      He stopped just inches from me and took my hand in his. “Come to the bedroom with me,” he whispered.

      “But Olivette… and your grandmother.”

      “They’re both sleeping. We’ll be quiet. Please. I’ve been thinking about being alone with you all day. It’s killing me.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Well, in that case, lead the way.”

      He pulled me out of the living room and down the hall to his bedroom. He closed the door behind us and locked the handle, a feature I was grateful for as soon as I saw it. Then he walked me backward until the back of my knees hit the edge of his mattress.

      He ran his hands up my hips, my sides, and over my shoulders until he was cupping my face in his warm, callused palms. Then he leaned in, closed the small space between us, and sealed his mouth on mine.

      His lips were salty from the French fries. I smiled into the kiss and nudged the straps of my dress from my shoulders. It was a loose little piece I’d purchased from Candice’s shop, and as soon as the straps fell, the whole thing went down around my ankles.

      Mav sucked in a deep breath of surprise and appreciation, and his hands moved from my face to my body, where he caressed my breasts over my bra and explored my body with greedy fingers.

      I hooked a leg around his to hold myself to him. He gripped my ass and squeezed. I giggled softly into our kiss, and he began tugging my panties down. I had to drop my leg for him to pull them all the way off, and as soon as they hit the floor, I was right back to coiling myself around him.

      Mav drew me in close. One hand slid to the nape of my neck, and he held me in place as he devoured my mouth with hungry kisses. His other hand moved down my hip to my ass again and then slipped down between my thighs from behind.

      I whimpered when he grazed my pussy with his fingertips. When he rubbed my clit, I clung to the front of his shirt to keep myself upright. I was fighting a losing battle and knew it was only a matter of time before my body would start working against me and it would be impossible to stay on my feet.

      I willed myself to keep it together as he eased a finger inside me.

      I took a shaky breath and rolled my hips. Mav nipped at my lips and nudged my head back with his chin so he could kiss my throat and chest. 

      Then suddenly, he threw me down on the bed.

      I giggled as he climbed on top of me, and I fell silent when he closed a hand over my mouth. His eyes glittered playfully, and a sexy little smirk lingered on his lips. “Hush,” he cooed. “We have to be quiet.”

      I nodded, unable to speak from beneath his hand.

      He didn’t remove his hand. Instead, he kept it sealed over my mouth as his other hand wandered between my thighs, spread my legs, and began rubbing my pussy. I moaned. He growled. The room tilted and spun as the pleasure mounted and formed that familiar tight knot below my belly.

      This was what bliss felt like. Right. Whole. Tight. Powerful.

      Needy, I lifted my hips, daring him to push me further. To take more from me.

      Mav responded by easing a finger inside me. And then another. I breathed sharply through my nose as he filled me up, and he held me under his dark gaze.

      “Not yet,” he grated out. “Hold it.”

      I couldn’t. It was too intense. Too glorious.

      I rolled my hips and reached for him. I clawed at his shirt, desperate to get it off him and feel the heat of his skin against mine, but he held me in place, his hand still over my mouth, his eyes still burning into my soul.

      My eyes rolled back in my head as he fucked me harder.

      “Not yet,” he said again, his voice thick with need.

      I whimpered and writhed beneath him. This was too much. I tried to tell him I couldn’t wait any longer, but his hand on my mouth stopped me.

      His fingers pressed deep inside me. My back arched, and my toes curled. Still, I obeyed, holding on to my orgasm by a hair. Every muscle strained, and I held my breath.

      Then he leaned in close and whispered in my ear. “Let it go.”

      I came instantly. My breathing was jagged and desperate, and I gripped the sheets beneath me as my body thrummed with pleasure. As I wound down from my climax, Mav’s hand slipped from my mouth.

      I drew deep breaths of air into my lungs and smiled at the ceiling. “That is never going to get old.”

      He chuckled as he lay down on his side beside me, propping his head up in one hand while tracing figure eights on my belly. “No, it won’t. I love making you come.”

      I licked my lips and rolled onto my side to face him. I ran a finger down the middle of his chest. “I think I’m ready for the next step.”

      His eyes widened a little. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the steamy moments Mav and I shared. And despite how new this still was, I knew I wanted to have sex with him. I wanted to know what it was like. And I wanted him.

      Mav frowned and stroked my cheek. “I think we should wait. Just a little longer.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded. “Yes. This is a big step. It’s something you’ve been waiting for for a long time. And I don’t want it to be a heat of the moment decision. I don’t want you to regret it.”

      “I would never regret sleeping with you,” I whispered.

      “There’s no way to know that for sure.”

      He was right, of course. There was no telling how I would feel when the deed was done. I’d been guarding this part of myself for so long. 

      I laid my head down on his pillow. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He gathered me up in his arms. “Please don’t ever feel pressured. I will wait for as long as you want. We won’t take the next step until you’re ready. However long that takes. The best things are worth waiting for.”

      I snuggled into him. “I should go.”

      “Stay.”

      “But Olivette—”

      “Loves you,” he said firmly. I leaned into his hand as he cupped my cheek. “She adores you, Allie. And I don’t have any intention of letting this go. I’m ready to look forward. Together. And as long as we’re on the same page, I know Olivette can handle it. Are we? On the same page?”

      I kissed him. “Same page. Same paragraph. Same sentence.”

      He laughed. “You’re such a nerd. A sexy nerd.”

      I bit my bottom lip and pushed myself up onto my knees. “Well, this nerd is about to show you a very good time. So buckle up. Just because we can’t have sex doesn’t mean we can’t have fun.”

      “What did I ever do right to deserve this?”

      I leaned over him and kissed him as I worked his shirt up his stomach. “You helped me pick up my papers on the first day of school.”

      “That’s all it took?”

      I nodded. “Yep. That’s all it took. Now shut up and let me take care of you.”

      Grinning like a fool, he crossed his arms behind his head and watched as I undid the fly of his jeans. “Do your worst.”
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      I woke up with Allie’s hair in my mouth on Sunday morning.

      It tasted like hairspray and smelled like strawberries, and I didn’t mind one bit as I picked strands off it off my tongue and carefully smoothed her hair out so I could move in close and rest my chin in the groove of her shoulder.

      She sighed softly and wiggled backward, her bare ass pressing into my crotch and teasing my morning wood. I could tell by her deep breathing that she was still asleep.

      We’d had a late night. Despite her being a virgin, Allie was a bit of a freak in the sheets, and she had a hell of a good time trying out a bunch of new things she’d never done before. We pretty much did everything but have sex, and by the time two in the morning rolled around, we were both spent and tired and useless, and we lay down on our sides, cuddled up, and drifted off to sleep.

      I squinted at the alarm clock on Allie’s side of the bed. It was eight o’clock, which meant my grandmother was likely already up having her morning cup of tea. Olivette would be up within the hour, and I wanted to make sure Allie and I were already up and in the kitchen when that happened.

      But that meant I had to disturb the beautiful woman sleeping beside me.

      No part of me wanted to wake her from her slumber. I would have been content lying with her like that for hours more, even though my arm was falling asleep and even though my tongue still tasted like chemicals from her hairspray. It didn’t matter. 

      This was paradise and a sweet reprieve from the last four years of nights spent alone in this bed.

      For a while there, I didn’t think this would be in my future. I’d resigned myself to the next fourteen or so years, living in solitary. But Allie had changed all of that. It had all happened so quickly, and I still couldn’t quite comprehend how much had changed in such a short time, but I knew I was grateful for every second I had with her.

      And I knew I cared for her. Really cared. This was more than a simple case of attraction and a little crush. This was real.

      This was the feeling people wrote songs about.

      I smiled as I buried my face in her hair and breathed in the smell of her. “Allie.”

      She moaned softly and pressed firmly against me.

      “Allie,” I whispered again, pressing my lips to her bare shoulder in a sweet kiss. “It’s time to get up. It’s eight o’clock. Can I make you coffee?”

      “Coffee?” she mumbled sleepily.

      I chuckled. “Why am I not surprised the word coffee is all it takes to wake you?” I gave her one last kiss before rolling out of bed and getting dressed. “I’ll put the pot on. Come meet me in the kitchen when you’re dressed. Feel free to shower first if you like. Olivette will probably be up soon, and my grandmother is probably already awake.”

      Allie rolled onto her back and rubbed at her eyes. The way the sunlight fell across the bed made her look like she was glowing. Like an angel. “I’m up,” she said thickly. “I’ll join you shortly.”

      “Okay,” I said before slipping out of the room. I closed the door to give her some privacy before making my way down the hall to the kitchen, where I found my grandmother sitting at the table reading the newspaper. 

      She looked at me out of the corner of her eyes and smiled slyly. “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” I said, going straight to the coffee pot and hoping she would leave things alone.

      She didn’t. “How was your night?”

      “Good.”

      “Is Allie going to be joining us?”

      “How did you know she was here?” I asked, horrified.

      My grandmother shrugged. “Well, I assumed the cute pair of ballet flats at the front door weren’t yours.”

      Oh. Right. Shoes. Thank God.

      “She’ll be right out. She’s just getting changed. Coffee?”

      “No thank you.” My grandmother smiled sweetly. “So you two have decided to be open about things with Olivette?”

      “We’re going to see how things go,” I said, leaning against the kitchen counter. “I don’t think there’s any harm in Allie being here this morning. Do you?”

      “No, not at all. Olivette is a sweet girl, and she loves her teacher. She’s too young to realize there are romantic feelings happening between the two of you. But that’s temporary. She’ll put two and two together soon, and it would be better, for her sake, that the two of you have a conversation with her so she knows what this means.”

      I nodded. “Right. And uh… what exactly does it mean?”

      My grandmother laughed and shook her head at me. “That’s for you and Allie to figure out. I’m going to give you guys some space and clear out for the morning. I have some errands to run. I’ll be home around noon. Is that all right?”

      “Of course.”

      She got up and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’m happy for you, Mav. You deserve this.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Shortly after my grandmother left, Allie joined me in the kitchen. She’d changed back into the summer dress she wore to the fair yesterday, and she looked just as beautiful in it now as she had yesterday. Her hair was drawn up in a messy bun, and she was fresh-faced. 

      I poured each of us a cup of coffee and rummaged through my fridge, looking for inspiration for something for breakfast. “How do you feel about omelets?”

      Allie nodded from where she sat at the kitchen table. Then she pushed herself to her feet and came to stand beside me at the counter as I pulled out a cutting board and some peppers, onions, spinach, as well as some sliced ham and cheddar cheese.

      “Can I help?”

      “Of course, you can,” I said.

      We prepped the omelets together like we’d done it a hundred times. She chopped veggies while I heated and greased the pan and cracked the eggs. Then she sliced the cheese and slid everything toward me to put in the open omelets. She giggled as I rolled them, nearly destroying all three, and sipped her coffee.

      Sharing a morning with her like this was a peek into the future and what might be.

      And I liked what I saw.

      And what I felt.

      “Can you watch these?” I asked, nodding at the omelets. “I’m going to go wake Olivette up so she can eat when it’s hot.”

      “Sure thing. I’ve got it under control.”

      I gave Allie a kiss before going to wake my daughter. When I went in her room, it was bright with morning sun, and she was a tangled-up mess in her blankets as always. I sank slowly down on the edge of the bed, put my hand on her back, and rubbed slowly. “Morning, kiddo. It’s time to get up.”

      Olivette burrowed deeper into her blankets.

      I chuckled. “Come on, kiddo. Breakfast is ready. And there’s a surprise in the kitchen for you.”

      She pulled her blankets down and rolled over to face me. The brightness in her eyes told me she hadn’t really been sleeping. Little faker. “A surprise? What is it?”

      “You’ll have to get up and come see for yourself.”

      Olivette sprang out of bed in the pajamas I’d changed her into when I put her to bed last night. She raced to the door and turned back toward me, calling for me to hurry up as I stood and cracked my back.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming.” I laughed, falling into step behind her as she took off down the hall to the kitchen.

      My daughter cried Allie’s name when she burst into the kitchen. 

      Allie dropped to a crouch and greeted her with a hug, and Olivette bounced up and down in her arms like a child who’d survived on nothing but sugar for three days straight. I smiled and leaned against the doorframe as I watched the spectacle unfold.

      When all of Olivette’s excitement was out of her system, I plated our omelets, and Allie and Olivette set the table. We all sat down together, and Olivette sipped her orange juice as Allie and I moved on to our second cups of coffee.

      “Are you staying all day?” Olivette asked.

      Allie shook her head. “I can’t, unfortunately. I have to go home and get ready for the week. Clean my house. Do my laundry. You know. Boring adult stuff.”

      “Boring adult stuff,” Olivette echoed.

      “But I’ll see you first thing in the morning, right?”

      Olivette nodded. “Right.”

      “What are your plans for the day?” Allie asked, looking back and forth between Olivette and me.

      Olivette gazed up at me and waited for my answer. “Well,” I said, “I have to do some laundry as well. And we need to go grocery shopping. But after that, it should be a pretty relaxing day. It’s back to work tomorrow, so maybe we can make the most of it and have a game night or something. What do you think, kiddo?”

      “Game night! Game night!” Olivette clapped her hands together excitedly.

      Allie’s smile was radiant. “It sounds like the two of you have a good day in front of you.”

      “You’re more than welcome to join us,” I said.

      Allie nodded. “Maybe I will. As long as I can get everything done that I need to today.”

      “Please come,” Olivette said.

      “I’ll do my best,” Allie promised.

      Once we finished eating breakfast, I collected the dishes and rinsed them off in the sink. Allie and Olivette stayed at the kitchen table chatting amongst themselves, and I shamelessly eavesdropped as they talked about school and the other kids in class.

      Then Olivette went quiet.

      “Is something wrong?” Allie asked, putting her hand on Olivette’s.

      Olivette shook her head. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I turned off the kitchen sink and joined them, going to Olivette’s side to rub her back. “What’s going on, kiddo? Are you feeling okay?”

      She nodded but wouldn’t look at either me or Allie.

      I crouched down beside her. “What’s bothering you? You can tell us.”

      My daughter licked her lips. “Daddy?”

      “Yes, sweetheart?”

      Olivette glanced at Allie and then looked back to me. “Is Allie my mommy?”

      The question slammed into me like a runaway freight train. I gaped at her, my brain struggling to figure out the right thing to say, and Olivette stared calmly back at me, unaware of the weight of her question.

      Finally, my mouth started working. “What makes you think Allie is your mom, kiddo?”

      Olivette shrugged. “She’s pretty. And she’s nice. And she’s always there. And you like her a lot. And I like her a lot. And it would be nice to have a mommy.”

      My stomach rolled with guilt.

      “I—” I started to speak but broke off when Allie got to her feet. She moved around me and Olivette and went down the hall to the front door. I rubbed Olivette’s shoulders. “One minute, kiddo. We’ll talk more about this.”

      Olivette stayed where she was, and I followed Allie down the hall. By the time I caught up to her, she’d already opened the door and stepped outside. I followed and closed the door behind us.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know where that came from.”

      “I have to go.”

      “Let me drive you.”

      “No, I need to walk. Clear my head. I’ll call a friend and—”

      “Allie, please, let’s talk about this. It’s normal for a child to be confused. We just need to talk to her and explain things.”

      Allie shook her head and wouldn’t look at me. “I can’t, Mav. Not right now. I need some space. Let me go.”

      I fell back a step. “Okay.”

      Then, without looking back, the woman I was falling for walked to the end of my driveway and turned right, disappearing around the bend and down the street, leaving me staring after her wondering what the hell went wrong.
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      Oh God.

      My hands shook as I fished my phone out of my purse and struggled to call Candice. 

      This wasn’t how things were supposed to happen. Mav and I had been reckless. We’d miscalculated what this would all mean to his daughter, and we’d shamelessly paraded our relationship around like a couple of high schoolers with no care in the world.

      And now she was confused. 

      And so was I.

      “Please pick up,” I muttered, already out of breath from speed-walking away from Mav’s house. Candice didn’t answer so I tried her again, knowing full well she didn’t work on Sundays and that the boutique was closed until noon. “Pick up.”

      “What the hell?” Candice’s voice filled the line. It was heavy with sleep, and I heard her yawn obnoxiously on the other end. “Why are you calling me so early?”

      “It’s almost ten,” I said.

      “Yeah, that’s early. I only get to sleep in one day a week, and now you’ve gone and spoiled it. What do you want? It had better be good, or I’m going to—”

      “I need you to come pick me up.”

      “From where?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, picking up my speed to get to the nearest cross street half a block ahead. I squinted at the sign. “Mavis and one twenty-third.”

      “Why are you all the way out there?”

      I licked my lips and slowed my pace as I came to the corner. There was a patch of grass shaded by an overhanging maple tree, and I sat down on it and stretched my legs out in front of me. “I spent the night at Mav’s house.”

      Candice sighed. “Of course, you did. And why can’t he drive you home?”

      “Candice, please come and get me.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” I picked a loose thread from the hem of my dress. “Sort of. Not really. I just need you to come get me, okay? I want to go home.”

      “Okay,” Candice said. Concern colored her voice, and I listened as she got out of bed and put me on speakerphone while she got dressed. “Do you need me to bring anything?”

      “Like what?” I asked dryly.

      “I don’t know. My breakup cure is always ice cream but—”

      “We didn’t break up.”

      “Oh,” Candice said flatly. She was quiet for a minute while she finished getting dressed. “Then what is this all about?”

      “I’ll tell you when you get here, okay? Just please hurry up.”

      “Okay, babe. I’m on my way right after I brush my teeth. Sit tight.”

      I hung up the phone. There was nowhere for me to go, anyway. This was an entirely residential area. There were no cafes or anything I could go sit in. But I wasn’t far from Candice, so I knew she wouldn’t be more than fifteen minutes.

      Unfortunately, fifteen minutes was a long time to be alone with the thoughts I was having.

      Candice pulled up in her little blue coupe eight minutes after I got off the phone with her. It was a lot faster than I’d expected, and when I slid into the passenger seat and put my seat belt on, she immediately turned toward me. “You need to tell me what’s going on. I’m kind of freaking out. Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m okay. Just overwhelmed.”

      “Spit it out.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Olivette asked me if I was her mom this morning.”

      Candice blinked in rapid succession. “What?”

      I nodded and hid my face behind my hand. “I know. It’s awful. I should have been safer. I shouldn’t have gotten so involved so fast. It’s only been what, a month? How could she have become so attached to me so quickly? What happens if things fall apart, and Mav and I aren’t together? Is she going to think I abandoned her? I don’t know what to do, Candice.” I fought off the tears that were threatening to overtake me. “I feel like such a terrible person.”

      Candice turned down her speakers so the upbeat pop music filling the car faded to background noise. “You’re not a terrible person, Allie. Far from it. You’re the best person I know. The kindest and most generous and always willing to help. For the first time in your life, you’re pursuing something you actually want. And that makes things messy.”

      I nodded. “But no matter how badly I want him, I can’t do this to a little girl. I can’t confuse her like this.”

      “What did you say when she asked you?”

      My bottom lip trembled, and a tear escaped. I wiped it away. “I—I didn’t say anything.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just picked up my things and bailed.”

      “Allie,” Candice said, a disappointed note in her voice.

      “Now Mav is there alone with her, trying to explain all of this and I—” I broke off as a sob broke over me. “I have to see her tomorrow.  I can’t run away from this. And I don’t want her to think any of this is her fault. This is such a mess. Things were so good. And then all of a sudden they changed.”

      “You knew it would be complicated with a child in the picture.”

      “I know.”

      “But you went for it anyway.”

      “I know,” I said, voice trembling. “I shouldn’t have.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true. I think Mav is good for you. I think… I think my advice to bail on him in the beginning might have been wrong. I see how happy he makes you, Allie. And I want that for you. You deserve for someone to treat you right and to make you happy. To fill all your dark corners. But because of his daughter, you need to think things through more. You need to set some boundaries.”

      “How?” The desperation in my voice killed me. It made me feel weak. 

      “Well, for starters, before you take any action, you need to decide if this is what you want. If you’re ready to turn tail and run right now, then you should. Because it’s not going to get easier. There will be plenty more hurdles like this.”

      Her words weren’t making me feel better.

      “So what is it that you want, Allie?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, figure it out. And to start, you should transfer Olivette out of your class.”

      “What? Why?”

      Candice ran her hands down her thighs. “You’re romantically involved with her father. It would make things a lot more straightforward if you weren’t her teacher anymore, don’t you think?”

      I frowned. That didn’t sound right to me. “That makes me feel like I’m punishing her.”

      “You’re not. You’re setting boundaries. There’s a difference.”

      “But she’s my student. We have a bond. She and I have worked hard to get to this place. I don’t want to stunt her progress because I’m being selfish. And I’m not upset with her for asking the question.”

      “Then what is it you’re upset about?” Candice asked. She stared confidently at me. “What is it that bothers you the most?”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek.

      It was a good question. What was it that had made me want to run? To escape? The question itself? The fact that it had been poor Olivette to ask it?

      Was it partly because I still had no clue who Olivette’s mother was or what had happened to her?

      Maybe. Maybe it was an accumulation of all those things. Maybe it was none.

      “I think…” I frowned, trying to process my own thoughts. “I think it bothered me that she had to ask the question in the first place. I think that means Mav and I weren’t doing a good job. We should have talked to her first. We should have kept things clear and made sure there was no room for confusion. But we didn’t. We put her in a position where she began to wonder. And when she asked the question, I was like a deer in the headlights, and I bolted without answering. How would that make her feel?”

      “You weren’t trying to hurt her,” Candice said.

      “No, but the fact is, we did hurt her. Not on purpose. And now I don’t know what to do. I need time to figure out how I feel. And what I want. And if Mav and I really make sense or if this was some whirlwind romance that just happened at the wrong time for both of us.”

      It hurt to say those words. I winced and looked down at my lap.

      “Allie…”

      “Tell me if I’m being selfish, Candice. Please, I need to know. And don’t give me one of your sassy pep talks. I just need the truth. Am I wrecking a family by getting involved with Mav?”

      I didn’t dare look at my best friend as the words hung in the car around us. I couldn’t even peek at her out of the corner of my eyes. Whatever her answer, I would respect it. If she told me that yes, I was crossing a line, then things would be officially over for me and Mav.

      It would be a shame. I knew there was more between us than what we’d uncovered. I knew there were things I wanted to share with him that I hadn’t ever wanted to share with anyone else.

      But I also knew that in this situation, neither me nor Mav came first. Olivette did. She had to. If she didn’t, this wouldn’t have been a relationship worth pursuing in the first place.

      Candice gazed out the windshield with her hands resting on top of the steering wheel. She didn’t say anything for a long stretch of time, and I didn’t pressure her. Clearly, she needed time to think. She wasn’t going to give me the abrasive bullshit she usually threw my way just for shits and giggles. I’d asked for something real. And when I asked for the truth, Candice always delivered.

      “I’m sorry, Allie. I know what you want to hear. But I don’t think it’s as black and white as that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I can’t answer that question. Because I’m biased. You’re my best friend, and I want what’s best for you. Maybe Mav is what’s best for you. Maybe Olivette is, too. But I don’t know what’s best for them. And I can’t make that call. You need to figure this out on your own.”

      I groaned and sank low into the seat so that I was eye level with the bottom of the passenger window. “Why does this hurt so badly?”

      Candice knuckled me lightly in the shoulder. “You want the truth? Or a shitty sassy answer?”

      I sighed. “The truth.”

      Candice put the car in drive and looked forward. “Not that I’m an expert or anything, but I’d say it hurts this bad because you’re in love with the guy. But hey, what do I know?”
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      My head was blurry with fatigue on Monday morning when I arrived at the station just after six in the morning to start my shift. I’d agreed to let my grandmother take Olivette to school and had spent the previous night and morning convincing myself it was because I wanted to get into the station early, not because I wanted to avoid Allie.

      Allie.

      That had gone to Hell in a handbasket pretty quickly yesterday morning after breakfast. I could still see her wide-eyed, shocked expression when Olivette asked if she was her mother. It appeared behind my eyelids for the briefest moments when I blinked, and it had been all I could think about as I lay in bed last night, wide awake staring at my ceiling.

      After she bailed in a hurry, I was left with a lot of questions I didn’t have answers to.

      For starters, why did it scare her off so badly? Did she suddenly realize how serious things might get and got cold feet? Did she realize this wasn’t actually what she wanted, and hearing the words come out of my daughter’s mouth made her see how attached Olivette was getting to her?

      None of those things added up. We’d had a perfect day together at the fair and an even better night rolling around in the sheets.

      So what was it then?

      Not only was I concerned about where things stood with Allie, but I was worried about my daughter, too. I’d tried to talk to her and explain that Allie was not her mother, but Olivette was confused, and the right words wouldn’t come to me. I needed someone there to help me.

      I’d asked my grandmother. She asked me to give her some time to think on it.

      Now I was playing the worst waiting game of my life.

      Besides the night Olivette was born. That had been the best and worst wait of my life, without a shadow of a doubt.

      I couldn’t lose another woman I cared about. I couldn’t take it.

      Part of me truly believed that Allie didn’t want to lose me either. We’d shared too much and become too close too quickly for her to throw it away like that. But another louder, stronger part of me whispered in my ear that I should have seen this coming. I should have been prepared.

      After all, what beautiful, single, smart woman like Allie would want to throw her lot in with a single dad who worked a dangerous job?

      Not many.

      And of the ones who did, which were willing to stick it out to the end?

      I thought Allie had been one of those women. I thought she was ready for all this. 

      Apparently, I’d been wrong, and that was what hurt the most. I blamed myself for letting Olivette fall head over heels for the girl who was also wrapping my heart around her pinky finger. Had I played this smarter—and slower—I might have been able to spare my daughter from the hurt and confusion she was feeling now. I owed that to her. It was my job to protect her against anything that might hurt her. And I’d failed.

      Miserably.

      “Why the long face, Cantone?” Derek asked when I walked into the kitchen. He was sitting in one of the lounge chairs behind the kitchen table. There was an open book in his lap. All of his time with Allen must have been rubbing off on him. He could use a bit of smartening up, and I couldn’t think of a better tool than a book.

      “Nothing,” I said, scratching the back of my neck as I made my way over to the coffee pot. I lifted it up. “Want a coffee?”

      “Nah, I’m all right,” Derek said. I heard him close the book and groan as he got to his feet. “You’re here earlier than usual.”

      “Thought I’d get a head start on the day. I have some paperwork to go over. Audit results and inspection receipts and shit.”

      “You didn’t want to drop Olivette off so you could say hi to your sweet teacher?”

      I felt my shoulders tense. “No. Her grandmother took her today.”

      Derek sidled up beside me and leaned against the counter as I sipped my black coffee. He folded his arms over his chest and waggled his eyebrows at me. “Trouble in paradise, Lieutenant?”

      “Remember when I said I wouldn’t be talking to any of you about Allie? Or did that go in one ear and out the other?”

      “I’m just trying to make friendly conversation. But I’ll take your evasiveness as an answer. There is trouble in paradise. You wanna talk about it?”

      “No.”

      “You sure? I’m a great listener. Ask Allen. He’s stuck in the box listening to me day in and day out, and he still has his sanity. In fact, I’d argue he’s the most sane out of all of us. You know, aside from the minor PTSD and—”

      “Derek,” I said sternly, shutting him up. “I’m good. Leave it alone. Okay?”

      He shrugged. “Whatever you say, boss. Suits me just fine. My book was about to get good.”

      I glowered after him as he went and dropped back down into his chair, kicked his heels up on the coffee table, and began reading.

      I had no plans to hang around in the kitchen, waiting for the others to arrive. I made my way down the hall and stopped in front of the office beside Rinehart’s. There wasn’t anything written on the frosted glass window set into the door, but I knew soon, Rinehart would have my name stenciled on in gold block letters, just like his was on his door.

      I pushed open the door and stepped into my office.

      My office. It was a strange concept. The walls were bare, but I had plans to fill them with old photographs of the station that were packed away in boxes in the storage closet. I also planned on framing some of Olivette’s drawings and hanging them near my computer so I could see them while I worked. As of now, the only personal item in the room was one frame in the top right corner of my desk, which was a picture of Olivette as a newborn being cradled by my grandmother. By sheer accident, they were both wearing pink, and every time I looked at the picture, I smiled.

      Time passed quickly as a parent. Like sand falling through an hourglass. There was no way to slow it down. No way to stop it. You just had to learn to capture the perfect moments and remember the details that went along with it. 

      The rest was out of your control.

      Perhaps that was the problem with me and Allie. It was out of my control. All of this waiting, this unknown, was getting to me, but there was nothing I could do about it. If Allie wasn’t ready to be part of a family, then I was going to have to pick up the pieces of my heart and move on without her. It was that simple.

      But the thought hurt like a motherfucker.

      I distracted myself from my sorrows with the paperwork I told Derek I had to do. There was a lot of it. Pages and pages of documents needed my attention, and I pored over them with a pen in hand, marking on a notepad beside me the opportunities the station had for improvement. Most of the suggestions were minor, and our scores were exceedingly high. Upon comparing them to last year’s, I discovered we’d improved, and that made me feel good. 

      I reviewed our audit and concluded all of our equipment was in top-notch working order.

      Then, as my eyes began to feel more and more heavy, I filed the papers away, got to my feet, cracked my back, and let myself back out into the common area of the station around ten in the morning.

      The rest of the crew had arrived for their shifts hours ago. Everyone was there, some of them sitting at the table, Derek and Allen sitting in the leather chairs reading books. Hayden was washing dishes in the sink.

      I dropped down into a chair beside Trace, who grinned at me. “Morning, boss.”

      “Morning.”

      “How’s that paperwork treating you?” Derek piped up.

      I leaned back in my chair. It creaked in protest beneath me. “All done. Audit and inspection scores are in, boys.”

      The room hushed.

      “And?” Maddox asked nervously.

      “Nose down, rookie,” Derek quipped. Then he turned toward me. “So? What’s the verdict?”

      I cast my gaze around the room. Their faces were eager and curious, and I found myself reveling in being the one with insider knowledge. I grinned. “Maybe I’ll keep it to myself for another day.”

      “Asshole,” Hayden called.

      “Tease!”

      “Tell us!”

      Laughing, I held up my hands and conceded. “All right. All right. Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.” Which was true. I’d had an exceptionally rough evening and morning, and finding a bit of humor in this moment had been too nice of a reprieve to pass up. I was sure the boys understood. “We received the highest marks across the board from our district. Highest safety score. Highest equipment score. Well done, gentlemen.”

      The room thundered with celebratory applause and laughter.

      I called the room to attention. “Hold on, now. I want to thank you. I know I haven’t been your lieutenant long enough to lay any claim to this success. This is all you guys. You’re good at your jobs, and you take it seriously. Let’s keep up this quality of work through the rest of the year and onto the next. Our community comes first, and we can’t take care of our people if we have shit equipment and bad response times. Am I right?”

      “Hell yeah,” Trace said.

      I hooked my thumbs into my belt loops and looked around the room. “Excellent. Does anyone have any questions?”

      “Sure do,” Derek piped up, getting to his feet.

      “Shoot,” I said.

      “When do we get to meet Allie?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Questions about the reports.”

      “Oh.” He chuckled, feigning innocence. “My bad. I thought I could ask anything, and I can’t help it. I’m curious about this lucky lady.”

      “We all are,” Hayden said, grinning. “But Mav is a protective cat. He’s not sharing any goods.”

      I was spared from the torture of this conversation when my phone rang in my pocket. I frowned when I fished it out and saw “Searing Elementary” flash across the screen.

      “What the hell?” I muttered before lifting it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hello, is this Mr. Cantone?”

      “Speaking.”

      The principal, Jim Vickers, cleared his throat. “Hi, Mr. Cantone. Sorry to bother you. Do you have a moment?”

      I turned my back to the guys, who were now hazing each other. Well, not each other. They were hazing Maddox. Poor kid. “Yes. Is something wrong? Did something happen? Is Olivette okay?”

      “Yes. Absolutely fine. Nothing to worry about. I just need you to come to the school sometime this week to sign some paperwork. I have a request here to move Olivette Cantone out of Ms. Branson’s kindergarten class. What time works for you?”

      I could hear my own heart beating in my ears. “I’ll be there in twenty.”
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      “Brady,” I called across my classroom, “no running in the classroom, okay? You can run outside all you want but not in here.”

      Brady stopped in his tracks.

      “Thank you.” I smiled.

      He went back to playing with Olivette, who was waiting for him at her desk.

      We were in the middle of printing lessons where the children were practicing their spelling as well as their writing. At this age, none of them were very good at either, but it was a good time to start.

      In my opinion, the sooner the better. Some of my students hadn’t held a pencil before, while others seemed well versed with one. I gave out crayons to those who struggled with the pencils, and we practiced forming letters before I let them work together to spell out their own names.

      I was about to make a lap around the room to check on them when someone knocked on my door.

      I looked up and found Patty Gee, the teacher from across the hall, standing outside my classroom door.

      I got up and went to answer it. 

      “Hi, Allie. Mr. Vickers asked me to cover your class for fifteen minutes or so for you. He needs you down at the office.”

      “Did he say what for?” I asked, feeling my brows draw together on my forehead.

      “Something about signing paperwork with the parents of one of the kids transferring out of your class?”

      “Oh,” I breathed.

      Patty cocked her head to the side. “Are you all right, Allie? You look pale.”

      “I’m all right.”

      I was not all right.

      The thought of facing Mav made me want to hurl.

      “Um, okay,” I stammered. “Does he need me right now?”

      Patty nodded.

      “Shoot. Okay. Um. Right.” I turned back to my room like I was looking for something.

      “You don’t need to bring anything,” Patty said. “It’s just to sign a couple of pages. Are you sure you’re all right?”

      I slipped out the door into the hall. “Yes, I’m fine. Just distracted. Thank you for watching my class for me, Patty.”

      She frowned at me. “Don’t mention it.”

      Patty’s eyes bored holes into my back as I walked down the hall toward the office. My stomach performed a full routine of somersaults, and I was silently thankful I’d had a light lunch today.

      This was not how I’d wanted things to go. When I put in the request to transfer Olivette, I hadn’t realized I’d have to see Mav and talk to him about it. I thought the school would call him, inform him of the transfer, and that would be that.

      This was going to be uncomfortable.

      When I got to the office, I slipped inside. Our receptionist, Shelly, pointed to Mr. Vickers’s office door. “Hi, Allie. He’s expecting you. Go on in.”

      I chewed my bottom lip as I approached the office door. Once I reached it, I hesitated. But there was no going back now. I’d submitted the request, and now I needed to face the consequences. And face Mav.

      “Here goes,” I whispered. Then I knocked and pushed the door open.

      I saw Mr. Vickers first. He was sitting behind his desk, clean-shaven, wearing a pleasant smile and his usual khaki pants. He waved me inside. “Come on in, Allie. Take a seat. Have you and Mr. Cantone met before?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      And then my eyes wandered over to Mav.

      He was sitting slightly behind the door, staring straight at me. His expression was neutral but somehow stern. His dark blue eyes followed me as I tucked my skirt under my thighs and took the seat beside him.

      I kept my attention on Mr. Vickers. “You need me to sign paperwork?”

      Jim nodded. “Sure do. But we’ll see to that a little later. I apologize, Mr. Cantone, I’m a bit of an outsider when it comes to these kinds of issues. I’m not sure why the request was made. But let’s make sure we’re all on the same page about it, shall we?”

      “Sure,” Mav said. His tone was cool. 

      Jim turned toward me. “Is there a specific reason why you requested to have Olivette moved out of your classroom, Ms. Branson?”

      This couldn’t have been more awkward. “Um. I—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Mav interjected.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Mav straightened. “But I have to talk to Olivette first before I sign anything. This will be a big change for her, and she doesn’t like change. She’s become comfortable in Ms. Branson’s class, and if I don’t have to disrupt her schedule, I won’t.”

      Jim nodded and pressed his fingertips together. His eyes slid to me. “Does that sound reasonable to you, Ms. Branson?”

      “Yes,” I said hurriedly.

      “Very well,” Jim said, smiling at both of us. The tension in the room was clearly lost on him. 

      Mav got to his feet. “I have to go back to work.”

      “We will be in touch soon, Mr. Cantone,” Jim said, getting to his feet and shaking Mav’s hand. 

      I kept my eyes down when Mav turned to leave. He paused briefly, and I knew he was looking down at me, but I didn’t dare look up. I couldn’t. I’d break.

      Then he left the office without another word.

      Jim took his seat back and sighed. “Well, that was quick and painless. Wasn’t it?”

      I swallowed and nodded. “Yeah, painless.”

      “You’re free to go, Allie. Poor Patty must have her hands full watching over two classes.”

      “Thank you,” I muttered on my way out the door.

      I walked down the hall back to my classroom like a zombie.

      Is this what Mav and I had become? Two people who couldn’t even look at each other when they were in the same room?

      No, it wasn’t.

      It was what I had become.

      Patty was leaning against the doorframe waiting for me as I came down the hall. I doubted she even set foot in my classroom after I left.

      “All good?” she asked.

      I nodded. “All good.”

      “What student are you transferring out? Brady Tully?”

      “No.”

      “Oh. Really? Then who?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m just curious,” Patty said, crossing her arms and leaning toward me conspiratorially. “Come on. Who’s giving you a hard time in there?”

      “Nobody. I just have a student who I think would do better in a different classroom.” My throat ached as I said those words. Mav had made a good point in the office, and my guilt was crippling.

      Olivette was a shy little girl. It took a lot for her to make friends. And she had made friends in my class. With me and with Brady. She’d exceeded her father’s expectations and was flourishing in my room, and I wanted to transfer her out because I couldn’t deal with the fallout of my decisions.

      “And just think, you were so optimistic at the beginning of the year.” Patty snorted. “I tried to warn you things go to shit the longer you do this gig.”

      “That’s not what this is, Patty.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Patty,” I said sharply. She flinched. “Please, leave it alone. It’s none of your business, and it’s not something I’m proud of doing, okay? We’re done with this conversation.”

      “Jesus.” She scowled. Then she marched to her classroom door. “You’re welcome.”

      “For what?”

      “For watching your classroom,” she said bitchily.

      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh, you mean for standing in the hallway for five minutes? Okay. Yeah. Thank you for your hard effort. It helped immensely.”

      Patty scoffed and stormed into her room. For once, I didn’t give a damn what she thought. Hell, I didn’t care what anyone else thought. Because all that mattered was what I thought, and I thought I was acting like a spoiled child. I was uncomfortable, and I was trying to brush it under the rug by banishing Olivette to a different classroom.

      You’re making a mistake, I thought as I went back and joined my class.
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      Rinehart let me leave work when I got back to the station after seeing Allie.

      I was in a mood.

      He’d pulled me aside and told me to go home to sort myself out. The station had their shifts covered, and they could survive without me for a day. I surprised myself by taking him up on his offer. I’d be no use to anyone in the foul mood I was in, and the only place I wanted to be was home.

      But being home didn’t make me feel better.

      I sat in the living room brooding while I waited for my grandmother to come home with Olivette after picking her up from school. I’d decided not to go myself because I knew Allie didn’t want to see me.

      When they got home, Olivette greeted me with a big hug, and then she took off to the kitchen.

      “Where’s she off to?” I asked.

      My grandmother put her purse down on the sofa and sat down across from me. “I told her there was a treat in the kitchen. She has to find it.”

      “Oh?”

      “I needed to buy us some time to talk. Just me and you.”

      I frowned. “There is a treat in there for her, right?”

      My grandmother smiled. “Of course, there is. What kind of monster do you think I am?”

      I raked my fingers through my hair and slumped back on the sofa. “Just making sure. What did you want to talk about?”

      She studied me calmly. I had the sense this was going to be one of those conversations I didn’t like having. But that didn’t matter. If she wanted to talk about it, then damn it all, we’d talk about it. “You need to make things right with Allie.”

      I almost laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think I have a chance of pulling that off. She’s done with me. With us.”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Did she say something to you when you picked up Olivette or something?”

      My grandmother pursed her lips. “Not exactly, no. But she didn’t need to say anything. I could see it written all over her. She’s hurting, Mav. And she’s lost. You need to talk to her and make it right. Because I see the same things in you. Pain. Confusion. You both want this to work, but neither of you knows how to do it. From the outside looking in, I really want to rip my hair out.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      She moved closer and patted my knee. “I’m not attacking you. I’m trying to help you. Talk to the girl.”

      “And what am I supposed to tell her?”

      “The truth.”

      “About what? I’ve been nothing but honest with her. She’s—”

      “You have to tell her about Clara.”

      I grimaced like she’d slapped me. 

      I hadn’t heard Clara’s name out loud in ages. Years, probably. Hearing it now still brought back visceral memories of the delivery room. Of the blood. The panic. The beeping monitors. The frantic doctors.

      Of being shoved out into the hallway as they tried to save my wife’s life and failed.

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Mav, it’s time. I haven’t pushed. Not really. I’ve sat back and let you take things at your own speed. And you’ve done all the healing you can on your own. Now you need to start talking about her. You need to tell Allie so she knows the truth. And you need to tell Olivette.”

      “She’s too young.”

      “She deserves to know,” my grandmother said. “You know she does. And yes, she’s young, but you can spare her a lot of wondering and a lot of hurt if you tell her the truth now. You can help guide her through it. Because life without her mother is going to get harder and harder the older she gets. She’s going to need you to be there. And you have to tell her the truth. Always.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes as my temples ached. This was too much. Far too much. Clara was still a deep dark crevice I could easily fall down, and I didn’t want to risk it. Not now. Not when I already felt so terrible after losing Allie.

      Olivette came bounding into the living room with a chocolate candy bar in her hand. She’d already dug into it and had chocolate all over her face, and she shoved the last bite into her mouth and beamed at her grandmother as she got to her feet. “I found it!”

      “It would appear you did.” My grandmother laughed softly. She patted Olivette’s head as she walked around her and made for the hallway. “Your father wants to talk to you about something, Olivette. Take a seat. Nana is going to go rest her eyes for a bit.” She locked eyes with me and nodded at Olivette before mouthing the words, Tell her.

      Olivette slid onto the sofa and sat with her hands in her lap. “Yes, Daddy?”

      I looked at my daughter. At her pink lips and sharp cupid’s bow. Her big eyes so like her mother’s. Her hair, the shape of her chin, the way she pursed her lips and stuck out her tongue when she was concentrating.

      This wasn’t going to be easy.

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “Olivette, I want to talk to you about your mother.”

      She stared blankly back at me. “Okay.”

      I looked down at my feet and tried to organize my thoughts. How did I say this? “I want to tell you about why she’s not in our life. And I want you to know it has nothing to do with you or me. It was out of everyone’s control. Do you understand?”

      “Like an accident?”

      I nodded. “Yes, exactly like an accident. Your mother… my wife… her name was Clara. She was a beautiful woman, kiddo. She was smart and silly, and she loved to laugh. She was just like you.”

      “She was?” Olivette breathed.

      I fought against the tightness in my throat. “Yes. She liked to paint. She was terrible at it, but she liked it anyway. And she loved to dance. She started to dance when she was your age. And that’s how I met her. I saw her when she was dancing, and I had to know her name. She was an angel. Truly. Because she gave me you. But the thing is, she didn’t get to stay with me after you were born.”

      “How come?”

      Fuck me, I thought, gritting my teeth against the emotions I’d kept at bay for the last couple years. I had to say it.

      Just say it.

      “She died, kiddo.”

      Olivette blinked. “Died?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t love you. She loved you more than she loved anything in this world. Just like I love you. Do you understand?”

      Olivette pursed her lips. “I think so.”

      “She didn’t want to leave. She wanted to always be with you. But life had other plans. She fought as hard as she could to stay, but in the end, it was just me and you. Like it is now.”

      “And Nana.”

      “And Nana.” I smiled. “Of course, Nana.”

      “And Allie.”

      I felt my eyebrows lift. “Allie?”

      Olivette nodded. “Yep. She’s family too, isn’t she, Daddy?”

      

      I paid a teenager twenty bucks to let me in through the front doors of the Wynnwood Estates. He seemed confused and maybe mildly concerned, but as soon as the bill was in his hand, he shrugged it off and walked away, leaving me to rush inside, cross the lobby, and duck into one of the elevators.

      I jabbed the button for the fifteenth floor and rode it up with my hands in my pockets, my left foot tapping anxiously as I watched the numbers roll over on the display above the door.

      There was no way to know if Allie even wanted to see me. There was more than a good chance that she’d open the door and promptly shut it on my face immediately thereafter. But if there was a chance I could talk to her and fix this, I had to take it.

      I should have come clean with her when things first started heating up between us. The night we went to Tratetello’s. I should have told her all about Clara and how much I missed her. And perhaps more importantly, I should have told her I was ready to move on.

      The doors chimed and slid open. I burst out and jogged to Allie’s door and didn’t hesitate to knock. When she didn’t answer within ten seconds, I knocked again, harder this time, until I heard her voice on the other side telling me to calm down and that she’d just be a second.

      Please let me in. Please let me in.

      The door swung open.

      “Mav?” Allie blinked at me. She was wearing a loose pair of white pants and a white tank top that showed a couple of inches of midriff. Her copper-red hair was down, and her eyes looked even more green than I remembered. She stuck her head out into the hall and looked both ways. “What are you doing here?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Please, I want to tell you everything. I want to tell you about Clara.”

      “Who’s Clara?”

      “My wife,” I said. “She’s dead. And I need you to know our story and what happened. And if after everything, you still don’t want to see me and you want Olivette out of your class, I’ll respect that. Just please, let me in. Let me explain.”

      Allie searched my eyes. Then, to my surprise, she stepped back to let me inside.
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      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      My head spun after everything Mav had told me about his late wife, Clara.

      She’d died during childbirth. I never could have imagined something so horrible. I could see him in the delivery room, holding his brand-new baby girl while the doctors worked furiously around him to save his wife.

      And they failed.

      “Don’t be sorry,” Mav said. “It was out of everyone’s control. And I’ve made peace with it.”

      “How? When?”

      Mav surprised me by smiling. He looked down at his hands. “Today, actually.”

      “Today?”

      He nodded. “I didn’t know I was carrying this weight around with me. I had no idea how much better I would feel when I shared the burden. When I stopped hiding the truth from my daughter. When I met someone I cared enough about to let them in.”

      My heart fluttered wildly in my chest at those words. “You told Olivette?”

      “Yeah, like half an hour ago.”

      “How did she take it? Is she okay?”

      Mav smiled. “Yes. She’s all right. Thank you. You’re a good woman, Allie. A better woman than I ever could have imagined meeting. I didn’t think I’d ever feel anything good again after I lost Clara. I thought the only light in my life was going to be my daughter. But you showed me that there was more out there. And that Olivette deserved more, too. She deserves a woman in her life like you.”

      “Mav,” I breathed. His words were piercing right through the wall I’d built.

      “Allie,” he said, his voice softer than silk, “Olivette loves you. That’s all that matters. And so do I.”

      “So do you?”

      “I love you, Allie.”

      My breath hitched in my throat. “Why?”

      He laughed and joined me on my sofa. “Why? That’s easy. Because you’re smart. Because you know what you want and you’re not afraid to go for it. Because you hold true to yourself. Because of how you are with my daughter. Because of how you make me feel and how you make other people feel. I love your smile. I love the way you laugh, and I love the sounds you make when you come.”

      I blushed and hid my smile.

      He lifted my chin with a finger. “And I love how shy you are. How sweet you are. How every word out of your mouth lifts other people up. How you make me feel strong when I’m with you. I love the way your lips move when you say my name. Allie, I love everything about you, and I have since that night we went on our first date. And if I have to sit here all night and convince you why you’re worth loving, I will.”

      I shook my head as my vision blurred with tears. “I love you too.”

      “You do?”

      I nodded vigorously as the tears spilled over and ran down my cheeks. “Yes. Now kiss me already.”

      Mav’s lips were on mine before I had a chance to take another breath. The kiss was wild and very unlike all the kisses we’d shared before. His hands wandered all over me, and I yielded to him, leaning back so he could press me down into the couch beneath him.

      Everything became crystal clear in that moment.

      This was what I’d been waiting for. Love. The real kind. Not the fluffy kind and the fake promises and the fluttery puppy dog infatuation feelings of love.

      Real, genuine, wholesome, honest love.

      I held his face in my hands and kissed him deeply until I had to come up for air. “Mav?”

      “Yes?” He pressed his lips to my jaw. My throat. My cheeks.

      “I’m ready,” I whispered.

      He leaned back and stared down at me. “Ready?”

      I nodded and lifted my hips, pressing into his cock that was growing harder and harder by the second within the confines of his jeans. “Yes, I want you. All of you. And I want to share all of me with you. I love you.”

      “You’re sure?” he whispered.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. It’s you. I want it to be you.”

      “I’ll be gentle.”

      “I know.”

      His lips crashed against mine as I reached between us and fumbled with his belt buckle. Once I had it undone, I started working on his jeans. I managed to get them about three or four inches down his thighs before his kisses had me too breathless to do anything but wiggle desperately beneath him.

      Mav slid down the length of my body and worked my pants off. Then he pushed his off and stripped out of his black shirt, pulling it over his head.

      I soaked in the sight of his swollen muscles and tanned skin.

      Yes, I was ready. I was more than ready. All the unknown and uncertainty had led us to this vulnerable moment where he’d laid everything out on the table for me. I couldn’t ask for more than that.

      My body was responding to what was about to come. My nipples were hard and pressing against the thin fabric of my white tank top. My panties were soaked. My thighs were already trembling, and he hadn’t even touched me yet.

      But I had to admit, the kisses themselves were hot as hell and enough to get me worked up.

      Mav rubbed me over my panties. Then, when he was good and ready, he tugged them to the side and went down on me. I hung my head back and rested it against the armrest of the sofa as I relished the way his tongue flicked over my clit in a perfect rhythm. He knew what I liked, what pushed me over the edge.

      His little licks became long slow ones, where he dragged his tongue up and down my aching slit. Then he’d slow down to trace my clit in slow circles before sucking it between his lips.

      I cooed sweet nothings at the ceiling as that familiar pressure built below my tummy. “Yes,” I breathed, my hips bucking of their own volition. Mav held me in place, bearing down on them with incredible strength, pressing me hard into the sofa as he continued delighting me with his tongue. “Yes!”

      My orgasm broke over me like a tidal wave. It washed through me, clearing away any lingering hesitation and centering me within myself.

      I’d been waiting for this moment for a long time. And I had what I wanted: a man worthy of the love I had to give.

      Mav Cantone could have whatever he wanted from me. Mind, body, and spirit, I was his.

      The world shattered when he eased a finger inside me, and then another. I gave up trying to maintain control and let my body take over. Mav guided me through the ups and downs as he worked his way toward my second climax, and every breath, every second, left me shaking harder and aching for more.

      “Please,” I whimpered.

      Mav rolled his tongue over my clit. Jolts of pleasure ricocheted through my body.

      “Please,” I cooed again, and my back arched.

      I was about to plead again when he pushed me past my limit and another orgasm rolled through me. This one was more powerful than the last. It left me panting for breath as Mav straightened and took his boxers off. He bent down and reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a little foil wrapper.

      A condom. He twirled it in his fingers. “Should we take this to the bedroom?”

      “I don’t think I can walk.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” he said.

      He gave me the condom, scooped me up in his arms, and carried me effortlessly to my bedroom. He set me down on the bed on my back and took the condom.

      I watched in a daze of euphoria as he rolled it down his shaft. Then he pushed my knees apart and stepped between them. He ran his hands up and down the inside of my thighs. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      “You think?”

      “I’m ready.”

      Mav ran his cock over my pussy. I bit down hard on my bottom lip when he pressed his head to my opening. At first, there was nothing but intense pressure. Then the pressure gave way as he slid inside me. Another wall built up as my muscles pressed against him, and he groaned above me, pushing in inch by inch until I let out a yelp of pain.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered when his brow furrowed and he made to pull out. I reached for him and pulled him down on top of me. “Keep going.”

      Mav rolled his hips nice and slow. His cock dipped in and out of me. The sensation was glorious. There were no words to describe the feeling of it all, besides pressure and release. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, he pressed in deeper.

      I cried out his name and gripped his forearms, and Mav quickened his speed, his hips slapping against me as I came. I hadn’t expected it to be so intense. So wild. Or so freeing. But it was. 

      Mav gritted his teeth above me. His shoulders flexed as he fucked me hard and fast, and I ran a hand up his chest and pleaded for him to come, too. When he finally gave in, his body shook, and his shoulders rolled, and he wrapped me up in his arms like he might never let me go. I reveled in the moment with him, and our breaths fell in sync.

      As everything stilled around us, Mav straightened and smiled down at me.

      I smiled back. “It was everything I thought it would be.”

      He rained kisses down on me. “Baby, you haven’t even grazed the surface of what I have in store for you. This is just the start.”

      I shivered beneath him. “I’m glad it was you.”

      He stroked my cheeks and tucked my hair behind my ears. “Me too.”
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      Mav’s room always smelled like his cologne, citrus and sandalwood mixed with something sweet that I could never put my finger on.

      When I rolled over on Saturday morning, I reached for him, but my searching fingers met only sheets and blankets. I cracked open an eye and peered around at the room awash in the gray light.

      It was a gloomy morning. Rain pattered against the bedroom window, and if I looked straight up through the slats in the blinds, I could see the sky was heavy with clouds.

      I didn’t mind. Cozy mornings were hard to come by in Searing, due to the stifling humidity. Today would be a good day for oversized sweaters and knee-high socks for lounging around the house.

      I was about to get out of bed to seek out a pair of those socks and a sweater when the bedroom door opened. I propped myself up and rubbed at my eyes as Olivette poked her head around the door. “Are you awake, Allie?”

      “Yes, come on in, sweetheart. I’m awake.”

      Olivette crept into the room. In her arms was a white tray loaded down with all sorts of breakfast goodies.

      I craned my neck to take a look at her collection of food. “What do you have there?”

      “Daddy and I made you breakfast in bed.”

      “Did you now?” I asked as she climbed haphazardly up onto the end of the bed. She pushed the tray toward me and sat on her knees as I peered down at it. There was a glass of orange juice, undoubtedly Olivette’s, as well as two steaming cups of coffee and a massive stack of apple and cinnamon pancakes.

      The smell that wafted up with the steam was heavenly.

      “This looks so good,” I said.

      Olivette beamed at me, and the door opened to reveal Mav, who slipped inside with plates, napkins, and cutlery. He spotted me sitting up. “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

      “Morning.” I smiled. “How long have you two been up?”

      Mav and Olivette exchanged a look, and he shrugged. “I don’t know. Forty-five minutes or so?”

      I glanced at the clock. It was already eight-thirty. “I didn’t mean to sleep in so late. I’m sorry. Your mattress is so much more comfortable than mine.”

      Mav sat down on the other side of the bed and began passing the pancakes around. Olivette drowned hers in maple syrup before taking a massive bite. Her cheeks were all puffed up as she chewed, and I tried not to giggle at her expense. 

      “Are they good?” I asked.

      “Derishes,” she mumbled.

      Mav snorted and handed me my plate.

      I scooped extra apples onto my pancakes before I poured some maple syrup over them, and then I dug in. “Is your grandmother still coming to dinner tonight?”

      Mav nodded. “She sure is. She says she’s bringing her famous half-hour pudding, too. It’s one of Olivette’s favorites.”

      “I’ve never had half-hour pudding before,” I said.

      Both Mav and Olivette stared at me like I was a crazy person.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re missing out,” Mav said.

      “It’s like Heaven in a bowl,” Olivette said.

      “Is it now?” I asked. “I hope you two aren’t leading me on to think it’s better than it is. That would be a cruel trick.”

      “It’s better than these pancakes,” Olivette said.

      “Hey,” Mav said defensively, fake pouting.

      Olivette smiled up at him. “Sorry, Daddy. You think it is too.”

      He chuckled. “You’re right.”

      I set down my plate to take a sip of coffee. I relished the heat and the rich flavor on my tongue. “Everything is so good, you guys. Thank you. What did I do to deserve all this?”

      Mav and his daughter exchanged a look. They did this often. It was like they always had a little secret between them. I thought it was cute, and I never tried to force them to let me in on the scoop, but this look was different.

      This look held a promise.

      “Guys?” I asked suspiciously, narrowing my eyes at them.

      “We wanted to talk to you,” Olivette said.

      “To ask you something,” Mav clarified.

      Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. “Okay. What is it?”

      “We’ve been talking,” Mav said. “And Olivette and I are really happy with how things are going. We’re becoming a family, the three of us, but something isn’t right.”

      “What’s not right?” I asked, concern spreading through my chest.

      Olivette leaned forward to rest her hands on my ankles. “You live too far away.”

      Mav grinned at me. “We want you to move in with us, Allie.”

      My heart nearly soared right out of my chest. “You do? You both do?”

      They nodded in unison.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say yes,” Olivette pleaded.

      Mav nodded. “Say yes.”

      I looked back and forth between them. These were the two people I loved more than anything else in this world. They were my everything. Before them, life had been good. After them, it had been great. I couldn’t imagine a life without them, and I couldn’t agree more.

      I lived too far away.

      Even though it was only a ten-minute drive.

      I smiled. “Yes, I’m in. Let’s do it.”

      Olivette sprang to her feet and jumped on the bed. Mav lunged for the tray to steady it, but coffee and orange juice sloshed over the rims of the glasses and mugs and mixed together on the tray. Mav laughed and gave up, opting to tackle his daughter down to the mattress and attack her with tickles.

      I giggled and tried to rescue her, but he turned on me, pinned me down, and ruthlessly tickled me behind the knees. Olivette sprang into action and leapt on his back, and the room descended into fits of laughter as we spilled syrup and coffee and orange juice all over the bed.

      It was undoubtedly the most beautiful kind of mess. A mess of love. Of joy.

      And it was my mess.

      My family.

      I rolled off the bed as soon as I was free and sprang for the door. “Shotgun not cleaning up that mess!”

      Olivette was hot on my heels, and we both broke through the doorway as Mav groaned behind us. “I take it back. You can’t live with us. This is going to become a girls against boys situation way too fast.”

      “Too late for that!” I hollered.

      Olivette took my hand as we ran through the kitchen. Mav’s heels were hard on the hallway floors as he came after us. 

      I pulled Olivette in for a hug and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks for asking me to live with you guys.”

      She smiled up at me. “I love you.”

      Mav came around the corner and stopped.

      I smiled down at his daughter and stroked her hair off her forehead. “I love you too, sweetheart.”

      Mav and I shared our own look with our own secrets and promises. Promises of family, of growth, of love, and of a future bright with possibilities.

      Our future.
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