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Chapter One
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Marie

Marie Esposito stood in the doorway of her classroom, reviewing the colorful lesson plans she had meticulously prepared for her kindergarteners. She looked forward to the laughter and chaos that would inevitably unfold throughout the day. Focused on creating a nurturing environment for her students, Marie made it her mission to ensure each child felt loved and supported. She clapped her hands to get their attention.

"All right, class. It's time for our morning circle." Some kids were already sitting cross-legged on the floor while others continued to giggle and chase each other around the room. "Come on now. Let's gather around."

"Miss Marie, look at my new shoes," a little girl with pigtails squealed as she rushed towards Marie, lifting her foot proudly to show off the glittery sneakers.

“Wow, they're beautiful, Sophia," Marie praised, bending down to admire them. "Now, let's join the circle."

"Miss Marie, I lost my tooth yesterday," shouted another child, eagerly displaying the gap in his grin.

"Congratulations, Tommy. The Tooth Fairy must have been very busy last night." Marie gestured for him to sit.

As the children settled down, Marie tried to remember where she had gone to kindergarten. Fayetteville? Killeen?  They all melded together after a while. Growing up as an army brat, her family had moved from one place to another, which had made it difficult to make lasting friendships. Her nomadic upbringing had instilled in her a deep longing for stability, which drove her passion for teaching. She loved providing these kids with a sense of constancy and the security she often craved as a child.

"Today," she announced, "we're going to talk about our favorite meals." 

The kids cheered, eager to share. Marie reveled in their enthusiasm, determined to make every day a fun adventure for them.

"Let's go around in a circle.  Sophia, you start."

"Spaghetti and meatballs."

"Hot dogs and mac and cheese."

"Pizza."

"Happy."

"Happy?" Marie said, thrown by the answer.

Little Ray nodded.  "Happy Meal."

All righty then. "Me too, bud."  She could go for a chocolate shake and fries right about now.

Later that afternoon, the dismissal bell rang, and Marie helped wrangle her students onto the bus, high fiving each one as they passed by.

"Bye," a chorus of little voices sang out, waving from their bus seats.

"See you tomorrow, everyone. Have a great evening." She waved back, her heart swelling with affection for each child. As the bus pulled away, she turned to chat with her fellow teachers who were also on bus duty.

"Another day in paradise, huh?" Sam Richards, the third-grade teacher, joked.

"Wouldn't trade it for anything." And Marie meant it.  She finally felt like she belonged somewhere.

"Miss Marie, can you help me tie my shoes?" Timmy, who was waiting for his mother to pick him up, asked.

"You bet," she replied, kneeling down to help the young boy with his laces. She wondered if this time next year she would be pregnant or if she and Louis would be still settling into their house.

A house.  Just the thought of finally having a place that wasn’t rented was enough to make her daydream silly fantasies about gardening and pounding holes in the walls.

"Done." Marie announced, patting Timmy on the shoulder before watching him scamper off to join his friends. The sound of her phone buzzing in her pocket brought a smile to her face, but as she looked at the screen, her heart sank. No new messages from Louis. It was just a reminder for a staff meeting later in the week.

"Everything okay, Marie?" Sam asked.

"Yep, just waiting on a text from Louis," she admitted, forcing a smile. "You know how it is with the time difference."

"Ah, yes, long-distance relationships can be tough," he commiserated. 

“Oh this isn’t a long-distance relationship.” Marie was quick to correct him on that.  She dated a rockstar once and she would never put herself through that pain again.  Never knowing if this was the night he drank too much and let loneliness allow a groupie into his bed.  Going days without a phone call.  Having to read about his life in blogs and listen to podcasts just to hear his voice.

“Cheer up,” Sam said. "I'm sure he'll reply soon."

Marie hoped so.  She hated being clingy, but she was feeling that way.

"How's the wedding planning coming along? It must be tough with your fiancé traveling so much." Ana Patel, the first-grade teacher, said.

Marie shrugged, but her smile wavered a bit. "It's not easy, but we're making progress. He'll be home soon, and then we can really dive into the details. I can't wait to finally have my own family and put down roots."

When the school was finally empty of students, Marie took a moment to text Louis. Unlike Johnny Marquis, her old rockstar boyfriend, Louis was a responsible adult with a steady job. It was a welcome change, although his frequent business trips to France meant they spent more time apart than she would've liked. She typed out a quick message.

"Hope your meetings are going well. Can't wait to see you when you get back. We should talk about the flowers." 

She hit send, knowing the time difference may delay his response.

When they first met, Marie had just ended things with Johnny and had to go to her cousin’s wedding in Maine all by herself.  She felt so alone and that she’d never find anyone who would settle down with her.  

But Louis singled her out and approached her during the reception. A business associate of her cousin’s new husband, Louis dazzled her with his striking good looks and his slicked-back blonde hair.  He was a great dancer and an even better listener. As they chatted late into the night, Marie had been intrigued by his worldliness and ambition, but even more so by his desire to stop living from suitcase to suitcase. 

She had invited him to come visit her in her little town of New Paltz in New York and one thing had led to another.  It had been a whirlwind courtship and last month, after only knowing her for six months, Louis had asked her to marry him.

She had been with Johnny for six years.

And sure, dating Louis wasn’t crazy exciting.  He didn’t own a car, preferring to do ride share everywhere.  Johnny had a motorcycle.  Louis sold women’s shoes.  Johnny played drums for Mercury Horizon.  But at the end of the day, Louis was here and Johnny wasn’t.

Or Louis was usually here.

Marie slid into her car after a long day at school, the scent of crayons and glue sticks still clinging to her clothes. She started the engine and sighed, feeling the weight of the day beginning to lift from her shoulders. As the familiar hum of the radio filled the air, she turned on the heinie warmer and settled in to drive back to her apartment.

"Speak of the devil," Marie murmured as she recognized the opening notes of a Mercury Horizon song. Her fingers danced on the volume dial, cranking it up until the music coursed through her like an electric current. The melody transported her back in time, to hazy nights spent with the band and making love to Johnny Marquis, his shaggy black hair and dark green eyes locked onto hers as they moved together.

Yeah, it had been hard getting over him.  Getting used to the fact that he wouldn’t just zoom up in his motorcycle one day and take her on an adventure.

A puff of laughter escaped her lips as she remembered one particularly zany night when they'd decided to crash a wedding, both dressed in outrageous costumes. Johnny had appeared as a cowboy while she'd donned a mermaid tail and seashell bra. They'd twirled around the dance floor, stealing bites of cake and sips of champagne, both dizzy with first love and deep passion.

But the memories weren't all happy ones. Marie's smile faltered as she recalled their tearful breakup, the pain of knowing that they couldn't build a life together no matter how much they loved each other. Johnny's dreams of seeing the world clashed with her own desires for stability, and in the end, it had been too much for them to overcome. With a sudden flick of her wrist, she turned off the radio, plunging the car into silence.

***
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LATER THAT EVENING, Marie lounged on the couch, a glass of wine in hand, the comforting buzz of her lively Italian family surrounding her through the video call. Aunt Rosa was regaling the group with tales of her latest culinary exploits while Cousin Vinnie loudly complained about some workplace drama.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLIN

(0]
>
(e
e
aE

JAMIE K. MIDT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





