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      YOU FORGED MY SIGNATURE? You’re only eight years old!”

      Nick Tulane shifted his butt on a child’s chair five sizes too small for his six-foot-three frame and stared down at the top of his son’s head. Talk about déjà vu. How many times had he been the kid sitting there beside his dad, head bent low, waiting for the bad news to be delivered?

      The other kids in Matt’s class had left fifteen minutes earlier, filing out of the room with their backpacks and bags in tow, all of them chattering, yelling. Laughing. But Matt wasn’t laughing. And that, more than anything, cemented the truth in Nick’s mind. His son had actually—

      “I didn’t mean to—I just did. The teacher didn’t say anything.”

      “So you thought you were going to get away with it?”

      The knot in Nick’s stomach tightened. Matt’s voice trembled, but there was something more there. And whatever it was, whatever reason Matt had for doing such a thing, it was big. Why else would the counselor have called both of Nick’s businesses in order to track him down and set up a mandatory meeting on the last day of school? “What was in the note? Did you play a prank on the teacher?”

      Following in your footsteps already, eh, Nick?

      In his head, his father’s voice mocked him. Said scenes like this were the first of many paybacks he’d receive for all the problems he’d caused his parents when he was growing up. “What did the note say?”

      A big, fat tear rolled down Matt’s cheek and fell onto his hand. Matt wiped it on his cupcake-and juice-stained shorts. “Just…stuff.”

      “Yeah, I got that. But why didn’t you give it to me?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to know.”

      “Know what? What did—” He reined in his anger and forced himself to soften his tone. “What did your teacher say when she didn’t hear from me?” Nick was not his father’s son. He flat out refused to yell and shout at Matt, when the kid was already terrified. What’s done is done, as Nick’s grandfather always used to say.

      Nick was twelve the first time he’d altered his grade on a school paper, having wised up by then to the fact that it would buy him some time and delay punishment. But for Matt to be doing this stuff at eight…? Not good.

      “It wasn’t her. We had a substitute. A lot of ’em, ’cause Mrs. Reeder got sick and had to leave. Remember?”

      Vaguely. Nick waited for his son to continue, his heart pumping so loud he could hear the blood roaring in his ears. He should’ve been paying more attention. But the boy had seemed to be handling school okay. Did he need to go through Matt’s backpack every night? “How’d you do it?”

      “I copied your name from one of your work papers. I said you were too busy to come in, but that you’d come in later.”

      “And the substitute bought that?” How naive were these teachers—she couldn’t tell the difference in handwriting? Granted, his signature wasn’t much more than a capital T and a scrawl, but still…Nick struggled to remain even-tempered. “You haven’t told me why.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth and chin, the rough stubble reminding him he’d forgotten to shave this morning because he’d been in such a hurry to get Matt to school and himself to work. “What’s so bad that you didn’t want me to know about it?”

      Had his father felt this way? Was that why Alan Tulane had always ripped the air blue when Nick had been in trouble? Because here and now Nick felt like a total loser of a parent. How many men had an eight-year-old con man for a son?

      “Just…stuff. You were supposed to sign my homework and test papers. I thought I’d do better. Honest, Dad. I didn’t want you to worry or—”

      “Or what?”

      Matt sniffled loudly. “I didn’t want you to be mad or, you know, disappointed.”

      Nick’s anger deflated in an instant. Of all the things Matt could have said, he’d just hit his father where it hurt most. Disappointing a parent was something Nick identified with all too well. “You can come to me about anything. I thought you knew that.”

      A shrug was his answer. A loud and clear no.

      “Well, you should know that,” he said, nudging Matt with his elbow. “We stick together, right? Just us bachelors.”

      Matt gulped and wiped his wet cheeks with a sticky hand. “I tried really hard. I thought I’d do better. I’m sorry, Dad.”

      The words, Matt’s tone, were painfully sincere. “You should be sorry. What you did was wrong. But let’s take this one step at a time, okay? From what I gather, they don’t know you forged my signature on those papers. All they know is that I didn’t show up to talk to them, right? Since they don’t know what you did, I think maybe we won’t tell them.”

      “Really?”

      “We’ll handle that between us,” he promised. “But—”

      The classroom door swung open. “Mr. Tulane, thank you for coming.”

      Nick pushed himself to his feet and shook hands with the woman who must be the school counselor. Mr. Keener, the principal, came next. Nick remained standing while the two seated themselves, then reluctantly returned to his uncomfortable chair.

      “I’m Mrs. Chambers, and I understand you already know Mr. Keener?”

      Nick nodded. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Keener. I’ve been helping Uncle C. out at the Coyote, and we got a great shipment of steaks in last night. You’ll have to stop by.”

      The balding man perked up at the mention of his favorite meal. “I’ll do that,” he said, patting his protruding stomach. The counselor glanced at her watch pointedly and Keener cleared his throat. “Well, uh, Nick, I’m sure you need to get back to work so how ’bout we get down to why we asked you here? Mrs. Chambers will go over the situation for us, since we’re without a regular classroom teacher for Matt.”

      Nick glanced down at Matt. “Shouldn’t we talk privately?”

      The woman shifted in her seat, her gaze not quite meeting his. “There are times when we feel it best if the student is involved in the decision-making process, and this is one of those occasions. Mr. Tulane, we’re sorry for calling you in on such short notice but when it came to our attention that the letter Mrs. Reeder had sent home some time ago wasn’t followed up on and the postponed meeting hadn’t been rescheduled, well…It is the last day of school. All I can do is apologize on the school’s behalf for our mistake. I hope you’ll support the suggestions we’re about to make. Matt has had a bit of a rough year, but he’ll continue on to the fourth grade in the fall.”

      Matt’s head snapped up, his expression so relieved it brought a lump to Nick’s throat. His son couldn’t have flunked the school year without Nick knowing. Could he? Just how many papers and notes had Matt kept to himself?

      “But in order for Matt to stay current,” Mrs. Chambers added after a slight pause, “we’d like him to join us for summer school.”

      “Summer school!”

      Nick hushed Matt with a look his son instantly obeyed. Yet another indication of the trouble that Matt already knew he was in.

      “While your son’s grades have always fluctuated, in Mrs. Reeder’s absence Matt has truly struggled. Thus the note requesting a meeting with you, and the request for you to sign Matt’s homework papers. It was a way to keep you informed of his progress.”

      “I see.” He hadn’t signed any papers, not a single one. Meaning Matt had? Nick fidgeted, his toes tingling from cutoff circulation.

      “We’re to blame, too, Mr. Tulane. We do hope you understand this is an unusual situation and not the norm for our school. We want all our children to grow and prosper here at Beauty Elementary, and as I said, we take partial blame for failing to reschedule the meeting.”

      Nick wanted to tell her to skip the bull, but was afraid to open his mouth. He reminded himself that he had worked hard to not behave like his father, who would have jumped to his feet and exploded in a fury long before now.

      “Again, I want to stress the importance of your support, Mr. Tulane. We realize it may be an inconvenience, but we strongly recommend it for Matt. Even though—” she paused here “—we have no way of actively enforcing his participation. Summer school is voluntary, and parental cooperation is key.”

      “Why am I getting the feeling this is about more than a few papers?”

      Mr. Keener cleared his throat and stood. “Matt? Why don’t you come with me? We’ll go see how many of the teachers are left sorting out their rooms and get something to drink.”

      Matt obediently rose and headed for the door, glancing over his shoulder at his dad. The expression on his face was like a punch in the gut to Nick. “What’s going on?” he demanded the moment the door closed. “Why does Matt need summer school?”

      The counselor inhaled then sighed. “First off, we recommend summer school to all of our students as a way of retaining what they’ve been taught during the school year. For the students who’ve done poorly in class or for those who didn’t perform well on the standardized tests, we find it’s crucial to keeping up. Before I get into the details, the school asks that the parents not disclose test scores to the child because of emotional problems that can arise in relation to self-esteem. We don’t want Matt comparing himself to his peers. Every child is different and we realize that.”

      “Understood. How low were they?”

      “Matt will not be held back,” she repeated as though reading from a school administrators’ handbook. “With No Child Left Behind, we acknowledge there are social aspects to consider, as well as Matt’s emotional well-being, and summer school is a wonderful opportunity for him to catch up before he enters fourth grade and takes the required tests again.”

      “Mrs. Chambers, exactly how bad were Matt’s scores?”

      She avoided making direct eye contact. “On top of his poor scores in the classroom, Matt failed both portions of the standardized test.” Sliding a page from her folder closer to him, she pointed to a percentage and a graph. “Here are the average scores. The country’s, the state’s, the school’s…and Matt’s.”

      Ah, man. He’d had a dull headache before entering the school, and now between the fluorescent lights and the counselor’s words, the ache turned into a full-blown pounding. He rubbed his eyes and tried to focus on the numbers, wishing he could don his sunglasses and pretend he was anywhere but there. “I see.”

      “Let me assure you, Mr. Tulane, we’re going to do everything we can to help Matt.”

      The classroom door opened and Mr. Keener assessed the situation with a glance. The counselor gave him a discreet nod and closed her file folder, and the principal and Matt stepped inside. Matt walked over and slumped into his seat, the water bottle in his hand unopened.

      Mr. Keener drew their attention. Nick noted that the older man focused on Matt, his expression kindly. “Don’t be too upset about this, Matt. It’s a good opportunity, not a bad thing. And we’ll have fun here over the summer, too.”

      “What about Matt’s friends?” Nick asked, hoping to find a positive. “Maybe some of them are going to be here? Did any of his classmates…” His words trailed to a halt when a sweeping glance at the two school officials made him realize Matt was the only kid in his class who had done so badly he’d pretty much failed.

      “We never know who’ll take advantage of the summer-school program,” Mrs. Chambers said carefully, her unblinking look laced with meaning. “Matt’s friends could attend, but as yet I don’t believe any of them have been registered.”

      Matt shook his head firmly back and forth. “They’re not coming. Nobody wants to come if they don’t have to.”

      Nick cleared his throat and scooted back from the table to stretch out his legs, unable to breathe any longer with his knees against his chest. “Who teaches summer school?”

      There were questions he needed to ask. Things he needed to understand. Matt really was following in his footsteps, although much sooner than Nick might have expected.

      “Marcy Woodard,” Mr. Keener informed him. “She’s taught here for several years now, and she’s a wonderful teacher.”

      “Matt might also benefit from a tutor,” the counselor added.

      “The teacher can’t teach him? Isn’t that the point of Matt attending these classes?” Whoa, sounding like the old man there, Nick.

      The woman squirmed. “The number of teachers involved in the program depends on the number of students who sign up to attend. Right now, Ms. Woodard will be teaching all the students from first to third grade. As one of the oldest children in the class, Matt could very well find himself left largely to his own devices.”

      “Then why bother making him go at all, if the teacher isn’t going to be able to focus on what he needs to learn?” What kind of lame joke was that? Make the kid go through summer school for nothing?

      “Are you suggesting an alternative?” The counselor slid an awkward glance in Mr. Keener’s direction.

      Nick took a calming breath and looked down to see Matt rubbing the toe of one battered shoe against the other in agitation. The back of his neck was blood-red and he was having a hard time controlling his tears.

      Nick’s elbows dug into his thighs. “If I take on the expense of hiring a tutor, why would Matt need to attend summer school? Why not just hire a teacher myself, who would focus entirely on Matt and get him on track?”

      The counselor seemed surprised that he’d made the suggestion, as if she wasn’t used to parents cooperating. That might have been true with some of them, but Nick didn’t want Matt going through what he’d experienced growing up.

      “That would be wonderful.”

      “Then Matt wouldn’t have to attend summer school?”

      Hope radiated from Matt’s red-rimmed eyes. “Please, Dad?”

      All three turned to stare at Principal Keener. “One-on-one attention is always best.”

      Mrs. Chambers cleared her throat, the little lines forming around her mouth as she did so, giving her a lemon-pucker expression. “That does indeed sound like a wonderful idea, Mr. Tulane. However, as good as the plan is, your difficulty will be finding a qualified person willing to take on a summer-long position. Hiring a college student as a summer tutor is one thing, but hiring a certified teacher is quite another. And the cost may be an issue. Very few teachers will be willing to give up their vacation for the kind of tutoring Matt needs, and those who are will demand a hefty sum.”

      “We’ll make do.” Money wasn’t a factor. He had his share of expenses with his businesses, but he and Matt led a pretty simple life and he’d been using Uncle C.’s bookkeeper’s financial guidance for a while now. Tucker Dawson might look and sound like a good ol’ southern boy, but he was a genius when it came to accounting and finance.

      The beeper at the counselor’s waist buzzed, and she glanced at her watch again. “I’m sorry. I have another appointment I wasn’t able to reschedule. If I think of anyone willing to take on the job, I will certainly give you a call. Otherwise we’ll see Matt on June sixth. Summer school runs five days a week, five hours a day for eight weeks. It’s all explained in here,” she said, placing another folder on the table in front of them and sliding it forward. “There are medical release forms, as well as a lunch menu and schedule.” That done, the counselor made her excuses to both Nick and Mr. Keener, murmured goodbye to Matt and left.

      “Nick, I want to apologize for not staying on top of this.”

      “Looks as if we’re all at fault.”

      “Well, I appreciate your understanding. This must have come as a shock, and I hate that it happened this way. You probably thought everything was fine, since we didn’t contact you again.”

      Nick didn’t comment. Matt was a good kid. Nick didn’t want Keener thinking Matt was a problem. “Everybody makes mistakes. I didn’t stay in touch with Matt’s teachers like I should have. I’ll be more aware of things from now on.”

      “Matt? Would you mind stacking the chairs we used on top of the tables?” The principal tilted his head toward the door. “Nick?”

      Dreading whatever might come next, Nick followed the older man out of the classroom and shut the door behind them.

      “Nick, I realize no parent wants to hear what you just did, but Matt will be fine. If you can’t find a tutor, don’t worry. The standardized tests the kids take every fall and spring are basic. You can tutor Matt at home, and combined with the summer-school program I’m sure he’ll be ready for them.”

      The guilt made Nick sick. “I’d like to say it’s no problem, but I’m afraid that’s not really feasible for me right now, Mr. K. I’ll do anything to help Matt, you know that. But I’ve lost two of my employees this week, and I’m filling in for Cyrus managing the restaurant until he gets back from vacation.” Nick ran a hand over his hair and massaged the back of his neck. How had he dropped the ball with all this, lost control? He was a parental failure.

      “Worst-case scenario is that Matt has to attend summer school and you hire a teaching student to help him out at home. Either way, I’m sure he’ll learn what he needs to learn. It’ll be fine—you’ll see.”

      Not when Matt would hate every moment of it. It was a disaster waiting to happen. Then it hit him. “Tucker’s wife, Suzanne, is a teacher.” And she’d be discreet. “Maybe she can help us out.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Let me know what you find out.”

      “You’ll keep this quiet—between us?”

      The older man nodded, his sympathetic expression one of understanding. The man knew what it had been like for Nick, what it would be like for Matt if people knew. “Of course. This is between you, Matt and the school.”

      “It’s best that way. Otherwise you’ll have my father, mother and grandmother all down here on a daily basis.”

      “Heaven help me.” The older man shuddered at the thought of it. “I won’t say a word.”

      “Thanks.” Nick held out his hand. “I appreciate it.” The conversation over, Nick opened the classroom door. “Come on, Matt. Let’s go.” His son still looked as if he’d lost his best friend, and no doubt he was worrying about his punishment.

      “Don’t be too hard on him, Nick. He’s a Tulane through and through. Reminds me of your father, and you and your brothers. I spent a lot of years staring across my desk at you and Luke. Matt had the same look you wore every time I said I had to call your father. I can’t imagine you not putting yourself in Matt’s shoes, since you’ve been there so many times.”

      Nick nodded. Keener certainly had that right.

      Matt pushed the classroom door wide and stepped through. He dragged his feet, his backpack sagging from one shoulder. Father and son said goodbye to Mr. Keener and a few minutes later the late May sun hit them in the face.

      “So what do you think about all this?” Nick asked, unlocking the truck with a press of the key ring.

      “I don’t wanna go. I hate school. I wish I never had to go again!” Matt ran to the truck and yanked open a rear door, climbing inside and slamming it behind him.

      The moment Nick was behind the wheel, Matt wiped his face and stifled a sob. “Matt…”

      “Dad, please. Please. Don’t make me go. Everybody’ll think I’m stupid.”

      “Nobody will think you’re stupid.” Nick tossed the file folder Mrs. Chambers had given him onto the passenger seat, where it landed atop the latest bestseller on tape.

      “I am. Only losers have to go to summer school.”

      Nick ground his teeth until his jaw hurt. How many summers had he spent in school without any apparent success? Three? Five? “You’re not a loser, Matt. A loser wouldn’t take this chance to do better. I don’t want to hear you talking about yourself like that. Look, I’ll check in to hiring a teacher. If I can find one for a reasonable rate, you can stay home and no one will be the wiser. Okay?”

      “You promise?”

      “To try? Yeah, I’ll try. In the meantime, you’re going to be busing tables and doing dishes at the restaurant as punishment for lying.”

      “But, Dad—”

      “And no video games until further notice.” Nick added his best father’s glare. “Understood?”
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      JENNIFER ROSE SAT IN her car and stared at the entrance to the Old Coyote Bar and Grille. The last of the sun’s rays faded behind the Tennessee mountains surrounding the town of Beauty, giving everything a reddish pink tinge. She’d spent the afternoon finishing her student reports and taking care of all the details that came with the end of the school year, then she’d packed up her classroom and piled the stuff into her car. Now her hands were wrapped so tightly around her steering wheel that her fingers ached.

      “You can do this,” she murmured. “You can do this. Just go in there and tell them you’re going, as if nothing ever happened. Doesn’t matter if it’s all a lie because your plans are ruined. They don’t need to know that. What business is it of theirs, anyway? Come fall, you can say things fell through and it’s no big deal. Just stop whining and do it. You can do—”

      Her car door opened suddenly. “Out.”

      Jenn blinked and then glared at Suzanne Dawson, the teacher in the classroom next door to hers, and her best friend since she’d moved to town. Usually a smiling, easygoing person, her friend glared right back at Jenn.

      “You’ve been sitting here five minutes staring at the restaurant and muttering to yourself like a crazy woman. Let’s go—I’m starving.”

      The words brought a scowl. It so wasn’t fair. Suzanne ate nonstop and looked like a twig. “Have you lost more weight?”

      “Nice try. You’re going in there. Forget about all the D-Day stuff. Let’s have some fun.”

      Easy for her to say. Suzanne had major plans for the summer. Snorkeling. In Hawaii. Lying on the beach with her skinny body in a bathing suit that was comprised of strings and patches. If Suzanne wasn’t such a nice person, Jenn definitely would hate her. “I will. I am.” I’m going to do this.

      Declaration Day was a longstanding tradition at Beauty Elementary, a way to unwind and linger with friends the teachers probably wouldn’t see much over the summer. Every year until now Jenn had enjoyed the gathering because she’d actually had plans for the summer. Real plans, not fake ones.

      “Then what are you waiting for? You can’t let that jerk of an ex end your life just because he thought the grass was greener in what’s-her-name’s pants. It’s time to move on.” Suzanne reached in and began tugging on her arm. “Come on, out.”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming! And I know it’s time—it’s not that exactly.” But how could she explain? Suzanne wasn’t like her. She was outgoing and funny and always ready to party. She wouldn’t think twice about going on vacation alone. But Jenn?

      Stop being such a chicken. You should go. You should.

      Oh, why did vacationing alone seem so impossible?

      “You’re mad because that jerk shouldn’t have treated you the way he did. You’re mad because you let him—”

      “I didn’t let him. I brought up the idea of getting a divorce first. He just beat me to filing.”

      “And now you’re wondering if you’ll ever feel normal again.” Suzanne’s perfectly arched eyebrows rose. “Am I close?”

      Sort of. Actually she’d felt relatively normal for a while now, compared to the off-kilter, how-did-this-happen daze she’d been in for most of the past year, but what if what she really had to have out of life was something…extraordinary?

      You don’t ask for much, do you?

      She’d tell them she was going, then she’d go to her parents’ house in Cincinnati and lay by their condo pool. No pictures? No problem. She’d say she lost her phone. Or maybe someone stole it—or she could print some pictures off the Internet. That would work.

      Jenn swallowed, took a long look at the restaurant’s entrance and groaned. “You left out the part about how our divorce totally destroyed my vacation plans. Forget Todd—”

      “Thata girl.”

      “He’s a jerk and I know it, but, darn it, I really wanted to go on that vacation.”

      “Then go. But watch your language,” Suzanne teased. “Sheesh, are you getting wild on me or what?”

      If only.

      The thought came out of nowhere, but Jenn meant it. Wild wouldn’t care about traveling alone. Wild would see it as an adventure and fun and…There were times when she really wanted to be wild. Wanted to know that all the doubts and insecurities about herself, instilled by Todd, weren’t true. Was she having an early midlife crisis? A post-divorce meltdown?

      Suzanne snickered and Jenn blushed when she realized she’d been talking aloud. What all had she said?

      “Let’s go figure it out inside. Come on—it’s time to have some fun. Aren’t you tired of moping around?”

      Unbelievably so. “You know I am.”

      “Then smile. That’s the first trait of a woman out on the town. Her flirtatious smile. Oh, pulleeeze, that’s just sad. Fake it if you have to.” Her friend’s voice lowered and a glint appeared in her eyes. “You can’t tell me you never faked it with Todd.” She raised her hand, her thumb and first finger a couple inches apart. “Come on, be honest.”

      Jenn choked.

      “Ha, I knew it! That smile says it all—and it looks beautiful on you. Now, follow instructions and do this.” She held up a finger and tapped a front tooth.

      Jennifer glanced around the shadowy parking lot to see if anyone was watching them. “Suzanne—”

      “Do it.”

      Obedient, she tapped her tooth with her fingernail. What silliness was this?

      “Feel that?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Good. Remember that later. Because right now you’re going to go in there, smile that beautiful smile every single time you think about Cheating McCheater and have a great evening with friends. Right?”

      “Wh-right,” She hated that she sounded like Elmer Fudd. “But why am I doing this?” She dropped her hand in a hurry as an older couple drove by and shot her a funny look.

      Suzanne grinned. “Stop it. Why are you worried about them—who cares?”

      “Right.” She shrugged. “Not me.”

      “Good. And that,” Suzanne said, holding her crooked finger up in front of her mouth, “is in case I forget to tell you later. When you can’t feel it anymore?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Then it’s time to stop drinking.”

      An hour later, Jenn stared in wonder at Amy Warren. The first-grade teacher danced across the Old Coyote’s small dance floor completely uninhibited and, more importantly, not drunk.

      Despite Suzanne’s inane comment about knowing it was time to stop drinking when she couldn’t feel her teeth, Jenn and all the other teachers present were very aware of small-town public appearances and how a wrong move would reflect badly on all of them.

      The school board probably wouldn’t care if their teachers got together over drinks on the last day of the school year, but all those present had ordered soft drinks or iced tea so their professional reputations would remain intact and gossip would be kept at bay.

      Which meant Amy’s dancing had nothing to do with alcohol or reputations and everything to do with a lack of inhibition. And that begged the question…Was Todd right?

      So many reservations held Jenn back. She wanted to go to Paradise Island, but she was afraid. Who wanted to go on vacation alone?

      But look at the dance floor. She wouldn’t be alone there and she wanted to dance, and yet was she dancing? No.

      Chicken.

      With good reasons. The main one being her body and the extra weight she carried. Always a chubby kid, she’d long ago learned not to draw attention to herself. Since discovering her ex’s infidelity, all she had done was eat her disgust with herself, to the tune of a whopping twenty—oh, who was she kidding? thirty—pounds. In eighteen months. On a body that was already short and already soft, thirty pounds was a lot. One wiggle and everything on her jiggled. Who wanted to look like Jell-O?

      Rolling her eyes, Jenn grabbed her empty soda glass and got to her feet, unable to pull her gaze from Amy’s movements and the smile her friend wore as she danced and sang along to “It’s Raining Men”. How did she do that? How did Amy let go and have fun, dance, despite everyone watching?

      “Need another?”

      Startled out of her thoughts, she looked up and found herself face-to-face with a drop-dead-gorgeous man. The bartender? “Um…”

      A slow grin spread across his face. A heart-stopping, toe-curling, sex-me-down smile that mushed her insides into nothing in the split second it took the smile to reach his eyes.

      As if you’d ever stand a chance with a guy like him.

      On a scale from one to ten, she was a five at best. Maybe a six on a good day, and that was being way generous. He was a fifteen. And fifteens didn’t look at sixes.

      Unless they were a size six.

      “What would you like, sweetheart?”

      Sweetheart? The waiter had called her ma’am, not that there was anything wrong with that, but it had made her feel old. And fat. Ma’ams were typically more matronly and…substantial. Weren’t they?

      The bartender wants a big tip. It’s called flirting, Jenn. Remember that? Sadly, it had been a while. “A Coke. Please. Sorry, I’m a little distracted.”

      His grin widened, as if he’d heard that one before and her face burned with embarrassment. No doubt he had rendered more than one woman speechless over the years.

      “You want rum with that?”

      She shook her head and handed over her glass, imagining she felt a tingle streaking up her arm when their fingers brushed. Yeah, right. The bartender was six-feet-plus of hard-muscled male. The tanned, outdoorsy, athletic type that put Todd’s non-muscular lean build to shame. While he got her drink, Jenn tried to picture herself out with such a guy and failed.

      She hadn’t impressed her ex-husband, and she didn’t imagine short, pudgy and studious would appeal to a man whose biceps couldn’t be contained by the sleeves of his black T-shirt. If Todd had thought her boring, she’d be nothing short of coma-inducing to a man like this.

      “There you go. A Coke, straight up. Anything else?”

      How about you? She rolled her eyes at the foolish thought. Hey, at least you’ve got good taste. He would certainly be a great way to spend the summer. Maybe he’d want to go to Paradise? “No, th-thanks. What do I owe you?”

      White teeth flashed, all the brighter paired with his sun-darkened face and uniquely beautiful silver-blue eyes. Toss in the deeply etched lines bracketing both sides of his mouth and a day’s worth of stubble on his chin and cheeks, and gorgeous was a poor description. Pure fantasy was more accurate.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll let you slide this once.” That said, he tilted his head toward the others who were with her, smiling lazily. “Y’all look as if you’re having fun over there. Special occasion?”

      His slow Tennessee drawl sounded, oh, so sexy. Was there anything wrong with this guy? Where was the fairness in life—why couldn’t people be equally attractive? It was a question she’d like the answer to one day.

      Shaking her head at her thoughts, Jenn took in the scene. Fifteen teachers, all of them women, were out on the dance floor gyrating to the music blaring from the jukebox. Some had rhythm and some didn’t, but they were all having a blast and it showed. Why couldn’t she just close her eyes and go be a part of it? Just do it. Be wild.

      Jenn took a sip of her drink, her feet planted firmly on the well-worn wooden planks. “It’s the last-day-of-school celebration.”

      The bartender’s forehead wrinkled and he stared at the group, those stunning eyes of his becoming thoughtful. “The teacher thing. Uncle Cyrus mentioned that, but I’d forgotten about it.”

      Uncle Cyrus? She hadn’t lived in Beauty all her life like Suzanne, but she’d learned enough to know pretty much anyone who called the restaurant’s owner “uncle” was a Tulane, a member of one of the town’s founding families.

      “This is where all of the teachers reveal their master plans for summer vacation, right? You guys do this every year?”

      She nodded, amazed that he’d remember or care about such a thing. “Yeah.”

      The bartender continued to gaze at the teachers on the dance floor, the thought of something serious pulling his eyebrows low. “So where are the ones without plans?”

      She blinked. No way was she going to identify herself as the sole loser with nothing going on other than a measly graduate-level class for geeks. “Everyone plans something for summer, don’t they?”

      “I suppose. If you think of anyone who doesn’t, let me know.”

      “Why? Oh, you mean, to wait tables or something?”

      Mr. Gorgeous tapped the bar twice with his hand. “Something like that, yeah. Have fun on your teachers’ night out. Don’t get too wild.”

      There was that word again. Sighing, she watched the bartender walk over to a customer who was hiking her petite self up onto a bar stool. The woman wore a navel-revealing tank top stretched low across perky boobs, and her waist would have made Scarlett O’Hara turn as green as her window-curtain dress.

      Jenn had had a waist. Once.

      “Artificially enhanced,” Suzanne suddenly murmured from beside her. “Gets ’em every time.” She leaned against the bar and made a face. “’Til they get up close and personal, and realize most of them are hard as rocks.” She waggled her eyebrows and grinned. “Have I ever introduced you to Nick?”

      “Nick?”

      Suzanne inclined her head toward the bartender, who was now completely engrossed with Perky Boobs. “No, but that’s okay.”

      “What, you don’t like gorgeous men?”

      “On magazine covers, sure. But in real life they’re not for me.”

      “Oh, really. Why?” Suzanne demanded, the glint in her eyes stating loud and clear that if Jenn put herself down or said the wrong thing, she was going to hear about it.

      “Um…” Jenn took in Nick’s thick black hair. “I prefer blondes?”

      “The Jerk had brown hair.”

      “Exactly. See what I got for choosing a brunette?”

      “Uh-huh. You know, a little self-confidence goes a long way. You’re great with your students, but put you with adults and you freeze and become a wallflower.”

      “Kids are more fun. And wallflowers are…important. Who else can watch everyone’s purses and make sure the punch bowls are filled?”

      Suzanne shook her head at her. “I’m not going to win, am I?”

      “Not tonight.” Jenn smirked. “I’m on a roll.” And in a mood. It takes a lot of courage to lie through one’s teeth.

      “So I see. The others are saying it’s time to do the deed. Kim has to leave early and finish packing.”

      “Me, too. Leave early, I mean. It’s been a long day. Let’s go tease them with Hawaii, then I should head home.”

      Suzanne blocked her exit. “Suck it up, chick. Escape is not an option. Come on, you can’t leave us here alone. As the newbie hires, you, Amy and I have to close this party down, remember? Show the others what we’ve got?” she insisted, holding her hands up and dancing to the music.

      “What you’ve got. How does Hawaii compare to sitting at home eating Doritos every night or…or Jane. Did you hear? She’s going to Paris with her daughter. And Serena’s going on a missionary trip with her husband. Amy’s heading to Machu Picchu, Glenna’s going on a tour of Tuscany and Jody’s visiting Disney World with her family. There’s not going to be anyone left in Beauty this summer.” She sighed dramatically. “Guess I don’t need to lie about my plans. It’s not as if anyone is going to be here to know one way or the other.”

      Suzanne laughed. “Want a little cheese to go with that whine? Come on, it isn’t that bad.”

      “Are you sure I can’t just tell them I signed up for a human-development class for my master’s and be done with it? It’s plain, it’s boring…It’s me.”

      Suzanne made a sour face. “This summer is your first taste of freedom in how many years?”

      “Five,” Jenn admitted reluctantly. “Well, eight if you count two years of dating and the months until the divorce was final.”

      “And you don’t think it’s time to have some fun? Kick up your heels a bit?”

      “My divorce-care class taught me that it’s normal to feel anxious this way. They say it’s really important not to jump into relationships or projects too soon, because newly divorced people have a tendency to do impulsive things and regret them later.”

      Suzanne nodded. “That’s all well and good, but I don’t think by jumping they meant for you not to pick your feet up off the ground. Your divorce was final last December.”

      “Great Christmas present that was,” Jenn muttered. “Besides, who would want to date me like this?”

      “Okay, you want to hear me say it? Fine. I’ll admit you’ve put on a little weight but—”

      “A little?”

      “You still look great. Tell them exactly what you told me at school—that this summer is the Summer of Jenn. Have a makeover, then go to class and get out and about and when you meet a nice guy, you’ll realize you’re worrying for nothing.”

      “I do like the sound of that.”

      Suzanne wrapped an arm around Jenn’s shoulders and prodded her toward the tables. “Stick with me, kid. We’ll get you through this yet.”

      Jenn’s heart thudded in her chest, and she braced herself to face the group. She needed a nudge, something to get her sufficiently psyched to carry out her ideas about rejuvenating herself, body and soul. Trip or no trip. But what? Everyone knew a person had to have the right mindset to diet and exercise, and hers was seriously lacking motivation. All she wanted to do these days was drown her sorrows in chocolate.

      And then she saw him.

      Standing at the table surrounded by her friends, she noticed Todd at the entrance. He hadn’t gained an ounce since their divorce—if anything he looked better than ever. Then Todd turned to his side and snagged hold of his beach-bunny mistress and Jenn watched as the man she’d supported through med school, the man she’d spent way too much time on, waiting for him to call, to notice her, to care as he was supposed to care, lowered his head for a blazing kiss from the skinny bimbo who was barely out of high school.

      “Jenn, what are you doing this summer? Come on, tell us!”

      She felt Suzanne’s hand on her arm. “Are you okay? You look a little—”

      “I’m taking my life back,” she whispered, her voice growing stronger as anger and mortification coursed through her veins. She’d been such an easy mark. Someone to play mommy and take care of everything from laundry and cleaning and bills until the perfect trophy wife showed up. Well, not anymore. “This summer is all about me.” She nodded firmly to confirm her words. The Summer of Jenn. Oh, yeah, she liked that.

      She’d needed a kick in the pants? Well, this was definitely it. She wasn’t about to stand by and let Todd Dixon ruin the rest of her life. “It’s…it’s about taking control of my life, having fun and becoming the person I want to be.” Not the fool I’ve been.

      “Ohh, this sounds good,” Glenna said, her back to the scene unfolding by the entrance.

      Thank God the others didn’t see. But Jenn heard the whispers starting at the end of the long table, saw more and more of them turn their heads toward the entrance.

      “What are you going to do? Are you going somewhere? One of those spas in the desert?” Glenna asked.

      “Come on, Jenn, stop being so secretive,” Amy teased her.

      Using Suzanne’s trick, Jenn flashed them all a blazing smile, remembering that Todd hadn’t been all that great in bed. Ha! One good thing about dating someone so young was that the poor girl no doubt had a daddy complex and didn’t realize Todd’s four-minute sex-capades weren’t exactly world-class.

      Jenn grabbed her purse and keys and gave them a breezy woman-on-a-mission laugh. You can do this. “That’s something you’ll have to wait to hear about later. For now I’ve got to go or…or I’ll be late.”

      “Late for what? Jenn, you’re bad! Where are you going?”

      Jenn pretended not to hear as she walked away from the table. She marched right past the bar and the gorgeous bartender and Miss Perky Boobs. Past Todd and his sleazy arm candy, with her skirt too short and tight, her back bare in a halter top, without the slightest sign of a tan line, bra strap or fat roll, and out the door.

      And all the while she hoped and prayed no one would even notice.
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