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Chapter One

 


The Starbucks on the corner of Cleveland and
Harrison was always busy in the morning, but I made time to stop by
no matter what. It wasn’t the white chocolate mocha latte I ordered
every time that kept me coming back. Not even the idea the barista
who took my order knew my name and that I taught at Clearwater
Academy. Even the fact she flirted with me every chance she got
wasn’t the reason why I insisted on taking an hour and a half-long
visit, sipping my coffee in the corner with the best view of the
bar in the whole shop.

The drink was good, of
course, but it was the young man working the bar who had my
complete attention. I noticed him when he’d been manning the
register for the first time. I got his name off the tag he
wore. Alex. Alex’s
smile was what won me over. I began noticing other things about him
after that, like how his black hair often got in his pretty green
eyes, and the multiple earrings that lined not one but both
ears.

Alex was gorgeous; a little shorter than
myself, but not by much. He looked like he went to the gym. I found
myself trying to imagine what shape his body was in underneath the
black shirt and green apron. I realized I was staring when Alex
looked up from the coffee machine and made eye contact. I turned
away, facing my computer with an intensity that could kill; if that
were at all possible. My heart pounded, face heating as I stared at
the loaded document on the laptop. I’d opened the lesson plan
simply to have an excuse to sit at the tall table with the outlet
right next to it.

I chanced a quick glance over at the bar and
watched as Alex handed the cup of coffee to one of the waiting
customers with his usual smile. Damn it, that man could smile. It
was cute, the way his head tilted to the side just a little as he
flashed it to the young woman. For a moment, I felt a spark of
jealousy and smothered it with a gulp of the searing hot latte I
was clutching a little too tightly.

Today, I’ll do it.

I’d been telling myself that
for the past week. God, I feel like a
damned stalker. And at my age! I’m almost thirty! Where the hell had all my bravado gone? Bryant, my best
friend, teased me often enough already about not being able to ask
Alex on a date. The words “grow a pair” had been mentioned plenty
of times. I frowned at my cup as if it were the culprit. “I
have a pair, jackass,” I
muttered.

Taking a second swallow of the ridiculously
sweet drink, I snapped the laptop shut and stuffed it away in my
Swiss Army bag. I adjusted it over my shoulder and headed up to the
counter where Alex was cleaning the milk steamer on the espresso
machine. I stood there for a moment before I cleared my throat,
getting Alex’s attention instantly. He flashed that sweet smile
again; the subtle curve of his lips showed off his perfect teeth
and my heart skipped a couple of beats. I could swear he was
teasing me on purpose with that sexy smile. Words weren’t a thing
for a moment. I tore my gaze from his; having his attention on me
for longer than our usual brief exchange was almost too much. I
fiddled with the zipper on my bag as I struggled to remember how
speaking worked.

“Uh … h-hi. Yeah. Um, I was
wondering — I mean — this might come off as sudden or whatever,
but…” I paused, and forced myself to look at him and not the back
of the machine. I felt like a Neanderthal under those green eyes of
his.

He set aside his rag and leaned against the
top of the machine, resting his chin on his arms. Alex motioned
with his hand, a little twist of his wrist, to tell me to keep
going. I wet my lips and nodded.

“R-right. Uh … anyway … I
just — I wanted to say that you’re really kind of hot.” God, this
was harder than I expected. If I didn’t push through and ask the
damned question I was afraid my face would be permanently red for
the rest of my life. I closed my eyes and forced the rest out. “And
… would you like to have dinner with me?”

The words rushed at the end
and I held my breath. I waited for the answer, eyes squeezed shut.
But nothing came. Not a single peep out of Alex. I looked at him, a
little worried over the fact he wasn’t saying a single thing. Alex
had straightened from leaning on the machine. He looked like he was
in shock. I winced. Damn.

“Oh, I—” I stumbled on my
words, getting tongue tied, which only served to have Alex looking
even more confused. “Shit. I’m really sorry. I just … never mind.
Sorry to bother you.” I pushed off the counter and left the shop at
a brisk pace. I dug my keys from my pocket and mashed the unlock
button. My black Tacoma blinked yellow lights at me. I yanked the
door open and tossed the bag onto the passenger seat. The truck
roared to life after I jammed the key into the ignition.

“Damn it. God. He’s
straight, isn’t he? Fuck me.”

I left the parking lot in frustration — not
at Alex, but at myself for assuming things I shouldn't have and for
jumping the gun like that. I should have just talked to him
normally, gotten to know him better before laying it on him.
Goddamn it, I was such an idiot.

It took me five minutes to get down the
street and park at Clearwater Academy. I cut the engine and stared
at the dashboard with my arms laced over the wheel. I let out a
heavy sigh and banged my head. Damn.

Someone tapped on my window, startling me. I
glared at the man who stood there, waving with a giant smile on his
lips. I rolled my eyes and opened the door.

“So…” He drew the word out,
which annoyed me.

“You already know,” I
replied with too much acid in my tone. I gave him an apologetic
look.

Bryant shrugged. “Yeah, you looked like
you'd been kicked a couple of times. Sorry, Derrek. Maybe it just
wasn't meant to be. What did he say?”

I slammed the door after retrieving my bag
and we walked up to the school building. “He didn't say
anything.”

“What? Like, not even a
‘huh’ or something?”

“Not a peep,” I said with
emphasis. Bryant stared, then stroked the goatee he had going on
since last year. I knew what that meant; his “thoughtful”
expression was easy to spy. I also knew what it was he would be
thinking. If I was really good, which usually I was, I could guess
at what he’d say too.

“Maybe you shocked
him.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, shocked the words
right out of him. Look, I disgusted him, okay? End of story.”

“Nah, I don’t think so,”
Bryant insisted. He was as stubborn as a damned ox at times. Once
he had something in his head, it was all over for the opposing
team. “I’m betting he swings your way; I think you came off too
heavy. What’d you do? Did you jump right on into ‘dinner, home,
sex’?”

“What! No!” I stopped
outside the door to our shared office and then swallowed hard as I
corrected myself, “Well … I did ask if he’d go to dinner with me,
but I didn’t say the rest of that! And you wonder why people call
you a pervert,” I said as I shoved the door open and flicked the
light switch.

“Oh, I don’t wonder.
I know. Anyway,
try something else. I think you just shocked him.”

“No, I think he just doesn’t
like me. I’ve never even said two words to him before! There’s
never been a conversation.”

“Yeah, mostly because you
sit in the corner and ogle at him like a stalker.”

“This stapler is going to be
attached to your head in a minute.” I held the stapler up, waving
it at him as I sat down in my chair.

Bryant ignored my threat as he set his bag
down on the desk opposite of mine. Each side of the room was
completely different. Where his desk looked like a hurricane had
swept through it, mine was immaculate. It drove me nuts at times,
but it was one of those things I could ignore because we’d been
friends since high school.

“Try kicking up a
conversation next time instead of terrifying him with your
sex-depraved hovering.”

Instead of the stapler, I
snatched some printer paper and balled it into a tight wad. I
hurled it at his head and watched it bounce off his curls. It was
less satisfying than I’d thought it would be. Maybe the stapler would be a better bet next time.

He grinned at me. “Just saying,” he said,
shrugging.

“I hate you.”

“Yup, well, what would you
do without me?”

“A lot of things,” I
retorted as I twisted around in the chair to face my desk and pull
out my lesson plan to put some last minute finishing touches on
it.

“Like what? Drown yourself
in loneliness? Who is it that keeps dragging your sorry ass out of
that ridiculous apartment and into what most people call a
life?”

“I don’t know who this
person is, you must be hallucinating. Especially since bar hopping
is not for everyone, especially men at our age.”

Bryant laughed, the kind that roared from
his gut and had him doubling over in a fit. “Oh, God! You make us
sound old!”
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