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      “Cincinnati?” Jif blinked. “Isn’t that... cold?”

      Jordan lifted one shoulder, casually nonchalant. “Not as cold as North Dakota.”

      “But there’s no team in North Dakota.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I know, but I’m from there.”

      She’d forgotten. Or maybe he’d never told her?

      North Dakota. Brrr.

      Certainly colder than Charleston, South Carolina. And Cincinnati, too.

      Jif’s hands shook as she reached for her wine glass, breathing as she swirled the burgundy liquid, wafting notes of vanilla and oak tickling her nose.

      Being picked up by the Bengals in free agency had not been what she’d envisioned when Jordan, star receiver of the Charleston Raptors for the last four seasons, said he’d planned a special evening for them. Was she silly to have assumed the spa day, followed by getting her hair and nails done, and his request she wear his favorite little mini - a demure shade of ivory with pearl embellishments - would all lead to, well, a proposal, of course?

      She took a large gulp of wine, cringing as the rich, tannin-laden flavor drowned the light, citrus tang of her meal. Jordan had simply chosen the most expensive bottle, uncaring of the vintage or even whether it fit their food.

      That should have been her first clue. Who didn’t order champagne for a proposal?

      “When?” she croaked, still clearing the taste and her bitter disappointment from the back of her throat.

      Jordan spoke around a bite of steak. “Probably in a couple weeks. I want to find a place and get settled before pre-season starts.”

      He swigged off the last of his glass, then poured another, topping hers off, as well, though she’d only taken one swallow.

      In his defense, it probably went better with his steak than her fish.

      She forced another mouthful of the vile red liquid down her throat, then set the glass aside for a cleansing sip of ice water. She didn’t want the cloying aftertaste to ruin the rest of her meal.

      Well, ruin it more.

      Tall tapers flickered on the table, artfully arranged with a posy of flowers. The clink of silverware on fine porcelain surrounded them with a subtle chorus of music. Everything about Serrano’s whispered class; it had no need to scream when it catered to the highest of Charleston’s upper crust and had earned its first Michelin star a few months ago.

      Ostensibly for the steak. Though, maybe if she hadn’t requested the pistachio-crusted cod after Jordan had ordered the red—was it French? Italian? Which one tasted like feet?—she’d be enjoying the meal more. Then again, maybe if her boyfriend hadn’t dumped the news, he’d be moving halfway across the country in the next few weeks, she’d be enjoying it more, too.

      Okay, so not a proposal, but most couples live together before getting married, anyway. She could make this work.

      Her shoulders dropped as she smoothed her expression, the telltale pinch around her eyes bringing her mother’s voice to mind.

      Don’t squint, Jennifer, darling. You’ll get wrinkles.

      She smoothed her face and voice. “Congratulations.”

      Jordan grinned, a Golden Retriever eager for even the slightest word of praise. All the players were the same: so performance-driven in their professional lives, it bled into the personal.

      “But I can’t up and leave my students this late in the year.”

      His grin slowly faded as she spoke.

      She allowed an artful nose crinkle - not a wrinkle, of course, and far more adorable than a scowl. “Maybe in June? They’re probably already hiring for August, though, so unless you buy a place fast, I won’t be able to interview until next year. Or I’ll have to commute.”

      Typical.

      Assuming the rest of the world revolved around their weird schedule, assuming she’d drop her whole life because he’d switched teams.

      Well, she would, wouldn’t she? Or move every year, or whatever other sacrifices it took to support her pro-football-playing husband-to-be. She could even learn to like...Idaho? Iowa? She contemplated the location of Cincinnati as she took another bite.

      Although tiger-stripe-orange would not do her complexion any favors. She’d have to find a way to work around it.

      He frowned, draining his glass again. “I didn’t think you would, to be honest.”

      Jif’s eyebrows rose, and her mouth would have dropped open if not for the fish she chewed. She wasn’t a savage, for heaven’s sake.

      Adding insult to injury, he continued, “We’re not really like that, are we, Babe?”

      She swallowed. Hard. Then chased the suddenly dry fish with an ill-advised gulp of wine. It took a few moments for her stomach to settle and her eyes to cease watering, but when they did, she gathered herself, touching her napkin to her lips, before asking, “Not really like what?”

      “I dunno. Serious.” He said it like an epithet. A dirty epithet, and not dirty in the fun way.

      Okay, fair; before Jordan, she hadn’t really been the serious type, but they’d been together for a year, and even if wedding bells weren’t pealing, it meant something.

      Right?

      Instead, he’d geared her up for a proposal and then...

      Oh, my God.

      Was she being dumped?

      What did I do wrong? a tiny, broken voice asked from the back of her mind.

      Immediately, a sarcastic, bitter response mocked, You should have remembered he came from North Dakota, to start with. And worn that blue dress he liked more often. Not gone to Jackson’s gala without him... What did you think would happen when you couldn’t be perfect?

      All pretense at sophistication gone, she grabbed her wineglass and chugged the whole thing, ignoring the burn as it hit her stomach and swiping away the tears that formed as her tongue curled up into her throat.

      “Are we breaking up?” The words came out tight as her entire mouth puckered, and she didn’t even care that lip wrinkles were the worst kind.

      Your lipstick will always betray you, her mother’s voice judgmentally reminded her.

      “I’m going to take this job, Jif, and you’d hate Ohio.”

      Ohio! Of course.

      She probably wouldn’t be able to find Ohio on a map, and given she taught third grade, it must be in one of those boring, flyover states, right? Like, near Kansas or something? Why couldn’t he go play for the Chiefs? She’d love to get cozy with some of their WAGs!

      Jordan’s voice burbled through the space between them, light and gentle. “...chilling with you is super fun, of course, but, like I said, we’re not really like that.”

      Serious.

      Well, she could do fun. Light.

      Unserious.

      Jif, everyone’s favorite party girl.

      “No, of course we’re not. You’re right.” Her throat closed around the words, constricting, her body betraying the lie even as her mouth spoke it. “Well, best of luck, then. Congratulations, again.”

      She shot to her feet, faltering as a wave of vertigo hit her like a defensive end slipping past an offensive tackle on the quarterback’s blind side.

      That wine would be the death of her.

      Catching her balance, she spun, ready to slink away with her signature wiggle. Jordan may be moving, he may not be proposing, but she’d make sure he never forgot what he lost.

      Instead, her head swam, and gravity turned on its side.

      A crash echoed as pain lanced through her hip, but her movements were slow and weighted as she fought to rise. Then, Jordan’s sympathetic face hovered over her, and a concerned waiter waved to the maître d’ across the room.

      Conversations around them went silent, and not even the clink of silverware and plates let her imagine she wasn’t the center of the most embarrassing attention she’d ever received in her life, including the day her brother’s college teammate had compared kissing her to giving CPR to a bass.

      Colton had knocked him unconscious, getting both of them thrown out of a frat party she was technically too young to have been at anyway, but he’d ripped her a new one, too, right there on the front lawn.

      He’d always hated when she dated his teammates. Well, he’d be ecstatic that after tonight, she’d be single again and not attached to his fellow wide receiver.

      “Come on, Jif. I’ll take you home.” Jordan handed the maître d’ a credit card, then easily lifted her off the floor.

      By the time he carried her to the front door, the maître d’ handed Jordan’s card back to him with an effusive invitation to return. The grimace the maître d’ shot her, though, warned her she wouldn’t be welcome back into Serrano’s anytime soon, even on the arm of another one of Charleston’s famous football players.

      She closed her eyes and swallowed the humiliation as Jordan carried her out into the cool night.
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      Jif groaned as slats of sunlight snuck through the window blinds and fell fully across her eyes. Her brain throbbed, churning her stomach. Unfair that she’d only had the one glass of the vile wine and still felt this terrible. Maybe the fish had been off, too.

      She certainly wasn’t upset about Jordan dumping her. Absolutely not. In fact, had he really dumped her at all?

      She pieced the fragments of last night together, a puzzle with missing pieces.

      No, he’d simply noticed she wasn’t the type to settle down, and she’d agreed. Hadn’t he driven her home afterward and kissed her chastely on the cheek as he said goodbye? Guys didn’t do that for girls they’d just broken up with. Did they?

      No, he hadn’t dumped her. Why would he? A football player couldn’t hope to find a better woman: beautiful, supportive, with an aggressively curated image and a picture-perfect job guaranteed to turn a press release into a human-interest story. [Insert football player’s name here] announces his engagement to Jennifer Pritchard, devoted Raptors fan, sister of wide receiver Colton Pritchard, and third-grade teacher at Meadowlark Elementary School...

      They’d merely parted ways—amicably, of course—in the wake of his move to Columbus.

      That didn’t sound right. The Bengals had picked him up. Cincinnati, then.

      She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, willing the throb into a dull ache, and sat up slowly. Making her way to the kitchen, she dragged a bottle of Gatorade from the fridge.

      Red, blech.

      Despite being Jordan’s favorite, thus the type she stocked in her fridge, nothing beat blue.

      Lacking anything else, though, she popped the top and chugged, ignoring the uncanny similarity to last night’s wine and suppressing the urge to gag at the comparison.

      First things first, get herself cleaned up. Last night’s smoky eye had probably transformed into this morning’s rough-night-out with raccoon eyes. Then, call her squad. She and Jordan had dated for eleven months; more if you counted the weeks they’d spent having fun before officially getting together. She’d never been committed to a single person for such a long time, so her re-entry onto the dating scene was overdue. She’d need a wingman. A Goose to her Maverick.

      On a Saturday, Mickey’s would be a good place to start; a few of the O-line guys liked to hang out there, and if not, they could move on to Hanrahan’s. The defense preferred the Irish pub near the Battery, but between Jordan and Colton, maybe she should steer clear of the offense for a few weeks, anyway.

      Too bad Abby had already snapped up the quarterback, Scott, not that she wanted a ready-made family, kid already included.

      No, Jif loved Abby, but her friend could have Scott—and his son Dylan, too—and while she might wish for a single quarterback—the coup d’état of the football world and a guarantee of WAG status forever—she wouldn’t want it if it meant something had happened to Scott. Either traded or injured. Both sucked.

      Then again, he’d passed his mid-thirties a couple years ago, so if she held out long enough, she might get a shot with whoever replaced him after retirement.

      After a shower, she shook out her hair and reapplied her makeup. Too early to head to the bar, still, but nervous energy zinged through her veins. Is this what the guys experienced before a game? The anticipation, the knife-edge of anxiety cutting through it, sharp enough to feel dangerous and keep things interesting.

      Grabbing her purse, she texted Britt. A little retail therapy would help quell the last of her disappointment over Jordan, and maybe she’d find a new dress to celebrate her re-entry onto the dating scene tonight.

      “Tell. Me. Everything,” Britt squealed as she ran up to Jif, air-kissing her cheeks and grabbing her left hand. Flipping it over several times, her face fell. “He didn’t propose?”

      “He’s going to the Bengals, and there’s no way I could leave Colton. Raptors for life, baby, right?” She pursed her lips, affecting nonchalance about the whole thing until Britt’s disappointment melted away. Absolutely already over Jordan and the drama of their dinner, she’d prove it today by being her usual, bubbly self. “And to celebrate, I think I need something in silver. Something sparkly.”

      Nothing in black; she wasn’t mourning. No, siree.

      “Silver?” Britt arched a brow, twitching a lock of Jif’s caramel-brown hair. “Are you sure?”

      She had a point: gold would go better with her coloring, but the Saints and the 49ers wore gold, not the Raptors. She bled black and silver, so silver it would be.

      “Yup.” She popped the p, pulling Britt into her favorite boutique on King Street.

      A little touristy, sure, but at least most of the storefronts were still locally owned and operated. Early on, she’d made the mistake of shopping at department stores, but she’d learned, and she’d never again have to bear the humiliation of arriving at a game after-party wearing the same thing as someone else. Especially some of the dime-a-dozen girlfriends the guys went through like jerseys during training camp.

      She was the sister of Colton Pritchard. Sure, she dated the guys, but at the end of the day, she still stayed a step above the groupies.

      “So, what happened?” Britt whipped a woven, white dress off the rack, then shoved it back in as Jif shook her head.

      “Silver, Britt. Silver.” No black. And definitely no white.

      Britt picked another dress and held it up against Jif’s body. “What about this?”

      Jif pulled it to her chest. “Perfect. Do they have it in a four?”

      “I’m sure they do...”

      “Good, I’ll try that one.”

      She ignored Britt’s frown as she rifled through the rack. It might be a little tight in the chest, but she prided herself on keeping her figure slim. No sixes for her, thank you. Taking it to the dressing room, she whipped off her jeans and top and shimmied into them.

      “Like I said, he’s going to Cincinnati. I wouldn’t have gone even if he’d asked.”

      A gasp came from beyond the echoing stall. “He didn’t even ask? I thought for sure you guys were headed down the aisle.”

      Jif twisted, trying to zip herself up. “No way. I’m not a down-the-aisle kind of girl.”

      “Well, I thought things with Jordan were different.”

      Jif frowned, the zipper catching at her mid-back and refusing to go any higher. The dampener on her mood certainly wasn’t because maybe she’d thought so, too. “Forget it, Britt. Here, help me with this?”

      She flung the door open, presenting her back to her best friend.

      With a little help, the zipper finally closed, and though she gasped at the pressure, when she strutted to the mirror, a slow grin stretched across her face.

      “Oh yeah, this is definitely ending up on someone’s floor tonight.” She waggled her eyebrows comically in the mirror, then broke into laughter.

      Britt giggled. “There’s the Jif I love.”

      “So, you’ll come with me?”

      Britt didn’t understand the whole football mystique, so she made a perfect wingman because she always hyped Jif up but didn’t ever compete.

      “I shouldn’t. I have grading...”

      “Please?” Jif begged. She needed to act fast if she wanted to get ahead of the rumor mill and push her narrative of a mutual split. “I’ll help you grade tomorrow.”

      Britt sighed. “Fine, but you have to help me find something, too.”

      Jif jumped in place. “Deal!”

      “And,” Britt held up a finger. “You have to actually come over tomorrow afternoon and help me grade. Those math problems won’t solve themselves.”

      “Fine,” she huffed. She hated grading; hence, the reason she taught elementary school instead of middle school.

      “And bring lunch.”

      Jif rolled her eyes, but she shimmied back out of the silver-spangled dress. With Britt at her side, it would be a great night!
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      Jif knocked back the last swallow of her drink and raised her empty glass in the air, gyrating along with the deafening music. Her new silver dress hugged every curve, and she didn’t mind the delicate weight of lingering eyes tracing the lines of her body, especially not when they came from the three players who had agreed to join them after a few drinks at Hanrahan’s.

      Okay, technically only two were available, since Jimmy had brought his latest girlfriend. Jif hadn’t bothered to learn her name. She’d probably be gone in a month, anyway, and this deep into the off-season, she’d never attend a game.

      Jif frowned as Britt tipped her head close to the new girl’s, listening intently.

      Sliding out from between Garrett and Jonah, she slid her glass onto the table and grabbed Britt’s arm. “C’mon, you’re missing all the fun, and you look far too hot to babysit the table tonight.”

      A flash of disappointment crossed the other woman’s face, but Jif ignored her, tugging Britt back to where Garrett and Jonah waited.

      “Which one?” she hollered in her friend’s ear.

      Britt’s gaze lingered on Garrett.

      The corners of Jif’s mouth curled up in a sly grin. Shoving Britt toward the towering blond defensive end, she winked when her friend stumbled right into his arms, and he caught her, pulling her close before bending down to her ear.

      A flash of color pinked her cheeks at whatever he said, then, as the music slowed, she let him draw her in.

      Smiling, Jif turned to Jonah.

      She didn’t mind letting Britt have Garrett. Smoking hot, of course, as all the guys were, but she preferred the lithe builds of the backs to the heft of the linemen. Plus, been there. Done that.

      Stepping into Jonah’s arms, she smiled, flashing her perfect, white teeth before creeping her hand up his shoulder and winding her fingers into the springy curls at the nape of his neck. Though slower, the music remained far too loud for conversation, but given his eyes locked on hers and the way he’d tugged her hips flush with his as his body moved to the rhythm, leading them both through the heavy beat, words weren’t necessary.

      His head dipped close to hers, and she shivered as his breath caressed her ear. “Do you need another drink?”

      She shook her head, comfortably in the space between appropriately buzzed but not so far gone that her head swam. After the wine last night, she didn’t want to risk overdoing it. Besides, too much alcohol would impede her plans for the rest of the evening.

      Even in heels, she barely came to Jonah’s chin, and her body slid deliciously along his as she pressed up to her tiptoes to reply, “I think I’m ready to get out of here.”

      His eyes dilated as she grabbed his hand, twining her fingers in his, and dragged him back toward their table. Scooping up her purse, she blew a kiss at Jimmy, then whirled to search for Britt. The music picked back up, the lights flashing, and she caught sight of her friend still wrapped in Garrett’s arms on the fringes of the dance floor. Ignoring the tempo, they still swayed together, lips moving rapidly as they talked, despite the noise. How could they hear each other over this racket?

      Jif waved, wondering if she should interrupt to say goodbye. Britt didn’t usually find a guy when she went out with Jif, so she hesitated to interfere. On the other hand, she didn’t want to abandon her friend.

      Jonah’s palm sliding down the line of her hip decided her. She’d planned to go home with someone tonight, and given the slow, sultry pressure of his touch, Jonah was wholly on board, as well. She turned back to him and wet her lips, gently nibbling the bottom one as she met his eyes.

      The dark brown of his irises was practically invisible in the dark room, but his pupils shimmered as they locked onto the slow drag of her teeth, and he pulled her under his arm and steered them out of the club.

      She shivered as a blast of cooler air buffeted them on the sidewalk outside, but Jonah slung his jacket over her shoulders. Burying her nose in the collar, she inhaled while they waited for the valet to bring his truck around.

      Sandalwood and musk, both scents she loved. She couldn’t stand leather, or bourbon, or spice, but the first time she’d kissed Jordan, the whiff of fresh Christmas in her nose, her traitorous brain had reminded her of childhood holidays and a sense of home. One she’d long since lost, never to be fully recovered, no matter how hard she tried.

      The truck arrived, and Jonah pulled the passenger door open. Jif shook her head, dispelling the niggling memory of Jordan, then sized up the running boards, higher than her mid-thigh.

      “Here,” Jonah boosted her up, his large hands encircling her waist, lifting her easily. She planted her toes and slid into the seat, his palm dragging across her lower back, then drifting down her thigh, mostly exposed as the short skirt of her dress left her butt almost in contact with the warm leather beneath her. She smirked down at him.

      She’d never understand NFL players and their obsession with cars, especially huge, jacked-up trucks. Jonah certainly had nothing to prove, unlike those guys who hung plastic balls off their trailer hitches.

      No, she’d always prefer a nice, sporty little car. Maybe a Ferrari or a Lamborghini. Jordan had an Aston Martin... She frowned and bit her lip as Jonah climbed into the driver’s seat beside her. A reflex this time, instead of a deliberate attempt at seduction.

      Why couldn’t she get Jordan out of her head? Their relationship was done. Over. He’d left her, and she wouldn’t waste time grieving.

      Quashing any more thoughts of her ex-boyfriend, she slid across the massive bench seat and twined her arms around Jonah’s not-insignificant bicep. She leaned into his side, kicking her feet up next to her and dropping her head onto his shoulder. His hands clenched the steering wheel, knuckles turning his dark skin momentarily paler as he hit the accelerator and pulled away from the club. Then, his right hand dropped to caress her knee, his long fingers tracing circles on the bare skin.

      Yep, this was exactly what she needed to get over Jordan.
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      Saturday night with Jonah had faded like a lackluster mid-season win against a non-division rival by Tuesday afternoon. Not that it had been bad. His attention had been exactly what she needed to shake the sting of Jordan’s words, but facing down a defensive line of third graders would terrify even the most seasoned quarterback.

      For Jif, they were a delightfully complex challenge requiring all her intellectual and emotional energy to manage.

      “Okay, y’all, finish up your math wraps and turn them into the basket, then you can have twenty minutes of quiet reading time. Scout and Emma, it’s your turn in the book nook. Elias, buddy: tool, not toy. Please don’t lasso your table mates.”

      While her voice remained firm, amusement brought a flutter to the corners of her lips. She had a couple tough kids this year, but they didn’t mean any harm. What elementary schooler didn’t occasionally have some impulse control problems? But they could all read, and most of them could work independently. Hormones hadn’t hit yet, so they were still mostly respectful, although a few needed a little more structure at home. Jif empathized; sometimes, structure at home didn’t come easily.

      She’d kept her promise to help Britt grade on Sunday, and one of those students had drawn a penis as his coordinate plane design. A middle schooler. Jif shivered. Nope, she’d take elementary any day.

      Her eyes darted over her class as they shuffled, giggled, and finally settled to their tasks. In the corner, two girls bent their heads together.

      “Shera, Laila, what are you supposed to be doing right now?”

      Both shot guilty glances her way, then cracked open their books.

      Jif kept an eye on them as she collected the pages for their next subject and pulled up the lesson, sending it to the classroom smart screen.

      An ear-splitting screech shattered the quiet, followed by a deafening boom, then a crash. More sounds followed: shattering glass, rending metal. The lights flickered, then went out. A series of pops echoed outside.

      Jif’s heart nearly stopped in her chest, a wave of adrenaline hitting her system more intensely than a Hail Mary pass at the end of a championship game. Had those been gunshots?

      Her hands shook as the quiet classroom turned chaotic in an instant. Students leaped out of their seats, squeals of fear bombarded Jif’s ears, and Hannah curled under her desk, arms over her head.

      “This isn’t an earthquake, Hannah, please come out.” Jif took a steadying breath, but her voice trembled as she clapped for quiet. “Everyone, please line up by the door.”

      While they gathered, she poked her head into the hall to find other teachers milling with their students, as well.

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “Should we evacuate?”

      “I think we’re supposed to stay in place.”

      So much for all those drills the district insisted on practicing.

      Jif squeezed her hands together. Should she clear her classroom? Those pops, though. If they were gunshots, they should lock the door and pull the shades.

      Before she could act, another boom sounded - closer this time. Several more followed. A moment later, the fire alarms went off, shrieking a warning and flashing strobes of light. Almost all the kids ducked, and more wails of fear chorused up, magnified by the students in the hallway and several teachers.

      Her stomach churned.

      “Let’s go, we’re leaving. Now. Elias, get in line. Jacob, leave Danny alone.” Her voice snapped commands, and the kids were scared enough to follow her instructions, though a few took a moment to obey, their eyes wide and terrified.

      God, she hoped she wasn’t leading them into a worse situation than the one they were leaving behind.

      Those stupid trainings hadn’t prepared her for the indecision, the panic, the weight of almost thirty small lives, now fully her responsibility.

      Hannah slid her hand into Jif’s.

      “Everything is going to be okay. I’ve got you,” Jif reassured her. “Come on, y’all.”

      They followed another class down the hall and out the side door, then Jif chivvied and cajoled her kids across the street and into a big, empty field. Like ducklings, their line wavered, but she herded them toward the edge, under the shadow of the large magnolias lining the grassy area.

      Her eyes flitted from group to group, then scanned the sidewalks and the abandoned school, searching for anything suspicious. Anyone suspicious.

      More likely a fire drill than an intruder, she told herself, but what were those sounds before? The crashing and popping? Had someone pulled the alarm to force everyone outside? Jif’s stomach roiled, and her breath came in quick gasps, but she turned to her class and herded them a few more feet under the trees, eyes constantly moving.

      Elias edged toward a line of red madrona trunks, and Jif pinned him with a hard glare.

      “Why don’t we all sit down in a circle?” She dropped to her knees in the grass, avoiding the piled red dirt of a fire ant nest. Usually, she had a classroom full of tools to help manage downtime, but for now, she’d be on her own. “Let’s play Twenty Questions. Hannah, you go first.”

      The field settled slowly around them, other teachers corralling their classes and finding ways to keep the kids busy until the all-clear came from the administration.

      Tense minutes passed, Jif craning her neck to watch in all directions at once, her heartbeat spiking with every stranger in the distance, every vehicle slowing to a crawl as it passed the school, rubber-neckers curious about the flashing lights.

      From where they waited, the strobing white, blue, and red lights reflected off some distant buildings, punctuated by an occasional siren, but no one came out to reassure them.

      Had someone been hurt?

      On purpose or by accident?

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      Scout repeated her question, but Jif kept only half her attention on her students, her nerves trembling, her muscles poised to react to any threat.

      Under the trees, she’d tell her kids. Hide! Don’t come out! Stay low and find cover. Go!

      They played another round of Twenty Questions, then switched to an alliteration game.

      Jif’s head remained on a swivel as Danny searched for a food a cranky kangaroo from the Caribbean might eat.

      “Canned corn,” she snapped, then bit her lip. “Sorry, you can choose whatever you want, Danny.”

      “I hate corn,” Shera announced, and several kids in the next group over glanced at their circle.

      “Shh, Shera. Quiet voice, please.” Jif swept her eyes over the field again, hands shaking as she eyed the cover of the trees again. Should she move them now, just in case?

      Dana’s class had circled up too far from the verge; they’d be easy targets if someone came after them.

      Her breathing quickened and she pressed her hands to her chest, willing herself to calm, but she couldn’t quite manage it.

      What was taking so long?

      Lauren, the principal, exited the school, stepping quickly across the street and waving them in.

      At the sight of her, Jif’s shaky breaths steadied.

      She and several other teachers leaped to their feet. Waving Chase, a second-grade teacher who had gathered his students nearby, onward, she stood between the two classes as he hurried off to get an update.

      Jif shifted from foot to foot while she waited, smiling reassuringly at any kids who made eye contact with her.

      Without their teacher, Chase’s class turned squirrely, so she combined the two groups, quickly pairing her students with the younger ones, hoping they’d set a good example.

      A few moments later, Chase tromped back through the grass.

      “Someone hit a utility pole out front, taking out the transformers for several blocks. The pole came down on part of the roof and the truck slid through the parking lot into the main office. No one is hurt and the fire department is sweeping the building, but it’ll be a couple days before all the damage can be evaluated. They’re sending the kids home early.”

      Jif’s head spun as the last vestiges of adrenaline bled out of her system and she wanted to sink to her knees. Instead, she forced her shoulders back. Her students needed her to stay strong, no matter how much she wanted to curl into a ball and sob her relief.

      A car accident. Nothing worse. Those pops... She hadn’t really thought they were gunshots, but with all the drills they did...

      Just transformers blowing up.

      She took another steadying breath. “Okay.”

      “Lauren says she’ll let us in class by class to get our stuff once the fire department is done.”

      Jif waved her kids into a group while Chase gathered his back into a second circle.

      “Everything’s okay, y’all,” she reassured them. “Just a car crash. We’ll be able to get our stuff in a little while and then you’ll go home as soon as we can call your parents, okay?”

      It took several hours to clear the school, help students gather their things, then get them on buses and into their parents’ cars, and by the end, Jif’s nerves were shot. The initial fear, followed by the rush of adrenaline, then the long, grueling wait for their turn, never mind fielding the dozens of emails thrown around by administration and a few nervous parents demanding answers directly from her.

      At least everyone agreed the school would have to close for a day or two.

      Initially, there’d been rumblings about switching to online school for the duration, but the teachers scuttled that idea pretty quickly. With no prep time, Jif didn’t have the resources she’d need to keep the class engaged for a full day. Never mind more than one. The last email of the night warned her to stay tuned in the morning while admin came up with a workable solution for the interim.

      Jif toasted her laptop, then swallowed the last of her wine, a light, sweet pink, much more palatable than Jordan’s red and well-deserved after the day she’d had.
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      Jif’s heart leaped, tension crashing through her for an instant until her brain caught up with her ears and she grabbed for her phone, buzzing on the counter. Sipping her coffee, she tucked it into the crook of her shoulder.

      “Pete’s Pizza Palace, what’s your pleasure?” If her voice wavered, still breathless as the panic flooding her system slowly receded, her chipper tone would deflect notice.

      “I’ll take a large supreme with extra pepperoni and pineapple.”

      “You monster,” Jif joked.

      “What can I say? I like a little sweet with my spicy.”

      “Ugh,” she gagged theatrically. “Colton, I do not need to know that about you.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t need to hear my teammates comparing notes about you in the locker room, yet here we are. You’ll live.”

      Jif winced. She’d assumed a certain amount of discretion might rule, but apparently not. “Were you calling for a reason?”

      “I saw your school on the news this morning. You okay?”

      She picked at a nail. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I dunno. Seemed kind of serious. They’re saying there’s over a million dollars in damage.”

      “It could have been worse.”

      So. Much. Worse. Her hands shook as those first few moments, the popping explosions, drowned out the sound of her brother’s voice. She shook her head.

      “... call mom.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      Colton only spoke after a long silence. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Peachy-keen, jellybean.” She didn’t generally care for Colton’s overprotective streak, and today wasn’t an exception.

      “Whatever. Call mom. She’s worried about you.”

      “Because of what happened at the school?”

      “And... other things.”

      “Colt,” she whined his name into at least three syllables. “You told her?”

      “Well, stupid me, I kind of assumed you’d already said something about Jordan. Why didn’t you?”

      “You know how she is.” Jif fidgeted in her seat. “I didn’t want to deal with her disappointment. I’m twenty-four, for heaven’s sake. I’m not an old maid yet.”

      “Come on, she...”

      “She was raised in a different time,” Jif interrupted, mimicking one of Colton’s mantras for dealing with their mother. Funny how needing a spouse to have a complete and fulfilled life only applied to her daughter, not her son. Though six years older, their mom never harassed Colton about settling down. Besides, marriage hadn’t exactly worked out well for Grace Pritchard, and even if she didn’t have any physical scars to prove it, she and Jif both bore the emotional ones.

      “Call her. Or, better yet, they said you’d be out of school for a couple days. You should go by.”

      “I’m not...”

      “You haven’t seen her since Christmas.”

      “How do you...”

      “Seriously, Jif? You live less than a half-hour’s drive away. It wouldn’t kill you to visit.”

      “It might.”

      “It won’t,” Colton bit out. “And someday, you might wish you had a better relationship with her.”

      “Like when she’s dead?” Jif scoffed. “We have a way to go before we get there, I’m sure, and in the meantime, I’m tired of never being good enough for her.”

      Her mother didn’t want a relationship, she wanted a picture-perfect daughter, one who reflected glory back onto her as the magnificent matriarch of the Pritchard family.

      “You think you’re under pressure...”

      Jif laughed. “Ah, has she accepted she won’t be getting any grandchildren from me and finally started in on you?”

      “Har, har. I know you don’t want to do this, but will you? For me?”

      “Fine,” Jif muttered.

      If it would make him happy, she’d suck up her discomfort and resentment. She owed him, after all, even if there were some things he didn’t understand. Couldn’t understand. Her fraught relationship with their mother being one of them. Then again, she had a beautiful apartment with a view of the park, an astronomical spending limit on her credit card, and no student loans, all courtesy of Colton’s contract with the Raptors. She could probably make an effort.

      “I’ll call her. I’ll even go over if she’s free.”

      “Thank you.” Did she imagine the note of relief in his voice? “I’ll see you Saturday.”

      Jif perked up. “About that...”

      “Whatever you got last weekend will be fine.”

      “Party-pooper. Are you monitoring me again?”

      “Hardly. I get an alert every time you spend over five hundred dollars. Speaking of, what the heck is The Golden Duckling?”

      “Ooh, now you are being a party pooper,” Jif teased. “It’s too close to your birthday to ask questions.”

      “I don’t need you to buy me any more rubber ducks.”

      “But a seven-foot Raptors-themed duck would be so majestic in your pool, especially during parties...”

      “I don’t host any parties,” he interrupted her.

      “...and if you got a Panthers one, too, you could stage mock duck battles,” she continued, ignoring him.

      “No ducks, Jif. I have enough already, including...” he spoke over her protests, “an entire NFL line.”

      “But not a special edition misprint from your alma mater,” she teased.

      “Special edition?” His tone wavered.

      “Misprint,” she reiterated. “One of a kind. Well, technically three of a kind, but the point stands.”

      “I can buy my own darn ducks,” Colton grumbled, but with no bite in his tone.

      “One of these days, I’m going to get you a real one,” Jif teased. “White, with a curly feather on its tail. You should have gone to the University of Oregon.”

      “I don’t think choosing a college based on its mascot is very wise.”

      “Maybe not, but you’d have had all the merch.”

      Colton laughed. “Probably, but you still shouldn’t be dropping hundreds of dollars on a rubber duck.”

      “You like them,” Jif stated simply. And what her brother liked, she’d make darn sure he got if it was within her power. Which, in this case, it was. “Does that mean I can get a new dress?”

      “No,” Colton bit out. “Jonah said the one you bought last weekend was perfect.”

      Jif groaned. He’d said it Saturday night, too, except it had been followed with on my floor and then had ended up there. She sure hoped he hadn’t added any commentary when talking to her brother. He wouldn’t have, would he?

      “He’s already seen me in it,” she tried.

      “But no one else has.”

      “Garrett...”

      “Geez, Jif.” He groaned this time.

      “Not separately...” She paused, realizing how she sounded. “Well, yes. I mean...”

      Colton huffed. “I don’t want to know. Wear the dress, you don’t need a new one.”

      Then, he hung up
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      Jif pushed open the heavy front door of her mother’s massive home in a Charleston subdivision. Five bedrooms, three-and-a-half bathrooms, a wet bar in the den, two verandahs, and a hot tub might seem like a little much for one person, but if Jif had a dream house, something very much like this would be it. Maybe on Daniel Island. Or in Harleston if she wanted something more urban. Both would be best, of course.

      Jif let herself in, not because she had a key, but because her mother never locked the door. The kindhearted would call Grace Pritchard innocent; the heartless would call her naïve.

      She dropped her purse on the bench by the door and kicked off her shoes. Colton was right, their mom came from a time and culture so far removed from her children’s it may as well be the difference between leather helmets and modern, polycarbonate ones with SpeedFlex panels.

      “Mom?” Jif shouted as she wiggled her toes in the deep-piled carpet of the hallway. “Where are you?”

      A door slammed in another part of the house, and Jif’s heart jumped.

      “Jennifer? Is that you?”

      Jif wrinkled her nose at her full name. Only her mother used it anymore.

      Don’t be silly, it’s your name, she’d say, as if all the reasons Jif had for hating it didn’t matter.

      As if she didn’t understand full well why it symbolized something Jif would rather forget.

      “Yeah, Mom. I texted you.”

      “Oh, Lordy, okay. Give me a minute, and I’ll be down. I have to put on my face.”

      The world would certainly end if anyone saw Grace Pritchard without her hair and makeup done, even her daughter.

      Jif made her way toward the kitchen, but as she navigated through the formal dining room, she bumped a long sideboard table. Photo frames rattled back and forth, and Jif caught one as it tumbled toward the floor. Setting it upright, she caught sight of the captured memory and frowned, slamming it face down hard enough to risk cracking the glass.

      Her mother would fix it as soon as she noticed, but Jif hated her parents’ happy faces, her mother in white, her father in dove gray. She would never understand why her mother hadn’t shattered it - shredded and burned it - years ago.

      Her eyes caught on the next frame, a double one with her wearing her varsity cheerleading uniform in the first and her graduation photo in the second. Beside it sat another of her, this time at her college commencement. A few more flanked that one, shots of her as a child during the Christmas they spent skiing in Vermont, with her brother at Disney World, the whole family on a cruise in Alaska. She itched to lay the last one flat, too, but her mom would notice sooner.

      The other end of the table enshrined Colton. His graduation photos from high school and college, too, as well as the night the Raptors drafted him, wearing their signature black jersey with silver embellishments. She and her mom stood on either side of him, crushed close by his embrace, too excited - elated - to let them go. The night their lives changed for the second time.

      She edged that picture forward.

      The light scuff of her mother’s steps on the stairs caught her attention and she whirled, heading for the kitchen and pulling open the refrigerator. By the time her mom entered, she’d perched herself innocently on a barstool at the island, sipping from a can of sparkling water.

      “Jennifer, honey, what a sweet surprise.” Grace floated to her daughter and bestowed an air kiss on each cheek.

      “I texted,” Jif repeated.

      Her mother collected a Diet Pepsi from the fridge, then crossed to the cabinet and pulled a sleeve of crackers from a box on the shelf. “I don’t wander around the house with my phone, but I’m glad you’re here. How are you doing?”

      The concern in her eyes reminded Jif her mom knew about her breakup with Jordan and had probably already made far more of it in her mind.

      “I’m fine, Mom.” She tucked her hair behind her ears, then took another sip of her drink.

      Grace spread the crackers artfully across a cutting board burned with the Raptors name and logo, then leaned across the island and flicked Jif’s hair until it fell forward again. “You should leave it down like this. It makes your ears smaller.”

      She bustled back to the refrigerator and pulled out several packages of deli meats and cheeses, arranging them beside the crackers. “Colton told me about Jordan. What did you do?”

      Irritation flashed through her, and Jif shoved her hair behind her ears again. “We were never serious, and he had an offer from Cincinnati, so we moved on.”

      Grace frowned, disappointed. “He didn’t ask you to go with him?”

      “Not in the middle of the school year.” Jif rolled her can along the bottom edge, expanding the circle of condensation it left behind until her mom lifted it and wiped up the moisture with a towel. She poured the remainder into a glass as Jif continued, “I can’t just up and leave.”

      Grace sprinkled cherry tomatoes atop the cheese slices and lightly smacked Jif’s hand when she reached across to steal one, letting it pop in her mouth before chewing slowly.

      “Of course you can. A summer wedding in the Midwest.” She pressed her hands together. “Barnyard chic. I have a pinboard for that.”

      Jif swallowed. “Mom, I promise, it’s not that big a deal.”

      Grace studied her daughter for a long moment, then slid the completed charcuterie board across the counter before retrieving plates and taking the place beside her daughter. “If you weren’t serious, why did you waste almost a year with this boy? Last week I told Sarah Ryland we expected a proposal any day.”

      Jif scowled. Every parent claimed their children’s accomplishments as their own, of course, but her mother prematurely announcing Jif’s expectations rankled. Not least of all because they’d come to nothing.

      “I didn’t waste the last year, Mom.”

      Because time spent with someone couldn’t be anything but a waste of time unless it ended with a proposal. At least, according to her mother.
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