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Sometimes you get a second chance...

THE STUDENT JUSTIN couldn't save is now a man.

As a new teacher, Justin couldn't rescue Corey from his at-risk background. But at least he can save this dog. He signed a contract promising her a forever home, and he's going to keep that promise.

When Corey's Golden Retriever vanishes, he hunts high and low to find her. Of all the people in this town who could have adopted his dog, why did it have to be the star of Corey's hottest man-on-man fantasies? And why won't Justin surrender his dog to her real owner? She's all Corey's got.

At least he agrees to let Corey make supervised visits. Corey can win Justin's trust and watch for the chance to steal her back.

Trouble is, the more time he spends with Justin, the less Corey feels like grabbing his dog and making a run for the door. Can their small town accept a blossoming romance between a teacher and a former student?
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IT WAS SENIOR SKIP-out-early day every afternoon lately. Lionel didn't have to work—some vague mumble about inherited money from a rich uncle—and Corey Foret found it harder and harder to show up for that last class every afternoon.

It wasn't so much the class itself. Phys Ed was usually an easy A. It was something about the teacher, Mr. Beaumond. The last three weeks of school, the hottest time of year, were always set aside for the indoor classwork on health and nutrition. Although he didn't have that rah-rah cheerleader/preacher thing going on that some coaches did, Justin Beaumond seemed too energetic to contain within four walls. He often started a lecture sitting on his desk instead of behind it, and within minutes he would leap up to pace the floor as he talked.

At six foot five, the high school basketball coach might have been a little too short to make it as an NBA player, but he still looked like a tree Corey wouldn't mind climbing. He couldn't keep his eyes off those long athletic legs scissoring back and forth, and he'd rather not get caught checking out his teacher's ass. Acadiana wasn't north Louisiana, and even the haters among his classmates knew better than to make an issue about the gay, but he sensed having a crush on a male basketball coach was still a thousand times more acceptable if you were a girl.

Anyway, boy or girl, straight or gay, if you were a student, you had to hide your heart. He didn't want to be treated like a kid by a pitying teacher. Puppy love, they called it. Fuck that. Corey wasn't anybody's fucking puppy.

It was his eighteenth birthday. They should be glad he showed up for any classes at all. Lionel's gift, already in Corey's pocket, was a fake ID that said he'd just turned twenty-one. They were going to drive the three hours east to New Orleans and find a party. Lionel had an arrangement with a guy who worked on a lot selling certified used cars, which somehow meant he could drive up in a different freshly detailed vehicle every time.

This is gonna be so good. Forget about class. It's party time.

Corey pulled off his student badge as he hurried toward his no-color 1999 Ford Escort, a well-maintained but aging hand-me-down from his mom. He'd parked at the far rear corner of the senior lot, all the better to minimize his chances of being seen from the main building. It was a tactic that almost always allowed him to make a clean getaway. The school's hundred-year-old live oaks made a marvelous visual screen.

He hadn't been caught once. Until today.

Even at this distance, the tall figure leaning against the Escort with his arms folded over his chest couldn't possibly be mistaken for Lionel Sundersen. Since he was teaching health this afternoon, Beaumond had changed out of his athletic gear into a pair of black slacks, but the thin summer cotton appropriate for May in south Louisiana did damn little to conceal the long muscles of his powerful upper thighs. And why the hell was Corey checking out those tasty thighs anyway?

Look up. Focus on the eyes, not the package.

Except the eyes weren't any less sexy. Beaumond's well-cut sandy-blond hair framed brown eyes with little flecks of amber that knew how to catch the sunlight. Match that with sculpted cheekbones and a firm chin with a faint hint of browny-gold scruff where the five o'clock was coming in two hours early. If Justin Beaumond hadn't been an athlete, he could have been a movie star.

The heat rose in Corey's cheeks. His out-of-control brain kept flashing him one of those vividly inappropriate hot-for-teacher fantasies that bothered him so much lately. Fuck. He couldn't look his coach in the eyes with those triple-X images flashing through his brain.

He needed to get the hell out of here and find some relief. He needed it bad. The plan was to blow off some steam with his friend Lionel, who was only a year older. Their ages fit together better. His mother didn't seem to think much of Lionel, but he was.... appropriate.

And Corey knew his fantasies about Beaumond were anything other than appropriate. The high school had rules and was on the record for zero tolerance of sexual activity between students and teachers.

But damn. Hot holy damn.

“Hello, Corey. I had a feeling you might somehow lose your way to my class this afternoon.” Beaumond's voice was calm and in control. Like always. Some coaches liked to yell a lot, but he wasn't that kind.

Corey felt calmer. Well, a tiny bit calmer. He took a deep breath. There's got to be a reason you're checking out early. Think fast.

“Ah, Mr. Beaumond. Um...”

Shut up, Corey. The stammering is just making it worse.

He firmed his mouth and went silent.

Justin Beaumond waited a beat. Maybe he was giving Corey space to come up with a reasonable explanation for skipping out, but there wasn't anything too genius coming to mind. He wasn't a fluent liar to begin with, and the way Beaumond filled out those fitted black slacks was a little too distracting. Not to mention the tie. There was something about seeing a coach in a tie, even a casually knotted one that suggested he'd tossed it on at the last moment.

In those secret porny fantasies of his, Corey would grasp both ends of the tie and pull that sexy face close to taste those sculpted lips. They'd be warm. Assertive. And that tongue...

Corey dropped his eyes lower, down to the level of an expensive pair of black running shoes. How did he keep them so spotless when Corey knew damn well the coach spent hours every day in the gym or out on the field? He must have two pairs of shoes—one for the classroom, one for the gym. Thinking about shoes was safe. A lot safer than thinking about lips.

The pause had gone on for too long, and Corey still hadn't come up with any plausible excuses. Beaumond was letting him sweat in the humid May afternoon. Giving him time to think about what he was doing.

All teachers have a way of doing that. Don't let him trip you up. Think faster.

But Corey couldn't seem to come up with anything he wanted to share with Justin Beaumond about why he was about to hop in his junker for a tryst with an older high school drop-out.

The coach's voice was calm, even reasonable, when he broke the long silence. “Corey, would you like to graduate with your class in three weeks?”

Corey's face flushed even hotter, and he could only hope the heat of late spring was enough to explain the red in his cheeks. This was the place in the raging-out-of-control hot-for-teacher fantasy where pornstar Corey would say, “But, teacher, I have to graduate. I just have to. I'll do anything for an A in your class. You know what I mean by anything, don't you?” He'd drop to his knees, one hand already making the grab for the sexy coach's zipper. 

That sandy-gold hair might mean a sandy-blond happy trail. In an alternate universe, pornstar Corey had already found out for sure. He knew from basketball practice the fur on the back of Beaumond's arms was a deep gold that caught the sunlight. The more private hair could be darker yet. Antique gold, maybe. The tight curls would be a little crinkly against Corey's cheeks and chin when he rubbed his face down below...

Pornstar Corey needed to chill the fuck out. This was a teacher. Even if you were eighteen, that shit couldn't happen in real life. A teacher could lose his job. Besides, to the coach, Corey was still a kid.

Then stop acting like a child. Stop staring at his shoes, and answer the question.

“Yes, um, of course, sir.” Corey hated that he was still stammering. He felt so naked, as if Beaumond could read every dirty little fantasy that flashed on the back screen of his dirty little mind. “Of course I want to graduate. I just thought... I already know the material. You know I'll ace the written exam.”

Beaumond's arms remained folded over his chest. His eyes stayed level. “The written exam is only twenty percent of your grade. This isn't math class. In my class, as in life, participation is key. You have to actually show up. You know the rules.”

Corey did know the rules. But there were also unwritten rules. Seniors were given a certain amount of slack this close to graduation. Eighteen was a huge birthday. He was entitled to a little fun. Was Beaumond really going to give him a big hassle over this? He taught health. He knew about testosterone even if the school board didn't. Guys needed to blow off pressure from time to time.

“Can you look at me when I talk to you, Corey? Do you have a particular problem with my class? I've checked around, and I seem to be the only one experiencing an attendance issue from you.”

I have a problem with that chiseled mouth and the things I keep imagining I could do with it. I have a problem with that long sexy back.

“No, sir. It's just... it's the last class of the day, sir. I, um, I have things to do. Um, I have to help my mom. You know. Um.” Why did Corey always have to sound so stupid talking to this particular teacher? He didn't have any trouble talking to the others. 

Of course, the others were women. They didn't bring the blood rushing to his face like that. It always came back to that, the forbidden sexual pull Corey felt toward this man. Nobody could know, least of all Justin Beaumond.

Corey had stared too long at those spotless black shoes. When Beaumond touched Corey gently on the shoulder, he told himself to look at his mouth instead of directly into his deep brown eyes. He could do that much, couldn't he?

“Actually, Corey, I've spoken with your mother.” 

The disappointment in his voice chilled Corey, which was probably just as well. That hot-for-teacher stuff needed to go very, very far away. “You called my mom? You reported me?” It was Justin Beaumond's first year as a teacher. Maybe he didn't remember the unwritten rules. You didn't rat out a senior over every little rule violation. Concerned teachers were all well and good in theory, but at the moment Corey would have been happy to be on the receiving end of some benign neglect.

“Maybe I should have but no.” Beaumond never stammered, never seemed to lose control, but he did seem to be picking his words with extra care. “I didn't report you. She called me. She's concerned about you. It's hard for a single mother. Sometimes a boy needs to talk to a man.”

Uh oh. I think I see where this is going.

Corey folded his own arms over his chest, mirroring his coach's stance. “I don't need to talk to anyone.”

“I think you do. Your mother and I are both concerned about your unwise associations.”

Oh, hell no.

“She said she accepted me for who I was. If she accepts me, she has to accept Lionel.”

“Don't try that with me, Corey. It's 2017. Your mother doesn't have a problem with you being gay, and neither do I. We both have a problem with a promising kid falling into the clutches of—” Beaumond uncrossed his arms and lifted his hands briefly toward the sky in a gesture of... what exactly? It was the first time he'd been at a loss for words.

Well, he didn't have to spell it out. Corey knew what he was getting at. “I'm not in anybody's clutches. We're just friends. Anyway, that stuff you hear around the school, that's all a bunch of lies and rumors because of his dad. Lionel doesn't deal. Visiting his dad in prison taught him he doesn't want to get involved with drugs.” 

Lionel was nineteen. Lionel was appropriate. Lionel was good for him. Even if he wasn't exactly Corey's physical type, he was easy and fun to be with. Corey couldn't live on fantasies of getting it on with the one man he could never have. He needed somebody real. Couldn't Beaumond see that? He looked to be around twenty-five. He couldn't have already forgotten what it was like to be a teen.

Lionel wasn't perfect, maybe, but he was real. He didn't front all the time like all the other guys did. He'd shared so many stories about how it felt to see his dad's trial and sentencing all over the news, all the shit he'd gone through just to visit his dad in prison. It made Corey feel special that Lionel would talk to him about personal stuff like that.

And now Corey had to keep him waiting. Thanks to a brown-eyed busybody teacher who had too much leg for his own damn good.

“That may be, but Lionel doesn't appear to have a job that anybody knows about.” Beaumond's arms were folded again, his voice back under control. “Where does the money come from if he doesn't deal? Last week lots of people saw him driving around town in an orange metal-flake Mercedes. That's a custom job if I ever saw one.”

It was a custom job, an expensive one. Corey didn't really understand Lionel's explanation about he came to be driving it. There was some explanation, there wasn't anything illegal involved, but all those words just passed over Corey's head. The details didn't matter. Lionel was a friend, and Corey badly needed a friend.

Teachers. No matter what they said, they couldn't be a real friend. They couldn't be trusted. They were over there on the other side always looking for a reason to take away your fun. That's what they were getting paid for. Fuck teachers, and fuck Justin Beaumond standing there looking all caring and concerned.

“The car was a loaner. Anyway, it's none of your business what he's driving when he's not even a student. You're just like my mom, looking for an excuse to split us up. You don't want to admit you're a phobe, so you're making it all about Lionel.”

The amber in Beaumond's eyes flashed a warning. “I don't appreciate being called a phobe.”

“I'm sorry, sir, but I'm eighteen now, and I'll date the man of my choice, not my mother's choice. I don't see where it's any of your—” Remembering he was still on school grounds, Corey choked back the first adjective that came to mind. “I don't think it's any of your business. Now I really do need to leave.” He didn't mean to knock into Coach, but his car had an old-fashioned metal key, and he had to brush past him to unlock the door. He felt a shock of electricity where their arms bumped—a shock that became a prolonged tingle when Coach grasped his arm with both hands to keep him from getting in.

“I could report you for this. I'm actually required to report you for this. You don't leave campus before the bell, and you sure as hell don't shove a teacher.”

Corey looked at the hand on his arm. The shoving was an accident. They both knew that. For a minute, they stood there, locked a little too close together.

“I'm sorry, sir. But please...” He honestly didn't know what else to say. That touch, the electricity between them, was disturbing on every level. You shouldn't be excited by a guy who could put you into so much trouble.

Beaumond was silent for a moment. Did he enjoy making Corey squirm? At last, he came to a decision.

“You've worked many years to get this close to graduation, and I don't think either of us wants to mess that up for you. I'm going to overlook this behavior for now, but I expect to see you in my class tomorrow afternoon and every afternoon until the final grades are issued. Are we clear on that?”

“Yes, sir. Crystal clear.”

Beaumond let go. Finally. Corey got in the car and drove off fast before Beaumond could change his mind. The Escort's brakes squealed less attractively than Corey would have liked as he pulled out of the parking lot. Great. So mature. The coach would probably assume Corey was acting like a little brat who'd squealed the brakes on purpose.

Forget it. Forget him.

The party in New Orleans was intense, what Corey could remember of it. Thanks to the hangover from hell, Corey did not in fact show up for Justin Beaumond's class—or anybody else's class—for the next two days. He steeled himself for consequences, but there didn't seem to be any other than the sad expression on his mother's face. She called him in sick to school, and the principal accepted her excuse without demanding a doctor's note.

Later, Corey heard a rumor from his younger cousin Dale that Beaumond had gone to bat for him with the principal, saying it was only natural for a boy to go a little wild on his eighteenth birthday. Whether the rumor was true or not, Corey knew he was probably lucky not to end up in some serious trouble.

During graduation, every time he glanced at the section where the teachers were sitting, it seemed as if Beaumond was staring directly at Corey. After the ceremony, a lot of kids went over to thank their favorite teachers. He knew he should probably go over and do the same. If the principal had gotten all fired up about Corey skipping class, he could have banned him from attending graduation and broken his mother's heart.

For some reason, though, he felt too shy. Maybe even a little ashamed. Corey had let Mr. Beaumond down, and they both knew it.

Besides, Lionel had rented a silver limo for the graduation party. Since limos and drinking parties had been specifically banned, it was parked three blocks away. Corey had already given his mother a story about a booze-free party with some other guys in his class. She'd looked uncertain, then hugged him and told him to have a good time.

“It's the last time I'll be together with all my high school friends before college,” Corey said. Actually, the friends were expressly not invited. That big limo was all for Lionel and Corey.

Living large, man. Everybody's gonna wish they had what we have.

Corey threw his cap in the air, pulled off his robe, and took off with one quick glance backward toward Mr. Beaumond. He seemed to still be looking Corey's way, a question on his face.

Corey hesitated, then hurried on.

It wasn't like their town was all that large. There would be another time for talking, a time when they were both adults. Equals. Not just student and teacher. Corey could thank him then.

And yet somehow Corey never ran into Justin Beaumond ever again.
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I'M GETTING MY DOG back. Nothing and nobody is standing in my way.

Curled on his side in the sleeping bag, Corey frowned into the screen of his phone. He couldn't be certain the Golden Retriever pictured on the shelter's blog was Spirit, but he'd have to check it out. There were so many Goldens in shelters and rescues. Corey had investigated every one. 

If only he could rescue every one. His heart twisted at the thought of all those big brown eyes.

Spirit's eyes were the biggest and the brownest of them all.

He had to find her. He had to. She was all he had.

There was a soft knock at the door. Shit. There was only one human being in this world who knew where Corey was living at the moment. A sleeping bag thrown down in the back of a B&B owner's tool shed wasn't the kind of address you were proud to share around. Oh, he could have stayed on some relative's couch. He could have even stayed on Dale's couch. But right now he didn't need to bring his trouble home to his people.

It was cold in the shed. On the positive side, it meant he was already dressed in jeans and hoodie when he pushed himself out of the tangled quilts.

“Dude!” Yeah, that was cousin Dale, all right. All that enthusiasm in his voice made Corey tired. A nineteen-year-old shouldn't be that peppy. “I have two words for you. Bourbon Street. Beads. Show your tits.”

“That's six words,” Corey said. “And you can keep the tits.” He'd come out his senior year in high school, largely to avoid the obligatory prom date. Not to flatter himself, but girls tended to go crazy for him. At six feet nothing, he was tall but not too tall. Working outdoors kept his arms and abs chiseled, but in a natural way, allowing him to avoid the exaggerated gym rat look. Dark hair, blue eyes, the kind of blue that sometimes people thought was green and sometimes thought was gray.

It seemed like a big deal at the time, making sure everybody around him understood exactly who he was. Yeah, being misunderstood was his idea of a big ole problem in those days. That, and his painful crush on his basketball coach.

Hard to believe high school graduation was less than four years ago. It seemed like a hundred. When he was in high school, being twenty-one sounded like the best thing on earth. Corey couldn't wait.

He'd had no idea he was running at full speed toward the worst years of his life.

Dale was wearing half a truckload of Mardi Gras beads around his neck, and he shook them at Corey hard enough to make them rattle. “I thought you might like a change of pace after Lionel. That guy was bad news, dude. We all knew it, but you weren't hearing it.”

Corey closed his eyes. Did he really need to be reminded? Bad news didn't quite do justice to the psychopathology of Lionel. He knew that now but, at the start, he was blinded by the combination of good looks and sweet-talking mouth. Change the subject. “OK, I'm tired of hearing how bad I fucked up. I think I've figured that much out by now. And, speaking of fuck-ups, here's two more words right back at you—underage drinking.”

“I'm not underage. Not anymore.” Dale flourished a driver's license complete with all the necessary magnetic stripes and flashy holograms to prove it had been issued by the Department of Motor Vehicles of the great state of Louisiana.

“Where did you get that?” Corey plucked it out of Dale's fingers and squinted at the photo of a 23-year-old cousin. At least it was a real ID instead of one of Lionel's manufactured fakes, but... “Oh, hell no. Hell fucking no.”

“King's in rehab. He won't even know it's gone for thirty days.”

“I am sooo not going to Bourbon Street to get arrested for contributing to the delinquency of a minor carrying a stolen ID.” Mardi Gras time. Crowds. Party people. Everybody happy and having a good time. Everybody except for Corey. Yeah, he wasn't in the mood for that any kind of way.

“Nineteen is not a minor. I'm old enough to vote and old enough to run my own business. I think I'm old enough to handle a little beer.”

“The answer is still no. I'm going back to bed.” Corey sounded like a buzzkill even to himself.

“Dude, I'm starting to get worried about you. You can't spend your whole life in bed alone. Besides, it ain't even a fucking bed.” Dale kicked at the tangle of sleeping bag and linens on the unfinished floor. It did look pathetic, although Corey had piled up a yoga mat and several quilts to keep the bag out of contact with the cold cement. “Does your boss know you're living here?”

“No, and you're going to keep your voice down so she doesn't figure it out.” Corey waved him out of the garage, and somehow they were both walking over to Dale's white Ford 150. Dale was studying horticulture at a local community college. With that and the truck, he was already getting better quality landscaping jobs than Corey could hope for. He didn't talk about it much, but Corey knew he was studying garden design. Corey could hack down the weeds better than anyone, but Dale was learning what to plant when the weeds were gone.

And he was two years younger.

Everybody was moving ahead with life after high school.

Everybody except me.

Dale opened the door but he didn't get in. For the first time, he dropped the decibels on his voice, forcing Corey to lean in to hear what he said. “It's been three years, man. Your mom wouldn't want this for you. She loved you, Corey. She'd want you to go on living. This—” When he waved his arm in the direction of the tool shed, he lost control of the volume and his voice went loud again. “This isn't living.”

“All right, man. I hear you. But I can't handle being in a crowd of screaming tourists taking off their shirts to get beads, all right? You go. You have a good time. I've got to go get my dog, and then I'll meet you later.”

“You found Spirit? I figured...” Dale didn't finish the sentence. His opinion of Lionel Sundersen had never been any deep secret. Once the Golden disappeared, Dale never doubted who had stolen her. What he doubted was that Corey would ever see her again.

“I got a lead from the internet. A shelter is advertising a Golden that looks just like her. I know it's her. Everything fits. This time I'm sure.”

“You need money?”

Corey didn't want Dale's nonexistent money. “I'm OK. I'll figure that stuff out after I talk to the guys at the shelter. But I'm going to get my fucking dog back.”

Dale finally got in the truck but he still left the door open. “Look, Corey. Don't count on it being Spirit, OK? We both know Lionel is one evil piece of shit.”

“I know how he operates, Dale. He doesn't get his hands dirty. He fucks with your head. He wouldn't hurt my dog.”

“He sure the hell fucked with your head, that's all I know. Stay frosty, dude.”

Stay frosty? Did people even really say that?

“I'll be all right.”

Corey blamed himself. He should have known Lionel would try some shit like this. He kept remembering an incident not all that long after they'd first moved in together. Lionel somehow became convinced he'd seen this other dude in their apartment complex checking Corey out, and he retaliated by stealing the guy's Maltese and dropping it off at the nearest shelter.

“What was the point of all that?” Corey had asked. “You put a dog in danger over me?”

Lionel rolled his eyes. “The dog was never in danger. I sent Butler a text to let him know where he could get it back. I just fined him for looking at you like that. He had to pay a forty buck pickup fee.”

Corey should have walked out then and there. But he didn't have the strength. Not then. Not within a month of his mother's murder. The suddenness of it, the senselessness of it... Corey couldn't seem to make any good decisions. Lionel, who didn't have to work, was always there to offer comfort. Or at least to offer sex. It was a form of anesthesia. A painkiller. Until it wasn't. One day he woke up and realized he was tired of the painkillers, tired of wallowing in bed clutching at his grief. There was a life out there waiting for him, and he was going to find it.
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