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      To Whiskey ~

      the more I learn about you, the more I realize I’ll never learn enough.
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      “She did what?” I slid a bowl of instant oatmeal onto the table in front of my six-year-old son, Jack. He’d been on a roll for the last fifteen minutes, telling me all about the pint-sized bully who’d been making his life a living hell.

      “She pushed me at recess. You told me not to hit girls, but I wanted to, Dad.” His eyebrows bunched up, looking like two fuzzy, angry caterpillars over his dark green eyes.

      “Did you tell your teacher?” I emptied the pot of coffee into the travel tumbler my mom had given me for Christmas. Pictures of Jack plastered the sides. Yeah, I was the kind of dad who wanted people to know how much I loved my kid.

      He talked around the bite of oatmeal he’d just shoveled into his mouth. “Mrs. Blessing says not to tattle.”

      “Jack,”—I unplugged my laptop and slid it into my computer bag—“if she’s hurting you, it’s not tattling.” For the umpteenth time, I cursed myself for not holding him back a year. With a birthday at the beginning of September, he was always the youngest kid in his class. It didn’t help that he’d inherited his mom’s delicate bone structure. Some of the girls in his class towered over him. Girls like Bettina Calbot, the one I’d nicknamed the Ice Princess, who’d been bullying him since last fall.

      “If I tell, she’ll just do it again.” He continued to scoop his breakfast into his mouth. Oatmeal dribbled down his chin.

      I stopped next to him on my way to add his lunchbox to his backpack and swiped my thumb across his face. “Where’s your napkin, big guy?”

      He reached for the hem of the long-sleeved T-shirt he had on.

      “Try again.” I leaned toward the middle of the table, where a single paper napkin sat in a plastic holder. “Damn, how can we be out of napkins already?”

      Jack’s brows shot up at my choice of words.

      “Sorry. Here, use this.” I pressed the last napkin into his hands as I glanced at the clock on the microwave. Late. Again.

      “She called me puny and said if I worked out a hundred years, I still wouldn’t have any muscles.” He made a fist and flexed his tiny biceps. “Is she right, Dad? Will I always be a shrimp?”

      My chest squeezed tight at the way his lips curved into a frown. I thought parenting a boy would be easy. Hell, I grew up running all over the mountains in Beaver Bluff, Tennessee, with my three older brothers. I figured my childhood had been enough training for raising a son. But thanks to the stocky European gene pool my DNA pulled from, I’d never been the small kid who got picked on by everyone. My brothers stopped teasing me by the time I’d turned ten since I outweighed them all. I had no experience with being bullied, especially by a girl.

      “Come on. Clear your bowl. We’ve got to get going.” I slid his chair in after Jack got up and shuffled to the sink, his favorite Star Wars bowl in hand.

      “It’s true then.” Shoulders slumped, Jack let out a huge sigh.

      We should have left five minutes ago if I wanted to make it to the eight o’clock meeting my brother Vaughn had scheduled at the distillery. I’d lost count of how many times I’d told him I couldn’t make the early morning meetings he favored. His lack of consideration was another reason I didn’t want to take him up on the job he kept offering. The sooner we found someone to take over the books at the distillery, the happier I’d be.

      “Get your shoes on.” Sensing Jack needed a little inspiration, I grabbed his light-up sneakers from the bin and set them on the mat. “What did I tell you about Uncle Evan?”

      With all the excitement of a cow on its way to the slaughterhouse, Jack took baby steps toward where I waited by the back door. “That he used to be puny until he started working out.”

      “That’s right. You keep eating healthy and playing hard, and I bet you’ll be bench-pressing girls like Bettina Calbot by the time you get to second grade.” I picked him up under the armpits and set him down on the bench so he could pull on his shoes. If things went well, he wouldn’t have to worry about her next fall, anyway.

      The bowl clattered in the sink. I looked up in time to see my dog prop himself up on the counter with his front paws and lean into the sink to lap the last bits of oatmeal from Jack’s bowl.

      “Titus, get down!” I clapped my hands together, but the beast just lifted his brows in my direction while his tongue continued to clean the bowl.

      Something in my life needed to give. The past few months, I’d been busier than a cross-eyed rooster on an anthill, trying to get Jack through the second half of the school year, keep the family business afloat, and stay on top of my full-time job. I needed a change, so I’d put in for a director position at the consulting firm where I’d been working and hoped to hear something within a few weeks. It would mean relocating to Arizona, but I was ready to put some distance between my overbearing family and me.

      Guilt pierced my gut as I imagined what it would feel like to cut my ties to the family business for good. There just wasn’t a place for me there. I’d known it all along, and it was about time I made it clear to my brothers. They’d been holding out hope I’d step into the role my mom had managed for the past twenty-five years after she and my dad retired, but I couldn’t.

      Like Jack, I had demons to fight—the same ones that had followed me for as long as I could remember. Unlike my son, no one had taken the time to try to teach me how to defeat them. Instead of leaving them in my past, they’d grown with me. Now they were too big and too strong to take down. It was easier to walk away and let them win.

      I’d learned my lesson, which was why I kept after Jack to figure out a way past his current issue with freaking Bettina Calbot. I wasn’t sure what bothered me more… the fact that the pint-sized Ice Princess was making my son’s life so miserable or that I could store so much hate inside my heart for a six-year-old girl.

      “Tell you what, Jack. I saw an email from Mrs. Blessing about needing volunteers for your Valentine’s Day party next Friday. I’m going to sign up to help.” I didn’t have time to take an afternoon off, but my kid needed me. No matter what I had going on, he came first.

      “You’re gonna come to my school?” His eyes lit up, reminding me how little it took to make him happy.

      “Yeah.” I bent down to tie his shoes. We were still working on perfecting that skill, and though he could do it, we didn’t have time for the multiple attempts he’d have to make to get the job done.

      “You promise?” He looked up at me, his eyes wide with hope.

      The last time I’d tried to volunteer at his school had been right before the holidays. An emergency at the distillery had popped up, preventing me from being there to help him make a gingerbread house out of graham crackers. My sister Ruby had gone instead, and the masterpiece they created together won second place. I still felt the sharp pang of regret when I looked at the red ribbon on his bedroom wall.

      “I promise. Now grab your backpack and coat. We’ve got to get.” I stood and ruffled his hair before I planted a kiss on the top of his head. Nothing would prevent me from following through this time. I needed to see Miss Bettina Calbot in action so I could help Jack formulate a plan to put an end to her bullying once and for all.
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      A toddler shoe flew past my head and bounced off the windshield as I pulled into a parking spot in front of Beaver Bluff Elementary. I glanced in the rearview mirror and made eye contact with the mischievous two-year-old who’d almost caused me to take out the bumper of the Mercedes next to me.

      “Shoes belong on your feet, Caden.” My too-bright, forced smile covered up the frustration I felt deep down inside. Caden’s parents took off five days ago for a two-week conference in Switzerland, leaving me solely in charge of him and his older sister.

      I loved kids. Adored them. Wanted half a dozen of my own someday. I was even putting myself through school as a full-time nanny for the Calbot family to earn my degree and teach at the elementary level. But Caden and Bettina had been pushing buttons I didn’t know I had since their parents left.

      I leaned over to reach the passenger-side floorboard and closed my fingers around the soft-sole shoe. What would happen when he started wearing those cowboy boots his grandpa had given him for Christmas? I might have to put up one of those acrylic barriers they had in cop cars to keep him from whomping me in the head.

      Today was Bettina’s first-grade Valentine’s Day party, and Mrs. Calbot had signed up to help. Now that she was soaking in the hot springs in Switzerland while her husband attended board meetings, it was up to me to fill in. It wasn’t the first time I’d had to cover a volunteer shift at Bettina’s school, but I’d never had to bring Caden with me before.

      “Are you ready to make some valentines?” I asked him as I opened the back door.

      He shoved his fingers in his mouth and let out a loud toot. A loud, juicy toot. I’d changed him moments before we walked out the door, but it sounded like he’d just filled up his diaper.

      “Come on, little guy. Let’s get some fresh pants on you before we head inside.” I unclipped him from his car seat and debated whether to take him into the school and use a bathroom with no diaper-changing facilities or lay him down in the back of the hand-me-down wagon my mom had passed onto me. A quick whiff of his backside confirmed it would be a multiple-wipe endeavor.

      Caden was usually on a pretty regular schedule when it came to his BMs. Yes, one of the joys of being his nanny was tracking his bowel movements so I could report to his mom every day. As I popped the back of the wagon and laid him down for a quick change, I ran through what he’d had to eat over the past twenty-four hours. Nothing out of the ordinary. Chalking it up to his two-year-old molars coming in, I slid a clean diaper underneath him and gently pulled the tabs holding the current diaper in place.

      Call it divine timing or just a wicked stroke of bad luck, but just as I opened up the dirty diaper, Caden unleashed a stream of something so foul I couldn’t believe it could come from someone so tiny.

      “Aw, shit!” I grabbed a handful of wipes from the travel pack, struggling to work them free from the slit in the plastic.

      Loose stool flowed from underneath him, spreading onto the carpet-covered cargo area.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I bit my tongue. All I needed was for Caden to pick up on a four-letter word. No stranger to cleaning up a kiddo covered in his feces, I persevered. At least he hadn’t gotten any on me.

      A few minutes later, he had on a clean diaper and a fresh outfit. I wrapped the trash in one bag and his dirty clothes in another. The carpet would have to wait until we got back to the house.

      I doused my hands in hand sanitizer and balanced all twenty-five pounds of baby boy on my hip. We’d already had the blowout diaper, so the odds were in my favor that we’d make it through the hour-long party without a repeat.

      The women in the office cooed over Caden as we checked in, then issued me a visitor sticker so we could head to the classroom.

      Mrs. Calbot wasn’t a fan of sweets, so instead of signing up for something easy like sugar cookies and punch, she’d volunteered to provide a craft project for the kids to complete. I should have been studying for my physics test next week, but I’d spent the past two nights after I’d put the kids to bed cutting out hundreds of red and pink hearts. The project seemed simple enough. Each kid would get a paper heart to decorate, and when they were done, they could paste one of their extra school pictures in the center.

      I’d brought red, pink, and purple ink pads so they could add their fingerprints and a collection of crayons and colored pencils. The teacher assured me I wouldn’t have more than three or four kids at my station at once, so I was confident I’d be able to handle Caden and supervise the craft at the same time.

      Excited voices and high-pitched laughter filled the halls as we walked through the building. I had a love-hate relationship with Valentine’s Day and all the fanfare that went along with it. When I was younger, everyone got the same store-bought cards in our classroom Valentine’s Day exchange. But as I got older, the Valentines got fancier. Some kids brought handmade cards, full-size candy bars, or even gift cards for ice cream cones at the Beaver Bluff Creamery.

      Though my mom worked two jobs to pay the bills, we never had extra funds for something as frivolous as fancy valentines. The only ones I ever handed out were from the packages my mom picked up at the dollar store. I shook my head, dislodging the memories. Bettina and Caden would never have to worry about things like that.

      I stopped outside Mrs. Blessing’s first-grade classroom. The kids had just come in from recess and were putting away jackets and getting settled in their desks.

      “Titsa.” Caden pointed at Mrs. Blessing through the open door.

      “That’s right, that’s the teacher,” I replied, stressing the correct pronunciation.

      “Titsa.” He nodded.

      Someone behind me chuckled. I turned to see a guy standing a few feet away. He wore a plaid flannel shirt that clung to his broad shoulders. His mouth spread into an amused smile, and he bit down on his lip.

      Great. Miller Bishop. I hadn’t seen him this close in years, but I recognized him immediately. Everyone in town knew the Bishops. They co-owned the Devil’s Dance Distillery with two other families and had been part of a decades-long feud that pitted half the town against the other half, depending on which family they supported—the Bishops or the Stewarts.

      I’d never given the feud much thought, but my mom was a distant relation to the Stewarts, so there was no love lost between her and the Bishop family.

      “Don’t encourage him. With the way my day’s been going, he’ll have everyone calling Mrs. Blessing ‘titsa’ by the time the party’s over.”

      Caden grinned. “Titsa.”

      “Looks like you’re the one encouraging him,” Miller said.

      I rolled my eyes and turned forward again. Ever since I was old enough to know the difference between girls and boys, I’d heard girls in my class talk about the Bishop brothers. They were sweet to look at but had been known to deliver some stings. I couldn’t argue with the pretty-to-look-at bit. Miller stood a whole head taller than me with shoulders so broad they looked like they’d barely fit through a standard-sized doorway. He was the youngest of the brothers but was still several years older than me.

      Though some women might fall for his rugged good looks, I considered myself immune. I’d worked too hard to let myself get distracted by a man, even if the man had a build that could make me drool and smelled good enough to lick from head to toe.

      While we waited for Mrs. Blessing to get the kids settled down and let us in, Caden struggled in my arms. “Down. Want down.”

      “Not yet, bud. It’s almost time to go see your sister.” I shifted the straps of my tote bag further up on my shoulder. Caden needed to stop squirming, or I’d drop the arts and crafts supplies.

      “Hey, want a cookie while you wait?” Miller rummaged through the plastic grocery bag in his hands and held up a colossal chocolate chip cookie.

      “He can’t have that.” I whipped around just as Caden brushed his fingers against the treat. It fell to the ground and broke into several pieces.

      “Cookie!” Big, fat crocodile tears immediately ran down his cheeks. He pummeled my stomach with his feet, desperately trying to break free so he could get a sugar fix.

      Miller frowned and bent down to pick up the pieces. “Why not? It’s a Valentine’s party.”

      “His mom doesn’t want him having any extra sugar.” I shouldn’t have to explain myself. Miller ought to know better than to offer food to other peoples’ children.

      “Cookie!” Caden continued to wail. He landed a swift kick to my gut, and the tote bag slipped off my shoulder. It landed on the thin commercial carpet and sent dozens of colored pencils and markers rolling across the hallway.

      “Come on, Caden. Let’s pick up the markers, and I’ll let you have some of that candy you like.”

      “So, he can have candy but not a cookie?” At least Miller had the decency to crouch down and help me gather the items that had spilled out of my bag.

      “They’re fruit snacks,” I whispered. Caden didn’t need to know they were homemade with organic fruit and sweetened with a tiny bit of agave syrup. “Caden’s sensitive to gluten.”

      “Poor kid.” Miller stood. His long, thick fingers wrapped around a bundle of runaway markers.

      I held out the bag, and he dropped them in. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. By the way, I’m Miller Bishop.” He held out his hand like I had no idea who he was. Everyone within a hundred miles of Beaver Bluff, Tennessee, could recognize a Bishop brother with one look.

      “Amalie Rivers. I nanny for the Calbot family. This is Caden and his older sister Bettina is in Mrs. Blessing’s class.”

      “Bettina Calbot.” Miller narrowed his eyes but didn’t loosen his grip. “She’s the sweet little angel who’s been giving my son a hard time lately.”

      “Oh?” I could have pulled my hand away, but I didn’t want to be rude. Besides, as aggravating as the man attached to the hand was, his was the first male hand I’d held in too long to remember.

      “We should talk after the party.” He held my gaze for a few beats too long, then let go of my hand. His gaze shifted to a spot behind me. “Does Caden usually dig through the garbage can for snacks?”

      “What?” I spun around in time to see Caden shove a hunk of crumbled cookie into his mouth. Not only had it been on the floor, but it had also just come out of the trash. “Caden, no!”

      “Good cookie.” He rubbed his palm over his belly like he did when we sang the growling tummy monster song.

      Wonderful. In a few hours, his stomach would rebel from a gluten overload, he’d probably be too wired for a nap, and I’d have to hold off on getting any homework done until after I put him to bed. Sometimes I wondered if raising other peoples’ kids was more trouble than it was worth.

      The door opened, and Mrs. Blessing offered a hesitant smile. “Thanks so much for volunteering. We’re ready for you now.”

      Miller gestured for me to go first. I swept Caden up in one arm and grabbed my bag with the other, eager to put a little distance between me and the Bishop brother with the dark green eyes.
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      Seeing the smile on Jack’s face as I walked into his classroom was worth whatever bullshit I’d have to endure from my older brother for walking out of another interview. My kid could barely keep his excitement under control. I could tell by the way his butt bounced up and down in his seat.

      Finally, his teacher put all the kids in small groups and told them to go to their assigned station. Jack started in the hallway at the Valentine Bingo game. While a handful of kids gathered around the make-your-own sundae bar I’d set up on the designated snack table, I glanced over to where Amalie-the-nanny was trying to explain the craft she’d brought while keeping hold of Bettina’s little brother.

      Hell, I didn’t envy her that task. I laughed as he wrapped his pudgy little fingers around an uncapped marker and swiped it over her hand. Jack hadn’t gotten into too much trouble when he was that age, at least not that I could remember.

      “What are we supposed to do here?” A girl with two long blonde braids stared up at me.

      She looked familiar, though to be honest, most folks in Beaver Bluff did. I’d never lived anywhere else except for the two and a half years I’d attended college in Knoxville. That all came to an end when Jack entered my life, and I transferred to online classes so I could take care of my kid.

      “This is the make-your-own sweet sundae bar.” I tugged the lid off a gallon-sized bucket of vanilla ice cream. “We’ve got vanilla or chocolate ice cream, and you can add whatever toppings you want to make it as sweet or silly as you’d like.”

      The girl’s eyes lit up. “Can we put candy on top?”

      “You bet.” I pulled out the stuff I’d picked up to stock the sundae bar. Mrs. Blessing had made it clear I couldn’t bring in anything with peanuts, but I’d brought in cookies, heart-shaped sprinkles, strawberry sauce, and several cans of whipped topping.

      “Can we use whatever we want?” The kid asking was at least a head taller than the other boys in his class. He had to belong to the Stewart family. They were the only ones in town with black hair and that color of light blue eyes.

      My gut twinged as I looked him over. I was surprised he wasn’t the one bullying Jack since his family and mine had been engaged in a longstanding family feud. Maybe this next generation would be the one to put it behind them. Sure would come in handy if our families continued to run the Devil’s Dance Distillery together.

      “Yeah, just save some so the kids who come after you have enough.” I set the ice cream scoop down and stood by while they filled little red plastic heart-shaped bowls with their favorites.

      “Are you all set, Mr. Bishop?” Mrs. Blessing stopped by the table to check in. “It looks like you’ve got everything under control over here.”

      “So far, so good.” I pulled a paper towel off the roll I’d brought with me and wiped a glob of melting ice cream off the table.

      “I wish you’d told me you were planning on bringing ice cream for a treat.” Her hands clasped together so tightly the area around her knuckles whitened.

      “Oh. I didn’t know I needed to clear it with you first. Sorry about that.” Jack told me most parents brought in fruit or veggies with ranch dressing. If my kid wanted to win over some of the bullies in his class, I was prepared to help him however I could. Even if that meant bribing the mean kids to be nice to him by upping the stakes at school party time.

      Mrs. Blessing gave me a tight-lipped smile. “It’s just that the kids can make such a mess. I hope you’ll stay on top of keeping the table clean so it doesn’t get out of hand.”

      “Of course.” I glanced over at Bettina’s nanny, who must have overheard the reprimand and gave me a smug smile.

      “I need to run a few things down to the office. Do you think you can handle the classroom while I’m gone?” Mrs. Blessing asked.

      “Absolutely. Take your time. We’ll keep things under control until you get back.” I nodded, emphasizing my point that I could handle a room full of six-year-olds. How hard could it be? In a few minutes, they’d switch stations, which meant I’d have Jack at the treat table next. With four groups of kids, we’d be almost halfway through the party at that point.

      Mrs. Blessing stopped by the nanny’s table before heading into the hall. The timer sounded, and the kids at my table tried to slurp up the rest of their sundaes before they moved on to make their arts and crafts with Amalie.

      “Can I take mine with me? I’m not done yet.” The girl with the braids held her heart-shaped bowl out to show me how much she had left.

      One of the kids coming in from the hall bumped her arm as he passed. Melted ice cream spilled down the front of her shirt, covering the unicorn design with silver sparkles and a dark brown stain.

      “Look what you did.” Tears filled her eyes. It was like someone had flipped a switch to immediately turn on the waterworks.

      “Hey, it’s okay. We’ll get you cleaned up in no time.” I grabbed a wad of red and pink napkins and pressed them into her hands. Then I crouched down to sop up the puddle of ice cream melting into the carpet.

      “Are you ready to admit the make-your-own-sundae bar might not have been the wisest choice?” Nanny Amalie glanced over, eyebrows raised.

      “Nothing a little water won’t take care of.” I pulled a handful of paper towels off the roll and forced myself to keep my cool as I walked over to the sink.

      By the time I returned to the table, the next group of kids had joined the first. Jack held up one of the scoops, then thrust it into the gallon of chocolate ice cream. It had been frozen solid at the store, but since it had been sitting out for a bit, it had softened around the edges. He pulled the scoop out. All the ice cream in the bucket came with it.

      “Look, Dad. Does this mean I get to eat whatever’s on the scoop?” He lifted his hand high. A bucket-shaped blob of ice cream balanced precariously on top of the scooper.

      “Hey, big guy. Why don’t you put that back into the bucket before it”—the entire blob splattered onto the carpet—“falls.”

      Jack looked up at me, his eyes wide. “Oops.”

      “You’d better get that cleaned up.” Nanny Amalie abandoned her post at the arts and crafts table to provide assistance.

      I didn’t need her help. Everything was under control. I reached down with my bare hand to shovel the ice cream back into the bucket. As I did, a stream of fluffy whipped cream hit me in the chest.

      Amalie turned toward the offender. “Spencer Stewart, put that down right now.”

      I knew the tall kid was a Stewart. Instead of dropping the can, the kid doubled down by sending a blast of extra-creamy whipped topping her way. It hit her square in the face.

      Her hands went up, and she sputtered. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      A collective gasp came from the group of first graders. Amalie pulled her glasses off and looked over at me. Except for a saucer-sized area around each eye where her glasses had been, her entire face was covered in white. She looked like an owl who’d just found itself buried up to its ear feathers in snow.

      I tried not to laugh. Even clamped my arm over my belly to hold it in. But as Amalie stood there, her long, dark lashes blinking in slow motion, a deep laugh ripped free from my belly.

      Her cheeks flushed—at the least the little bit of them I could see. She shoved her hand into the bucket of ice cream and flung a huge glob straight at me.

      I didn’t expect someone who looked like a buttoned-up librarian to make that kind of move. Thankful for her terrible aim, I turned and watched the ice cream splatter onto the cabinet behind me.

      “Food fight!” Leave it to a Stewart to ramp things up. The kid she’d called Spencer dipped both hands into buckets of ice cream and slung fistfuls at his classmates.

      Ice cream flew. Heart sprinkles rained down on everyone. Strawberry sauce splattered over the desks, carpet, and walls. I ducked down behind a bookshelf full of easy readers and tried to locate Jack. He stood in the middle of the melee, wiping a giant glob of strawberry sauce from a girl’s cheeks.

      “Jack, take cover.” I caught his attention and motioned for him to join me behind the bookshelf.

      He grabbed the girl’s hand and tugged her toward me. “Dad, Mrs. Blessing is gonna be so mad.”

      I peeked past him at the wild band of sugar-crazed first graders. One kid smashed chocolate-covered candies into the carpet. Another finger-painted with chocolate ice cream down the front of the whiteboard. One little girl flung chocolate syrup and whipped cream over the collection of stuffed animals in the sunken reading pit.

      Clearly, someone needed to step up and take control.

      “I’ve got this, big guy.” I stood, put my fingers in my mouth, and let out a whistle that had stopped full-contact football games.

      The kids didn’t flinch.

      That’s when I knew I was in trouble. Anarchy had risen between the four walls of Mrs. Blessing’s first-grade classroom, and I was helpless to stop it.

      Then I saw her. Amalie dragged a chair toward the door leading to the hallway. As food flew around her, she climbed onto it and clapped her hands. If my whistle didn’t interrupt the free-for-all, a gentle clap of her hands wouldn’t do the trick. Lights flickered off and back on again several times.

      Amalie held up her hand, her fingers stretched to the ceiling. “Give me five.”

      I scoffed. Like every kid in the class was going to come up and slap her hand with theirs. To my complete shock, they all stopped and put their hand in the air, copying her movement. The silence was deafening. Except for the sound of strawberry sauce dripping from the front of the cabinets at the back of the room and landing on the pile of papers on Mrs. Blessing’s desk, the room was completely quiet.

      Instead of looking proud of herself, Amalie stayed on the chair, her hand raised, and turned her head to survey the aftermath. When her gaze landed on me, she stopped. Her jaw tightened, and heat flashed through her eyes.

      She opened her mouth like she wanted to call me out right then and there. I was used to it. As the youngest brother in a family full of overachievers, I’d been the class clown. Vaughn and Cole were the smart ones. I learned early on that I’d never live up to the standards they set when it came to grades. Evan earned his reputation on the football field. I was bigger than him, but he’d always been more coordinated and had some sixth sense that let him anticipate what would happen on the field before the plays were called.

      The only thing left for me to do was make people laugh. I’d always been good at it. Based on the daggers flying at me from Amalie’s eyes, it looked like my streak had ended.

      A loud gasp came from the doorway behind Amalie. Thirty-plus pairs of eyes turned to find Mrs. Blessing clutching her hand to her heart.

      “Wha-a-a-a—” She surveyed the trashed classroom. “Boys and girls, what happened?”

      I figured we’d do what I did in high school—everyone would deny knowing anything about how the ceiling had been sprayed with whipped cream and the stuffed animals all looked like they were bleeding out. Things must have changed since I’d been a student at Beaver Bluff Elementary. Half the kids pointed at Amalie, and the other half pointed at me.

      Spencer Stewart was the first one to speak. I knew I shouldn’t have given him the benefit of the doubt. “Mrs. Blessing, we were eating our snack and making crafts when Jack’s dad and that lady over there started a food fight.”

      Mrs. Blessing staggered into the room and leaned against the doorway for support. I debated on whether I needed to rush to her side or see if there was a defibrillator somewhere in the building because she looked like she was about to collapse.

      In a stern voice that didn’t seem possible coming from a woman of her slight stature, she pointed a finger at me, then turned it on Amalie. “The two of you . . . to the principal’s office. Now.”
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      Damn Miller Bishop and his make-your-own sundae bar. He was at fault, yet I was being punished for his bad judgment. No one in their right mind would think to bring gallons of ice cream into a classroom for treat time. That must be it. He obviously had a few screws loose. Maybe more than a few. The man might be living on the edge, one or two incidents away from completely losing his grip on reality.

      I’d never gotten in trouble at school. Thanks to one of my elementary school teachers, I realized that getting good grades and a degree would be my only way out of the future that loomed in front of me. My mom did the best she could, but after my dad left, she had to work two jobs to pay the rent and keep food in the refrigerator. I’d vowed that I’d make something of myself so I didn’t have to live like that. And here I was, headed to the principal’s office for the first time in my life.

      “Don’t worry. Let me do the talking, and I’ll take care of everything.” Miller looped his thumb through his belt loop and matched my stride.

      I shifted Caden on my hip. He swiped his fingers across my cheek and shoved them in his mouth. At least someone was enjoying the aftermath of the one and only food fight I’d ever taken part in.

      “I’ll do my own talking,” I ground out. If I let Miller take charge, I’d end up tying my fate to his. While I had no doubt he’d do his best to charm Principal Masterson, she didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who’d fall for Miller’s blow-sunshine-up-her-butt routine.

      “Suit yourself.” Miller held the door to the office open for me to pass through first. “But just so you know, she’s my brother’s best friend.”

      That comment got my attention. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a reply, but I was curious. “What do you think she’ll say?”

      His shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. “She’ll probably laugh her ass off then ask me to write a big check to cover the damage.”

      My stomach dropped. I didn’t have a big check. All the money in my meager bank account went toward my tuition. “What kind of big check?”

      Miller put a hand on my shoulder then pulled it away and looked at the sticky chocolate sauce covering his palm. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it covered.”

      I’m sure he meant to offer comfort, but I didn’t like the smug look in his eyes. In that moment, he became every rich kid who’d ever snubbed me for wearing clearance clothes from discount stores and not being able to afford to keep up with the Jones’s. Or in this case, keep up with the Bishops.

      “You think you can toss money at any situation and not have to take responsibility for your actions?” The nerve of some people.

      His brow furrowed and his eyes crinkled at the edges. “Not any situation, but that’s what it’s going to take to get us out of this one.” He said it like it was canon. Like everyone in the world knew that was how the system worked. Like he was explaining something simple to a kid Caden’s age. Like I’d be an idiot not to grasp the simple concept of his money-makes-the-world-go-round society.

      “Mr. Bishop, Ms. Rivers, please come in.” Principal Masterson met us at the door to her office. I didn’t know how she managed, but her tight-lipped grin didn’t slip a bit. Not even when the receptionist’s eyes rounded and the school nurse’s jaw dropped open.

      “Hey, Frannie.” Miller nodded toward Principal Masterson.

      I rolled my eyes. Surely, she could see right through him. He was trying to use his family connection to minimize the collateral damage of his actions. What really made me mad was that he’d probably get away with it.

      “Under normal circumstances, I’d ask you to take a seat.” The principal shut the door behind us and walked over to lean against her desk. “However, I’m sure we can all agree these aren’t normal circumstances.”

      Miller chuckled. “The Valentine’s party did get a little out of hand.”

      She gave him the kind of smile a patient adult might offer a petulant child. Hope that she might be the one person willing to stand up to Miller Bishop and call him out on his shit blossomed through my chest.

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” Principal Masterson said.

      Miller shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Could one of Beaver Bluff’s golden boys be getting a little nervous? I hated the sheer glee the thought sent racing through my limbs.

      “Look, Frannie…”

      “Mr. Bishop, I’d prefer you use my professional title when speaking to me in a work environment.”

      Oh, snap. I bit down on my lip to keep from laughing at the wounded look on his face.

      “Fine. Principal Masterson, it wasn’t my intention to get the kids riled up. I was just trying to do something special for the class so that kids would stop picking on Jack. He’s been bullied all year, especially by Ms. Rivers’s charge.” He hooked his thumb in my direction as if there was any doubt about who he might be referring to.

      “Bettina’s been under a lot of stress. Her parents are out of the country, and she’s having a difficult time adjusting.” I bounced Caden on my hip. He’d grown tired of swiping chocolate sauce off my face and struggled to get down.

      “It’s been going on all year.” Miller turned toward me. “She’s been making cracks about his size for months. It’s giving my kid a complex, and I thought if I came through with something awesome for the Valentine’s party, it might buy him some respect.”

      Part of me wanted to laugh at his reasoning. Leave it to the rich family in town to think everything could be solved with expensive grand gestures. But there was also some truth in his tone. Knowing Bettina might be causing any other kid pain hurt my heart.

      “I’ll talk to her about it,” I promised. Caden landed a swift kick to my hip, and I let out a gruff oof. I didn’t want to set him down when he was covered in sticky goo.

      “Let me get to the point. I’m disappointed in the two of you for the way you handled yourselves at this afternoon’s event. Here at Beaver Bluff Elementary, it’s our goal to teach the kids how to get along.”

      Miller glanced over at me and then took a step closer to the desk. “I’d be happy to bring in a commercial cleaner to clean up the mess.”

      She put up her hand, palm out. “I’d expect nothing less, Mr. Bishop.”

      He nodded, his lips curving into a satisfied smile. “I’ll have my assistant reach out to⁠—”

      “We’re not done quite yet.” She returned the grin.

      My stomach twisted like someone had strung it on one of those taffy pull machines. I didn’t like the twinkle in her eye or the way her brows rose a smidge. It was like she was issuing a challenge to Miller Bishop, and I didn’t want to get pulled into it as collateral damage.

      “What else can I do to make things right?” Miller tilted his head and studied the petite principal.

      She might have been the shortest person in the room, but she held all the power. I’d do whatever she wanted if it kept me from getting in trouble with the Calbots. No doubt Bettina would be happy to fill them in on the choice words I’d uttered in front of her entire classroom. I had a good relationship with my employers, but there was no telling what kind of transgression might be the one to set them off. Mrs. Calbot’s parenting style seemed to shift as quickly as the trends she followed on social media. I needed this job and the paycheck that came with it if I wanted to finally finish my degree.

      Ms. Masterson reached for her phone. “Mrs. Blessing was kind enough to send me a few classroom photos. We’ll have to clear it out before the carpet cleaners come in. I’m expecting the two of you to wipe down the desks and wash the collection of stuffed animals from the reading nook. Poor critters look like they suffered the brunt of the attack.”

      She turned the screen to face us. The giant teddy bear Bettina liked to read to had a face full of chocolate syrup. A big bunny’s ears had been covered in strawberry sauce, and the school’s stuffed beaver mascot’s tail looked white from all the whipped cream.

      “I can have someone here later this afternoon to deal with everything.” Miller reached for his phone in his back pocket.

      Ms. Masterson shook her head. “What kind of message are we sending the kids if we teach them adults don’t have to take responsibility for their choices? Especially their bad choices?”

      “I don’t understand. Do you want me to clean things up or not?” Miller’s forehead crunched like he couldn’t comprehend what she was saying.

      I understood. For once, someone was going to make him take responsibility. A vision of Miller Bishop shoving his hands into a pair of pink rubber gloves and crouching over dozens of desks with a bucket of soapy water popped into my head.

      “Yes. I want you to clean things up. Start by taking all the stuffed animals to the laundromat. Then you can come in over the weekend and wipe down the desks. I expect your cleaning crew to handle the walls, floor, and ceiling.” She sat in the padded chair behind her desk and tucked her phone into the top drawer. “Any questions?”

      “I’ve got meetings this afternoon, and the family’s getting together to talk about the distillery’s anniversary party this weekend. Come on, Frannie. Is this really necessary?” His jaw clenched.

      “Not only is it necessary, if you’d like your son,”—she glanced at me, her eyes softening the slightest bit at the edges—“and your clients’ daughter to be able to participate in any more Fun Friday events, you’ll find a way to get it done.”

      “Dammit.” Miller clasped his hands behind his head.

      Seeing his calm, cool facade slipping away gave me a little thrill. “I can take some stuffed animals to the laundromat on my way home this afternoon.”

      “You’re just going to go along with this?” Miller turned an accusatory glare on me. “This is ridiculous. Is there anything else we can do for you, your royal highness of Beaver Bluff Elementary?”

      “There is one more thing,” Principal Masterson said. “We’ve been looking for someone to chair the spring fundraiser. Having the two of you do it together will be a great lesson for the children on how to work with someone you don’t necessarily get along with.”

      “What makes you think I don’t get along with the nanny with the bad aim?” Miller joked.

      I gritted my teeth, vowing to work on my throw in case I ever had the opportunity to nail Miller Bishop in the chin with a glob of ice cream—or anything else—ever again.

      “You’ll be setting a good example for Jack and Bettina.” Principal Masterson shifted her attention to a stack of paperwork in front of her. “And don’t think about hiring that out, Miller. I’ll expect a detailed proposal on your plans this time next week. You’re both excused.”

      My feet wouldn’t move. If I understood the events of the last five minutes, I’d been assigned to wash stuffed animals and clean desks with Miller Bishop over the weekend. That, I could handle. Even though I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of spending any amount of time around the cocky jackass, I could survive forty-eight hours for the sake of keeping my job.

      But working with him on the spring fundraiser? Had she lost her ever-lovin’ mind?

      “Ms. Masterson, I don’t have ties to the school beyond being Bettina’s nanny. Surely, you don’t expect me to take time away from my job and work on my degree to spearhead an event that benefits the school since I don’t have a child in attendance?”

      Now Miller rolled his eyes. I didn’t care about his reaction. The only person who mattered was Principal Masterson.

      “What field are you studying?” She didn’t look up as she scrawled her signature across the bottom of a page and flipped to the next one.

      “Elementary education.” My throat went dry as I realized the implication.

      “Don’t you think spending time in the school and working on our biggest fundraiser of the year will provide you with some valuable experience?” Her dark eyes found mine. In half a second, she knew she had me exactly where she wanted me.

      “Yes.” That one word was all I was capable of at the moment.

      “Good. I can’t wait to see what the two of you come up with. I’ll see you back in my office next Friday at one o’clock.” She didn’t look up again. There was no need. She’d said what she needed to say and issued her judgment.

      Whether I liked it or not, I was about to spend way too much time with the one man I never wanted to see again.
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