



[image: image]













[image: image]
















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2024 by Jessica Lepe


Reading group guide copyright © 2024 by Jessica Lepe and Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Cover design and illustration by Caitlin Sacks. Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Interior illustrations by Caitlin Sacks.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Forever


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


read-forever.com


@readforeverpub


First Edition: March 2024


Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Forever books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Lepe, Jessica, 1988- author.


Title: Flirty little secret / Jessica Lepe.


Description: First edition. | New York : Forever, 2024. | Series: Galindo sisters


Identifiers: LCCN 2023040986 | ISBN 9781538739341 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9781538739358 (ebook)


Subjects: LCGFT: Romance fiction. | Novels.


Classification: LCC PS3612.E598 F58 2024 | DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20230919


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023040986


ISBNs: 9781538739341 (trade pbk.), 9781538739358 (ebook)


Interior book design by Marie Mundaca


E3-20240118-JV-NF-ORI














To Mom, who always knew I could do it, even when I didn’t. And when the load got too heavy, sat with me until I grew strong enough to carry it again. This book is for you.
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CONTENT GUIDANCE







Dear Reader,





While I hope this romance will have you smiling and maybe even letting out a few laughs, please note this book does contain a main character who is both neurodivergent and depressed and lives with an anxiety disorder. This character also experiences an on-page panic attack and passive suicide ideation (no attempt). Ableist language is sometimes used regarding mental illness, and there is one scene with antisemitic and racial microaggressions. Reference is also made to the grooming and attempted sexual assault of a minor, but the incident itself occurs off-page. Cheating (past/off-page) is also referenced.


I strove to bring authenticity to this character who shares the same mental health diagnoses I do, but I know that my lived experience may be different from yours. Please read with care if these topics are sensitive to you.




Best,


Jessica
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TheMissGuidedCounselor 
Posted at 7:15 AM




Happy first day of school to all my teachers and admin! Today I’m sharing my top 5 tips to make this new school year your BEST one yet:


1. Embrace the Positivity: Sure, we all wish we were still on summer break, soaking in the sun and sleeping in late, but try not to dwell on what you are losing and focus instead on what you are gaining: a freshly wiped slate and chance to influence a whole new year of students!


2. Celebrate Your Success: Make sure to take time to celebrate all the amazing things you do each and every day.


3. Don’t Try to Do It All: It can be easy to take on too much and want to be everything for everyone, but that is also the quickest way to burn out! Only say yes to the things that bring you happiness and real fulfillment.


4. Be Confident in Your Expertise: Many of us teachers and school professionals are nervous when starting a new year, especially those of us who are newer to the job. But try not to doubt your skills and your knowledge—after all, it’s what got you here in the first place!


5. Take the Time to Build Meaningful Relationships: Don’t forget to set aside time to connect with your students, fellow teachers, and admin staff. Even a quick coffee each morning can blossom into a beautiful and supportive friendship. And let’s face it, this job is hard enough as it is—shouldn’t we all work together to make it easier for each other? So today, instead of heading straight to your classroom or office, stop by the teachers’ lounge and pour yourself a nice big mug of hot coffee or tea and introduce yourself to someone new! You never know, you could meet your next best friend!
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LOOK, I KNOW THAT the first day at a new job usually tends to suck.


Especially when you’re starting as a new teacher at a new school. And not just any school—but high school. Yes, the place you actively have nightmares about and spent both a decade and your annual health insurance deductible processing in therapy. That’s where I work.


And starting a new job anywhere can be scary. You’re fresh meat; everyone stares at you as you wander around, since you have no idea where the hell anything is; and you have to answer the same question a hundred times, maintaining a level of enthusiasm only matched by someone with a healthy dependency on cocaine. It’s exhausting, but it’s part of the deal of starting somewhere new. I accept it.


What I hadn’t expected, however, was that my first day would also include getting a mug of boiling hot tea tossed directly onto my, for lack of a better word, dick. That… that had been a curveball.


And it’s at this moment—mere seconds after the aforementioned tea has collided with my crotch, possibly rendering me infertile, it’s that hot—that I see the culprit. Jet-black hair. Golden sepia skin. A quivering lower lip. All put together in a beautiful woman who is gaping at me with wide, horrified eyes on the brink of tears. And just like the tea had blindsided me a moment earlier, I’m struck a second time by her unique beauty. Even the sickly flickering fluorescent lights reveal a delicate softness in the curve of her crimson-flushed cheeks and thick black lashes that obscure the rich, dark umber of her eyes.


Sure, she may have castrated me, but there’s something fascinating about this woman—beyond her incredible aim—that sends sparks of electricity straight through me, making me want to run my hand down her face and test that soft skin theory for myself.


Or maybe the hot liquid just burned some nerve endings and this is my body shutting down in response. Yeah, that makes much more sense for all these addled thoughts.


“Oh my God! I am so sorry!”


The voice does not match the hysterical person currently gaping at me with wide, panicked eyes. Probably because it’s about five octaves higher than what I would imagine is her usual tenor. She leaps into action, ripping off her scarf, a vibrant purple and blue number made to look like the colorful feathers of a peacock. Falling to her knees, she presses it against my crotch, dabbing at the liquid stain. I suck in a sharp breath, willing my poor penis—if he managed to survive the tea attack—to not react to this very beautiful woman vigorously assaulting the front of my pants.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see a clock with the time: 7:21 a.m. I have been here exactly seven minutes and I am already getting my own peacock assaulted by a very determined woman and her peacock scarf.


Luckily, it only takes her a few seconds to realize she is giving me the world’s worst and most traumatizing third-base hand job on the planet. All in the middle of the teachers’ lounge. And if I thought her voice was high before, it just jumped to a range usually only accessible by dogs.


“I am so, so, so sorry!”


She jumps away, pulling the scarf with her, to reveal a giant wet spot that seems to have been made only worse by her earnest attempts.


Seeing the damage, her eyes widen to impossibly larger proportions that momentarily have me concerned they may just pop out of their sockets altogether.


She glances down at her hands, holding them out in front of her as if finally—finally—understanding how using them to blot out the tea from the front of my pants may not have been the most appropriate choice to make.


Strikingly chocolate-brown eyes filled with moisture and regret lock on mine. “I am so sorry and I will just leave you to”—she waves her hand over my stained crotch—“to this situation that I am very sorry I have left you in but I have to go because I have a very important meeting I just remembered and—”


She doesn’t bother finishing the sentence before she rushes out of the lounge, repeating her apology as she flees, her voice carrying into the hallway before the door unceremoniously slams shut.


The entire room is silent, and I can feel every set of eyes watching me, most of them looking directly at my crotch. So much for blending in.


I look down at my pants, wondering what the hell I’m going to do. I had packed a first aid kit, an entire box of protein bars, and three cans of Red Bull for my first day of school but had neglected to pack a spare pair of pants. Getting tea spilled on me hadn’t really crossed my mind as something I should be preparing for.


My bad.


I think my best move would be to find the nearest men’s room, make sure my dick is still intact and functioning, and figure out how I can teach my first-period class from behind my desk as I wait for my pants to dry and collect whatever remaining dignity I have left.


I frantically scan the lounge only to find a crowd of gaping faces staring at me. As much as I hated my old job, I never had to stand in front of my colleagues looking like I had wet my poor khakis. For the briefest of seconds, I wonder if this is perhaps a sign from the universe that I made the wrong choice in leaving and that maybe this is a cruel fated bitch slap.


I grab a stack of napkins and blot my pants, but the water has set in, and they do nothing but accessorize my crotch stain with tiny specks of white. I had forgotten that I was no longer teaching at a fancy private school, that this was a public school. And public schools have cheap, single-ply napkins—the kind that shed crumbs of white paper the minute they encounter moisture.


So, in addition to the wet stain, it now looks like I have dandruff of the pubic hair variety.


A giant hand claps me on the shoulder. “Welcome to Harview High!”


I turn to find a man with a flaming red beard and a wide, toothy smile on a pale ivory face peppered with freckles. He easily towers over me, but the combination of his playful smile, yellow and pink polka-dot bow tie, and thick accent make him seem far less intimidating and more like a jolly Scottish giant with a unique sense of fashion.


He holds out his hand. “The name is Brodie. I’m the phys ed teacher here. I’m also the badminton coach. You must be the new history teacher, aye?”


I shake his hand. “That’s me. I’m Fletcher.”


“Fletcher,” he says, rolling the r at the end of my name for a few extra syllables. “Nice to meet you.” He gestures toward the door with his chin. “Why don’t we venture over to the locker rooms? They’ve got some hand dryers there so we can dry off your trousers before the first bell.”


I gladly accept his offer—mostly to dry my pants, but also to get the hell out of that lounge and all the noticeable stares and whispers—and follow him out of the teachers’ lounge, strategically holding my bag over my front even though every person in here has gotten a clear view of my soaked khaki-clad member.


As the door swings closed behind us, the chatter in the lounge fervently picks up again. I have no doubt they are all discussing whatever it is that just happened. I wish them luck—I’m still trying to put the pieces together. One minute I was going to make myself a cup of coffee, the next I had my new colleague on her knees scrubbing my groin.


Definitely not how I pictured today going.


Brodie confidently navigates through the hallway, pointing out different classrooms for me and greeting the students beginning to trickle in. Meanwhile, I’m extra diligent about keeping my bag positioned in front of me, hiding the wet stain. Even as a thirty-year-old man, I’m still terrified of teenagers. Especially ones that have cell phones with cameras permanently attached to their hands, who could post a picture of me looking like I had pissed myself on my first day on the job. That would be a fun one for the yearbook.


We finally reach the empty locker room, where we are greeted by both the overwhelming smell of dirty socks mixed with wet towels and a line of hand dryers flanking the tiled wall by the toilet stalls. Jackpot.


He sits on one of the benches, stretching his long legs and crossing them at the ankle. I can only assume he’s going to sit here while I dry my crotch. Our friendship is progressing quickly.


Brodie is a talker. He barely takes a breath between sentences as he impressively navigates from one topic to the next. Like how he’s currently ranking the area’s different Mexican restaurants by the quality of their nacho cheese.


“You can’t have too liquidy of a cheese,” he explains with the same seriousness you would expect in a conversation about the geopolitical conflicts of the Middle East, “because then the cheese will saturate into the chip, and the chip will lose its crispness. And you really need a firm chip to scoop up the rest of the fillings. That is why Rancho Chico will always be number one in my book. As a matter of fact, that’s where I took the boys when we had won the badminton regionals.” He shakes his head. “Too bad we didn’t win that year. I really thought we had it in us.”


I try to keep up, but I am far too focused on getting these damn pants dry. I continue to swing, thrusting my hips upward as I prop my hands on my back to arch toward the hot air blowing from the dryers.


Brodie pauses and eyes me curiously. “Mate, you’re going about this all wrong,” he calls out. “You need to take off the trousers and hold them up.”


Okay, so undressing in front of my colleagues was also something I had not expected when I woke up this morning. But Brodie’s right—this is not a great method, and it kind of feels like I’m steaming my balls, and the poor pair have already been through enough today. But I’ve got less than fifteen minutes before I have to report to my first class, and I need this stain gone. So the pants—trousers—have got to go.


I kick off my shoes and then unbuckle and slide my pants down to my ankles before bending over and picking them up. I’m not wearing my finest boxers—a plain gray pair from the ten-pack that I get from Target—and I feel oddly self-conscious in front of this giant man who is surprisingly comfortable with this entire situation.


“And that is why you want to volunteer for the winter bake sale,” he continues, even though I had tuned out the change in topic trying to hold my pants up to the dryer. “Try to avoid the Spring Fling if you can. The kids get too frisky with the changing weather and mostly the chaperone duties are watching out for any emerging boners.” Brodie chuckles, shaking his head as if having a discussion about students’ boners while I am half naked is a completely normal thing to do on a Monday morning. “Don’t want to have another 2014. Did I tell you about that?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer before diving in, telling me about the three girls in the junior class who had all made a pregnancy pact because they wanted to get on the Teen Mom TV show.


Luckily my pants are starting to dry, the splotch of water beginning to disappear under the heat. Thank God.


“It’s working, eh?” Brodie asks.


“Looks like it. Thanks for the help. It would have been brutal to have this stain on my first day.”


He nods, fully understanding. “My first day I tripped and fell down in front of the whole cafeteria. For weeks, every time a student would see me, they would shout ‘timber!’ and try to get me to topple over again. I guess seeing a full-grown man tumble to the ground is an amusing sight.”


I try to picture what this man—who had to be at least six foot five—would look like falling to the ground. It had to be a hell of a journey down.


“Well, you seem to be doing fine now by the looks of it. Were you a teacher back in Scotland, too?”


He arches his brow and smiles. “You got the accent right. Attaboy! Most people I meet ask me if I come from the same place as Harry Potter. But, no, wasn’t a teacher back home.”


I look down to see my pants fully dry—giant wet splotch completely invisible—and I slip them back on. “How did you end up here then?”


He gets a wistful look and his eyes dart up to the ceiling. “Followed a girl here. But she unfortunately passed two years ago.”


Shit. Great job, Fletch.


“Oh, man, I am so sorry.”


He wipes the back of his hand across his cheek to swipe a stray tear and rises to his feet, dwarfing me again. “She was a beautiful, wonderful woman, and she gave me the most precious little daughter.” He digs his phone out of his back pocket and shows me the lock screen. A pretty girl, with bright green eyes and the same fiery red hair as her father, smiles, holding a small golden retriever puppy.


“She’s adorable.”


He swells at the compliment and tucks his phone back into his pocket. “Arabella. My pride and joy. But enough about me. What brings you to our little corner of Harview? Rumor has it you were a teacher at one of those fancy schmancy schools.”


I inwardly cringe at the question. How do I explain leaving Kenton, one of the most prestigious schools in the world, from which half a dozen or so senior politicians, top CEOs, and even a president graduated, to come and teach at a public school in Massachusetts? I force a smile. “Uh, I had some family that needed me back home.”


Brodie nods knowingly. “I hear you. Is it cancer? I stayed with my uncle a few years back when he fought testicular cancer. Poor guy.”


It is becoming abundantly clear that besides his nonstop talking, Brodie has zero boundaries. “Uh, not cancer,” I answer. “My father actually left my mom.”


Brodie covers his mouth with a loud gasp.


“For his secretary,” I add, eliciting another loud, dramatic gasp.


“Who is now pregnant with his kid.” I toss in that last bit and enjoy a surprisingly high-pitched third gasp paired with Brodie’s hand clutching his chest. I bite back a smile, feeling only the tiniest bit of guilt for using my tragic family drama for entertainment.


“Mate, that’s heavy,” Brodie says, shaking his head. He places a meaty hand on my shoulder, a somber expression on his face. “If you need anything, I’m here for you. Anything at all. I just got one of those new kitchen gadgets. What do they call them? Oh, the Instant Pot! I can make you anything you need. Yogurt, applesauce, even a whole roasted chicken!”


I suppress a laugh, not wanting to offend Brodie. He’s so sincere, a far cry from my colleagues back at Kenton Prep, who were often cold and competitive. “Thank you, but I’m staying at my mom’s for a bit, and she’s a great cook,” I add to reassure him, which is mainly true. Except for the fact my mother hasn’t cooked, really hasn’t done much of anything, since discovering the affair.


Brodie nods and drops his hand from my shoulder. “You’re a good one, Fletch. Now, we should be getting on. I’ll show you to your classroom so you can get situated before the bell.”


Now fully clothed, I thank him for his offer and follow him down the hallway, which has swelled with students. Luckily, Brodie is so big, the crowd naturally parts for him, and I take full advantage, following behind until we stop outside of a classroom.


“This is your stop,” he says, waving his hand to the door. “Try not to get any more drinks spilled on you today. Or any more hands on your willy!” The last word he calls out as he walks away, sending the hallway of students into a fit of laughter as they stream into their classrooms—including mine.


Yep, this day definitely sucks.















Chapter Two
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I’LL NEED A NEW name. A dye job. Colored contacts (as a Twilight-obsessed millennial, I have always wanted violet eyes). Oh, and a whole new identity. Might need to burn off my fingerprints, too, to ensure that my body can never be tracked back to the old Lucy Galindo. That should cover everything I’ll need to escape and start a life somewhere else. Oh, I’ll need Wi-Fi, too. And ideally somewhere that Amazon delivers because I have unfortunately created a lifestyle for myself where I am entirely dependent on them to survive.


“Lucy?”


The sound of Nia’s voice tears me away from the elaborate fantasy life I had been carefully constructing in my head: a fabulous rent-controlled brownstone with brick walls and hardwood floors in Harlem. (Do they have brownstones in Harlem? I’ll have to look that up later.) My neighbor will be this crotchety old man who teaches me how to play chess, but in the process bestows upon me all these valuable life lessons. Oh, and a bookstore across the street that also has a café attached where they host a variety of open mic nights where I can show off my mastery of the ukulele.


“Hello? Lucy!” Nia calls out again.


Shit. Fantasy gone.


I pop my head out of my hiding place and wave her forward, granting her formal permission to enter our sacred space. She pushes aside the thick blue wrestling mats and ducks under the volleyball net until she’s on the other side, claiming the comfortable armchair across from mine.


My first year as guidance counselor here, I discovered a long, awkward hallway behind the gym that housed abandoned and forgotten equipment that no one really wanted to deal with. It didn’t really lead anywhere, and because there was so much crap shoved in, no one had realized that the hallway extended to the right a whole seven feet, leading to a single closet that had just enough space for two comfortable armchairs, a corner piled high with pillows, and a small tribute to my queen, RBG.


On days where I just need to lie on the floor, question my entire existence, and bask in the myriad poor decisions I’ve made in life to bring me to this point, this is where I go. This is my sanctuary: my space to come and cry when I am overwhelmed, or stressed, or angry, or any of the plethora of emotions I cycle through any given week. Nia never cries, but she does enjoy the secret space for camping out during her free periods and watching Great British Baking Show reruns while she hides from her students.


So I am the primary occupant of what we have aptly named the cry closet. Because I cry… a lot. Not like every day, or even every week. But I do enjoy a biweekly or so cathartic cleansing of my tear ducts. Sometimes I have really great reasons for crying—like that time we lost a student to cancer, or when Lily Applegate, the coolest girl in tenth grade, told me that my flared jeans and chain belt made me look like a Dollar Tree J.Lo.


And then some days, I don’t have much of a reason to cry. It could be because of something as simple as stubbing my toe in the doorframe or dropping a pile of papers—nothing that any other person would deem more than a mere annoyance. But for me and my clinical chronic depression with a heaping side of anxiety, rain clouds are always trailing a few feet behind. And from time to time, they catch up with me, and those minor inconveniences of life begin to feel… overwhelming.


In those moments, crying is all I can manage to do. So it’s nice to have a quiet place, with a stash of snacks and a strong Wi-Fi connection, on those days.


“You doing okay?” Nia asks. Her voice is doing that kind of singsong thing that she does when she doesn’t know how to comfort me. Nia is a math teacher and the complete and total opposite of me in every single way imaginable. Where I like to cry and journal my feelings and attend weekend retreats on healing my inner child, Nia spends her free time watching documentaries about Pythagorean identities and going on long runs, which she finds “relaxing”—a concept I entirely do not understand.


As Nia’s eyes narrow, assessing me with that big, beautiful brain of hers, I look down at my fingers knotted together in my lap. Nia knows me well enough to know I’m not doing okay. I think I am still in shock, considering I am not bawling my eyes out in humiliation. I have no doubt the tears will come later—possibly tonight—when I finally process my day over a glass of wine and two Lean Cuisines, because honestly, who ever gets full from just one?


But still, I nod and hold up my phone, where I have my Notes app open. “Totally fine,” I lie with a false peppiness. “I’m just working on a draft for an upcoming post now.”


I’m doing my best to channel my humiliation through my online alter ego, @TheMissGuidedCounselor, who is the voice of guidance and wisdom for almost half a million followers on Instagram. As an overwhelmed and self-conscious grad student, I had started the account to share some of the advice I wished someone would give me, as well as grow my own confidence in my counseling skills. Two years and hundreds of posts later, @TheMissGuidedCounselor always knows the right words to say, the perfect advice to give.


As @TheMissGuidedCounselor, I am confident, brilliant, witty, and wise. She’s a curated version of myself that highlights all my best parts… and just ignores all the other baggage. Which is why she is also anonymous.


Well, mostly anonymous. As my best friend, Nia knows about my secret, though I know she has her misgivings about it.


Because if anyone ever discovered that I was the one behind the account, @TheMissGuidedCounselor would lose all credibility. Lucy Galindo—with her biweekly panic attacks and eight different alarm clocks with reminders to take her antianxiety and depression medication—would not inspire anyone.


She is everything I wish I could be in real life, and she would, most definitely, never accidentally grope a teacher.


Nia doesn’t look the least bit convinced by the false cheer in my voice and leans against the doorframe, crossing her arms at her chest. “And what is this post about exactly?”


I clear my throat. “Five ways to recover—gracefully, of course—from an embarrassing work incident.”


The edges of Nia’s lips quirk into a smile. “And what number on your list is ‘hide in a closet at work’?”


I shoot her an annoyed look and pocket my phone. “@TheMissGuidedCounselor wouldn’t hide in a closet, Nia. Which is why she’s the one with the Instagram account, not me.”


Nia rolls her eyes. “I’d much rather have you be the face of your account. Perfection is boring.”


“Says the perfect person,” I grumble in return. “Anyway, can we please not argue about this again? I need to know if everyone is still talking about this morning.”


Nia forces an unnatural smile to her face so I know the next few words coming out of her mouth will be lies. “Oh, no, it was totally not a big deal.”


Yep, she’s lying. Nia is a terrible liar.


I drop my head into my hands and groan. I have no doubt my accidental fondling will be the talk of the teachers’ lounge for the next few days, at least until someone catches the freshman biology teacher, Ms. Tanner, practicing her TikTok dances in the choir room.


I am such a klutz, always tripping over my own feet or embarrassing myself in some way or another, though today definitely topped the list. I try so hard to fit in, but I only can ever seem to stand out. And not in the good way.


“I can never go back out there,” I moan before dropping my head into my hands, despondent.


Nia leans over the upholstered chair I had scored from a yard sale and snuck in on a Saturday to add to the closet—not an easy feat at all—and reaches for my hands, pulling me up to my feet.


“You are an amazing badass bitch. And you’re an awesome guidance counselor and help out so many people. You are hilarious and have so much heart. And you have an incredible ass. Ten outta ten.” She pulls me into a hug—a rarity from Nia.


“You smell so good,” I say, inhaling her cinnamon scent. “I wish I could unzip your body and crawl inside and hang out with you there.”


Nia pulls away, shaking her head as she bites back a smile. “Some of these things you say seriously concern me.”


“Yeah,” I say with a long sigh. “Me, too.”















Chapter Three
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I HAVE NEVER FELT more relieved than when I see the clock hit three p.m. Between the tea-scorching crotch incident this morning and countless snickers from the students as I got lost in the halls, I’m ready to get the hell out of here.


As the last of my students trickle out of my classroom, I grab my phone and unlock it to check if I have any notifications, smiling when I see a message from @TheMissGuidedCounselor. After I started following her online a year ago, we became fast friends. I found her when I was about to start my third year at Kenton, where every morning I was waking up with my stomach full of dread. No matter how much I loved teaching, I hated working there: the constant battles between the powerless teachers and condescending parents, the overentitled students, and the administration who cared only about raising more and more money.


It had begun to remind me of the life I had fought so hard to escape—the one where I had been basically born and bred to work in the wealth management fund my father had founded and oversaw with an iron fist. The same job where, after handing in my resignation letter, my father had shouted me out of his office, telling me I was making the worst mistake of my life to pursue teaching.


And then one night, wide awake at two in the morning, questioning whether my father had been right all along, I saw something that, well, changed my life. And on Instagram of all places.


I had been scrolling through my feed, something I admittedly did a lot when my anxiety about the day to come would twist my stomach into such a tight knot it was impossible to sleep, when I saw a post about how we only have one life and we need to live it in a way that will make us, and no one else, feel proud and fulfilled. I’m still not sure if it was the simplicity of those words—or the humor, kindness, and empathy in the ensuing caption—but that post spoke to me. I instantly began following the account @TheMissGuidedCounselor.


It was her advice that solidified my decision that I needed a change. I had initially taken the job at Kenton thinking that working at such a world-famous, prestigious school would impress my father. And even though I was miserable there, a small part of me still thought if I stuck it out long enough, my father would finally—finally—stop seeing me as the family disappointment who had walked away from a high-six-figure salary to pursue a “meaningless” career.


Before finally drifting off to sleep, I was messaging her, asking for her advice, a lightness on my shoulders that I hadn’t felt in years. And when I had woken in the morning, @TheMissGuidedCounselor had already responded, encouraging me to see that it was okay to not be happy and to want more for myself.


Talking with @TheMissGuidedCounselor was the first time I had finally met someone who just… got it. Who understood the inspiring highs and frustrating lows that came with educating the next generation. Who was passionate about her work because it fed her soul. She got it—and she got me. She’d made it all make sense.


Just because my first school placement had been a nightmare, that didn’t mean I had made the wrong decision about following my dream. It didn’t mean my father had been right. Though, in a weird way, it was his actions that finally gave me the opportunity to leave Kenton for good. After all, if he hadn’t abandoned his wife of thirty-four years and blown up our entire family, I never would have moved back home and transferred to Harview.


Thanks, Dad.


My phone buzzes again, but before I can open her message, a familiar face bursts into my classroom.


“You survived your first day!”


I drop my phone onto my desk as Brodie leans against the whiteboard behind my desk. “How did it go?”


“It was definitely eventful. Thanks again so much for your help earlier. Especially the whole announcing to the hallway that my ‘willy’ had been violated.”


Brodie laughs and wraps his arm around me, like we’ve been old friends for years now. “This job is hard enough as it is. Us teachers have to look out for one another. That was just my friendly way of welcoming ye. And hey, at least you got the worst of your shit on the first day. Can only get better from here, right?”


I’m about to agree when I hear a tap-tap on the metal doorframe of my classroom. When I look up, I see the only thing in the world that could make this day even worse.


What is she doing here?


“Fuck.” The word slips out of my mouth and though it’s a whisper, Brodie is close enough to hear it. He turns and presumably also sees the blond woman standing at the door, a strained smile on her red-lined lips. The same red lips that five years earlier had shattered my world with a single sentence: “I don’t think I’m in love with you anymore.”


Which is always hard to hear, of course, from the woman you love.


But then she followed that crushing blow by confessing she had fallen in love with another man. Who she had been cheating on me with for two months. Another harsh slap of painful reality across the face. But it wasn’t until she revealed who that man was—my older brother—that the betrayal had felt less like a slap to the face and more like a knife twisting into my back, painfully severing every nerve ending until all my insides had collapsed into each other in one jumbled, messy clump of organs.


Yeah, it had been a shitty breakup.


And seeing her again feels like I’ve been cruelly shoved back into my twenty-five-year-old body, suffering through my first heartbreak—the moment that had me questioning everything in my life and ultimately led me to pursue teaching.


“Well, if it isn’t Aldrich Fletcher in the flesh.” My ex, Georgia Flannigan, strides in, her heels clicking loudly on the linoleum floor. The sound echoes, and I wonder if this will be the last sound I hear before I die, because I doubt my body can handle any more humiliation today. “When I saw the roster of this year’s teachers, I couldn’t believe it. I had to come see it for myself.”


She walks up and sits on the edge of one of the student’s desks in the first row. I catch a familiar whiff of her perfume, flooding me with another wave of memories I thought I had locked away forever. There had been a time in my life when I had craved the smell of that perfume and the woman who wore it. But that had been another time and another Fletcher. And while I have matured, acquiring a few stray gray hairs or so, she hasn’t aged a day. She’s just as beautiful—even more so, actually—than the last time I saw her. When she catches me looking her over, her smile widens, and she arches a perfectly manicured blond brow.


Brodie shoots me a curious look. “You two know each other?”


Georgia swivels her head from him to me, clearly waiting for me to answer. And though I teach history, the kind that Georgia and I share is not one I want to get into.


When I don’t answer right away, Georgia turns back to Brodie, a tight-lipped smile on her face. “We actually used to date,” she says, selectively skipping over the part where she dumped me for my brother.


Brodie drops into the empty seat behind my desk, his mouth agape. He’s already seen my boxers this morning; might as well get a look at all my other dirty laundry. But I have other plans for myself: mainly getting the hell out of here as soon as humanly possible.


“Well, it’s great seeing you again, Georgia,” I say as I hoist my bag over my shoulder. “And thanks again for your help earlier, Brodie.”


But Georgia stands and takes a step forward, blocking my exit to the door. “It’s been years. We should catch up!”


I pause mid-step. Sure, enough time has passed that I’ve mostly gotten over our breakup, but it’s still not a period of my life I want to revisit. Especially not now, and especially not here with Brodie. Although he doesn’t look bothered; I think he’s actually enjoying the drama. I guess, in a small way, I can repay him for his help earlier with the entertainment of my failed past relationship.


When she sees my hesitation, she takes a step forward. “Just dinner. Between friends.” When I don’t immediately respond, she adds, “For old time’s sake.”


I steal a glance at Brodie, who is watching with rapt attention. I’m not the greatest when it comes to confrontation. It’s mostly a hazard of my upper-class New England breeding. When issues arose, my family would ignore them, preferring to pretend they didn’t exist so as to keep “appearances up.” Years later and I still struggle with expressing my actual feelings and opinions, which is why I so strongly value my online friendships, like with @TheMissGuidedCounselor.


Behind a computer screen, I can think before I reply—and there’s no judgment if I’m insecure and unsure. I don’t have to be the Fletcher who constantly worries about rocking the boat and upsetting the delicate dance my family all does to avoid confronting reality. In the safety of my DMs, I can express how angry I am at my father for abandoning his wife and my frustration at my mother’s helplessness in the aftermath. I can rant about how my sister is self-centered and indifferent, and how my brother has chosen complete complacency toward our father in the interest of keeping his cushy job at the family business. And @TheMissGuidedCounselor would never judge me for any of it.


But I’m not @BravesGuy93 now. I’m plain old Fletcher—and he just wants to get the hell out of here and run his sweaty palms under some icy cold water.


I draw my lips into a firm line, internally debating. I already have way too much on my shoulders. The last thing I need in my life is more drama. And yes, while going to dinner with my ex who dumped me for my brother is not my idea of a fun night, it’s a hell of a lot easier than saying no and risking any workplace awkwardness. I came to Harview to fall back in love with teaching again, and I won’t be able to if I am always sneaking down hallways or darting into the bathroom to avoid my ex. What was more painful? Dinner with Georgia or another year of dreading coming in to work each day?


“Maybe we can talk about it later?” I relent, wanting this conversation to end and for me to feel the cool autumn breeze on the back of my neck, where anxious sweat has already begun to pool. “I have to head out.”


She smiles wider, masking any annoyance at my not-quite rejection. “Sure, sounds great.”


She leaves with a half-wave, disappearing out the door and into the hall.


When she’s out of earshot, Brodie turns toward me. His eyes are wide. “She was your girlfriend?” His face is a mask of utter confusion as he grazes his eyes over me in an astonished assessment that is beginning to make me feel a bit self-conscious. I nod, and he lets out a low whistle, shaking his head. “You are indeed a lucky man.”


I pinch the bridge of my nose, feeling a headache coming on. And I know it’s only going to get worse when I get home and find my mother holed up in her room, having not left her bed all day, and Liv, draped on the couch with her fingers covered in orange Cheetos dust, probably still hungover from the night before.


“You are going to have a good year at Harview,” Brodie says, grinning. “I can sense these things. Now let’s get you out of here. Work-life balance is very important, you know! I learned that from Miss Lucy. She’s very good at giving advice, when she’s not spilling her tea all over you!” He laughs and playfully elbows my side.


“Lucy?” I pause packing up my bag, my interest piqued by his mention of the gorgeous, tea-wielding woman from this morning.


He nods, a twinkle of excitement in his eye at my interest. “The guidance counselor. Pretty lady, eh?” His face darkens as he quickly shakes his head. “Well, no, I don’t mean that. I know we’re not supposed to comment on our colleagues’ appearances. Though she is. Pretty, I mean.” His cheeks turn a bright shade of red as he stumbles over his words. “But she gives great advice. Helps me a lot. Much cheaper than the therapist I hired after my wife died! Fifty dollars each visit. Can you believe it? And that’s with my insurance! Anyways, we should get moving!”


Before I have the chance to respond—though what I would even say, I’m not entirely sure—he wraps his arm around my shoulder and starts half-dragging me out of the classroom.


I let him, distracted now by his mention of Lucy. Lucy. I like the way her name rolled off the tongue. Short and sweet—kind of like her. And Brodie was right—she was pretty. Beautiful. And memorable, that was for sure. Especially the way we met—her on her knees, drying me off with her scarf as she mumbles a string of apologies in this high-pitched voice, staring up at me with those big brown eyes. That is not a woman you easily forget.


As we reach the parking lot, I deftly slide out of Brodie’s grasp and wave goodbye, digging my phone out of my pocket to feign a call. While I don’t like lying, I have a feeling that if I don’t, I will be stuck with Brodie in the parking lot until school starts up again tomorrow morning.


When he’s out of sight, I pull out my keys and head toward my car, which I’d parked out of view at the far end of the lot. While I love my Audi hybrid, I feel uncomfortable driving a car that cost the equivalent of most of my colleagues’ salaries to school every day. I had bought it when I was still working for my father at the family’s hedge fund management firm and thought dropping six figures on a car was not only normal but expected. After all, we dealt in wealth management. Our lifestyles needed to reflect that—ridiculously overpriced cars and all.


I quickly pull out of the school lot and drive home, taking a minute to myself in the driveway before braving whatever chaos awaits.


The minute I do step inside, my sister, Liv, grabs me, a panicked expression on her face. “Mom is on another ice cream bender. You need to intervene. I just can’t handle her right now.”


I sigh and drop my bag on the floor. Back to reality.


“Fine, I’ll handle it,” I tell Liv, who looks instantly relieved as she disappears into the living room, her fingers tapping on her phone screen, probably already making plans to bolt from any responsibilities again for the next few days.


I suppress a sigh of annoyance at watching her eager retreat. I can’t be too angry, considering we come from a family that has mastered the art of sweeping everything under expensive imported rugs. But I can’t let my mom down, not when she’s stuck in this depressive and self-destructive spiral. The worst part is, I don’t know how to help her. As much as I would love to, I can’t unbreak her heart.


I walk toward the kitchen, where I find my mother perched on a stool at the white marble kitchen island, shoveling down some neon pink strawberry ice cream chased by shots of Kahlúa. The combination makes my stomach churn, but it seems to be working for her.


Two days ago, my mother had left the denial stage of her grief over the end of her marriage and comfortably settled into the anger stage. While the progress is admirable, it’s come with a lot of collateral damage. For one, the fire department was called after a neighbor spotted a quickly growing fire in our backyard. My mother had piled up everything she could find of my father’s—from errant mismatched socks to his old boxes from college—and lit the damn thing up. Luckily I had pulled into the driveway the exact moment the fire trucks had and was able to defuse the situation by promising that the Fletcher Foundation, the family’s charitable foundation, would love to sponsor a table at their annual fundraiser.


Since that incident, Liv and I have taken shifts checking on our mother, who insists she is “perfectly fine” and has taken to calling herself a liberated woman. It doesn’t take a shrink to tell us that our mother is one very close step to a complete breakdown.


It makes me really fucking hate my dad.


I guess you could also say I’m in the anger stage right there with her. My father has always been a distant man, reserved and slow to offer praise. When I was growing up, he was constantly at the office or on business trips, which we all accepted because we knew those long hours were what paid for our nice house with the indoor pool and our private-school educations. My mother’s mantra for us growing up had been “now, let’s not bother your father,” while shuffling us out of his office.


And still… I never thought he would do this. Walk out on his wife of thirty-four years to shack up with his secretary turned mistress. It was too clichéd to feel real. Yet here we were.


But like my mother, I am not yet ready to advance to the bargaining or depression stages of grief. Really, I’m hoping to kind of just skip over those and move on to acceptance. My dad is an asshole: I accept this.


Only I’m not quite there yet.


I step into the kitchen and take the seat next to my mom, draping my arm around her. She leans into me, offering me a weak smile. After a long moment, she pulls away and looks up at me, her brow furrowed. “Hey, Aldy.” My mother is the only one allowed to use that particular nickname for Aldrich. “How was your first day?”


I shrug. “Nothing special. You doing okay today?”


She shakes her head and pulls my hand into hers. “I don’t want this,” she says, gesturing toward herself, “to screw you up about falling in love. Don’t get cynical and jaded on me, okay?”


I suppress the urge to let out a sigh. We’ve had this conversation many times already, despite my constantly reassuring her that I am perfectly fine. After Georgia cheated on me, I had admittedly fallen into a similar self-destructive cycle.


Like I said, we Fletchers have a tendency to avoid our problems and pretend they simply do not exist. So, when the inevitable crash with reality does happen, we don’t tend to handle it well. We run away, deflect, and turn to anger (or sometimes ice cream and Kahlúa). And I can see that same fear in my mother’s eyes now that I’ve moved back home—she’s worried I’m going to run away, hide away from all the chaos as our family falls apart like I always have. And as much as I try to reassure her that I won’t, I know there is a part of her that has doubts.


Because there’s a part of me that does, too. Am I really strong enough to stand here and weather this storm with her?


“I won’t let that happen, Mom. I promise. Besides, I just started a new job, I have enough going on without needing to worry about finding a girlfriend.”


My mom eyes me, scanning my face as a sad smile crosses her lips. “Okay, Aldy.” She slides out of her seat and blows out a sigh. “I think tonight calls for a hot bath and a good book.” She leans over and presses a kiss to my cheek. “I’m very proud of you. Have I told you that recently?”


I chuckle, shaking my head. “Well, it’s been at least thirteen hours, so you’re slacking, Mom.”


She squeezes my arm. “I’m going to get through this. I don’t want you to worry about me.”


“I’m not,” I lie.


My mother leans over and presses a kiss to my forehead before trudging out of the kitchen. Her blond hair is matted to the back of her head, and she’s been wearing the same clothes for three days now.


My stomach sinks as I watch her go. I returned home to help my mom put the pieces of her life back together, and I’m failing miserably. Putting together the pieces my father’s betrayal broke is harder than I anticipated, and I’m becoming less and less sure I am capable of the task.


Whenever I begin to doubt myself, though, I turn to @TheMissGuidedCounselor. So I slide my phone out of my pocket and open up our latest string of messages. She has an unwavering faith in me that, in moments like this, is sometimes the only thing that keeps me from sinking into the same pit of despair my mother is currently in. It’s a lot of pressure to be the one holding together all these broken pieces, balancing each one delicately enough to not allow their jagged edges to cut me. But @TheMissGuidedCounselor gets it, like she gets everything about me.


[image: image]




BravesGuy93   4:49 PM


Hey


You got time to talk? Having a rough time with my mom again.





Her response only takes a minute, and when I see her words float up my screen, heaviness lifts off my shoulders.
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TheMissGuidedCounselor    4:50 PM


I’ve always got time for you.
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TheMissGuidedCounselor 
Posted at 1:15 PM




Have you ever had an embarrassing incident at work? Maybe a student caught you secretly recording the newest TikTok dance in your classroom during your lunch break. Or perhaps you accidentally bumped into a colleague and spilled your pasta Bolognese all over their crisp white shirt. Whatever the situation, just remember to keep a good sense of humor and give yourself the grace to accept you aren’t perfect and keep on smiling—chances are, no one even noticed your little mishap!


After all, mistakes are what make us human [image: image]





[image: image]


Liked by BravesGuy93 and others


TheMissGuidedCounselor What do you… more


View all comments










OEBPS/images/Art_bheart.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_cafe.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_button.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
OO

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/9781538739358.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_stie.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_heart.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
FLIRTY

SECRET

RRRRRRR
oooooooooo

NEwW





OEBPS/images/Art_scafe.jpg





