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DEDICATION

to all the dedicated teachers out there

bless you because there is no way I would ever want that job! 

And a huge thank you to all my readers who adore age-gap romances. Without you we wouldn't have made it to Book 12! 
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Will an unconventional crush lead to forever for a determined young woman and her former teacher?



ASHLEY



The moment I saw him, I knew he was the one. It was a shame a silly little thing like age got in the way. Oh, and that he was my twelfth-grade history teacher, and that sort of thing is frowned on. He never knew how hopelessly in love with him I was then. A lot has changed in the four years since I was in high school, but not my feelings for him. It’s time to show him how happy we can be together and I’m not going to let anything get in the way of my happily ever after.



CARTER



Imagine my surprise when a gorgeous younger woman approaches me. Her confidence and candor are a welcome change and instantly captivate me. Despite our age difference, we have so much in common that I can’t help thinking I’ve finally found my other half. Things are happening quickly, and everything is perfect, yet the nagging feeling that I’ve met her before lingers.



When the truth comes out, will we be able to put the past behind us, or is this the end of our connection?



Teasing the Teacher is a short, sweet and steamy story featuring a determined heroine and the sweet older man who wins her heart. It’s a standalone with no cliffhangers and a very satisfying HEA!

 






CHAPTER ONE

ASHLEY
Yummy.
That perfectly sums up the man sitting at a table for two, eating a meal by himself while scrolling through his phone. I thought the same thing the first time I ever laid eyes on Carter McLaughlin five years ago when I walked into his second period history class. New to the district and our school, he stopped me in my tracks. Tall and professional in dark slacks and a button-down blue shirt that was only a shade off from the Icelandic blue of his eyes. Short dark brown hair with a fair amount of silver proclaimed him far too old for me and I didn’t care.
Nope.
I promptly fell in lust.
Giddy, hopeless, and complete lust.
As the school year progressed, that lust became a strange one-sided love. And Mr. McLaughlin remained clueless throughout it all.
Achingly and heartbreakingly clueless to how much I wanted him.
But not for too much longer. Today is the ‘the day’. The start of what will be our whirlwind romance, and what he’ll think back on as one of the happiest days of his life. I know I have it marked down in my calendar as such.
I stride over, approaching him dead on, my breathing steady even as my heartbeat thuds like a caged beast within my chest. My head is high, with my eyes firmly locked on my prize. I've been waiting for this moment for four long and agonizingly painful, lonely years, and nothing is gonna take this moment from me.
When those gorgeous eyes lift to me, a shy smile tugs up his firm lips and, in an instant, he takes me in.
I know what I look like. I'm not blind, and I've worked hard for this new me.
The moody goth girl is gone. My multiple piercings carefully taken out and stored away. The black permanent hair color torturously stripped from my poor hair, and most of my black clothes banished to the back of my closet except for a few tasteful items. The girl I suppressed for so long is now a woman and I stand in front of the man I want in all my blonde, curvy glory.
His eyes move over me, catching and holding on my chest, right where the name of his favorite band is stretched.
A rush of heat burns through me and it’s hard not to tremble from the sheer excitement of this moment. His eyes on me are almost as powerful as the thought of his hands cupping and enjoying my body.
His gaze jerks up to my face, his lips quirking the tiniest bit at the corners. It’s clear he’s embarrassed at being caught looking at my chest for so long. Poor man doesn’t realize that this is exactly what I want.
It took sixteen runs through the washer before this concert t-shirt looked suitably worn. I agonized for days over wearing it, worried I might be overplaying my hand. In the end, I went with it because I knew it would catch his attention.
Giving him a sweet smile of understanding, my mouth goes dry when he returns it with a dazzling smile of his own. 
My fingers tremble, my grip on the tray holding my lunch shaky. The click from the ice vibrating in the plastic cup of soda is in time with my pulse and for an endless second, it’s the only sound I hear. It takes willpower to drag my eyes away from him and follow through on my plan.
Making a show of glancing around the packed dining area, I almost sigh in pleasure when I can finally return my gaze to him. “Hi, do you mind if I sit with you?”
Those gorgeous blue eyes that I've dreamed of widen and a bit of pink rises to his pale cheeks as he scampers to a stand and pulls out the other chair, offering it to me. Such a gentleman, like I knew he would be.
Demurely, I sit and place my tray on the table next to his, waiting for him to slide in across from me. Once he does, we're so close the urge to reach across and touch him or slip off my shoe and play footsies with him is almost overpowering.
But I've waited far too long and done way too much preparation to let my eagerness get the better of me now and ruin things. I only get a single chance at this, and I don't want to scare him off.
Staring across the table at me, Carter is silent. I hold out my hand, giving him a well-practiced killer smile. It took me hours to perfect. “Hi, I'm Ashley. Thank you so much for letting me sit here.”
I’ve rehearsed this half a dozen times. Still nothing prepares me for the slide of his palm nor the warm, dry heat of his big hand enveloping my mine. My nipples contract into hard, aching points, and I bite back a whimper when his hand withdraws. 
“Carter,” he says in the familiar, well-timbred voice that still sends shivers of longing racing through me.
His phone is screen up on the table and I can’t help noticing the recognizable bright red banner from a popular dating site. My poor heart leaps into my throat, stealing my breath, and causing me to feel positively faint. Carter’s eyes flicker to it. A bit of red floods his face as his lips tighten and he flips the phone screen down.
Drawing in a steadying breath, I somehow keep my voice upbeat and friendly. “I hope I’m not intruding. I couldn’t resist stopping here for lunch. They make the best pulled pork sandwiches, so I should have known they’d be packed.”
His smile grows, a bit of tension easing from his broad shoulders as Carter settles deeper into his seat, his booted foot briefly rocking against mine. “Yeah, JT’s tends to get fairly busy around lunch and dinner time. On the weekends, it’s not unusual to be standing room only.”
Despite already knowing the answer, I ask, “You come here often?” before taking a large bite of my sandwich.
The BBQ is pretty decent, though honestly it has nothing on my dad’s. I can’t wait for Carter to try it. Shame Labor Day is over. If I would have planned this better, I’d have approached him over the summer, and we could have spent entire days together. Sadly, I wasn’t quite ready yet then. Planning a seduction was far more complicated than I ever dreamed.
“I do,” he says simply, taking a drink of his iced tea. His eyes roam over my face, and I can tell the moment he comes to a decision about letting me in. “Not during the week, because of work, but I’m here far more than I should be on weekends.”
Yes, yes, he is. Almost every weekend, like clockwork. Making this one of my favorite spots to spy on him.
“Is BBQ really that bad of a vice?” I tease, reaching for the plastic squirt bottle of honey BBQ and blasting more of the tangy sweet sauce on my meat. “I can think of far worse ones.”
Pink blooms on Carter’s face through the black and gray stubble coating his cheeks, and I love his blush and his whiskers.
When I was in school, he was always clean shaven. I fantasied endlessly about those smooth lean cheeks and his well-shaped lips and… well, basically every part of him. That said, I like this slightly casual look. Over the summer, he went longer and longer in-between shaving. At one point in July, he sported a rather dense thicket of whiskers that could almost be called a beard.
It did nothing for me.
This scruff is good, though. It’s very good. 
“Oh, there are far worse things for sure, but when you get older, you need to watch what you eat more closely,” he says, the skin around his mouth tightening as he takes another swallow of the unappetizing, unsweetened tea.
“You’re not that old.” I force the words out past a tight throat, my smile more a grimace.
Today is definitely not going according to plan.
First finding out he’s looking through a dating site. Yikes! I don’t need competition. And now, that he might have an issue with our age gap. Shit! Shit on a brick! If he has that silly idea in his head, it’s going to be darn near impossible to work around that.
His warm chuckle calms me down some, but I’m still grinding my molars as my fingers sink into the soft bread of my sandwich. 
“No, not that old,” he allows with a grin. “But old enough that I can’t do what I did ten or fifteen years ago.” He pauses and a bit of uncertainty pinches the skin around his eyes. “Back when I was your age.”
He’s feeling out the possibility of us!
Relief floods me and I want to toss aside my sandwich and kiss him.
Which I can’t do.
What I can do is to keep him interested by peppering tidbits into our conversation, showing him how perfect we are for each other. 
“Oh really? I’m planning to hike around the Fort Donelson battlefield this week. You couldn’t do that?”
Carter blinks. “Actually, I did that last summer. Though now is the perfect time of year for that.”
“You did?” I sit up straighter and lean forward in mock excitement, using the opportunity to draw his attention to my chest once again. “You’ll have to give me some tips. I was hoping for no bugs, that’s why in the fall seemed perfect. Plus, I can enjoy the fall foliage. I adore the changing seasons.”
Meeting me halfway across the small table, Carter has the same excited look on his face that he sometimes got in class when a subject was of particular interest to him. And Carter excited is beyond beautiful. The way his eyes sparkle and his entire face lights up in pleasure makes me want to curl up next to him and savor this moment.  
When he begins gesturing with his hands, listing off the parts of the battlefield I should see, it’s all I can do not to pinch myself in happiness to make certain this isn’t all a wonderful dream.
Sitting here, not as a teacher and his student, but as equals, this is bliss. I could sit and listen to his voice forever.
He finishes up with a huge beaming smile, showing off a slightly chipped front incisor and with a sinking feeling in my stomach I realize that I’ve taken in none of what he’s actually been saying.
Icy panic shivers down my spine and I curse myself for being too caught up in the thrill of being here with him. This is only the first step of many needed to net my dream man and if I’m not careful, I won’t make it any further than this. I can’t afford to make stupid mistakes; the cost is too high.
“Thank you, that’s so helpful,” I say, praying it was, while giving him a smile.
“Absolutely. I wish I had more time to get back there myself.”
“Your schedule is that busy?”
Some of his enthusiasm fades, his spine bowing slightly as he shifts in his seat. “I’m a teacher, so yes, the school year does keep me rather busy.”
“You are? That’s wonderful. I couldn’t do that. Not that I don’t love kids,” I say quickly, not wanting to give him the wrong idea on that. I know he wants kids and I do too. Only my own, not hundreds of annoying and smart-mouthed high schoolers. “I don’t think I could handle so many kids, year after year. It takes a special kind of person to do what you do.”
“You’d be surprised. I didn’t set out to be a teacher, but I love it.” His grin returns. “And you probably already guess it. I teach history.”
That confirms it. He doesn’t recognize me.
A tiny, minuscule part of me is hurt.
Despite the total makeover, or in my case makeunder, I may have hoped that we would lock eyes and somehow, he would know me. He would smile and…
And nothing.
Four years ago, he didn’t feel what I did.
Which is okay. Because now’s my chance to have him fall in love with me properly. Me being underage and concerns about him going to jail or losing his job are no longer preventing us from being together. We’re now simply two consenting adults free to have a relationship. 
So, this is fine that he doesn’t remember me. We’ll have a chance to get to know each other and when I eventually tell him that he was my teacher, it won’t matter because by then he’ll be thoroughly in love with me.
“A history teacher?” I say, pretending to ponder it. “That does make more sense than you being a science teacher.” Taking the final sip of my soda, I try to think of something else to talk about to extend this conversation without it being awkward. We’ve both long finished our food and the tables around us have emptied and refilled and I’m starting to get antsy. He hasn’t asked for my number yet.
Is he not interested?
I got his favorite band t-shirt on. We established that we’re both into battlefields. What else does he need?!
Carter is oblivious to my inner panicking. “Yeah, I leave the periodic table alone. Give me a dusty old diary from a union solider and I’m happy. Or tromping around the battlefields.” Patting at his mouth with a napkin, he grins. “I hope you enjoy your trip.”
Well, if that isn’t a send-off, I don’t know what one is. My smile is more grimace than grin as I grab my shopping bag, purse, and pick up my tray. “Thank you, I’m sure I will. It was really nice talking with you, Carter.”
Ask me! Ask me! I mentally scream, glaring at him. 
“You too, Ashley,” he says, balling up his trash onto the tray before lifting his gaze to me again. 
I stand there like a fool waiting for him to say something else and, after several seconds of nothing, I give a curt nod and walk away.
Dazed, I feel positively numb dumping my trash into the nearest garbage can before slowly making my way through the packed dining area toward the door. My nose is on fire as tears threaten to obscure my vision.
How did this go so wrong? What could I have done differently?
“Ashley!” My name rings out and I stiffen, hope bursting in my chest.
Whirling around, there’s Carter weaving through the sudden throng of shoppers, his blue eyes determined and fixed on me.




CHAPTER TWO

CARTER
When a stunning young woman appears in front of me, my first thought is she wants one of the bottles of BBQ sauce nestled in the wire basket on the table. Her asking to sit with me doesn’t register for several long beats. I’m on the fast-track to middle-age and my weekly BBQ lunches and long hours spent reading and researching haven’t done the best for my physique. I need more time outdoors and far fewer indoors. I’m going soft and have kinda accepted that, more than buckling down and getting a gym membership like I should.
Gazing up into her lovely, smiling face, I’m suddenly kicking myself for every sit-up I haven’t done and every morning donut in the teacher’s lounge I should have passed on. A quick glance around the packed restaurant shows not a single empty table in sight. Most of the limited tables are crammed with families and groups of men in camo or leather. She’s probably hoping I’m almost done so she can have the table to herself and eat in peace.
I get to my feet and offer her the empty seat, feeling like a lecher when the deep and spicy scent of her perfume has my chest and balls tightening up. Sitting down, I notice her eyes on my phone, where the colorful and prominent banner of a dating site glows big, basically announcing to everyone that I’m single, lonely, and need help getting dates. Quickly flipping the phone over, I give her a weak smile.
Expecting the next several minutes to be awkward, I’m dumbfounded when instead I find we have a common interest in American Civil War battlefields. I noticed her Porter’s Beat t-shirt right away, but didn’t assume she actually liked the band, or even knew who they were. Being around teens has taught me that the two are not inclusive, and that fashion is a very fickle thing. If I still had my clothes from college, I could even be fashionable.
Well, not really. I’m a good thirty pounds heavier than I was back then.
Her smile chases away all thoughts about my weight and wardrobe, leaving my throat dry and a warm, pleasant beat of happiness suffusing me that’s been absent for a long time. I’m attracted to her. What sane man wouldn’t be? She’s the picture of youth and beauty, with her long blonde hair, glowing skin, and curvaceous figure in tight jeans and a fitted t-shirt. 
Yet I can’t tell if her sweet smile is her humoring me as I drone on about my trip to the Fort Donelson or if she’s genuinely interested. The way her brown eyes remain focused on me, and the quirk of her soft pink lips leads me to believe that I’m not boring her. She doesn’t even shy away from the news that I’m a mere teacher, not some high-powered attorney or a man possessing some other high-paying occupation.
Despite those positive signs, it’s been a while since I’ve asked a woman out and never one this much younger. My fortieth birthday is next month, and while it’s hard to tell with women, I would hazard a guess that she’s in her early twenties.
A twinge of doubt sours my stomach. She’s not that much older than my students.
That bitterness taints the happiness I’ve felt while we sat here talking. When Ashley starts making moves to get up, I manage a slight smile and wish her a good trip, a part of me desperately wishing I could go with her. I’ve never dated a woman that was as interested in touring battlefields as me. It would be a welcome change and a far more tempting prospect than sloughing through endless profiles on the dating site of women that don’t share my interests.
Still, why would a lovely young woman want to date an older, dull history teacher? 
Balling up my napkin, my movements are short and jerky while I gather up my trash and shove my phone into my pocket. I call myself a fool a thousand times over as I watch her walk away, her shapely hips swaying as she goes.
Am I really going to let this fascinating woman leave without trying to get her number?
Slamming my full tray on top of the trashcan, I race after her.
Ashley’s bright blonde hair is a beacon in the crowd, drawing me to her like a moth to a forbidden flame. It’s risky. She could outright reject me or wrinkle her cute nose in disgust, but I’m taking the chance. “Ashley!”
She pauses, going utterly still as I catch up with her. My heart beats far faster than the mild activity warrants and my palms are slick as I brush them down my pants.
Then she smiles and suddenly I feel twelve feet tall. “Hi.”
Her full lips twitch. “Hi again.”
I pull out my phone and swallow down the tight knot of apprehension that’s lodged in my throat. “I was thinking perhaps when you get back from your trip we could have lunch and talk more about it. Maybe you could share some of your pictures?”
Dear lord, I sound like an idiot. Why was dating so much easier in my twenties?
“You want my number?”
Before I can answer, she plucks the phone from my limp fingers and grins down at my screensaver, a colorful still from a popular Manga. I was already embarrassed by her seeing the dating site on my phone, but this makes me cringe. I really should change that.
“You have great taste,” she says, handing the phone back. “I love Endless Blessing.”
Staring down at her, my numb mind is still trying to process that she actually recognizes this older comic when she prompts, “I need you to unlock it.” Her smile widens and she gestures at my hands. “The phone.”
“Oh! Oh, yes.” That snaps me into action, and I quickly press my finger to it and pass the phone to her while she hands me hers.
I’m still not used to the practice of putting numbers into someone else’s phone. It feels far too intimate. I watch teens casually hand their phones back and forth in the halls and in class every day, and it definitely has me feeling my age. I’m used to someone rattling their number off while I input it into my own phone or simply having the number handed over on a slip of paper.
But times change and the touch of her fingers on mine as we exchange phones brings a pleasant warmth that radiates up my arm and makes me appreciate the current trend.
“Thanks, Carter. I’ll look forward to lunch.” With a parting grin and a wave of her pink nails, she takes off.  
“Me too,” I say in a low hoarse voice, watching her long legs stride away and the tight flex and bounce of her ass under her jeans. It’s a miracle I’m not drooling.
With an internal shake, I walk down the cement walkway outside of the strip mall and head for my car, scanning the parking lot as I do for another glimpse of Ashley.
A shiny forest green Jag shoots out of the lot with a long- haired blonde in big black sunglasses behind the wheel, but I can’t be certain it’s her. Getting into my rather bland black SUV, I set out for home, my thoughts occupied with the beautiful young woman whose smile is the stuff of dreams.
Not surprisingly, she dominates my thoughts for the rest of the weekend.
On Monday I’m in the teacher’s lounge with Kevin, one of the Civics’ teachers, and the closest person I have to a best friend, when my phone pings. Pulling it out, I can’t help grinning when I see it’s a message from Ashley.
There’s no message, only a picture. She’s on the bluff in front of the line of stout black cannons guarding the high ground. The calm gray waters of the Cumberland River contrasts with the gold, red, and yellow leaves of the trees, but the most stunning feature in the picture is Ashley herself.
Her honey blonde hair whips around her face, a dazzling white smile stretching her pink lips wide, and while a good amount of her face is hidden by large black sunglasses, her beauty is undeniable. It’s also confirmation that she was indeed the driver of the Jag as I recognize those sunglasses. 
“Must be a good message,” Kevin comments around a bite of muffin. 
Carla, one of the admins, made dozens this weekend for a family gathering and dumped all the leftovers in the lounge. Keeping my eyes glued to Ashley’s curves, beautifully outlined in her tight jeans and snug shirt, I promptly toss my second half-eaten muffin in the trash can. Her hourglass figure is practically perfect, making me painfully aware of my softening gut.
Coming around to peer over my shoulder, Kevin lets out a soft hum, sending crumbs raining down on my phone and arm. “New girlfriend?”
I swipe away from her picture, feeling oddly possessive, and shake the bits of muffin off my phone and sleeve. “We met this weekend.”
His grin shows off a bit of blueberry wedged between his front teeth. “New dating service working out already? That’s pretty sweet, man.”
Kevin, divorced for two years, told me about the dating site a few weeks ago and it was only recently that I made the decision to give it a try.
“You got a little something.” I tap my own teeth. “Actually, we met at JT’s,” I admit as hope fills me that perhaps I won’t be needing a dating service at all.
Kevin flicks a fingernail between his teeth, successfully prying the blueberry out. “Wow, doing it old-school. Very nice. Hope it works out for you, buddy. When are you two meeting up again?”
“She’s out in Tennessee right now at Fort Donelson.”
“Hey, that’s right up your alley. Talk about luck!” He reaches into the basket, plucking out another muffin. This one banana nut, my favorite. My stomach gives a muffled growl. It takes willpower not to help myself to another one.
Instead, I take another gulp of room-temp coffee. “I know. It was sheer chance meeting her. We got to chatting and when her trip came up, I was shocked.” I debate for a moment. But it’s Kevin, so I don’t feel too embarrassed admitting this to him. “She was wearing a Porter’s Beat t-shirt too.”
He pauses in the act of shoving another bite of muffin in his mouth, his eyes growing comically wide. He’s a fan of the Porter’s Beat too and we’ve seen them a few times together. “Damn, she sounds perfect. She have a sister? Or a single mom? How old is she? Looked rather young.” Kevin’s mouth twists in a grin. “Not that I’m judging.”
Squaring my shoulders, I hide my frown behind another sip of bland coffee. “I don’t know. We didn’t talk about ages.”
“Hey, age is merely a number, right?” He glances at the clock on the wall, reminding me that I have a second period class to get to.
We’re strolling down the hall when Kevin stops. “Porter’s Beat is playing at Grasshoppers this Friday. You up for going?” His blue eyes narrow. “Or maybe you could ask your new friend to go, since she’s a fan, too.”
It’s not a bad idea.
One that kicks around in my head all week. Ashley sends me another picture on Wednesday, and a pang of longing fills me.
It’s irrational, but part of me wishes that I could be there with her. I don’t know this woman. We’ve had one conversation that, reflecting on, I did the lion’s share of the talking. And yet my thoughts are turning to her again and again. Having two things in common is a decent enough connection and could lead to us discovering far more. Or is it three if I count our mutual delight with JT’s BBQ? Relationships have begun with much less to go on. 
That’s why when Friday morning rolls around, I take the break between classes and close my classroom door and call her. We haven’t spoken since meeting on Saturday and despite her sending me pictures, my nerves are high as the phone rings.
“Carter! Hey!” she answers, her voice cheerful and bright, sounding delighted to hear from me.
Warmth strokes through me, easing my nerves and sending a bolt of desire straight to my cock. Thankful my back is to the door, I reach down and rearrange myself to a more comfortable position.
“Ashley, good morning. Hey, I know this is spur of the moment, but I couldn’t help noticing you were wearing a Porter’s Beat shirt and they’re in town this weekend.” Fumbling with the knot of my tie doesn’t help the tightness in my chest. “And, um.. I was wondering if you would like to go.”
A muffled noise sounds on her end and my sensitive ears are on alert. Was that a laugh?
“Yes, I would love to. Where are they playing?”
My heartbeat is pounding so hard and fast that it takes me a moment to realize that she said yes and when I do, elation fills me. Swiftly followed by doubt. “It’s a bar. You are twenty-one, right?”
Shit! That came out wrong.
But at the same time, it needed to be asked.
I warred with myself all week over her age and what was personally acceptable. Obviously, anything under twenty was a no go. But even under twenty-five made me nervous. The whole stigma of being a pervy older man with a younger woman.
Add into the mix that I’m a teacher and things get tricky.
Sure, we have things in common and I’m extremely attracted to her. None of that negates the real issue that as a teacher, there're standards I should adhere to. I’m just thankful she’s not a former student of mine. If that were the case, all these thoughts would be a non-issue. I refuse to be one of those teachers and deal with the endless gossip and the stress of having them comb through my professional records, hunting for a hint of misbehavior.
“I’m twenty-two. Is that a problem?”
Yes.
That answer automatically springs into my head. My heart refuses to acknowledge it and stubbornly my lips stay sealed.
Pulling my glasses off, I rub and pinch at the bridge of my nose, my eyes going to the clock above the door. I only have a few more minutes before classes change. Which is fine. It will take less than a minute to let her know that this isn’t going to work out.
Except I can’t do that.
For the first time in a very long while, I feel a real connection with someone. And I have to admit, it’s damn flattering that a woman as lovely as Ashley is interested in me. Am I really going to risk losing out on what could be a meaningful relationship because of our age or the opinions of others? 
I yank at my tie and unbutton the top button of my shirt, trying desperately to relieve some of the tension radiating through me. But a question nags at me. Does she not realize how large of an age discrepancy there is between us? For all my conflicting feelings on the subject, perhaps she won’t want to be with a man so much older.
“I’m almost forty,” I say in a low hoarse voice that I barely recognize as mine, while my clammy palm presses the phone hard against my ear.
Everything in me stills as I wait for her response. 




CHAPTER THREE

ASHLEY
Carter’s voice is soft, the note of hesitation in it making me shiver with longing. He’s obviously worried about his age. My lips press together hard to stop the wild laughter bubbling up my throat from escaping. 
His age has never been an issue.
At least not to me.
He is who he is and who he is, is the man I want.
Destiny, my best friend back in high school, would roll her heavily made-up expressive eyes at my constant swooning over Mr. McLaughlin. But like a good friend, she dutifully read all the truly dreadful poetry I wrote about Carter. She even helped me bake him some brownie bites with a love potion in it.
Not that the potion worked. Still, she helped, even if she never once believed I had a chance with him.
Her voice echoes in my memories and makes me smile.
“Onyx, he’s so old! And dull. I mean, he has a nice ass for an old guy, but come on. It’s a wasted effort. Better to lament over Mr. Gardner instead. Ahhh… unrequited love for him would be worthy of a blood oath.”
She wasn’t wrong there. Mr. Gardner, one of the gym teachers, had the body of a god, and was handsome enough to be a double for Henry Cavill.
He was also happily married with two kids and did nothing for me other than to make watching him demonstrate how to do proper pulls up rather interesting. Mr. McLaughlin, on the other hand, was single and lit a fire in me unlike anything I’d ever experienced.
Destiny accepted that as well, even if she couldn’t appreciate Mr. McLaughlin’s finer points.
Sadly, we lost touch after high school and when I stopped being Onyx and started becoming Ashley again. Stripping the black from my life went deeper than surface level. Mentally, I changed as well. Instead of thinking about the beauty of dying together with my love, I thought more about living my life with him. My goal of gaining his love by finding out more about his likes and hobbies opened me up to a world of things I never thought I would be into or actually enjoy.
One of the biggest changes and pluses of shedding my goth persona was my relationship with my parents improved. We talked more, and I found myself not only listening to the day-to-day workings of their rental business but starting to share in their excitement and passion.
When their moody teenager left for college and returned as their golden child again, my parents were practically giddy. When I announced I wanted to join the family business, oh my, the way they acted, you would have thought they won the lottery.
Though the billboard was a tad overkill.
Four months ago, sandwiched between my beaming parents when they unveiled it to me all I could think while staring up at the monstrosity of our family beaming out of a fourteen-foot high and forty-eight feet wide billboard was if a return to my all-black attire might perfectly suit a covert mission to vandalize the obnoxious thing.
In the end, I, of course, didn’t do that, but I stick my tongue out at myself whenever I pass it on Highway Five.
Thankfully, the lease runs out on that abomination in two months.
Tacky billboard aside, joining my family business has worked out on multiple fronts. Steady income, back in my hometown and near the man I want, and even better, it offers endless amounts of free time and the ability to travel.
Which perfectly aids my grand seduction plans and even better, doesn’t cause any suspicion on my parents' part when I announce I want to be the one to go to Tennessee and scope out the latest site.
Beaming with pride, my parents happily wave me off with the company credit card, uncaring of the fact that I would be taking a few side trips to visit the battlefield during my time there.
When I made up that story to tell Carter, I never dreamed I’d actually have to go. I didn’t love it the way he did, but I’d found a sense of peace flooding me while I took the self-guided six-mile tour. Blood had soaked these grounds over one hundred years ago and reverence was demanded for the sacrifice of all those brave lives.
Destiny would have appreciated those sentiments and part of me realized I should probably take the time to look up my old friend. At the very least, to update her on the Carter situation.
While there, I naturally also found myself thinking about Carter constantly. It took real strength to only send him two pictures and not call him. I initiated our first meeting, so it was important for him to make the next move. Asking for my number was a great step, but I needed him to call and ask me out.
And now here it’s happening, and he’s stressing over a silly little thing like age. Poor man. I need to set things straight on that issue immediately.
“Happy early birthday! I’ll buy you a drink tomorrow.”
Silence greets that before a deep, husky chuckle graces my ears. “It doesn’t bother you?”
“That you’re my age with eighteen years’ experience? No.” Licking my lips, I let a bit of my excitement slip into my voice. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you, Carter.”
“I’d like that too,” he murmurs, and I can almost picture the flush of color on his face. The man can’t hide his emotions and it’s one of the many things I love about him. 
A hum of emotion passes through the quiet connection of our call and my stomach does a slow clench. My first official date with Carter.
We quickly work out the details and the minute we disconnect, I collapse onto my bed, my yipping shout of happiness vibrating through the room.
***
In school, Carter never spent extra time with me or singled me out. He never touched me or gave me a smile that contained a deeper meaning. We never had a magical moment where our eyes met, and we instantly knew.
He was my teacher and to him I was but a single student out of hundreds of others that he taught American History to.
That’s why when I enter the bar and move into the room and his blue eyes catch sight of me, flaring with warmth as they hold me pinned in place, I wobble slightly on my heels, nearly overcome with emotion. 
His smile is for me and me alone. He sees ME.
With a smile curving his lips, his long legs carry him over to me quickly. When he reaches me, I throw my arms around him and snuggle my face into the soft fabric of his black t-shirt. Pressing my face into the firm expanse of his chest below his collarbone, his warmth and smell surround me. His scent, faintly spicy with a hint of peppermint, fills my senses and eagerly I drag him in.
His body tenses under me before relaxing. Carter’s firm arms wrap around me, hugging me flush to him, and for a moment I’m afraid I’m going to cry. This is so perfect and so right. It’s everything I wanted and yearned for. It’s the culmination of years of longing and now that it’s here, I can’t believe it.
When he draws away, my arms tighten briefly before I reluctantly release him. Stepping back, I try to play it off by tucking a lock of hair behind my ear and smiling. “Carter, it’s so great to see you again.” I give a little shrug. “Hopefully you don’t mind. I’m a bit of a hugger.” Not a total lie. With him, I definitely see myself wanting to get close to him every chance I get.
Even in the dim lighting of the bar, the bright blue of his eyes sparkle, holding me captive. “I don’t mind,” he says, a half-grin tugging at his lips.
He’s shaved again and I rather miss the ruggedness of the gray and black stubble that graced his face last weekend. I want to feel that grit against my face and palms.
My mouth goes dry as I realize where else I’d like to feel that roughness. Beard burn between my thighs sounds heady instead of painful and I swallow hard, unable to meet his gaze another moment longer for fear he might see where my thoughts have gone.
“What can I get you to drink?”
Even in heels, I have to crane my head a bit when I look at him. “Coke is fine. And hey, didn’t I tell you I was going to buy you a drink?” Grinning, I use this opportunity to grab his hand and tug him toward the bar. His fingers close securely over mine, sending a flare of heat barreling up my arm. My nipples tighten and press against my bra while a curl of want winds tighter low in my stomach, leaving me feeling off balance as I navigate our way through clusters of milling people and slip up to the bar. 
Grasshoppers is a total dive, complete with dank, shadowy corners, several neon beer signs dating back probably before Carter was born, and a bar area that my fingers stick to when I elbow my way in to claim a spot to order our drinks. Carter’s front warms my back, and I can’t resist bumping half a step backwards to feel his length pressed closer. He shifts his arm around me and tosses a twenty down in front of me.
Arching my head, I give him a smile and snatch up the bill. Turning in the circle of his arms, I wave the money teasingly. “Birthday boy can’t buy his own drink. There are rules about such things.”
The black of his pupils enlarge. A thin ring of blue is all that’s left as he stares down at me. He’s not wearing his glasses tonight, either not needing them or having put in contacts. His handsome face is open, and every minute movement of his expression is unshielded from my hungry gaze. His lips part slightly and the wild urge to stretch up on my toes and press my mouth to his overwhelms me. If I were bolder, I would take this tempting offer.
Being this close to Carter does amazing things for me and I find I don’t need bravery or self-confidence; all I need is to give free rein to my feelings.
Pressing my palms against the broad expansion of his chest for stability, I lean up and tilt my body into his, the hot heat of him immediately searing me.
When my mouth grazes against his, a whimper escapes my parted lips. Slowly, I rub back and forth, feeling his firm mouth softening.
A flick of rough wetness caresses my lips and then my lower lip is sucked between his in a kiss that has my toes curling in my heels and my fingers scrambling for something to hold on to.
As quickly as it started, Carter releases my lips and slowly I blink my eyes open. My tongue trails over my bottom lip, tasting the mint of his mouth as I stare up into his face. 
He plucks the twenty from my fingers still clinging to his shirt and, with his eyes never leaving mine, he extends it to someone behind me. “One Coke and a rum and coke, please.”
My breath shudders out of me in a long hiccupping exhale.
Carter’s head comes closer, his breath warm against my cheek as he murmurs, “It’s not my birthday yet, and a lady never pays.”
I know it’s not his birthday. He’s a Halloween baby, October thirty-first. But he doesn’t know that I know that. Nor can I tell him I learned it in the first of my many, many internet searches of him. His online presence isn’t strong, but nosy internet services dug up a few things.
And what they couldn’t, I found out through carefully crafted questions in class and with a bit of I wouldn’t call it out-right spying on him, more like stolen moments staring at him during his regular activities. Without those, I never would have been able to catch him at JT’s or known about his interest in Porter’s Beat.
Despite how prepared I thought I was, that sleuthing never told me how soft his lips were. Or how my heart would pound at the emotion in his eyes as he gazes down at me.
And how could watching him go shopping or filling up his SUV have ever prepared me for how utterly safe and comfortable it would be having his arm around my waist as we stand in a crowd as the band plays?
Or that now the thought of losing that feeling would cause me to realize how closed off and alone I’ve been without it?
A bit of fear tingles up my spine that I stubbornly shove down. Like I try to ignore the pounding headache I’m getting from this awful music.
I’m not going to lose Carter. This is the beginning of everything I’ve wanted, even if I must suffer through bleeding eardrums and numb legs. It’s worth it all because I’m gaining him.




CHAPTER FOUR

CARTER
Dragging my tongue over my lips, a faint tang of bitterness from my rum and coke coats them and I mourn the loss of Ashley’s sweet taste. I took only a few sips of my drink before setting it down at some point while Porter’s Beat was performing, too caught up in the music and the magic of the woman next to me.
The moment I spied her across the bar, it hit me how very much I looked forward to seeing her again. The simmer of attraction that buzzed through me all week flared like a roaring fire, greedily consuming all sense of time and space. My sole focus was on the stunning woman who wavered in the doorway, her dark brown eyes searching for me. Her bright blonde hair flowing down her shoulders in a cascade of soft curls drew the attention of several of the men in the room.
The envy on their faces when I made my way to her, and she greeted me with a hug, should have stroked my ego, but it did nothing for me.
No, the pleasure that warmed me as I made my way to her had nothing to do with other people and everything to do with Ashley and how she made me feel. My body hummed with the thrill of anticipation. The way my stomach clenched and the heady excitement making my head swim were sensations I hadn’t felt in a long time.
They easily overrode the last lingering doubts I had about dating a woman so much younger than me.
Indeed, standing beside her, the powerful music strumming through me and the gentle tease of her perfume along with the touch of her arm against mine and it was all I could do not to groan over whatever foolishness had once possessed me to even think of throwing away a chance at this happiness.
Throwing every bit of caution I possessed to the wind, I’d snaked my arm around her hips and kept a firm grip on the beautiful woman at my side the rest of the evening.
Now as I walk her to her vehicle, the dim lighting in the parking lot throwing shadows on her face and all around us, my heart is in my throat. My pulse pounds painfully hard and I feel as nervous as one of my teenage students facing a big exam. The small bar doesn’t have a large parking lot and many vehicles are parked in the grass along the back of the building, as well as lined up along the street in both directions begging to be ticketed.
Gently Ashley steers us toward a black sedan in the grass, the familiar jingle of keys coming from her hand.
“Not the Jag?” The question bursts from my lips as shock radiates through me. I could have sworn that had been her last week. “I thought you drove a green jaguar.”
Even in the poor yellow light, the pink that floods Ashley’s rounded cheeks is visible. “I do. It’s new, and I didn’t want to drive it here.” A beat later, she lets out a little groan, her lips pinching down in misery. “That sounds so snobbish.”
“Not at all. It’s smart,” I say, loving the way her brown eyes glitter up at me. “Drunk people have little respect for others’ property.” I gesture toward the street and the lines of illegally parked cars. “Or the law.”
Her soft laugh washes over me and the ache in my chest intensifies. Leaning as close as I dare, I say, “I had a lot of fun tonight.”
“Me too.” Her head angles up, those soft blonde curls tumbling over her shoulders to swing along her back.
“Ca-”
“When-”
Speaking at the same time, our words rush out and collide, drawing laughs from us both.
“You first,” Ashley says.
Shaking my head, I can’t keep the grin off my face from growing wider. “Ladies first. Please.”
Her teeth sink into her lower lip, drawing my gaze and I come closer, now fully into her personal space and yet aching to be even closer still.
“I wanted to ask when we could see each other again?”
Warmth shoots through me, my happiness fairly bursting that she wants that.
“Tomorrow?” I suggest, tacking a laugh onto it like I’m joking. The truth is, I can’t wait to spend more time together and get to know her better. A noisy bar with a band in full swing isn’t the best place to talk, so instead we swayed to the music and made idle chitchat between songs.
Ashley doesn’t laugh, her lips tip up in a sweet smile. “I’d like that. My place?”
Heat flares in me at the husky note in her voice. Fuck yes, her house, her bed, right here up against her car. The want that’s been throbbing through me all evening strains eagerly. I’ve likened my emotions when I’m around Ashley to those of a teenager and that’s never been more apparent than now. Impatience rides me hard, urging me to take.
“Sounds good.” My voice is hoarse, the words pushing out of a tight throat.
A small shimmy of delight wiggles through Ashley, setting her curls in motion as well as her breasts and severely testing my control. “Great! Dinner? Around sixish?”
“Yes.” Unwilling to fight it any longer, my feet tap against hers when I step closer, my hands reaching for her hips straining the tight denim of her faded jeans. I lean down, pulled like a magnet to her pink lips.
Arching her neck, her breath warms my lips as she whispers, “What were you going to say earlier?”
The tip of my nose nudges against her cheek, her skin unbelievably soft. “I wanted to ask if I could kiss you.”
“Please.”
The kiss earlier had been brief and sweet. I had no more patience for sweet. When my lips found hers, all the hunger I felt roared forward, demanding and consuming. My fingers tense on her hips, a low groan skating up my throat when her lips part for my tongue to sweep between them into the warmth of her mouth.
Ashley’s arms weave around my neck, pressing her body flush against mine. The stiff peaks of her nipples jut through the material of her shirt, rubbing against my chest.
Desire, sharp and unrelenting, arcs through me, my cock engorging to full straining hardness.
The shy caress of her tongue on mine is almost my complete undoing. My blood sings through my veins, her taste and scent filling me in ways I never dreamed of. The heavy weight of my loneliness slips off.
It’s so good having her in my arms. So unbelievably good and right.
But it’s too much, too fast. The way I’m ravishing her needs to be saved for another place and another time. I don’t want to ruin this fledgling connection between us by wanting too much, too soon.
With regret stinging in my gut, I end the kiss, staring down at her lovely face as it takes a moment for her eyelashes to rise.
“Tomorrow?” I whisper, my eyes locking on her brown ones.
“Tomorrow,” she echoes, her arms falling from my neck and taking a half-step back.
I stand and watch, making certain her car starts before I head to my vehicle parked around the building in the actual parking lot. Not wanting to be late, I arrived a full thirty minutes before our agreed upon time.
Which may have been a mistake because when I locate my SUV, I find some jerk has boxed me in. With a sigh, I head back into the bar.




CHAPTER FIVE

ASHLEY
Driving home, my mind should be solely on that amazing kiss. Sadly, the nasty headache I developed from listening to Porter’s Beat has taken up residence in my brain and by the time I get home, my stomach churns with nausea.
I take the time to swallow three aspirin before carelessly shedding my clothes on the way from the bathroom to my bedroom and crawling into bed with a low moan that I cut off since any noise hurts my head.
When I wake up around one, I no longer feel like hell warmed over and bound out of bed to face the day. Or, more importantly, ready to face the night.
At twenty-two, I may as well be a unicorn, the rare girl that went to college and still remained a virgin. It’s not that I prize my virginity, it’s more there’s nobody else I want to be with. I want Carter and him alone. And after that kiss and the feel of his long erection grinding into my stomach last night, I know I’m going to kiss my cherry goodbye tonight.
With that in mind, I spend hours cleaning my house and pampering myself in preparation. Later in the shower, gazing down at the dark blonde hairs covering my pussy, I hesitate with the razer in hand. Maybe I should have made a waxing appointment before I even met him at JT’s?
Should I shave and leave a landing strip? Go completely bald?
After spending far too long pondering over my pubes, I finally leave things alone and finish my shower. If he doesn’t like things, hopefully, he’ll let me know. It’s not like during class he expounded on his personal choice when it came to bare pussy or hairy.
My mouth pinches tight as I fight a laugh over that image while a simmer of heat rolls through my core.
Wanting to keep things casual I put on a pair of jeans and a pink shirt that shows the perfect amount of cleavage. Until I bend over and then the lacy cups of my bra peeks out. Hello Carter, the girls are ready for you.
My final step is actually making the meal. And that’s where I blunder. I’m not the best cook and should have stuck with something simple and easy instead of thinking now was the time to stretch my culinary talents.
Talents I don’t have as my smoke alarm wails five minutes before Carter is due to arrive.
In blind panic, I race around the house throwing open the windows, but the loud screech of the alarm continues. Dashing over to the stove, I click off the oven and haul the step stool out of the pantry so I can reach the white disk of the smoke alarm situated high above my head in the hallway.
Why can’t they install them lower where the average person can reach?
I push at the buttons, and nothing stops the frantic noises. In desperation, I yank the batteries out. Thankfully, the wails cease.
Thumping my head against the wall, a huge sigh gusts out and I work on steading my racing heart. This is not the type of excitement I was hoping for this evening.
The pealing of my doorbell has me jerking, my hands going down to the rubber handle of the stool to steady myself. Scrambling off the stepstool, I walk to the front door and take a deep, steadying breath before opening it.
Carter’s bright blue eyes and happy grin are a sight I will never get tired of. The tension from the destroyed meal and the adventure with the smoke alarm slips away as meaningless semi-annoyances. With him smiling at me, all is right with my world.
My gaze travels down over his dark blue button-down shirt to the colorful bunch of flowers in his hand.
He brought me flowers.
Such a sweet, simple gesture that makes my chest constrict and my vision go blurry as tears gather in my eyes.
I throw myself at him, my lips pressing against his. Even in his surprise, Carter’s arms go around me, hugging me to him, and I positively melt.
All too soon, he ends the kiss and offers me the pretty bouquet. His nose crinkles and two grooves furrow into his forehead as he glances around. “Is something burning?”
My face scrunches up and I barely hold my groan in. “Our dinner. I’m afraid I need to order in some pizza or something.”
“It can’t be that bad, can it?”
Grimacing, I lead the way into the kitchen, grabbing the stepstool as I go and putting the flowers in the sink for now. A blast of smoky air flies out when I open the oven and pull out the sad blackened remains of what used to be a beautiful leg of lamb roast with tiny potatoes.
Carter is too nice to a fault. He surveys the charred lump of meat from a few different angles and then saws a knife into it, exposing the mostly pink center. “It might be salvageable.”
“Eww… no! I don’t want us to get sick. I’m ordering pizza.” I shove the stepstool back into the pantry and dig my phone out of my pocket.
Leaning against the counter, Carter crosses his arms and grins. “It couldn’t possibly be as bad as the food poisoning I got from some brownies a few years ago.” 
I pause, scrolling through my phone for the Pizza Palace’s number. A bit of unease coats the back of my throat. “Brownies? Really?”
“Yeah, probably four or five years ago. I can still remember because I think that was the sickest I’ve ever been in my life.” He laughs. “I never ate another baked good from a student after that.”
Oh shit!
My stomach drops as horror races through me. I made him those brownies!
“Maybe it was something else? Or a virus?” I’m desperate to latch onto anything else. The thought that I poisoned my crush with that homemade love potion is a hard thing to accept.
A lock of dark hair laced with a few silver strands tumbles over his forehead as he shakes his head. “No, it was definitely those. I stayed late grading papers and munched on a few of the brownies before heading home. I barely made it in my door before I was racing for the bathroom.” A shudder goes through him. “I haven’t been able to eat brownies since.”
“I am so sorry.” It slips out before I can even think, and my eyes go wide at my admission of guilt.
Carter laughs and pats his stomach. “It’s probably for the best. I haven’t said no to other baked goods lately and I need to.”
I laugh along with him, relief making my laugh a little shrill. I cut it off and wiggle the phone. “So, pizza’s okay? Pepperoni and cheese?”
“Sure.”
His eyes drift around the room while I make the call and after I put the order in we head into the living room to wait.
“You have a lovely home,” he says, taking a seat on the leather couch facing the obscenely huge tv dominating the room. My parents bought it for me as a housewarming gift and after all they’ve done for me, I wasn’t about to insult their gift by asking for a smaller one. “Very colorful.”
Glancing around at the bright room with its cheery yellow walls, the various seascape pictures, and shelves shoved full of random knickknacks and books, contentment hums through me. “Thank you. I find the colors soothing. Quite different from my decorating style of a few years ago.” I immediately snap my mouth closed, praying he doesn’t ask what my old style was. I need to be more careful. It’s just so easy to relax around him that I don’t always think things through clearly.
“It is soothing.” He angles his body to face me on the couch. “You know what I do, but I don’t think you’ve mentioned what your work is.”
“Oh, I work for my parents. Sinclair Rentals.”
Carter’s eyes go wide behind his glasses, his grin full of delight. “I knew you looked familiar. I drive by that billboard every day.”
With a groan, I bury my face in my hands. “Ugh. So embarrassing.”
“What? You don’t like everyone looking up your nose as they drive by?”
Peeking between my fingers, I glare at him. “You’re not helping.”
His warm hands cover mine and he coaxes my fingers down. “Why? It’s a nice nose. Very cute.” He leans over and plants a kiss on the tip of my nose.
I can’t help giggling. I love how playful he is. It’s something I wasn’t expecting but am very much enjoying.
Lifting my face, I rub my nose against his, my lips parting as his mouth looms closer.
Carter’s palm cups my cheek and then his mouth descends. Yesterday’s kiss was full of enough heat to scorch my insides. Today’s kiss is gentle, full of tender exploration, two people learning and tasting one another.




CHAPTER SIX

ASHLEY
His mouth tastes of mint, clean and fresh and utterly delicious. Needing to be closer, I lean into him, my breasts pressing to his chest and soaking up the firm, warm strength of him.
The hand on my face shifts into my hair as his long fingers tunnel into the loose strands to grip my nape with a possessiveness I feel deep inside.
My nipples are tight, my breasts feeling a fullness I’ve never noticed before as I strain for more contact. It feels natural to slip into his lap, the solid nudge of his dick hot and hard against my thigh. I settle my hands on his shoulders in an attempt to keep myself grounded because this moment is so perfect and surreal, I fear it might be all a fantasy.  
My tiny gasp of shock pulls our lips briefly apart when his hand finds my breast. His thumb brushing over the hard peak of my nipple brings a moan tumbling from my mouth as I arch into his touch.
Heat pools in my core and I try to shift my legs. I’m no longer content to only sit in his lap. I want to straddle that prominent bulge between his legs. To feel him against the needy part of me that cries out for friction, for contact, for release from the ache deep inside.
Easing my legs down from his lap, Carter’s fingers squeeze my nape, freezing me in place. A rumbling growl works up from his chest, his mouth almost savage as his lips devour mine.
The fingers in my hair relax while his thumb continues to tease and torment my nipple in small circles and light pinches. My hips rock as my frustration builds.
I’ve touched myself before to thoughts of him. It’s never been like this. Never have I experienced the wanting, eager clasp of my inner walls desperate to cling to something. Nor the throbbing ache between my legs begging for touch.
His touch.
More, I silently beg.
His hand on my breast isn’t enough. I want to open my pants and have him burrow his big hand into my underwear. To feel those long fingers sweeping through my wet folds and have him breach me as no one else ever has.
A broken moan escapes me, my hands frantically grasping the smooth cotton of his shirt. The material twists in my fingers and I tug, needing to feel his bare skin.
Needing him.
Hollow buzzing fills the air and Carter’s mouth lifts from mine.
I chase after it, only to abandon my efforts as his hand withdraws from my hair and breast and he shifts me in his lap. “I think that’s the pizza,” he says, his voice husky and deep.
Opening my eyes, I lick at my swollen, damp lips, noticing for the first time the slightly darker ring of blue surrounding his irises highlighting his heightened desire.
With a quiet huff of disappointment, I release my stranglehold on his shirt, smoothing down the bunched twists of gray fabric before swinging my legs over his and standing up. Heading toward the door, my hands smooth over my hair and clothes.
A quiet thump sounds behind me, and, with Carter’s longer strides, we arrive at the front door together. Opening it, a beaming sandy-haired guy not much older than me grins, his eyes bouncing merrily between us, leading me to believe that I look just as ravished as I feel.
“Order for Ashley. One extra-large cheese and pepperoni?”
“Yes!”
The word is barely out of my mouth before he shoves the white cardboard box my way. Carter’s already passing the delivery driver a few bills before I can even think to turn and get my purse from the shelf right there in the entranceway.
Thanking the driver, he closes the door and while I like his take-charge attitude and appreciate a free meal as much as the next person, nope. Not happening.
Balancing the pizza box in one hand, I dig in my purse and thrust a twenty and ten at Carter.
He makes no move to take the money, instead grinning and plucking the warm box from my hand and striding away.
I stomp after him into the kitchen. “I invited you to dinner!”
His smile grows, his eyes practically glowing behind the clean lens of his glasses. “So you did.” He places the box down on the counter, stepping closer. “Thank you,” he whispers, his mouth swooping down to claim mine.
I’m tempted to pick up where we left off, the heat of Carter’s mouth and his tongue’s hungry glide reawakening my body’s cooling desire like a lit match to smoldering embers.
Carter, though, seems to have other ideas, breaking our kiss far too soon and stepping back. I’m gratified to see his chest rising and falling rapidly as he works to control his breathing. If he remained unaffected by our kissing, I would have worried.
No, I would have panicked.
But that’s not the case as his eyes run over me, lingering on my puffy lips and full breasts before returning to meet my stare, a heat in his gaze that surely echoes the need in mine.
“Plates are in the cabinet behind you,” I say, moving across the room to dig in the refrigerator. I linger there, using the cool air to compose myself. “I have soda, iced tea, no beer, but I might have some whiskey around here somewhere.”
A low laugh greets that, my pussy clenching at the sexy rumble. So much for calming down. 
“You have whiskey, but not beer?” His dark eyebrows teasingly rise up. 
“I’m sure it was a gift,” I toss back at him. “Besides, I don’t like beer.”
“I’ll take iced tea. I’m not much of a beer drinker myself. Though my buddy Kevin makes me sample his home brew whenever he tries out a new batch.”
My nose wrinkles up. “But if you don’t like beer, aren’t you a bad judge to whether his is good or not?”
Carter laughs and washes his hands in the sink. “That’s what I try to tell him. He doesn’t want to hear that.” He tosses a grin at me over his shoulder, accepting the paper towel I hand him to dry his hands. “He’s a Potter’s Beat fan too and told me about them playing at Grasshoppers.”
I stay mum on that, and we switch places at the sink. I wash my hands while he plates up the pizza.
“Hey, maybe sometime the three of us can go see them.”
With supreme effort, I keep the look of horror off my face, even as my poor head wants to throb at the mere mention of that dreadful band. There is no way I’m going to sit through another evening of their headache-inducing music. “Yeah, maybe,” I grit out, keeping my back to Carter as I grab two glasses and pour the tea.
I make the split second decision to eat in the living room instead of the dining room and lead the way there. What good is having a huge TV if not to use it? Plus, pizza doesn’t demand the same respect as a leg of lamb. It seems silly to use the dining room table when I could be nice and cozy snuggled up on the couch with Carter.
We settle down on the soft leather couch and I want to sigh over how natural this all feels. I can see us here after work, sharing a meal, watching TV, or just curling up and talking about our day. Like I knew, other than his horrible taste in music, Carter is just perfect.
Okay, almost perfect, I amend, as all the movies he suggests are plain dreadful and from decades ago. It’s a struggle not to roll my eyes when the movie he seems most enthusiastic about was made before I was even born. 
I keep forgetting that Carter is so much older. This is my reality check.
Probably the first of many.
Still later on, snuggled up against his body, his fingers making lazy circles on my hip while the ending credits roll, I have to admit this isn’t all bad. Even if Carter is one of those people that doesn’t like to talk during a movie, this was nice. And even the movie was decent.
Turning my head, I gaze up at him, my heartbeat picking up when his eyes drop to mine. Inching upwards I press my mouth to his, groaning when his fingers squeeze my hip, and his other hand immediately goes to my hair. He tastes of pepperoni and tomato sauce, which should be weird but since I taste of that too, it’s not. His tongue sweeps along mine in short strokes and wetness floods my pussy, the now familiar ache of desire welling within.
This time I’m not willing to be a passive participant. My hands roam his chest, feeling the hard points of his nipples and giving them both a tiny squeeze.
“Ashley,” Carter sighs into my mouth, his tongue tracing along my bottom lip before he pulls away. “I’m so glad we met.”
Happiness swells in my chest. “Me too.”
“It’s just you’re so young.”
At his words it feels like a fist is clenching around my ribs making it hard to breathe.
“You’re also gorgeous and so sweet. You could be with anyone. Why would you want a boring, middle-aged history teacher?”
Because I love you.
The words scream through me. I can’t tell him that. Not yet. He would think I’m crazy, not realizing that I know him so much better than he thinks.
“I like you,” I say, trailing my hands up to caress the high sweeps of his cheekbones.
His smile is the stuff of dreams. “I like you too.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

CARTER
It’s official. For the first time in a long time, I’m dating a woman that I’m absolutely crazy about. Every night this week we’ve talked on the phone and the only reason I haven’t begged to see her in person is because I know I won’t be able to keep my hands off her. I’ve rushed into physical relations before and have always ended up regretting it. With Ashley, I don’t want to mess things up and taking it slow is the way to ensure we get to know each other first before we take our relationship further.
Last weekend it took supreme willpower to wish her goodnight after the movie. I left with the taste of her kisses fresh upon my lips and the delicious scent of her sweet arousal heavy in my nose. Every pounding beat of my heart ordered me to turn around and make love to her.
Only knowing that this is the way to forever kept me strong. Because, despite my initial concerns over our age gap, I can see Ashley in my life long-term. She’s sweet and funny and we get along so well. For the first time in possibly ever, I feel like I met someone who will be a friend as much as a lover.
Though when I open my front door on Friday night, it’s all I can do not to swing her up in my arms and cart her off to the bedroom. Her wide grin invites me to do just that as she curls her arms around my waist and goes up on her tiptoes for a kiss.
Wrapping my arms around her, my hands go to her ass, and it’s impossible to hide the immediate kick of my cock hardening and bucking against her while I back us into the entranceway and nudge the door closed with my shoulder. 
“Good to see you too,” I rasp, giving her luscious ass a squeeze. “Miss me?”
“I did,” she murmurs against my lips, her tongue sliding along my front teeth.
“Mmmmm… so nice, but we’re going to miss the homecoming court if we don’t leave soon.”
Immediately, she pulls away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be so late. I should have put your address into my phone. I thought I knew how to get here.”
“No, it’s fine. The school’s not far. One of the reasons I bought this place. Let me grab a few things and we’ll head out.” Grabbing my coat and gloves off the small table in the entranceway, when I turn back to Ashley, a frown tugs my mouth down. She looks beautiful in her snug jeans and an oversized lavender sweatshirt. Sadly, those aren’t going to keep her warm when the temperature dips tonight. “You have your jacket in the car?”
She frowns back. “No, I didn’t bring one. I’m in layers already.” To demonstrate, she tugs the hem of a thin black t-shirt out from under the sweatshirt.
“Sweetheart, you’re gonna freeze.” Tossing my things back on the table, I dig in the hallway closet, unearthing an older jacket that had gotten a tad too tight and another pair of gloves. For good measure, I also get a lightweight fleece blanket. Grabbing my coat and gloves once again, I roll everything into a big lump. “Okay, let’s roll.”
Ashley’s lips twitch, yet she bites back whatever comment she’s thinking.
I wasn’t kidding when I said my townhouse was close to the school. In ten minutes, we’re pulling into the packed parking lot and miraculously find a spot that’s not muddy despite all the rain we’ve had this past week.
My jacket is way too big for Ashley, and she rolls her eyes at me when I insist she puts it on, At halftime she’s cuddling against me with the blanket draped over our legs and thanks me for bringing it.
“You said you didn’t go to a lot of games when you were in school, so I figured you didn’t realize how fast the temperature drops once the sun goes down. Plus, these bleachers don’t do anyone any favors no matter what the weather. I wish I had some padded stadium seats. They might be a pain to lug around, but worth it so your ass doesn’t go numb.”
She knocks her shoulder against mine. “You’re bad.”
“What? It’s the truth.”
“And actually, I didn’t go to any football games when I was in high school. It wasn’t my scene.”
My eyebrows shoot up. I find that difficult to believe. A bright, friendly girl like Ashley I can see surrounded by half the football players vying for her attention. “You weren’t a cheerleader?”
A strangled snort escapes her. “Not hardly. Sorry to ruin that fantasy for you.”
“I’m well past those teenage fantasies. If I ever had those. I’m fully content sitting here with my non-cheerleader girlfriend.”
Ashley’s brown eyes go soft, and she leans closer, pressing her soft lips onto mine. Briefly, I return the kiss before reluctantly drawing away. “Need to keep the PDA to a minimum.”
Her eyelashes flutter down as it takes her a moment to absorb that. “Come on, you’re allowed to date.”
“Absolutely I am,” I agree, lifting her glove covered hand and buzzing a kiss on the woolen fabric covering her knuckles. “But I’m also not going to give everyone a show with my tongue down your throat.”
My grin grows wider as her already slightly pink face turns red. Angling my head, I motion with my chin. “That’s the principal, two rows down from us in the bright yellow coat.”
Ashley bobs her head in a fast nod before turning her attention back to the game. All during the second half her hand inches higher on my thigh under the blanket, making me forget all about the game playing down on the field as her hand creeps closer and closer to my fully erect dick.
I’m thankful for the concealment of darkness and the bunched blanket that I carry in front of me as we fight our way through the crowd out to the parking lot. A few fellow teachers call out greetings and all I can do is nod curtly and hustle Ashley faster through the swarm of celebrating fans. I’m in no mood to chitchat with a raging boner.
“Wow! What a game,” she exclaims once we’re safely buckled in the SUV and inching in line toward the exit.
“I’m glad you enjoyed it. We’ll have to do it again.” Reaching over, I give her hand a squeeze. “I do have to confess I’m not really a football fan. I make it to one or two games a year to support my students.”
Her slim fingers curl around mine. “Same. But you know what? I didn’t mind this. I got caught up in the excitement.”
“Did it make you wish you would have gone to a few games back in school?” I tease.
“HA! Funny, funny man. That’s still a big no. I didn’t even go to prom and have zero regrets about that too.”
We finally make it out of the parking lot and take the quieter back roads to the development. “You are a mystery to me,” I confess. “I make these assumptions and you blow them away.”
“You know that saying, assuming makes an ass out of you and me.”
Chuckling, I dart a glance over at her. “Touché.”
We drive in silence for a few minutes, my hand entwined with hers, resting comfortably on her leg. I thought the subject closed when she speaks again. “What assumptions did you make?”
“Oh, let’s see, cheerleader, prom queen, voted most popular in the class, surrounded by bevy of friends-”
I break off as her laughter fills the vehicle.
“Bevy? OMG Carter, only you would work that word into a conversation.”
“History teacher, m’dear. Or did you forget?”
“I could never forget that,” she gasps out. “You’re too cute.”
Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Only you think that.”
“Seriously? Whatever. You’re very handsome.”
“Looks only go so far. It’s my personality that seems to be the sticking point.” I ease into my parking spot in front of the cream and beige townhome I’ve called mine for just over five years and put the SUV into park before turning to Ashley.
Reaching for her other hand, I’m thankful for the streetlights that illuminate her lovely face as it gives me the strength to say the next part. “I have a confession to make.”




CHAPTER EIGHT

ASHLEY
Despite the heat in the vehicle and the warm grasp of Carter’s hands holding mine, an icy shiver of dread twists its way down my spine at the serious tone of his voice.
This is the voice of a teacher about the tell the entire class that they bombed the final exam and there is no extra credit available. Even worse, this is the tone of a man about to give the dreaded ‘talk’. I’ve never been on the receiving end of such a thing, but many of my friends in college were. It’s no fun being the support person left to pick up the pieces in the wake of utter devastation left by ‘the talk’. 
My first instinct is to get the hell out of his vehicle, dash to my car and pretend none of this is happening. My second one is to lunge at him and kiss him senseless.
Honestly, I never once saw this coming. Maybe I should have when he practically ran out of my house last weekend saying some nonsense about having to get up early. But why invite me to his school’s homecoming game then? It doesn’t make any sense.
Carter takes my panicky silence as permission to continue. “I’m really enjoying myself with you, Ashley. It’s rare not having to hold myself back for fear of boring a date when I start talking about The Civil War, or worrying about a woman being annoyed when I would rather have a quiet evening at home than be out at some event or party.”
The ball of fear in my chest lessens. This isn’t the talk of a man about to break up, this is…
Well, this is a man baring himself and showing a vulnerability that’s so rare these days. And he feels comfortable enough to do it with me.
My fingers tighten on his, and wordlessly I nod my head, urging him to go on.
“You might have noticed I had a dating site open on my phone when we met.” He gives a soft huff, his lips twisting in a grimace. “I’ve been lonely for a while.” His blue eyes gleam in the light of the streetlights as he tilts his head up, his gaze connecting and holding mine. “I’m also tired of dating leading nowhere. I’m looking for a relationship, in the hopes of more. I’d like that to be with you.”
I can’t speak. Everything I want to say is jammed in my throat. I don’t even try letting my actions speak clearly about how much I want the same.
Lunging across the center console, I attack his lips. My lips are frantic as I dive into his mouth to chase his tongue. I absorb his broken moan and anchor my fingers in his hair. The thick, silky strands are surprisingly cool.
My breath races as our lips part to allow necessary gasps of air before we go right back to kissing. I feel like to stop kissing him, I’ll die. My pussy clenches, need and wetness flooding me.
Thankful for weekly Pilates classes, I hike my leg over Carter’s lap, my fingers dropping from his hair to the buttons of his shirt. In my excitement, my fingers are clumsy and it’s a struggle to undo a single button.
Carter breaks the kiss, his hands coming up to cover my fingers, as his husky chuckle shakes his chest and vibrates through me. “I echo the enthusiasm. Hell, I love it. But my days of making out in parking lots are long over. I want you in my bed, Ashley.”
His voice drops, my name almost a throaty purr leaving his lips, and my core throbs at the sound as well as his words.
Licking my lips, I nod my head enthusiastically.
“I wanted to wait to have sex. I was determined not to rush you,” he confesses in a low whisper.
Forget that nonsense! I’m done waiting!
I force myself to calm down and speak slowly. “Whether we have sex now or wait months, it’s not going to change how I feel about you.”
The hard length of his dick bucks against the jean clad apex of my legs, and I can’t help the answering roll of my hips.
His Adam’s apple bobs. “Are you sure you want this?”
“I want you,” I say simply.
Carter’s breath shudders out of him, his fingers tightening on mine, and then he’s helping me back over the center console and unlocking the doors.
I feel like the naughty teenager I never was as he leads me by the hand into his house and back to his bedroom. Carter is not a neat or organized man. I catch glimpses of shoes discarded in the hallway and stacks of books and papers littering the surfaces of his nightstands and the top of his dresser. The open walk-in closet gives me a shadowy impression of endless rows of clothes and heaps of things and baskets on the floor.
And then his mouth is crashing onto mine and all thoughts of laundry are gone, swept away by the hungry strokes of his tongue against mine.
Though I’m a virgin, I have had a few kisses before. All predating my meeting Carter. None of those sloppy kisses prepared me for the heat and raw need I experience in Carter’s embrace.
When his hands smoothly move under my sweatshirt, anticipation beats through me. I help him tug it off and peel off my black t-shirt with no hesitation. Standing there in my bra and jeans, Carter’s eyes roaming over me like a caress, all I feel is the hollow ache deep within my body. Wetness glides from between my folds, soaking my panties.
Toeing off my boots, I waste no time peeling my jeans off and tossing them to the side.
Everything slows down as Carter leisurely unbuttons his shirt. Each inch of skin revealed has my pussy throbbing. His shoulders are broad, and his pecs defined. A few dark whorls of hair decorate his chest, mostly around his small, flat brown nipples. A heavy line of hair encircles his belly button before branching out and disappearing into his jeans.
My eyes drop to the snap of his jeans before traveling lower to the online of his dick pushing out the soft denim between his legs.
His hand drops down to his waist, the snap and rasp of his zipper torturously loud to my ears. He makes quick work of his shoes and eases his jeans down, unveiling hair-roughened thighs and calves. He stands a few feet away, clad only in black boxers and white socks.
This is not how I pictured our first time together. There’s no rose petals or romantic music. He’s not whispering words of love in my ear, and I definitely never gave a thought to socks. The corners of my lips twitch up.
None of that matters because he’s here with me. The man I’ve wanted from the moment I saw him.
And when he sweeps me up in his arms, I encircle his neck and breathe him in. This really is perfect.
Laying me down on his bed, his big body follows me down, his hands soothing along my sides while his mouth presses quick, hot kisses down my neck to the slopes of my breasts.
I don’t know what to do with my hands, so I explore his shoulders, sides, and back, stroking along the warm male skin while feeling the heavy pressure of his erection against my stomach.
“Ashley, you’re more beautiful than I dreamed,” he murmurs. His tongue flicks out, boldly licking along the edge of my bra before his hand is shoving the material down. My nipple beads up and then the hot heat of his mouth encloses it.
With a hum of contentment, he suckles it, drawing it deeper between his lips. Helplessly, my hips roll, sliding back and forth along the hard bar of his dick.
Panting, I grip at his side, moaning as the sensations crash over me.
Carter switches his attention to my other breast, tugging the cup of my bra out of his way so he can swirl and lap his tongue around the point of my nipple.
His arm goes behind me, supporting me, while his other brands my hip with the heat of his possessive touch. I feel a whisper of movement and then his fingers are delving into my satiny panties, gliding along my nest of curls and between my fleshy mons.
I cry out at the first touch of his finger to my clit. My whimper is jagged and full of need.
Carter groans low in his throat, his teeth scraping along my nipple. “So wet. Sweetheart, you are dripping.” To prove his point, his fingers suddenly plunge lower, gathering up the cream pouring from my opening and smearing it all around my clit and inner lips.
Arching up into those long and thick, clever fingers, I can only sob his name. “Carter.”
“Yes, sweetheart. I’m going to give you what you need.” His finger circles my entrance, making me twist. Making me ache.
Slowly the tip dips within, the invasion feeling odd and heavenly at the same time.
Before I can fully wrap my mind around what is happening, his entire finger is deep inside my pussy, slowly stroking along my inner wall and pressing at some hidden spot that he seems to understand.
My head rolls on the pillow, my body feeling tight and stretched. That finger continues its slow, careful exploration, while Carter’s mouth moves to mine, and he nibbles at my lips in a series of tiny kisses.
For several minutes, all I know is the steady pressure of his finger working deep inside me before another slides in alongside it.
Whining, I toss my head, my hair whipping about as my hips snap up and down all while his fingers continue their steady pump between my legs.
Carter's slick tongue slips inside my mouth at the same time his thumb brushes the tingling bud of my clit. My body clamps down on his fingers as heat rushes through me and my pussy pulsates. For several long moments, my inner walls cling to him before the tension eases, and I collapse back onto the mattress.
His fingers leave me, and I wince at the dull ache.
“Good?” He breathes against my cheek, pressing his lips there. “Mmmm… you deserve it.” Slipping from my arms, he moves to the side of the bed and stands.
My drifting eyelids fly open. “Are you leaving?”
His deep chuckle has another curl of desire wrapping around my body. “Getting a condom.”
I don’t want anything between us when Carter makes love to me. “I’m on birth control. You don’t need one.”
Even in the dim light from the hall, I can see his dark brows lowering as he considers that. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. Please.” I sit up and unclasp my bra and peel my soaked underwear off. I look up in time to see him lowering his boxers, giving me my first look at his dick.
It’s long and curved, jutting out from his body with the thick head aiming up toward his belly. A tingle flares in my sex, knowing that full, thick shaft is going to be inside of me very soon. It seems impossible that it will fit, but I know it will. Though it seems massive to me, I know women have taken far larger penises and objects up their vaginas.
I don’t care about any of those. All I want is the dick attached to the man climbing back in bed and settling himself between my spread legs.
I wrap my arms around his shoulders, sighing softly at the heat of his big body covering mine. When his lips slide over mine, I press up into his kiss, opening my mouth for his tongue like I’ve opened my body for his.
When his cockhead nudges my opening, my body tenses slightly. And then he’s pushing inside, the stretch of him far larger than his fingers. Thankfully he prepared me well and I feel only pleasure when he is deep inside.
His dick is heavy, hot, and large, throbbing within my pussy and I never want this feeling to end. Being joined like this with Carter, in the most intimate of ways, is like lightning striking. I feel new and reborn, parts of me awaken that I never knew existed. I’m a woman like I’ve always been meant to be.
And I’m his.
When he begins to move, his dick thrusting in steady, long strokes, it hits me that he’s mine as well.
My pussy surrounds him, squeezing his shaft tight, unwilling to release him from its silken grasp, and I wrap my legs around his waist.
The angle changes and we both gasp. If possible, it feels like he’s even deeper now, the thick head of his dick passing over and pressing an amazing spot inside. I flex and push my pussy against him, riding the waves of his thrusts.
Soon his body is pounding into mine, his thrusts becoming shorter and more erratic. His face drops between my neck and shoulders, and he groans into my skin, “Ashley, oh Ashley.” With a sudden jerk of his hips, he grinds them against mine and I feel the hot spasms of his release deep inside.
The weight of his body slumps into mine, and a hum of contentment goes through me. This is how it’s always been meant to be.




CHAPTER NINE

CARTER
Waking up with Ashley on my ass, rubbing my shoulders, is the way I want to start each morning.
“Ugmah,” I moan into the pillow, trying not to drool.
She giggles and wiggles a bit, and the heat from her pussy has me grinding my morning wood into the mattress.
I lift my head enough to say, “You have magic hands.”
Her thumb hits a tense knot and I flop my head back down.
“Any plans for the weekend?” she asks.
“Yes, spending whatever part of it I can with you.” 
“Awww… Carter, you are too sweet.”
“More like too lazy. I wanted to wake up early and make you breakfast.”
Ashley stretches her body over me, the hard buds of her nipples rubbing into my back and making my breath shudder out in a harsh exhale. “It’s not too late to cook for me. I’ll never say no to someone else cooking,” she whispers into my ear. I close my eyes as the moist heat of her lips sends a shiver of want chasing through me.
“Is that so?” Reaching back, I grip her hip to keep her steady as I slowly roll to my back while keeping her aside me. I don’t like the slight swell of my gut, but my less than impressive physique didn’t seem a turnoff to her last night, so I try not to be bothered by it. Come Monday, I’ll start getting on my treadmill that’s collecting dust in the spare bedroom.
“What else won’t you say no to?” I bump my hips up, grinding my hard cock into the cleft between her legs.
Her fingertips run along my chest, circling the small points of my nipples. Arching my head back, my upper body rises, and I press into her stroking fingers, my breath snapping out from between my clenched teeth. “I love your touch,” I pant, rocking up into her.
Grasping her hips, I roll her body forward and back, matching the thrusts of my body. My thumbs rub along the silky satin of her panties before I dip them under the elastic leg holes. The smell of her arousal floats out, teasing me and making me ache.
Stretching the right leg opening to the side, I bare her pussy. Ashley’s juices coat my cock as we grind together, her fingers pinching and pulling at my sensitive nipples while she throws her head back in ecstasy.
Nudging her forward, the thick ridge of my cockhead catches at her clit, and she trembles in my arms. Again, and again, I press up at her hard little bud, her liquid honey flowing freely and drenching me in her essence.
Tiny whimpers fill the air. Ashley’s front teeth sink into her lower lip as she fights the pleasure her body is demanding. “Let go, sweetheart,” I croon. “Come all over my cock for me.”
The next time when I rock her forward, I arch up, catching my cock at her entrance and slipping inside. Her molten heat envelops me in the sweetest of embraces.
“Ohhh…” she moans, her mouth falling open as her eyes stare sightlessly at the headboard.
Bending my knees, I pump up into her, sliding my thumb around her clit as I fill her in one smooth, long thrust.
“Carter.” My name falls from her lips in an almost soundless whisper as her hot inner walls clamp down on my length. Her pussy squeezes me tight, and I grit my teeth, fighting the boiling need in my balls to come.
Her inner muscles flutter with the aftermaths of her orgasm and it’s too much for me. With a low groan, I surge upwards, seeking to seat myself as deeply as possible in her snug pussy while my cock spasms my release in hot spurts.
Collapsing into the mattress, my heart pounds hard while my chest rises and falls as I try to catch my breath.
Forget the treadmill. I just need to keep having sex with Ashley to get my heart rate up.
“Mmmm.. that was nice,” Ashley says, her lips gliding up in a grin that I can feel against my chest.
Wrapping my arms around her, I snuggle her close even as my softening cock slips out of her along with a fair amount of my cum.
“Ugh, shower time.” I feather a kiss over her adorably tangled bedhead and despite my words, I make no move to release her. Being sticky from a mixture of sweat and our combined juices isn’t the most comfortable, but I’m loath to let go of Ashley. Contentment strums throughout my body and I don’t want to lose this peace.
A low gurgle pierces the quiet, followed by a giggle. “Food first, shower after.” She wiggles to break free of my embrace and reluctantly I drop my arms and let her go.
The remnants of her makeup have left gray smudges around her eyes and her lips are beautifully swollen. A goofy grin spreads across my face. I can only thank whatever fate had JT’s being so crowded on that Saturday that necessitated our meeting. To think I might never have met her is a pain I don’t want to imagine.
Ashley’s already pulling on her jeans from yesterday before I haul myself out of bed. I toss on a pair of dark gray sweatpants and a blue t-shirt, and we head out to the kitchen.
I can’t help wincing a little at the stacks of books and papers littering the end of the granite counter and piled up on the small circular table in the breakfast nook. Ashley’s house was comfortable and neat.
Mine? Well, I’m comfortable in my disorganized mess. I gave little thought to neatening things up before she came over last night, thinking we were going to the game and possibly chatting on the couch in the living room afterwards. I didn’t bother cleaning the other parts of my home. Now I’m wishing I would have at least moved some of the clutter, even if I just stashed it in the spare bedroom or the hallway closet.
I gather up some of the loose papers and shove them into a haphazard pile before sweeping up an armful and carrying it to my office, where I unceremoniously dump them onto the computer chair.
When I return, Ashley is standing near the sink, looking around meekly with her arms crossed over her chest.
My shoulders round and I mutter, “sorry,” before digging around in the fridge for some eggs or a can of cinnamon rolls that I can pop in the oven.
“Can we forget cooking? I need something fast. Got any cereal or toast?”
Closing the fridge door, I go over to the pantry and pull out two boxes of cereal. “We got bran flakes and sugar-blasted whatever puffs.”
She grabs the brightly colored box of pure sugary goodness and shakes it. “For the win.”
With a laugh, I get the bowls and spoons while Ashley retrieves the milk.
We get down to the serious business of eating and on our second bowl, Ashley flashes me a shy smile. “You really want to spend the weekend with me?”
I can only stare in confusion. Maybe it’s common with the younger generation, but I’m not one to play games. “Ashley, I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it. Last night and this morning were amazing. I…” Pausing, I try to collect my thoughts and put into words the various emotions surging through me. “I enjoy our time together, outside the bedroom as much as in it.”
Pink blooms on her cheeks and my gut tightens. She’s so lovely and was so responsive to my touch last night and this morning that the thought that she might have been inexperienced seems very farfetched. Yet I can’t help wondering if that might be partway true and her lack of experience with relationships would explain some of her shyness.
Reaching for her hand, her fingers immediately link with mine and that warmth in my chest pulses out again. I don’t care who she has or hasn’t been with in the past. My only concern is her happiness with me.




CHAPTER TEN

ASHLEY
Carter wasn’t kidding when he said he wanted to spend the weekend with me. After a shower that turns into more sex, we need a second shower before we are off to my house so I can change my clothes since I refuse to go anywhere in the clothes I wore yesterday. Not to mention my pretty gross underwear.
We spend most of Saturday hiking around the local state park, taking various pictures and enjoying the mild October weather and then stagger back to my house for a late lunch and a nap.
I never dreamed I would be okay with a nap in the middle of the day, but I guess all that sex and the hike wore me out. My pussy has a very unfamiliar ache deep inside and I can’t help grinning while snuggled into Carter’s warm embrace that it marks where his body has been intimately buried within me.
It's well after five when we wake up from our nap and Carter’s face is adorably embarrassed when he sees the time. “Guess I can’t keep up with my young girlfriend.”
I roll my eyes and ignore that. Since neither of us feel like cooking, we head to JT’s for some BBQ. There are a few interests of Carter’s that I don’t share, namely his insane love of Porter’s Beat’s dreadful music, but I don’t have to fake my delight with JT’s pulled pork sandwich.
“Soo good,” I say around a large mouthful.
Carter’s dark hair flops over his forehead as he nods and chews. “I’ve smoked a few briskets, but I must be using the wrong sauces because mine never come out this tender nor taste this good.”
A smudge of brown sauce dots the corner of his mouth, and with his disheveled hair, he looks so boyishly happy that I want to cry.
When I planned this seduction, the end goal has always been to have him as my boyfriend and in deeper fantasies as my husband. I just never imagined these little moments together. It hits me suddenly that for all my claims of loving Carter, I never really knew him. Even now every moment and experience together are new and part of the real journey of learning who we each are as individuals and as a couple.
Except I’ve been skating around the truth when it comes to me.
The sandwich in my mouth, which moments ago was delicious, is now tasteless and painfully dry. It takes effort to swallow it and I feel its painful journey down my throat. Gulping half my iced tea helps that pain, but not the discomfort of my dishonesty.
“You know how you mentioned all these wild assumptions about me yesterday?”
If my abrupt change of subjects bothers Carter, he doesn’t show it, his lips spreading in a wide grin showing off that chipped incisor. I need to ask him the story behind that, I realize suddenly. As well as a million other things.
But we have all the time in the world, I tell myself, willing the panicky feeling in my chest to go away.
“Ahhhh.. you mean when I made an ass of myself?”
“Absolutely you did.” But you’re my ass. I don’t say that last part out loud, though I hope to have the courage to say it someday. Knowing Carter’s quirky sense of humor, it will tickle him and that I deeply look forward to.
“I’m nowhere close to a social butterfly now and definitely not back in high school. Let’s see, what did you say?”
I pretend to think for a moment before ticking them off on my slightly sticky fingers. “Cheerleader. Nope. I would have never been caught dead doing that. I’m not the rah-rah-rah type of person. Then or now. Even with the pink.” I gesture to my fuzzy pink sweater and blow him a kiss before continuing. “Prom queen. Not a chance of that happening. I doubt many of my classmates even knew I was alive. Same for voted most popular girl in my class or surrounded by bevy of friends.”
Snickering, I grin. “I still can’t believe you worked that into the conversation. Let me change it to the word I strive to fit into everyday usage. Plethora. No, I did not have a plethora of friends then or now.”
His husky laugh sends heat rushing to my pussy and a flood of affection spreading through my entire body.
“I love that movie,” he says once his chuckles die down.
I grin. “Me too. Let’s watch that later.”
“Sounds good. And no matter what you tell me, I still can’t believe your classmates didn’t know you. You’d be surprised what people notice.”
I don’t want to argue about this, still I smirk and grab my drink. “Doubtful.”
“Who’s the high school teacher here? You or me?” He grabs a napkin and swipes it across his mouth, smearing that dot of sauce and making me long to lean over and lick it off. “After twenty years around teens, I have a good feel for what goes on in their minds.”
The flare of dread that shoots through me has the same effect as a bucket of ice water on my good mood and lustful thoughts.
Did he know that I had a mad crush on him?
If so, he’s never once let on.
It’s tempting to ask him about it. So tempting that my lips part to do just that when common sense, or rather some long-engrained sense of self-preservation, snaps my mouth closed.
“Fair enough,” I say once I can safely speak.
“So high school was a wash. What about college?”
“Hmmmm…” I drag my fork through the lump of coleslaw that came with my sandwich. “College was great. I really came into myself there.”
“What school did you attend?”
I’m glad he never asked about which high school I went to. I would have needed to lie. Thankfully, I don’t for college. “Futten University in Florida.”
“I’m surprised you came back here and gave up all that sunshine. Though I’m thankful you did.” His blue eyes gleam behind his glasses. Other than our date at the bar, he’s worn them every time since, and I’m glad. He’s gorgeous with them just as much as without them.
“This is where I want to be.” And it’s the truth, because he’s here.
“What about you? Are you originally from here?” It’s a natural question to ask and it would be odd if I didn’t. I already know the answer, but that doesn’t matter either. I just enjoy his voice.
“No. I’m from Ohio originally, attended college and taught there for several years. A position came available a number of years ago in Delaware, and I moved for a change of pace.”
“And you’ve been teaching here for five, so Delaware must not have worked out.”
Carter’s eyebrows rise slightly. I realize he never told me how long he’s been a teacher here. I only know because he was my teacher my senior year of high school and that was his first at the school.
Quickly, I rush on, hoping to distract him from thinking too much about that. “Your family is all back in Ohio?”
The skin tightens around his eyes. “My father is. My mom died over twenty years ago.”
Reaching out to him, I grab his hand and he gives me a grateful smile. “My parents divorced when I was in middle school and for some reason I gravitated to my father more and that hurt my mom. I didn’t spend nearly as much time with her as I should have and when I lost her when I was in college it really drove that point home.”
I squeeze his hand, my heart going out to him. Sometimes I forget how fortunate I am to have both my parents in my life and that I see them on a regular basis since I work for them.
“She encouraged my love of the Civil War and whenever I unearth a new bit of information or even when I’m trudging around the battlefields, I feel closer to her.” He shakes his head and pulls his hand away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring down the mood.”
“You’re not bringing down the mood, whatever that is. I want to know about you. Thank you for sharing such a painful thing. Killing the vibe, whatever.” I roll my eyes and it has the effect I was hoping. Carter grins and chuckles.
“But speaking of moods every time I eat here, I get annoyed it’s not summer. My dad is the BBQ king, and I can’t wait for you to try his BBQ chicken. It’s so good you’ll swear you died and went to heaven.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes, maybe I’ll convince him that he should get one more grilling in before it snows. And you’ll love them. My parents are the b…”
My mouth opens and closes even as the rest of what I was about to say dies on my tongue. What in the world was I thinking? He can’t meet my parents! My dad will want to know what Carter does. And then they’ll mention how I graduated from there and did he know me, and then…
I groan. And then that’s the end of us because I lied to Carter.
Clearing my throat to cover up my groan, I stare at a spot just past Carter’s left shoulder since I can’t bear to face his innocent gaze. “Sorry. That was presumptuous of me, wasn’t it?” I say with a forced laugh.
Carter’s smile is bright as he scoots his chair closer. “What? Acting like I want to meet your family? Absolutely I do. Isn’t that what couples do? Meet each other’s families?”
Squirming, I still can’t manage to meet his eyes. “Well, yes.. it’s just we didn’t really-”
“Didn’t what? Ashley, I thought I made my intentions perfectly clear. I’m looking for a relationship, a partner, and eventually a wife. I’m not just in this for the good time.”
Eager to move past the subject of meeting my parents, I say, “And yet you’ve never been married. It’s crazy how you’re still single.”
“Actually, I was.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

ASHLEY
I couldn’t have been more shocked if he had ripped off his clothes right there in the restaurant. Never once in my online searches had I seen any evidence of a wife! A bit of jealousy simmers deep in my stomach.
Clenching my fingers around my drink, I croak out, “You were?”
“It was pure craziness. Back in my junior year of college, my girlfriend and I suddenly decided that getting married was the right move in our relationship. We applied for the marriage license and went to the justice of the peace for a quick ceremony. It took longer to get the no-fault divorce than the actual marriage lasted.” 
“I never saw you as the impulsive type.”
Carter groans and scrubs at his face. “It was a weird time in my life. My mom had just died, and I wasn’t dealing with it well. I think that’s the only reason I proposed.” Rolling his shoulders, he heaves a sigh. “As you can imagine, I’ve been far more respectful about the seriousness of marriage since then.”
With him being older, I’ve always known that I’m not going to be his first like he is mine. While it’s definitely a shock to find out he was married before, that it wasn’t the greatest love of his life makes me feel much better about everything. That particular position can still be mine.
“That’s good to know,” I say, gathering up my trash. “Ready to head home and watch that movie?”
“Absolutely.”
Just like before, Carter keeps to his no chatting during the movie obsession and I humor him, only tossing quotes at him when it’s over.
We spend the night at my house and christen my bed. In the morning, I’m thrilled at how the pillows smell like him and I hug one  to my chest while he’s in the bathroom.
It’s a lovely fall day and during breakfast when Carter asks me how I would normally spend my Sunday, I don’t even think and blurt out, “Visiting cemeteries.”
Heat fills my cheeks and I know from his stunned expression that I goofed. You can take the girl out of goth, but you can’t always take the goth out of the girl.
He chuckles. “Well, that was unexpected. Guess that pink really hides a lot.” Leaning forward, he grins. “What do you do in the cemeteries?”
“I take pictures of headstones and put them up on ancestry sites. I also enjoy doing grave rubbings.”
Fiddling with my glass of OJ, I stare down at my half-eaten stack of pancakes. Carter really is a much better cook than I am. “Most people think it’s morbid.” I shrug, feigning indifference. “I find it fascinating. It’s part of our history.”
“You know I’m fully invested in that. I think you’re doing a real service to all the genealogy researchers out there.”
I chance a quick peek up at him and find he’s serious. Raising my head higher, I smile, feeling like a weight has been lifted. Even my parents, who tolerated my entire goth phase, couldn’t keep their distaste for my hobby a secret. But Carter isn’t disgusted or weirded out. He simply accepts it as a part of me.
It's at that moment I realize I need to tell him the truth. If he can handle this part of me, surely he won’t care that I was once his student. That was years ago. I was a different person then. A foolish girl that thought she understood love.
Now I recognize that I knew nothing about love then. Or about the amazing man sitting at my kitchen table. The man who made me the most delicious pancakes I’ve ever eaten and had me screaming with pleasure last night. The man that I thought I wanted, only to realize I needed, because he really is not only my friend, but the man I love. And now I finally understand what love is. 
Sucking my lower lip into my mouth, I worry it with my teeth and mentally go over how I’m going to tell him. Knowing and wanting to do the right thing still doesn’t give me the courage to do it.
And after finishing breakfast when he suggests we shower and head out to a turn-of-the-century cemetery he knows of, I mutely nod my agreement. Surely the perfect time will come, and I’ll find the right words.
Except they don’t.
Carter takes to grave rubbing like a pro and his happiness is contagious. I stop stressing and instead enjoy this time with him. We take pictures of dozens of graves, and he dutifully promises we’ll come back next week and for however many other visits it takes to get pictures of them all. I’m so happy I throw my arms around him, and his phone falls out of his hand.
We both wince at the dull, flat noise it makes as the screen explodes upon impact with the one-hundred-year-old grave marker.
“I’m soo sorry,” I wail, hovering around uselessly while he picks up his phone and inspects it. The dark screen is lit up with a glittery spiderweb of cracks and it’s obvious that the phone is toast.
He shoves it into his back pocket and takes my gloved hand in his. “Hey, it’s just a phone. I’ll get another one. But I think this means no more daily calls until then.”
How he can even joke about this makes me feel a million times worse. I don’t deserve him. “I’ll pay for a new one.”
“Ashley, it was an accident. I’m not upset and you’re not buying me a new one.”
I want to argue, but I can tell by the set of his jaw that his mind is made up. “I’m still sorry.”
He tugs me toward him, wrapping his free arm around me as his lips press a kiss to my forehead before he gives a series of quick, little pecks to my cheeks, nose, and eyelids, making me giggle. “Now’s as good of time as any to head back to your house.”
Even with the jacket and gloves and Carter’s sweet kisses, my face feels frozen, so I agree. We pick up a late fast-food lunch and scarf it down in his SUV on the way back to my place. I ask him if he will stay longer, but regretfully, he still has papers to grade. Since he needs to get a new phone tomorrow after work, it might be late when he can stop by, he cautions before leaving. That doesn’t matter to me. After a lingering kiss that leaves me panting and aching for the next time I can see him, he departs with a grin. 
Later that evening, I cart my spare pillow out to the living room and hug it to my chest, inhaling Carter’s woodsy smell while sitting on the couch. There’s so much to unpack from this amazing weekend emotionally, yet despite it being only nine I drift to sleep while a movie plays on. 




CHAPTER TWELVE

CARTER
I never completely understood that expression walking on air before. Now I do. My steps are light, and my stride is jubilant as I stroll into the teacher’s lounge this morning. All I do is glance at the boxes of doughnuts, not even tempted to grab one. The world is a bright place and I’m counting down the hours until I can see Ashley again.
So lost in my thoughts it takes me several long seconds before I notice the presence of Carla, one of the admins, next to me. Blinking, I offer her a smile.
“That was some game, wasn’t it?” She takes a big bite of a jelly-filled powdered doughnut, and a squirt of yellow goo erupts from the other end.
Pumping my fist, I say, “Go Dogs!” referring to our school team, the Dover Dogs.
“Did your girlfriend enjoy it?”
Before I can reply, Carla continues. “Such a pretty girl. Glad she ditched the all black look. It didn’t do a thing for her.”
My brows pull together as my mind struggles to make sense of what she’s saying. “You know Ashley?”
Carla waves the hand with the half-masticated pastry, sending bits of white powder flying. “Vaguely. I’ve met her parents several times.”
Ahhh.. my face relaxes. That makes sense.
“Lovely people, the Sinclairs. But she went to school here several years ago so I saw her in the halls often. Hard to miss with that jet black hair and those dreary black clothes.”
“Ashley’s mother?”
“Hmmm… no, Ashley.”
I’m glad I skipped the doughnuts as my stomach twists into a knot.
“She went by a different name then, I believe.” Carla heaves a sigh. “Kids! Her parents were far more tolerant of those phases than I was with my children. Growing pains, I suppose.”
Giving me a smile, Carla reaches out to pat my arm, thankfully realizing in time the doughnut still in her hand. “Oh well. It worked out, so her parents must have known what they were doing. She’s simply lovely. You two make a beautiful couple.”
Even through the closed door, the sounds of hundreds of students trudging through the halls sounds like a mini stampede signifying that the doors have opened, and walkers have been let in as well as the bus riders. School will officially start in ten minutes and this year I’m a homeroom teacher.
Somehow I make it through my first few classes, though my gut churns as questions bombard me.
Ashley was a student here? She never once mentioned that.
And I don’t recognize her.
I shake my head, causing Melinda Cook, who’s reading a paragraph out loud, to pause and squint at me. I roll my hand at her to continue and try to rein in my thoughts.
But it’s no use because that’s wrong. I did think she seemed familiar. I brushed it aside when she mentioned working for Sinclair Rentals because you can’t miss the billboard.
Shit. Lunch can’t come soon enough.
Finally, the bell rings for lunch and I have time to head to the library and grab a few yearbooks. Ashley’s twenty-two, so I go back six, five, and four years.
There are several Sinclairs and I breeze right by her senior picture before my eyes jump back to it. 
Her first name isn’t listed as Ashley, but the longer I stare, there’s no denying those beautiful brown eyes.
My finger hovers over her picture and with a muttered curse I let it drop, tracing over the inky straight black hair that covers most of the right side of her face. Silver glints in her nose and tracks up her entire exposed ear. I noticed those empty piercing holes in the shower and didn’t think anything of it.
My eyelids scrunch closed as I fight back a terrifying wave of hurt. I can’t always remember every student I ever had in class. After almost twenty years of teaching, it’s an improbable task that my memory isn’t up for.
And I didn’t remember her before. Not truly.
Now seeing her picture, I do.
Pain hacks through me the way a dull knife would. Slowly, it drags through every molecule of my body until a low whimper escapes me and I press my palms on the table to steady myself as my body weaves. 
I might not have remembered Ashley after thousands of students. But I was her only twelfth grade history teacher. There’s no way she didn’t know who I was.
Blinking my eyes open, I’m not surprised at the heavy pull of tears on my lashes. Hurt and betrayal rip my chest apart. I’ve never fallen so hard or so fast for anyone before. And now to find out she lied to me.
What type of twisted game is she playing?
Nausea, bitter and sour, rolls in my gut.
I was planning trips and activities for the two of us. All the while, she was probably laughing over what a fool I was. I had looked forward to asking her to come to Ohio with me over Thanksgiving break to meet my father.
A harsh barking laugh escapes me. What a colossal idiot I am!
Still choking on my laughter, I tuck the yearbook under my arm and walk out of the library with it. Linda, the librarian, is off somewhere helping a student, so she’s not there to notice or stop me.
Ashley works today and won’t be home until after four, but I can’t finish up the rest of my school day. Gathering my things, I hide the yearbook in my bag and stop by the office.
Carla takes one look at me, winces, and grabs a tissue to hold up in front of her nose and mouth like a mask. “Kinda early for the flu, but you look terrible, Carter. Get your butt home and feel better. I’ll pull someone to cover your afternoon classes, so don’t worry about it.”
“Thanks.”
I don’t even remember the drive home or how long I sit in my SUV before I finally summon the energy to go inside.
Once inside, I slump on the couch and pull the yearbook out of my bag. Going to her name in the back, I look for what pages she was in the yearbook. Only the page her senior picture is on comes up.
Odd.
Slowly, I go through it, page by page. Only once do I catch a glimpse of the back of her head in another picture. She hadn’t been lying when she said she wasn’t a cheerleader or voted most popular.
Leaning back, I close my eyes while my clenched hands rest on my knees.
***
ASHLEY
When my doorbell starts making a racket shortly after I get home, I huff and stride to the door fully prepared to see a pollster or some other annoying person trying to sell me something. Instead, Carter stands there.
Only he’s a version of Carter I’ve never seen before. His broad shoulders slump and the happy sparkle in his eyes is gone, leaving the blue irises as flat and dull as slate.
Before I can say a word, he steps inside and thrusts a shiny brown book at me. His finger is wedged between the pages and the book splits there to show dozens of smiling teens staring up at me.
“Onyx, that’s you. Isn’t it?” he rasps in a rough voice devoid of emotion.
Swallowing hard, I stare down at the shy and quiet teenager in goth black gazing back at me without a smile on her pale, thin face. “It was.”
My door slams and I jump. Carter is right there in my face, his eyes wide and filled with so much pain I want to cry. “You were my student.”
My answer is soft yet feels as sharp as a blade. “Yes.”
“Why?” he asks. “You’ve known all along, haven’t you?”
His eyes close and he murmurs, “You made me those brownies.”
My breath catches in my chest, a dull burn settling in the center. “I never meant for you to get sick,” I push the words out, the thick fog of tears starting to clog my throat.
“How long have you been planning this for?” He lets out a ragged sigh, his body seeming to deflate. “Or did you see me and decide what? To trick me? To see how big of a fool I am?”
“No, I only wanted you, never to...” I shake my head, the tears building up in my eyes and blurring my vision. “You need to listen, it’s not-”
“Not what?” he demands, coming closer and forcing me to look up at him. “You didn’t plan our meeting? To seduce me? To make me…” he trails off with a harsh growl, stumbling over to the wall and slumping against it. “You changed your entire look so I wouldn’t recognize you.”
“No! I grew up. That’s why I changed.”
His head falls forward in a weak parody of a nod. “Then why didn’t you tell me you are a former student of mine?”
Guilt is no doubt written all over my face as I stare at him.
Carter nods like I answered. “It’s because you knew I would want no part of that.” His voice trembles as he continues, and a sheen of tears glistens in his eyes. “I agonized over how young you were. I felt like such a lecher.”
He pushes away from the wall and a hollow laugh leaves him. “But I convinced myself it was okay. It’s not like you were a student of mine. What an idiot I am. How you must have laughed at me when I told you where I taught.”
A sad smile lifts the corners of his lips.
Lips that I’ve kissed and sighed against. A mouth that has brought me incredible pleasure is now twisted in pain. Pain that I’ve inflicted.
My legs shake as I approach him. “What does it matter how we met? Or that you were my teacher? We met on equal footing, not as a student and teacher, but as two adults attracted to each other. Two people that have things in common-”
“Do we?” he asks dully. “Or is that all manufactured on your part too?” He sighs and rubs at his face.
Carter looks like he’s aged ten years since walking through my door and my heart sobs in despair that I’m the one that caused this.
“I might have fudged a few things, but not the main ones. And not how I feel about you. Carter, I love you.”
Slow, shambling steps bring him to the door. Shaking his head, his hair flops over his forehead in that way I love. “No, you don’t love me. You’re fixated upon me. Flattering, but it’s not real feelings. I’m a crush that you kept going for far too long. You built me up to be something that I’m not. It’s not Carter McLaughlin that you want, it’s your teacher Mr. McLaughlin that has lived in your mind all these years.” 
His hand goes to the doorknob, and I watch as in slow motion as he twists it open. That jolts me into action, and I race to the door, clenching my hand down around his. Carter’s fingers tense under mine, but he doesn’t move away.
“I’m young. I do silly, foolish things. Yes, absolutely. I made a huge, horrible mistake going about things the way I did. It was dishonest, and it hurt you. I told myself you would be fine because love conquers all and you’d forgive me because we would be happy together.”
Blinking hard, I rub a hand across my damp cheeks, trying to get most of the tears off. “I should have been honest with you from the start and given you the choice of whether you wanted to go on a date with me or not. That was wrong and I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry, Carter.”
I suck in a deep breath and will ever bit of the love I feel for him to shine brightly in my eyes as I stare into his. “But I can never be sorry that I got to know you. Not as Mr. McLaughlin, but as Carter. It’s true, I started by liking the good-looking man that was my second period history teacher, but I fell in love with a good, thoughtful, sweet and funny man that is Carter McLaughlin.”
Carter’s tense body sags, his tight lips parting.
Hope floods me and I hold my breath, waiting for what he will say.
Slowly, he lifts the hand that I’m holding and uses the fingers of his other hand to gently pry my fingers from his. Without a word, he steps through the door and walks to his SUV parked in the driveway next to my sedan.
Tears run unchecked down my face, and I stand there long after he’s gone.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CARTER
School is understanding about illnesses. Being around hundreds of walking, talking petri dishes pretty much guarantees that all teachers will catch a cold or the flu at some point in the school year. But missing days over heartbreak isn’t something they will tolerate, nor something I would share with anyone other than possibly Kevin.
Yet when Kevin busts my chops over my grumpy attitude after I come back, I don’t even have the energy to snarl at him. Most of the other teachers leave me alone, though Carla seems to make it her mission to feed me and starts sneaking containers of muffins and cookies into my classroom. I leave them on my desk and offer them to my students. They need the empty calories more than I do.
I finally dust off my treadmill and am shocked to discover it doesn’t work. I owned the darn thing for five years and, at some point, it died without ever being used. I have to wonder if it was defective when I bought it.
Not feeling like spending the money on another one that I probably won’t use, I take walks at the park, relishing the cold slap of fall air on my face. I blast music in my earbuds and that helps drown out the thoughts of Ashley.
At night, when sleep won’t come, I replay again and again the look on her face when she declared she loved me. I ache to believe her. Wanting her love as badly as I need the air to survive.
I’m a stubborn man, sometimes to a fault. That tenacity has paid off when doing research. Like a dog after a bone, I have no issue spending weeks or months digging through papers and faded letters in the archives. In matters of the heart, I fear it does nothing but force me to wallow in misery.
After weeks of feeling like I’m slowly fading into nothingness, and my heartbeat speeding up at the sight of every green jag or the glimpse of blonde hair, I’m a beaten man. Today, after an endless stretch sitting on the couch staring at my phone and hovering my finger over her name, I shove the phone into my pocket and drive to JT’s.
The entire drive my hands clench and unclench on the steering wheel. Pulsing nerves zapping through my body leave me on edge and feeling frayed to my very core. Entering the restaurant, it’s packed like usual, but I have no trouble finding who I’m looking for. She sits where she has every Saturday since I walked out of her house, picking listlessly at her food.
My trembling hand reaches for her, and I force it down, ramming my hands into my jacket’s pockets. Walking over to her table, I stand there silently, running my gaze over the shiny, loose blonde curls that I love threading my fingers through. Seeing the soft roundness of her cheeks, and a hint of the beautiful plush lips that I haven’t gotten to kiss nearly enough brings me both grief and elation.    
After a moment, sorrowful brown eyes lift to look at me, widening in surprise.
“Carter.”
My name leaves her lips in a soft exhale, and I fight back the urge to drop to my knees before her.
ASHLEY
I stand in my doorway for a very long time, endlessly hoping Carter will come back.
He doesn’t.
I want to call him and rail at him for giving up on our love. But I had broken his phone and his trust ruining any chance we had.
Once everything seemed so simple, meet him, show him what a good match we would be, and have him fall in love with me. I didn’t know that along the way I would be the one falling and not for the man I thought he was, but for the one he is.
Horrible taste in music aside, Carter is the one I can see myself with. Not because of some silly crush a teenager had on her teacher. But because of the love that a sometimes impulsive woman has on a good man that makes every day seem brighter.
And I blew it.
My parents fret over my sudden depressed state and even send me back to Tennessee on business, hoping it will be the boost I need to shake whatever is bothering me. I don’t have the energy to get into everything that’s happening with my love life, so naturally, they are clueless about what’s really bothering me or they wouldn’t have sent me somewhere tied to that unhappiness.
I walk the battlefield again and let the tears flow. The breeze flicks them off my face, depositing them where so many countless other tears have fallen. I reflect on a lot of things during my four days there.
When I return, melancholy still colors my world, but it feels as familiar as a favorite sweater. I snuggle into it and go about my day, getting done what I need to and taking up writing dreadful poetry again. Mostly while sitting at JT’s on Saturdays because I feel close to Carter there. And because I keep hoping to catch a glimpse of him.
I even make good on my thoughts of contacting Destiny. It helps that her parents are still in the area. We exchange text messages and have several long chats, catching up on all that has happened in the four years since graduation.
She’s still the same opinionated girl that had been my friend and grudging supporter when it comes to Carter all those years ago. Except now, her advice carries an adult, no-nonsense edge to it.
“Stop sitting on your ass, writing whiny poetry and feeling sorry for yourself and call him. Or better yet, go to his house. You need to put this behind you. You spent years obsessing about him, made your fantasies come true by fucking him, and now you’re just going to… What? Mope over him for another four years?”
Wincing, I shove the sheet of poetry in question into my desk drawer. “Maybe? I don’t know. I don’t want to put him behind me. I love him.”
“And if he loves you, one of you two idiots will make a move and you’ll have two point five kids, a dog named Ulysses S. Grant, and take long strolls through cemeteries and battlefields all across the US. Tada, cue happily ever after and some unicorn farts.”
Snorting, a small grin inches up my lips. “And you’re a dental hygienist and you talk to people like this?”
“I’m a flipping ray of sunshine, of course I don’t. But this is me off hours, you get the real me. Show Carter the real you and fight for the man you love.”
So here I am fortifying myself with some BBQ at JT’s before I pay Carter a visit. Plus, I figure bringing him his favorite sandwich couldn’t hurt either.
I’m lost in my thoughts when the presence of someone standing in front of my table finally registers. It’s a Saturday and, as usual, this place is packed. They probably want to see if I’m leaving so they can have my table.
Lifting my head, the polite smile on my face wobbles as my eyes clash with Icelandic blue ones.
CARTER
My mouth parts in a smile that feels foreign on my face, as it hasn’t been used in weeks. “Hi, I couldn’t help noticing you here by yourself. My name is Carter and I’m a high school history teacher. In fact, I was your teacher. I’ve been watching you and you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. I’d really like to get to know you better.”
Ashley stumbles to her feet. I’m in front of her before she can take a single step, my hands going to her arms as I gaze down into the face that has haunted my dreams and waking moments for weeks. “Can you give me another chance?”
“Are you sure? What if-”
Bending my head, I cut off her words with the press of my mouth, my lips moving gently over hers. Smokey and rich, the taste of BBQ teases my tongue as I sweep it into her mouth, deepening the kiss.
Her hands clutch my shirt, balling up the material and urging me closer.
Like in a dream, my hands caress the warm silk of her hair and the scent of her reaches me through the smell of spicy sauces and meats. “I love you,” I whisper against her damp lips.
Ashley’s brown eyes widen, and she inhales sharply, her fingers tightening further in my shirt. “You do?”
“I do. I don’t care about our past. It is what it is. Nothing happened then and people can look into it all they want. It can be a crazy story we tell our kids someday how Daddy was Mommy’s teacher, and he was clueless.”
“Kids?”
I grin. “Twenty years in teaching and I’m not sick of them yet. I would love to be a father someday.”
“I want that too. Oh Carter, please don’t let this be a fantasy.” Her pink lips tremble as she gazes up at me.
“No, this is real, and this is us.” I rub my nose against hers. “Feel like leaving here and going on a cemetery stroll with me? I did promise we would document all those graves.”
“I would love that.”




EPILOGUE

SEVEN MONTHS LATER
ASHLEY
Hiking along an isolated trail in one of the national parks, I’ve kept my eyes and ears on the alert for the past five minutes while searching for the perfect spot. And right off the trail, just a few feet into the woods, I spot it. In a burst of speed, I veer off the dirt path and make a beeline for a huge tree.
“Carter! Over here, snowdrops!”
My boyfriend gamely ambles over. In the seven months we’ve been officially dating, I’ve learned he’s a real pushover when it comes to me. The man simply can’t tell me no. And I love it.
Because I love him, I never take advantage of it… well, maybe only a little.
This isn’t one of those times. This is something I’ve been wanting to do for ages, and I know he’ll appreciate it too.
Stopping beside me, his blue eyes search the ground for the flowers I promised, a grin already tugging up his lips before he spots the delicate white blooms popping up through the dark soil of the forest.
While he’s staring down, I shoulder off my backpack and drop it off to the side of the tree.
“First signs of spring,” he proclaims, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me close.
All those years I fantasized about what being in a relationship with Carter would be like. None of them ever came close to the real deal. He’s sweet and charmingly romantic.
Even if he tends to hog the bed and the covers.
I melt into his hug and maneuver us, so his back is to the wide, towering tree. I shove at his backpack straps until he shrugs it off. Taking it from him, I bend at the waist, setting it next to mine before straightening up into his hug again. Running a hand along the warm crotch of his jeans, I press my lips to his and inhale his gasp of surprise. I stroke the growing hard length of his erection, my thumb sweeping back and forth over the thick ridge of his cockhead.
Carter’s is the only dick I’ve ever handled and I’m perfectly happy with that. He has a magnificent dick, thick and with a nice curve that drives me wild.
Destiny has teased me over not playing the field before settling down and it rolls right off my back.
Why go through the annoyance and headache of that when the man I want is right here and perfect? Seems like a non-issue to me.
Delving my fingers into the flap of his fly, I make quick work of unsnapping and unzipping his pants.
Pulling his mouth back, Carter stares down at me, his cheeks flushed and eyes wild with desire. “Ashley, what are you doing?”
I carefully work his dick out of his pants and stroke along its satiny length, pressing my thumb into the leaking slit of his cockhead. Not answering, I drop to my knees and guide him into my mouth, moaning at the clean, slightly salty taste of him.
My cheeks hollow as I suck him, swirling along the underside of his shaft. I keep my fist around his base just so he can’t go too deeply into my throat. Carter is a gentle lover, but in the throes of passion, he loses himself in the moment and can easily trigger my gag reflex with his thrusts.
His fingers go to my hair, and he makes a small hum of frustration.
I grin around his dick. My lips are stretched wide by his girth, so it’s not much of a grin. Still, I’m amused. He loves my hair and tangling his fingers in it while I blow him. Since we’re on a hike, I have it braided and he’s unable to.
Popping him out of my mouth, I laugh and promise. “Later.”
Then I resume sucking and slurping on him. It doesn’t take long before his hips begin to thrust, forcing his dick deeper into my mouth. Tightening my lips, I work him in and out of my mouth, my hand on his base jerking in the same motion.
With a sharp indrawn hiss of air, Carter tenses, his dick flaring in my mouth before firing off a volley of salty-sweet release.
“Ashley,” he moans, his hips helplessly flexing as he climaxes.
I continue sucking after he comes, my tongue cleaning him of every delicious drop.
Laughing, his hand comes down and he wrestles his softening dick away and tucks it back into his pants. While he redoes his jeans, I stand up and brush the bits of dried leaves and streaks of dirt off my knees.
“I don’t know what got into you, but I approve,” he says, trailing his thumb over my lips, his smile bright and happy, the chipped incisor he got falling down the stairs when he was sixteen on display. 
“What? I can’t give my boyfriend a BJ without there being a reason.” Pushing up on my tiptoes, I give his nose a quick kiss. “Besides, maybe the reason is simply because I love you.”
His blue eyes gleam as he smiles. “I love you too.” He draws me against the warmth of his chest, and I snuggle my head under his chin while wrapping my arms around his trim waist.
Months of walks have paid off. Carter lost the slight spare tire around his middle that he’s been so worried about. It never bothered me, though I gotta admit the indents and swells of his abs are pretty awesome, too.
We stand embracing for another few moments before Carter gentle detangles himself from me. “We better keep moving if we want to make it to the waterfall for lunch.” 
Hand in hand, we set off back on the trail leading toward one of the seven waterfalls this state park boasts.
CARTER
My heart is pounding frantically in my chest as we approach the waterfall. I can feel it loud and clear over the crashing whoosh of the rushing water striking the boulders below. It’s not from the exercise- months of walking several times a week with Ashley and passing on all the sugary, carb-loaded baked and fried treats at school has helped get me back into shape.
Nor is it from the amazing blowjob Ashely gave me ten minutes ago. My girlfriend constantly surprises me and I’m one incredibly lucky man to have such a giving woman. I like to think we are both lucky, but in reality, I know I’m getting the better end of things. How could I not with a sweet and beautiful woman whose eyes glow with love and happiness whenever they alight on me?
No, my nerves are worked up over the incredibly expensive ring that’s currently weighing down my backpack and the question I hope to ask when we reach the plunge pool at the base of the waterfall. I want everything to be perfect.
Following the path leading to the falls, my stomach dips when we get a clear view of the waterfalls, and it’s far less picturesque than the website showed.
“Hey, everything okay?” Ashley’s shoulder bumps my arm and despite my disappointment over this setback, my smile is quick and natural when I gaze down at her.
“Everything is just fine,” I say, offering my hand and linking fingers with her. Carefully, we climb up the steep stairs to the wooden platform situated at the halfway point and stare out.
This is not the romantic, idyllic place I thought it would be when I planned this trip and my proposal. But Ashley is the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with, and I don’t want to wait a minute longer.
Easing the backpack off my shoulders, I unzip the small inner compartment and withdraw the black velvet ring box, keeping it palmed in my hand.
“Carter?” Ashley questions, her nose adorably scrunched in puzzlement as she watches me place the backpack off to the side.
Stepping close to her, I smile. “I may not have known it when we first met in my history class, but from the moment you shared my table at JT’s, you’re all I’ve been able to think of. You fill my days and nights with happiness and joy, and I cannot imagine going through this life with anyone else.”
With my eyes pinned on Ashley’s lovely, flushed face, I drop to one knee and flick open the ring box lid to reveal a three stone diamond ring. The stones catch the rays of the sun filtering through the trees and create a small prism of colors. “Ashley Sinclair, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
“Yes!” Ashley cries, stumbling down on her knees in front of me, grabbing at my face and capturing my mouth in the sweetest of kisses. Careful to keep ahold of the ring box, my arms go around her, and I kiss her back, hoping my mouth conveys every single ounce of the love I feel for her.
She may have been my student and me her teacher, but everything I know about love she has taught me.
THE END
Want more of Carter and Ashley?
For a sweet and steamy bonus epilogue subscribe to Lisa Freed’s newsletter! Teasing the Teacher Bonus Epilogue
Thank you so much for reading Teasing the Teacher. I hope you enjoyed Ashley and Carter’s story. Please leave a review, I love hearing what my readers think.
Be sure to check out the other books in the Love Unexpected Series including the book that started it all, Falling for the Older Guy
For some Instalove, read the YOURS series. 
Feel like some paranormal fun? Try my Psychic Series or Halloween Craving
Want to stay up to date on my latest books? Subscribe to my newsletter.
And as always lovely readers, read on!
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