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Chapter 1: Crush Confessions
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Audrey Lane had always believed herself to be the composed one. The reliable teacher, the sensible friend, the woman who didn’t let her hormones make reckless decisions. Her job demanded it—wrangling third graders all day meant she had to keep her wits sharp and her emotions steady. But that composure wavered every Friday at exactly 3:15 p.m.

That was when Jason Cole walked through the gates of West Haven Elementary, punctual as always, in his tailored charcoal suit, designer sunglasses, and that maddening calm. The way he held himself—confident, quiet, observant—had a way of making Audrey’s breath hitch. It wasn’t just that he was attractive. No, Jason Cole wasn’t just attractive. He was devastating in that dangerous, adult, not-a-boy way. He had that edge of experience, the faintest threads of silver in his thick, dark hair, the creases at the corner of his eyes that hinted at years of both laughter and heartbreak.

Audrey told herself every Friday that it was just a silly little crush. He was a parent. He was at least fifteen years older. She didn’t even know him beyond the polite nods they exchanged and the soft “Thank you” he murmured when she walked his daughter, Molly, to the gate.

But the crush refused to stay silly or little.

She knew his schedule. Knew he only did Friday pickups—probably his custody day. She noticed how he never rushed. While other parents barked into their phones or juggled bags and tantrums, Jason leaned casually against the brick wall, hands in his pockets, watching the playground with a small, distant smile.

The way he watched Molly—attentive, warm, but with a quiet restraint—fascinated Audrey. He didn’t coddle her. He crouched to her eye level, listened when she spoke, ruffled her hair gently. A father who made her heart squeeze and her thighs clench. She hated herself for it. He was just doing what any good dad should do. But when he looked up and caught Audrey staring, his eyes—those steel-gray eyes—held hers for a beat too long, made her wonder if he could read her thoughts. And if he did... what did he think?

“You're not fooling anyone, you know,” said Emily, her co-teacher and best friend, one particularly brutal Friday after dismissal. “You’re practically drooling on the sign-in sheet.”

Audrey’s ears burned. “I’m not—”

“Oh, please,” Emily cut her off with a smirk. “He walks by, and you forget how to hold a pen.”

“I don’t—”

“He’s hot. No one’s denying that. But he’s a dad. And probably very taken.”

Audrey didn’t reply. Not because she agreed, but because the ache in her chest told her exactly how deep her fantasies had gone.

She’d imagined what his voice sounded like at night. Wondered what that suit would look like crumpled on her bedroom floor. Imagined him kissing her slowly, pressing her against the door with those strong hands she always noticed. How far would his patience stretch behind closed doors?

The fantasies were harmless. At least, that’s what she told herself. A little adult daydreaming to pass the time. Nothing dangerous. Nothing real.

Until that Saturday night.

She hadn’t meant to go out. But after grading twenty spelling quizzes, she’d let Emily drag her to a new wine bar downtown. And then a second glass turned into a third, and Emily went home early, leaving Audrey tipsy and reckless, fingers dancing over her phone, scrolling through contacts.

She’d saved Jason’s number purely for school emergencies—it had been required when Molly had first joined her class. Never used. Not even once.

Until that night.

It started with a text that was never supposed to leave her head. A fantasy she should’ve kept to herself.

She typed:

“If I told you I imagine what’s under that suit every Friday at 3:15, would you call HR?”

And then, God help her, she hit send.

The second the message left her phone, panic exploded in her chest. Her fingers trembled as she stared at the screen, her wine-fogged brain finally catching up with her body.

“Oh God,” she whispered, alone in her living room, the glow of the lamp soft and useless against the wave of nausea rolling through her.

Maybe he’d ignore it. Maybe he’d be horrified. Maybe he’d file a complaint. Her career could be over. She could be labeled predatory. He could think she was insane.

She dropped her phone on the couch like it had burned her and backed away as if the distance could undo what she’d done.

But two minutes later, her phone buzzed.

Her heart slammed into her ribs. She stared at it, terrified to look.

One new message.

From Jason Cole.

She picked it up slowly, hands trembling.

The message was simple.

“Only if you stop imagining and let me show you.”

Audrey sat down hard.

No.

No, he hadn’t.

But he had. It was there, plain as day. No trace of mockery. No confusion. Just bold, clean words that yanked the breath from her lungs.

Suddenly, the room felt too hot. The wine in her system seemed to surge like lava, and her heart stuttered with something between dread and a thrill so sharp it hurt.

Her hands hovered over her screen. What did she even say to that? Was he joking? Testing her? Flirting?

She typed a dozen replies, deleted them all, cursed under her breath. Then finally, heart pounding like a war drum, she replied:

“So... not a no?”

The three dots appeared immediately.

“Definitely not a no.”

She couldn’t breathe. She laughed—out loud—clutching her chest like a crazy woman as her brain tried to wrap itself around what was happening.

She leaned back against the cushions, exhaled, and stared at the ceiling.

What the hell had she just started?

Whatever it was, it wasn’t silly anymore. It was real. It was hot. And it was happening.

The crush had just texted back. And suddenly, Friday afternoons would never be the same.
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Chapter 2: The Wrong Inbox
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Audrey had always prided herself on being careful. She double-checked every email, reread her messages before hitting send, and never—never—sent anything to the wrong person. But the moment she woke up Sunday morning, her head throbbing with a low-level hangover and the vague memory of wine and betrayal, the realization slammed into her like a freight train.

She’d sent that text. To him.

Not a friend. Not a random hookup from college. But Jason Cole. Her student’s father. The one man she should have been keeping a safe, respectful distance from. And worse—he’d responded.

She fumbled for her phone on the nightstand, dread curling in her stomach as she stared at the glowing screen. Maybe she imagined it. Maybe it was some dream twisted by too much merlot and too little self-control. But there it was. Right there in the message thread.

“Only if you stop imagining and let me show you.”

And then her own mortified response.

“So... not a no?”

His reply below, just as smooth.

“Definitely not a no.”

She dropped the phone on her chest and stared at the ceiling, her pulse hammering in her throat.

What. The. Hell.

This was not how responsible teachers conducted themselves. This wasn’t how crushes were supposed to play out. They were meant to be quiet, innocent, frustrating little secrets you took to your grave. Not something you acted on, and definitely not something you flirted about with the subject of said crush at 11:46 p.m. on a Saturday night.

She hadn’t been thinking. Not clearly. That much was obvious. But now that the door was open—wide open—she didn’t know what to do.

Ignore it? Pretend it never happened? Hope he took it as a joke and forgot it by Monday?

Except, deep down, she knew he wouldn’t forget.

Jason Cole wasn’t the kind of man who let things slide. His responses were too deliberate. Too confident. He meant what he said. And now... now he was waiting.

Audrey groaned, rolled out of bed, and padded barefoot into the kitchen, hoping caffeine could rescue her from her own stupidity. The coffee pot gurgled to life as she leaned on the counter, phone in hand, rereading the messages for the hundredth time.

She should feel mortified. She did feel mortified.

But beneath that embarrassment, curled like a cat stretching in a sunbeam, was excitement. Hot. Tangible. Dangerous.

She wanted him. That much wasn’t up for debate. And apparently—shock of all shocks—he wanted her, too.

Her phone buzzed, making her jump.

Another message.

From Jason.

“Still imagining me this morning?”

Her mouth went dry. Her fingers hovered over the keys, heart racing.

This couldn’t be happening.

And yet, it was.

She typed back, slower this time, more deliberate.

“I haven’t stopped.”

The reply was instant.

“Good. Because I haven’t either.”

She exhaled hard and clutched the phone like it might sprout wings and fly away.

What were they doing?

There were so many reasons this was a bad idea. So many ways it could go wrong. The power dynamics. The ethical gray zone. Her career. His daughter—her student. It was a minefield of trouble, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to pull back.

Instead, she leaned in.

“When did it start for you?” she typed before she could stop herself.

His response took a little longer this time. When it came, it was short.

“First parent-teacher meeting. You were wearing a pencil skirt and red lipstick. You were so serious. I couldn’t stop staring.”

Audrey let out a choked laugh, heat rising to her cheeks. She remembered that day. She’d been nervous—Jason was her last meeting of the day, and something about his steady gaze had left her flustered and fumbling.

“You said nothing,” she replied.

“I couldn’t. You were too damn beautiful. And completely off-limits.”

She swallowed hard, her stomach doing that traitorous swoop again.

Off-limits.

The words echoed, tugging at the edges of her resolve.

“You’re right,” she replied, fingers slowing. “This is... complicated.”

Jason’s answer was immediate.

“Complicated doesn’t mean impossible. It just means we have to be careful.”

Careful. She could do careful. She was careful.

Except nothing about this felt careful anymore. It felt fast, electric, like a storm gathering strength just beyond the horizon.

“Are you saying you want to keep... talking?” she asked, unsure of her own bravery.

“I’m saying I want to do more than talk,” came the reply.

Her breath caught.

This wasn’t just texting. This wasn’t harmless flirtation anymore.

This was a thread being pulled, slow and steady, unraveling something that could never be tied back the same way.

Audrey paced her kitchen, coffee forgotten. Her phone vibrated again.

“But we’ll start there. If that’s what you need. I’m not rushing you. I just want to know if I’m crazy for feeling this.”

She stopped pacing. Bit her lip. Closed her eyes.

“No,” she typed. “You’re not crazy.”

There was a pause before he replied.

“Then I’m not stopping.”

The room felt smaller. Hotter. Her skin tingled, her chest tight with adrenaline and desire and fear.

Audrey had never done anything like this. She wasn’t the kind of woman who flirted with fathers, who sent midnight texts dripping with innuendo, who courted danger in the form of a silver-haired man with too much restraint and too little distance between them.

But maybe, just maybe, she wanted to be that woman—just once.

Just this once.

And maybe, this man was the one who could make her break every rule she’d sworn to live by.

She stared at the screen for a long moment. Then she typed, slowly, deliberately.

“What if I told you I’ve thought about kissing you since that first meeting, too?”

His answer came like a match against dry wood.
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