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      “Paul, you know I trust and respect you.” Betty Short, the superintendent of Valley Hill School Corporation, leaned on her elbows behind her desk. “I’d prefer to wait until our other guest joins us, but I’m going to give it to you straight.”

      “Betty, we’ve known each other our entire careers. You know I’m thinking the worst.” I rested my elbows on my knees and leaned forward.

      “It’s not good, I’ll admit that.” Betty scowled. “But I don’t think I’d call it the worst. I’ve got five years before retirement and I’m not going down without a fight.”

      I glanced at my watch. Where the hell was the other person we were waiting on? Being late to a meeting with the superintendent was beyond unprofessional. “Who are we waiting on? And what kind of fight?”

      “Oh, I asked him to pick up a Diet Coke for me on his way.” She waved me off. “Did you know there’s a large majority in this town who want to shut down the whole Valley Hill School Corporation and bus all the kids to Sugar Creek?”

      I huffed. “Yeah, that’s been talked about for more than a couple years.” My eyes went wide. “Oh, hell no, is that what’s happening?” We’d been out of school for the summer break a single day and I had a sinking feeling that the already-too-short-and-jammed-packed-with-work-summer and upcoming school year were going to be the roughest of my career. At fifty, I still had a lot of energy to pour into my school and my students. As principal of Valley Hill West Elementary, I was highly concerned about the lack of money, talk of closing, and loss of teachers. Betty beating around the bush wasn’t doing anything for my anxiety.

      I’d been a proud principal of the West Wasps for seven years and the school was everything to me. My gut was screaming that I wasn’t going to like what Betty had to say, but I was determined to make it work. I wouldn’t let my school fail without a fight.

      The door opened and I barely contained my groan.

      Jamison Powers.

      Of all the damn people in the whole school corporation, why did it have to be Jamison? The guy was friendly—bordering on flirty—and I didn’t dislike him, but I avoided him as much as possible. For…well, reasons.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Jamison announced and handed Betty a large Diet Coke before turning his broad, beautiful smile my way. “The drive-thru was crazy. Hi, Paul.” He took the seat next to me and I suddenly felt like we were two kids in the principal’s office.

      Betty took a long sip and sighed. “Ah, that’s just what I needed. Thank you, Jami.” She clasped her hands together and smiled. “Well, here we go. My Power Team. You’re kinda my last hope here.”

      My stomach plummeted. “Last hope? What the hell is going on, Betty?”

      “We have to consolidate. There’s no other choice. And even this may not save the corporation. I’ve hand-picked the two of you because of your reputations and histories. I know you will give your best and make every effort to save Valley Hill schools.” Betty took another drink as if fortifying herself.

      “Consolidating?” Jamison squeaked. “Can you give more specifics? One school? We’re both principals. How’s that going to work?”

      “Hell no,” I grumbled. “I have fifteen years more experience than him. No way I’m losing my position to him.”

      Jamison scowled—and I felt as if I’d been punched in the gut as I recalled our nineteen-year-history—and crossed his arms over his chest. “You may be fifteen years older than me, but we’ve both been principals for seven years. We have the same administration experience. Plus, I have age on my side.”

      “Gentlemen, let me give some details before you rip each other’s heads off.” She shook her head. “I picked the two of you because of that passion right there, but I’ll need you to temper yourselves. You’re going to have a very long summer and school year working together.”

      Jamison huffed.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Explain, please.”

      “Valley Hill has two elementary schools, a middle school, and a high school.” Betty took a sip of her Diet Coke and shook a few chocolate candies onto her desk—if Betty was chomping on chocolate, it was proof she was stressed. “The elementary schools are both at about half capacity. Our enrollment has gone down every year for the past five. The middle school was built to contain a much larger number of classrooms and students than what it’s currently housing.”

      “What about the principal at the middle school?” I knew the Valley Hill Middle School Yellow Jackets leader was a brand-new hire. Surely the board wouldn’t let her be the principal when I had so much more experience.

      “We’ll get there. First, we’re going to put both elementary buildings into the middle school. We’ll save thousands; upkeep on one building is much cheaper than upkeep on three buildings.”

      “So, the elementary buildings will just sit and rot away?” Jamison asked.

      “We’re hoping to rent them out, but that’s a different problem.” Betty popped more chocolate into her mouth and waved away Jamison’s question.

      “So, who is principal of the new consolidated school?” I asked.

      “I don’t suppose the two of you could come to an easy conclusion on that?” Betty asked wearily.

      “No,” Jamison and I both bit out.

      “Well, you’re both amazing and I’m not going to make that decision either. So, let me tell you my idea. I was thinking you divide the school into squads. One of you take Squad A and one take Squad B. At the end of the year, whichever squad has the best attendance and test scores, that man will be the principal the next year. The other will be the assistant principal.” Betty winced and watched us for our reactions.

      The idea was ludicrous, but I wasn’t going to argue it at that moment—I needed, hell, I wanted my job—if dividing the building was what Betty thought was best, I’d deal with it. And I’d win. I sighed. The idea was beyond stupid; I’d need some time to think it over and find a better solution. But first, there were other concerns. “How many teachers are going to lose their jobs?”

      Betty shook her head. “Between resignations and retirements, I don’t think we’ll have to displace anyone. We may have to shuffle some positions, but I don’t think anyone will lose a job.” She rubbed her chest. “Believe me, that’s one of the only good things I’ve been able to find in this mess.”

      “What about Danika Smith at the middle school?” Jamison asked.

      “Well, she’s brand new. She will be offered an assistant principal spot or she may opt to go to Sugar Creek. Heavens knows how, but they are hiring.” Betty leaned back in her chair looking every bit as irritated, worn out, and concerned as I felt.

      “So, that’s it? Two squads and the best man wins?” I clenched my jaw. What was she not telling us?

      “Well, yes. Unless my Power Duo can come up with a better idea. Believe me, I’m open to better solutions.” Betty’s eyes shifted to the side. “And, um, along with needing to work together a lot this summer, I’m sending you to a week-long conference in Indianapolis.”

      What?!

      “We can’t afford to keep our schools running, but there’s money to send us to Indy?” I muttered. Indy was about an eight-hour drive from Valley Hill which meant no airfare—as most places in the Midwest were driving distance, but I assumed hotel and at least some meals would be covered.

      “The conference organizers offered scholarships. I applied for one and was chosen—you know I’m always on the lookout for scholarships and grants. It’s just too bad I can’t find a grant to save all of our schools.” Her lips twisted into a wry smile. “Thanks to the scholarship, I can send two people and you’re my choice. You’ll be given gas cards, a meal allowance, hotel, and entrance to the conference with all of the breakout sessions covered.” Betty rubbed her temples. “I know this is less than ideal, gentlemen. But I also know that you two have worked together very well over your careers. There are no other people I’d trust to help me make this work. Can I ask for commitment?”

      I glanced at Jamison. Fucking Jamison Powers. Bad enough we had the same last name. Even worse the memories I’d tried unsuccessfully to push to the far corners of my mind. He was an amazing teacher and administrator; I didn’t want to compete with him. I most definitely didn’t want to spend my summer with him. But what choice did I have?

      He narrowed his eyes at me, but smirked.

      The little shit.

      “I’m in,” Jamison answered without taking his eyes off me.

      “Yeah, I’m in.” I took a deep breath and looked away.

      “Excellent. I’ll trust that you two can make your own plans for meeting. I’ll email you all of the conference details.” Betty glanced at her phone. “Now, I hate to kick you out, but I have another meeting with Transportation to start discussing the new bus routes.”

      I followed Jamison out of the office. We didn’t speak until we reached the central office parking lot.

      “So, I guess we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other, huh?” Jamison asked with a smile and a wink.

      I grunted. “Where do you want to meet?”

      “I can check, but I’d assume there’s going to be a lot of cleaning and moving going on at our new building. Along with the usual extermination, painting, and waxing, I’d guess we’d be better off meeting outside of the building.” Jamison opened his car door and tossed his bag into the passenger seat.

      “I’ve got a decent deck in the shade,” I offered begrudgingly.

      “I’ve got a pool,” Jamison answered with a saucy grin.

      “We’ll play it by ear depending on the weather,” I suggested.

      “Okay, let’s talk on Sunday and figure out what Monday’s going to look like.” He eyed me up and down with a salacious smile, gave a little wave, and drove off.

      What the hell?

      I got into my hot car, blasted the air, and did everything I could to stop thinking about Jamison on my way home. But it was no use. Those bright blue eyes, that smile, the dark hair. And good Lord, that body. I growled.

      My mind traveled back to the year I’d first met Jamison Powers. He was a smart mouth, cocky-as-hell, too-smart-for-his-own-good sixteen-year-old. I was filling in as a long-term sub in a literature class at the high school. I was dating a very serious boyfriend, totally in love, adored teaching, and welcomed the challenge of the snarky Jamison. The entire year, he’d pushed back on every assignment, every grade, and every word we read as a class. But he’d also done amazing work, seemed to love the content, and had an easy smile for me every time he thought he was getting to me.

      On the last day of school, I’d unexpectedly stumbled upon Jamison giving an upper classman a blow job behind the gym bleachers. I remembered the day clearly. I’d heard noises after the final send-off of the buses behind the gym and went to investigate; all of the students should have already left the building. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness behind the bleachers, I realized Jamison was on his knees sucking Tim Olson as if his life depended on it. I’d watched for one second too long before clearing my throat and telling them to break it up. Tim had shoved Jamison off his dick, tucked himself in, and ran off.

      Jamison on the other hand had wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, licked his lips, let his eyes wander up and down my body, and then grabbed his backpack. “See ya later, Dick Power.” He’d given a seductive little moan as he walked past.

      “It’s Mr. Powers,” I’d muttered, but Jamison was already out the gymnasium door.

      My parents had named me Richard Paul Powers—Richard after a grandfather—but the thought of their son being Dick Powers was worse than P.P. So, Paul Powers was what they’d chosen for me.

      Jamison’s cheeky smile had done something strange to me that day and I’d gladly accepted a position at the middle school the next year. I definitely didn’t need whatever trouble Jamison Powers could bring me.

      And he definitely brought me trouble a few years later. Fate seemed to think it was funny to continually put Jamison in my path and he was my kryptonite in a variety of ways that I didn’t even want to analyze.

      As the memory faded, I realized I’d been sitting in my driveway for several minutes—I loved that my home was outside of the subdivisions in Valley Hill and I had relative privacy. I mean, I had neighbors, but the houses were farther apart in my area of town. And I had the perfect little bungalow style house on a corner lot with a wooded area behind and to one side. My home was definitely my sanctuary.

      I pulled the car into the garage, went into the house, and immediately poured myself a glass of wine. It was two o’clock in the afternoon, but it was also summer break. I needed to get into school, gather my belongings—fuck, I’d need to let the teachers know they needed to pack up and prepare for a move—and leave Valley Hill West Elementary. I sighed. At least I wasn’t losing my teachers or my students; we were just relocating. I had to try to see the positives of the situation. My head ached with the thought of all the change and upheaval—and frustrated teachers and parents.

      I took a deep breath. I had two days to rest and collect my thoughts before I had to deal with all of that. Before I had to spend my entire summer with Jamison Powers.

      “Heaven help me,” I muttered as I sipped the sweet red and flopped onto the couch.
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      I took the rest of the day to simply lounge by my pool. The summer was clearly going to be even more packed with work than a usual summer—and even my usual summers were often brutal; definitely not a lot of down time no matter what people thought of educators getting a summer break—I needed at least a little bit of a breather before facing it all.

      Forcing myself to leave my laptop and anything work-related in my cute little ranch-style house—I’d lucked out finding an amazing house with a pool in an older Valley Hill neighborhood—I poured a chilled sweet red wine, put the bottle in a bucket of ice, and changed into my tiniest swim trunks.

      My pool and backyard were private thanks to a fence, a corner-lot, and a wooded area at the back. I probably could have sunbathed naked, but I didn’t think Valley Hill East Principal, Jamison Powers, Sunbathes in the Nude; What Type of Role Model is This For Our Children was the headline I wanted to see in the Valley Hill Daily Times. So, I kept to my slinky black Speedo, dove into the cool water, and swam a few laps. With the tension at least somewhat eased from my muscles, I left the refreshing water, plopped down on my towel-covered lounge chair, and took a long swallow of the wine. It was early afternoon, probably too early for wine, but the news I’d learned earlier and the major changes coming warranted a drink. It was summer break, after all.

      As the sun warmed my skin and the wine warmed my blood, I closed my eyes and couldn’t help but smile a bit. I was likely facing one of the toughest years of my life—at least as far as my professional life was concerned—but I had to admit, even if only to a tiny part of myself, that I wasn’t dreading spending the summer with Paul Powers.

      Oh, I was one hundred percent sure Paul was dreading it. I chuckled to myself. Somehow, I got the feeling that Paul saw our history very differently than I saw it.

      I’d met Mr. Powers when I was sixteen. A very snarky, cocky, smart-ass-is-my-middle-name sixteen I might add. He was thirty something, filling in for the year in my literature class, and I spent the entire year picturing him every single time I jacked off. The look on his face when he’d caught me blowing Tim Olson behind the bleachers was priceless—a very interesting mixture of shock, curiosity, embarrassment, and lust. Sadly, he’d never been my teacher after that year.

      However, and this is where I started to believe fate had a sense of humor, I ended up being Paul’s student teacher during my final year of college. True, there weren’t all that many schools in Valley Hill where I could have been placed, but the fact I ended up assigned to spend an entire semester with him was just too good to be true.

      By that time, I was twenty-one and ready to take on the world. Paul had changed though. He’d seemed so full of life and excitement about teaching only five short years before, but at thirty-six he just seemed down, burned out, and joyless.

      Despite his change in demeanor that year, I valued him as a mentor teacher. He was still great with his students, still had an amazing presence in the classroom, got his class to really think, and made sure the kids were having fun. I learned a ton from him that semester.

      But I also didn’t have it in me to curb my push-back. Paul was a great teacher—even if he seemed to be struggling in his personal life—but I often found myself challenging plans, methods, ideas, choices. And he’d push back—sometimes with vigor, sometimes wearily—and we often ended up in long, passionate discussions into the early evening hours as we graded papers and prepared for the next day.

      While I definitely valued him as a mentor teacher, I also found myself drawn to him personally. Something was going on with him, but he wasn’t one to spill about his personal issues. I wanted to chat with him about more than just school, wanted to know what was bringing him down, wanted to wrap him in a hug and tell him it was going to be okay. Yeah, and I wanted to do more than that. I was definitely hot for teacher. But even I knew any kind of relationship with my mentor teacher—despite us both being of-age and consenting—would be a very, very bad decision.

      So, on the last day of my student teaching program—pretty much the moment Paul had signed off on all my papers and requirements—I blurted out an invitation for celebratory drinks.

      Paul’s eyes had narrowed and I saw the exact moment he started to say no, but then something had changed. He’d nodded with a slow smile. “Sure, first round’s on me. Congrats on finishing this semester.”

      We’d finished up our usual afterschool tasks and said goodbye with the promise to meet up at a bar outside of Valley Hill. We were both adults and no longer in a power imbalance, but it felt safer—more neutral maybe—to go outside of our town.

      I remembered that night as if it were yesterday. I’d dressed in tight jeans and a black t-shirt along with my red Chucks and nearly swallowed my tongue to see Paul dressed casually in perfect-fit jeans and a maroon button-down with black dress boots. We’d found a corner booth, ordered drinks and an appetizer, and spent hours laughing and talking about the semester and our students.

      Paul—after a few drinks—had slipped and mentioned a break-up. After the cork was pulled, and likely thanks to the alcohol loosening his lips, he spilled all about how he and the boyfriend of several years had broken up and how he wasn’t dealing well with it all. It had sounded like Paul was thinking marriage and then the boyfriend up and dumped him. So, it made sense that Paul had been having a difficult time that semester.

      We’d spent some time discussing exes, bad breakups, and the see-saw of emotions that came with being a gay male teacher in a small town. When the bartender announced final rounds, we’d stared at each other with glassy eyes, shrugged with tipsy smiles, and each ordered one last drink.

      When we’d stumbled our way to the parking lot, the cool evening air bringing us to our senses just a bit, we’d both come to the conclusion that we’d had too much to drink. We weren’t drunk, but tipsy was too much to drive.

      I remembered the hesitation in Paul’s eyes as he glanced toward the all-night diner down the road. “Want some coffee?” he’d offered.

      A couple hours later, full-to-the-brim with coffee, water, and waffles, we’d made our way back to our cars at the bar. I’d realized I’d just been on the most enjoyable date of my life and I didn’t want it to end—deep down, I knew it couldn’t continue. Wouldn’t continue; Paul would see our age and positions as a definite no even after I was no longer working under him.

      But, the pull between us had been too strong. With only the soft glow of a neon sign from the back window and a half-moon shining above, I’d stepped into Paul’s personal space and took his hand.

      “Jamison,” he’d tried to protest.

      “Thanks for a great semester. I’m hoping to land a job soon and I know I’ll be better for it because of you.”

      “You’re going to make an amazing teacher,” he’d said softly. “I’ll get that letter of recommendation sent to you by Monday.”

      “I’m really sorry about your breakup,” I’d whispered, a fluttery feeling filling my chest and making me wonder if the alcohol was making a comeback in my bloodstream.

      “Shit happens. It’s not anything for you to worry about. I’ll deal,” Paul had answered.

      I’d smiled softly and bit my lip. “I never did get a chance to thank you for not turning me in when you caught me behind the bleachers.”

      Paul’s eyes had gone wide and he choked out a laugh. “Yeah, well. I probably should have, but I think I was so shocked and ready to bust out of there on the last day, I just conveniently let it go.”

      Stepping close enough that our hips touched, still holding his hand, I’d swallowed thickly. “Do you think, if we ever find ourselves in a different set of circumstances, you’d ever find yourself willing to play school with me?” I’d kept it light, teasing, but God how I’d wanted to lean in just a bit and kiss him.

      “Jamison,” Paul had whispered. “We…”

      “I know. Age difference and all that,” I interrupted.

      Paul had frowned then and chuckled without humor. “Yeah, I guess that should be a reason, too. Something must be wrong with my head that I didn’t even let that cross my mind. It’s more—at least to me—the fact that you were a student of mine, you just today finished being a subordinate, we definitely aren’t equals,” he’d said and continued when I’d started to protest, “I don’t mean you aren’t as good as me. I just mean that I have years of experience, I’ve been in a position that would be looked at as your boss. It would look bad for both of us, especially me.”

      I’d licked my lips and met his silvery blue eyes. “But if that wasn’t standing between us, you’d be interested?”

      Paul had swallowed thickly and closed his eyes. “Heaven help me, but yeah. So damn interested.”

      Not caring that it was a bad, bad idea, I’d leaned in and feathered a kiss against his lips before trailing my mouth along his cheek and whispering, “Then I guess I’ll just have to hold on to hope that someday we’ll be equals.”

      Paul had tensed, his breathing paused, and he’d pressed his cheek into mine. “Best wishes in your career. I expect to hear great things. Take care,” he’d whispered and placed a light kiss on my cheek before turning away, climbing into his car, and driving off.

      As the memory of that night cleared, I smiled, took another drink of wine before refilling my glass, and stood. Diving into the pool—which now felt much colder thanks to the sun warming my skin—I swam a few more laps as I thought about Paul.

      He’d been the hottest teacher in school when I was sixteen. Okay, a lot of the guys thought Ms. Casen was the hottest, but I only had eyes for Mr. Powers—and yes, I’d thought it was beyond cool that we shared a last name.

      Paul had been even more attractive when he was my mentor—I likely had a case of wanting what I couldn’t have, but there was no doubt he was hot.

      Over the years, Paul had never seemed to get old. He just got more and more distinguished. He had a great sense of fashion, and even dressed in jeans and a Valley Hill sweatshirt at football games somehow managed to look like he’d walked off a runway. His silvery blue eyes, salt-n-pepper hair, and trimly muscled body never ceased to make my head turn. Even the glasses he now wore were totally him—hip, fashionable, a splash of color—as if he was saying, “If I’ve got to wear them, I might as well look fabulous in them.”

      And Paul knew he looked good, but it wasn’t a stuck-up type thing. He took pride in his appearance and always presented himself as professional and put together. But even though he exuded confidence, precision, and control, he never came across like the type of guy who thought too highly of himself. He wasn’t conceited, didn’t act as if men should be begging at his feet. No, Paul seemed to have given up on a love life after that jerk dumped him. He was completely devoted to his students, staff, and school.

      It was funny how fate played out sometimes. Paul and I ended up back in each other’s orbit about seven years later, but we still weren’t equals and Paul had made it clear back then that he preferred to forget about our little conversation in the parking lot.

      Even now, he seemed to think that ignoring the attraction would make it go away. As if pretending he hadn’t said he’d be interested would make it so. But I definitely hadn’t forgotten.

      I smiled as I climbed from the pool and wiped a towel over my face before plopping back down on the lounge-chair.

      The thought of straight-laced, always-in-control Paul unraveling and letting loose before me was something dreams were made of. We might have had an unequal professional relationship in the past, but we no longer had that unequal footing. We were colleagues and had the exact same position—at least for now, although I hated the Squad A, Squad B idea—and I was completely in favor of making our required summer work a little more enjoyable.

      We could enjoy ourselves and work hard to save our schools and our jobs. Or we could pretend we didn’t have a history and mutual attraction while still working hard to save our schools and our jobs. Either way—despite how much I admired him as a fellow educator and administrator—I wasn’t going down without a fight.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. It would just be a lot more fun saving my job if a naked and quivering Paul was in my bed while I did it.
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      I had a tension headache that wouldn’t let up.

      A car packed full of my office supplies that couldn’t yet be taken to my new building.

      Texts, calls, and visits from staff members concerned about the changes and the move.

      Questions beginning to pour in from parents—Valley Hill’s rumor mill was one of the strongest in the Midwest.

      And the only thing my mind seemed to want to focus on was Jamison Powers.

      Glancing around my Valley Hill West office, grabbing the stuffed wasp a student had given me my first year as principal, I wandered the halls until I found myself at the custodian office.

      “Got quite a change happening, huh?” Roy Carmichael squinted his rheumy eyes and smiled around the ever-present toothpick between his teeth.

      Roy had been a life-saver over my time at West. He knew the ins and outs, could get things done, and kept his small-but-efficient-and-dedicated-crew in tip top shape so our building always looked fantastic and functioned smoothly.

      I often found myself taking a fifteen-minute break in Roy’s space. Partly because he was good to chat with. Partly because he was great at bouncing around ideas and solutions. And partly because he somehow had the best damn coffee in the building.

      “Don’t suppose you’d reconsider that retirement? Come to the new building with me?” I gave Roy a rough time as I poured a cup of coffee; I knew the man was beyond ready to hang it up after the summer closing procedures were officially done.

      “No way, no how. I’ve got grandbabies to spoil.” Roy laughed. “You’re looking a bit frazzled. I’ve got to go supervise a load of furniture being packed and taken to the middle school. But relax a bit and drink your coffee.” He glanced out to the hallway. “Can’t believe the ruckus some of the teachers are making—and on a Sunday even. Seems to me it’s not your fault and they should be glad to still have a job. I’ll close the door; take all the time you need.”

      I flopped onto the cozy couch Roy had kept in his office forever. What I needed to do was check in with my staff to see if I could alleviate any concerns and get any questions answered before going home and spending the evening plotting out how the next week was going to work.

      What my mind actually allowed me to do was sip the delicious coffee, lean my head back, and think of Jamison.

      The kid had been in my life for nineteen years.

      Nineteen years.

      First as that mouthy sixteen-year-old.

      Then as a twenty-one-year-old as my student teacher. He’d been ready to take on the world. I’d been broken. He’d been ready to offer me something I wanted but definitely couldn’t have. I’d at least been smart enough to say it wasn’t appropriate, even if I was stupid enough to admit I’d be interested in a different circumstance.

      You’re definitely in a different circumstance now.

      I swallowed my coffee like I swallowed that thought.

      I’d lost track of Jamison after hearing that he got a job out west. Occasionally, I’d heard from his parents or folks in town that he was doing well. Dating, teaching, living the good life it seemed.

      And I was happy for him.

      I was.

      It was for the best that he’d found someone his own age. Found someone who wasn’t considered his superior. He’d moved on and so had I.

      Not that there’d been anything to really move on from. He’d had a crush on an older man. I’d had a moment where I’d wished our circumstances were different. That was all.

      And then fate threw me yet another curve ball when Betty Short hired Jamison to work at Valley Hill West.

      As one of my teachers.

      I usually had a lot of say in the teachers hired for my building.

      But not with Jamison.

      If I’d had my way, he would have gone to East or the middle school. I definitely didn’t need to see him day in and day out in my building.

      But there he’d been on the first day of teacher work days. Twenty-eight, only slightly taller than my 5’10” frame, purposely messy dark brown hair, eyes that shone like copper, and a smile that threatened to bring me to my knees.

      And we’d been right back to our unequal footing.

      Jamison had greeted me that day with a happy smile and a friendly hug. I’d had a moment where I thought perhaps whatever thing had seemed to flicker between us in the past had been extinguished. But then we’d found ourselves as the last two people in the building early one evening and I’d offered to help him get the rest of his shit carried in so we could both go home.

      “So, what brings you back to Valley Hill? California not all it’s cracked up to be?” I’d asked as we carried in the last few boxes from his car.

      “Something like that,” Jamison had scoffed. “More like an epic break-up and being in the same state as that asshole was the last thing I wanted to do. Coming home seemed like the right thing. For my heart and my head. When I talked to Ms. Short and she said she had a couple openings, I knew there was no question. I was coming back.” He’d plopped a box down on his desk. “Don’t get me wrong. I loved California, loved my school, loved my students. But I couldn’t stay there after Matt screwed me over—by screwing several other men in our bed while I was at school…” Jamison had winced. “Sorry, TMI. I’m still bitter. Midwest living is a lot more affordable, especially on a teaching salary.”

      “Hate to hear about the breakup, but glad to have you back in Valley Hill.” I meant the words.

      Jamison had cocked his head. “Isn’t it weird how we keep ending up in the same places? It’s like our paths are destined to cross.”

      I’d chuckled. “Yeah, fate seems to have a strange sense of humor.”

      “Still unequal footing,” Jamison had hedged. “Guess you’re my boss now.” He’d winked. “Just so you know, I’ve got my administration license now. Betty knows I’m interested in a principal position. You may luck out and not have to deal with me for longer than a year.”

      “We’re glad to have you on staff. I always knew you’d be a great teacher.” I pretended to not know where he was leading the conversation.

      “Once I move to administration, maybe we can revisit the whole if our circumstances were different convo from seven years ago,” Jamison had said in a teasing tone, but I recognized fiery desire in his eyes.

      It had been so long since someone had looked at me that way. So long since I’d allowed myself to feel something toward someone else. My ex, Douglas, had done a number on me and it seemed the safest to just keep all of that locked up and hidden away. I had my students and school to keep me busy and happy.

      “Looking forward to a great year,” I’d answered, ignoring Jamison’s hint.

      And the year had been a good one. Our school had shown amazing growth. We had great test scores, a growing social emotional learning platform that was showing fantastic results with our students, a garden and chickens that gained us media attention, and a real sense of family among staff, students, and parents.

      Jamison had been voted teacher of the year for his work with his sixth graders, running the robotics club, and chairing the student council—with a focus on inclusionary practices for all students.

      He’d also started casually dating in the spring of that year.

      Which was for the best.

      It most definitely didn’t mess with my head and make me question if the squirmy feelings in my stomach were jealousy.

      Not at all.

      And then he’d closed out his one year at West by taking the open admin position at East. We’d become rivals of a sort. My West Wasps against his East Bumblebees—but in the long run, they’d all become Yellow Jackets at the middle school and Valley Hill Hornets at the high school, so it wasn’t as if we were mortal enemies. But a little competition was good to keep staff and students striving for their best.

      In the past few years, Jamison and I had fallen into a habit of friendly chit-chat at district meetings. We’d finally found that equal footing.

      And for nearly seven years, even as equals, we’d ignored the past. Jamison dated. I convinced myself I wasn’t jealous and buried myself in work. I’d accepted that my chance at love and intimacy—hell, even just sex—was something I’d given up long ago. I was happy with my work, even if my personal life was unfulfilling, sad, and lonely. That information was something I kept closely-guarded.

      It was easy to co-exist with Jamison in our connected-yet-separate bubble.

      Until we were thrown together in a way that was definitely going to make ignoring each other very hard.

      It seemed like fate was back at it.

      And I didn’t know if I had it in me to fight against it this time.

      Didn’t know if I wanted to.

      I’d fight for my school and my job.

      But I suddenly wasn’t sure I wanted to fight against whatever fate had in store for Jamison and me.

      I swallowed the rest of my coffee, rinsed the mug, and left Roy’s office.

      After making a round to check in on teachers, I climbed into my car and drove home in a daze of confusion.

      I really had no idea what to expect from these new circumstances.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I arrived home, I’d convinced myself of two things.

      First, I was committed to helping save the Valley Hill School Corporation. The school system had been part of me for my entire life. Back when I’d been in school, there was only one elementary and the middle and high school were in one building, but Valley Hill schools were where I learned and dreamed and decided I wanted to be a teacher. After my parents died, I’d considered leaving the place and starting over somewhere new. But I’d lived in Valley Hill my whole life and it didn’t feel right to leave. Even after Douglas broke off our long-term relationship—right on the cusp of me thinking we were heading toward marriage and a long life together—I wanted the comfort and familiarity of my hometown. Now that the schools were in trouble—even more trouble than they’d been in over the last few years—I knew in my heart I needed to stay and fight. I was still at least a decade from retirement and I planned to retire from Valley Hill, not some neighboring school district.

      Two, no matter the past between Jamison and me, getting involved with him would make a messy situation even messier. No matter the flicker that had started even before that night at the bar and now threatened to flash into a full-blown flame, Jamison and I needed to keep our relationship strictly professional.

      But you’re equals now. Valley Hill schools have more than a few dating and married teacher couples. For a small town, the folks here are about as open and accepting about differences as they can be. Betty likes both of you, she wouldn’t balk at you dating.

      “No,” I muttered as I settled in with a cup of tea, my laptop, and a notebook. “What if it turned ugly between us. Who would step down? Who would be looked at as the bad guy?” My words fell flat in the empty house.

      I knew Valley Hill liked and respected me, but they also considered Jamison their golden boy and were thrilled he’d come back home.

      I didn’t think our dating would be a problem except for two things.

      One, we’d kinda been thrown into a competitive situation and, even though we were equals in title, one of us was going to have to either take a lower position or go to another district to keep our principal title. How would an intimate relationship affect that? How would a relationship—especially a new one—even survive that?

      Two, if things went south between us, I feared the town would choose Jamison over me. The older folks would likely team with me out of respect for my parents. But the whole town loved Jamison—I had a feeling they’d side with him and I’d be made to be the bad guy.

      Who says things between you and Jamison have to get ugly?

      I shook my head and took a sip of my tea while staring at my laptop.

      I hadn’t even thought about being gay until my late teen years. Then, I’d pretended it wasn’t true throughout college—despite a couple awkward sexual encounters that always left me feeling like I had even more to hide—and even in my first few years of teaching.

      By my late twenties, I’d finally come to accept who I was. I came out to my parents—they took it wonderfully as I’d known they would; truly my biggest issue was with myself—and eventually met Douglas. I didn’t announce my sexuality at school, but some of the people on my teaching team likely had their suspicions.

      When I slowly started bringing Douglas to staff get togethers, no one really batted an eye. He and I fell into a simple, loving, easy relationship and I imagined it lasting a lifetime.

      When he met me at the door to our house outside of town—his idea, he didn’t like the older homes within the city limits—and told me he wanted me to move out, I was floored. Truly, I nearly fell over.

      Douglas’s words came back to me.

      “You’re so stuck in your ways.”

      “You’re so controlling; you never let loose.”

      “You’re happy to settle here and teach for the rest of your life; I want more than that.”

      “We’re comfortable and boring after just a handful of years, how stagnant and resentful will we be in a handful more?”

      Douglas, I later found out, had found an older man who’d promised him riches and world-travel and constant excitement. Last I’d heard, the
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