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Every spare penny she’d saved over the last two years crumpled with the bumper of her shiny new sedan, and her already low mood launched off her tongue in a stream of curse words. Exiting the driver’s seat, she lunged toward the other driver, one finger quivering in his face. “Listen, you ... watch where you’re going!”

His gaze darkened, his brow drawing downward. “I’m not at fault.”

“Not at faul ...” Her words sputtered out in the early autumn sun. “I just bought this car!” she snapped, stomping her foot.

“You ‘just’ wrecked it, too, and I hope have good insurance. Look at my door.” 

He waved toward his car, an older foreign sports model that, she’d bet, required a specific auto mechanic. Her stomach knotted. This would hurt someone’s wallet.

“Let’s just ... exchange numbers,” she said. Though she wasn’t totally to blame, they were creating a scene, blocking traffic in the shopping center lot, and attracting too much interest.

“Oh, no ...” He shook his head. “You’re not getting out of this. I’m calling the police and filing a report.”

Her anger flashed bright again. “I’m not ‘getting out’ of it? You’re implying I would try! I’ll have you know I’m an honorable person. If it’s my fault, then so be it, but if you’d used your eyes, you’d have seen me and come to a stop!”

“If I’d have seen you? If you’d have seen me! I was in the aisle and had the right of way.”

“Psht.” Her lips pressed together, she gave a hiss. “You would say that. You’re a man.”

His cheeks reddened, a figurative curl of steam escaping his ears. She’d pushed things too far, and a breath of guilt grabbed hold. It wasn’t like her to argue. Her mother would be embarrassed if she’d witnessed this. For that matter, the gathering crowd had seen enough, whispers of amusement crossing their startled faces.

She made an effort to calm herself, counting her next few breaths, and spoke as gently as possible. They couldn’t undo the damage. Whoever was at fault, it would cost both of them in the long run, at the very least, in time. “Look, I’ll give you whatever information you need. You can photograph my insurance card if you like. But please don’t call the police. We’re not on a road and no one was hurt.”

This seemed to relax him somewhat, his rigid stance softened, and his heightened color eased.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll do the same. I’m sure we can come to an agreement.” He turned his back on her and reached into his car, producing his cell phone.

She retrieved hers, as well as her driver’s license and insurance card. She extended them in his direction, and he took hold, scanning both. He then snapped a couple photos and handed them back.

“I’m sorry for getting so upset, Ms. McDowell.”

“Lorelai. Ms. McDowell makes me feel old.”

He didn’t bother to correct himself, but a second later, started, as if awakening, and nodded toward her phone. “If you’d like to know how to contact me ...”

“Oh, yes.” She raised her phone, bringing up a memo note screen.

“The name’s Jarek Barrow.”

Barrow? Where had she heard that name recently? Her finger working over the keypad, she added his phone number beneath it.

“If you’ll send me a text,” he said. “I’ll contact you about everything.” 

He appeared ready to wait until she did, so Lorelai obliged him. They parted minutes later, the dent in his door reflecting the light as he exited the lot. Seated in her car, she exhaled. She should have paid more attention and avoided the whole thing. Look at what her carelessness had done.

“Barrow. Barrow,” she mumbled. Barrow. The name stuck, and her gaze widened. Bending forward, she opened her glove compartment and dug through the top stack of papers, dragging out one with the college header. Trailing her finger down the columns, she lit upon the name.

“No,” she groaned. No. No. No. This could not have happened to her. “Professor Jarek Barrow,” she said. “And I’m taking your class on Monday.”
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“I can’t possibly go.” Lorelai slid down in her seat, until her legs poked out from beneath the dining table and her neck hung over the seat back. “It’s too humiliating.” She needed the college credits for her business degree, but had spent two days looking for a way to avoid the class. The instant Jarek Barrow saw her seated with his students, her grade was sure to plummet.

Her mother patted her arm and slid a plate of biscuits her way. As if eating fatty foods would help. Yet, she didn’t protest, but scooted upright and set one on her plate. A thick pat of butter and a scoop of strawberry jam made her destruction complete.

“I could miss day one,” Lorelai said between bites. She glanced across her mother’s kitchen.

Her mom, who hadn’t eaten a thing yet, merely tilted her head. Never much on talk, when she did speak, she was to the point.

“I guess that’d be dumb though,” Lorelai continued. She couldn’t afford to miss even that much. Besides, it’d look worse than her showing up. He already thought badly of her. If she couldn’t be faithful, his opinion would become much worse.

Lifting the biscuit, she took another bite.

“Was he cute?” her mom asked.

Lorelai paused in her chewing, mid-bite. “I can barely look him in the eye! I’m certainly not going to date him!” Although, thinking back on it, he’d been attractive enough, blond hair, square shoulders, blue eyes. Kind of Scandinavian. “Besides, you know how I feel about that.” She’d sworn off the idea of serious relationships after her parents’ divorce. “He’s visiting from Florida, filling in for Mrs. Melnick, who’s on maternity leave. I hear he’s good friends with the dean.”

“Single?”

“Mom!”

Her mom smiled, knowingly.

Lorelai sought to switch the subject. “On another note, the house beside me has a new renter. At least, the sign is gone. I hope this time whoever it is will be quiet ... and not have a one hundred pound dog.” The overly affectionate beast had flattened her in the driveway more than once, its young owner not giving more than the merest apology.

“You haven’t seen anyone?”

Lorelai shook her head. “Heard some noise in the garage over the last few days, but we seem to keep missing each other.” Which she’d definitely not done with the professor. No, that’d been a direct hit.

Yet, standing outside the classroom door an hour later, her knees knocking, her feeling of doom amplified. Not only was this Professor Barrow’s class, but every student she’d seen so far was in their early twenties.

“Thirty-two is not old,” she said.

You could learn new things at any age and reinvent yourself. She’d gotten tired of waitressing, and relying on people’s stingy tips, deciding to get her degree and open a lingerie shop. She loved pretty things and what better way to feel beautiful than starting with what went next to your skin. Of course, she’d kept her plans to herself, but her mom knew she was picky about clothing. They’d fought plenty of battles over her need to match everything when she was growing up.

“You going inside?” a girl asked. She was the typical twenty-two year old, overloaded with books, sporting her best rumpled t-shirt and yoga pants. 

Lorelai flashed her a smile. “Absolutely.” She stepped in ahead of her, her eyes traveling to the front. The desk and podium were empty.

“You want to sit together?” the girl asked.

Pleased to have someone friendly beside her, Lorelai nodded. The girl headed down the aisle and spotting a pair of seats, glanced at her and scooted across the other students’ knees. Lorelai went to follow, but someone coming from the opposite side fell into the second empty spot before she could attempt it. The girl flashed her an apology.

“No problem,” Lorelai said to herself. “I’ll just go further up.”

She faced ahead, but one after another, any seat she aimed for was quickly taken until she stood at the front. Row one. The podium only six feet away. She gulped. Better to sit in the back or on the side, anywhere but here.

“Hey ... this one’s empty.” A rather pretty girl waved to the spot beside her.

Biting her lip, Lorelai tried to smile. She couldn’t afford to be picky, though Professor Barrow was sure to see her right off. Her mood wavering, she rounded the end of the row and descended into place.

“I’m Alicia,” the girl said. “I hope this new professor is as good as Professor Melnick. I was supposed to take her class last year, but couldn’t work it in. I’d hate to think I’ve gotten stuck with someone boring.”

Not boring. Angry. At her.

“It’s kind of a boring subject,” Lorelai responded, muffling her thoughts. “I’m Lorelai, by the way.”

“That’s pretty,” Alicia replied. “And, yeah, I guess it is, but I plan to get my master’s degree in business admin by the end of the year. I already have two jobs lined up. This should be easy.”

Not easy, because showing up for class today had been, by far, the hardest thing she’d ever done, and it was sure to get harder the instant he walked in.

That thought foremost in her head, it seemed like he heard it. The door behind the desk opened, and Jarek Barrow entered. His gaze immediately met hers.

For an instance, he faltered. Then his lips crooked, and a gleam rose in his eyes.

A hole could open in the floor and suck her in, kick her out in China, the Netherlands, anywhere. It’d be more welcome.

Her face heated, and she was sure her cheeks shaded red. She sunk down in her seat. To no avail. He approached the podium, never blinking, and spoke directly to her.

“Welcome,” he said. “My name is Professor Jarek Barrow, but then, you will already know that.”
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“Ms. McDowell, if I might have a word ...”

Finding the woman from the parking lot in his class had come as a pleasant surprise. She was an attractive, slender, blonde, and impeccably dressed, unlike the usual college student.

Setting their minor accident aside, he’d have to be blind not to notice her. Her legs alone made his thoughts head south. Add in what’d happened, and her being his student was sweet revenge. Not that he’d exact retribution by influencing her grade. That was immoral, and he was not one to bend the rules. But still, she had to sit there and listen to him drone on, which was retribution enough.

Halted in the aisle, Lorelai turned in place, reluctance clear in the motion. She tucked her notebook to her chest and approached, but left a good distance between them.

“I want you to know I located a used door to replace my dented one and have decided not to file with your insurance.”

“Oh, that’s ... that’s nice of you. I was prepared for my rates to go up.”

He offered a smile. “Well, they might go up, but it won’t be because you backed into me.”

Her expression snapped. “I see some things haven’t changed, Professor.”

Her anger was magnetic. He wanted to argue simply to see her get even more fired up. He didn’t, though, and shouldn’t have earlier. Here, at the college, it was definitely
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