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Ryan


You know how there’s always someone at a free skate who makes sure the crowd is moving generally in one direction? The person responsible for avoiding total chaos? I’m that guy. Only instead of keeping kids from ramming into each other at the rink, I’m trying to corral a group of former Navy SEALs on the side of a mountain. Sometimes I think the ankle biters would be easier.

Seriously, these guys are highly trained, about half of them have a master’s degree, and all of them are amazingly fit with pretty much zero percent body fat. Why do they need a mother hen babysitting them? They’re grown men. But as soon as I attempt to step down from my so-called position of authority, someone is shouting, “Lieutenant!” and demanding I break the tie on whether ice cream should go on the pie or to the side.

I’ve almost forgotten my first name is actually Ryan. Try as hard as I might, I can’t get them to leave off the ‘Lieutenant’ even though we all left the Navy a few years ago. Long story and not worth the breath, really. Secretly, I think they all like having someone to defer to and let maintain order. Basically, to be the person making the final decision on the ice cream on pie controversy so it doesn’t go on for days. (I voted for ice cream in a separate dish, which wasn’t popular with anyone.)

And I’ve about given up on having a personal life of my own. The more guys here that find a wife and start a family, the more logistics there are to sort out for the group. For one thing, there’s considerably more shopping and construction to be done. And although I’ve got a few years to figure it out, we’re going to need a teacher and some sort of nurse practitioner that can live on site. Mac is great as a backup, but he’s a medic, not a pediatrician. And besides, everyone is addicted to the food he produces, so there’s that. Before too many years go by, there will be a village of kids here and that comes with a shit ton of requirements that tough single guys can do without.

There’s one teacher I have my eye on though, and I really shouldn’t. But God, she’s gorgeous. And young. Really fucking young. The first time I saw her was in the grocery store in Henderson in early September, about four months ago. I can’t even remember what I went in for, but when I spotted her standing at the checkout, I was struck speechless. 

For starters, she’s close to six feet, which should put her right about at the top of my shoulder for once. There’s something so hot about a woman who’s not miniature, at least compared to me. And Beth has the body of a goddess to match, with long, naturally blond hair. I found my voice quick enough when the guy next to her in line who was a good foot shorter kept staring at her tits from about six inches away. Pissed me off so bad I jerked him behind me in the line by his collar and let him know exactly how a repeat performance would be treated.

Beth looked embarrassed and practically shrank into herself, trying to hide from the conflict, I guess. Fuck. When she finished up at the checkout, she left as fast as she could. She certainly didn’t give me her name, but I asked around and had it in about two minutes flat. Beth’s the new second-grade teacher at the Henderson elementary school. Ever since then I’ve been volunteering to do the mail run into town and arranging things so I can do a quick detour by the school in the early afternoon right about when she leaves for the day. Some might call it stalking, but I have this driving need to make sure she’s okay until I can do it all over again two weeks later. My body craves to hold her close, see how well we fit together, but that’s not an option. So drive-by surveillance will have to do.

When I found out her name is Beth Andrews, I also learned she’s twenty-three, originally from Oregon, and was hired on a one semester probationary period. She’s living in a small studio apartment over the lone bakery in town, and her ancient little car is a piece of crap.

I’m pretty sure to her I’m probably labeled as the scary old military guy who lives out in the woods. So no, I haven’t introduced myself, asked her out on a date, or tried to kidnap her. I can’t see her giving up everything she’s got in town. And I don’t want to scare her anymore than I already have.

“Yo, Lieutenant?” someone shouts from the front room. I swear they’re kids. Why walk when you can shout?

I stand up from my wheely office chair with a sigh and go out to find out what needs sorting this time.

“What?” I inquire of Rogers when I get there.

“You going into town today?”

“Yeah, in about half an hour. Why?”

“Cause now Holt owes me twenty bucks. Thanks, man.” He gives me a salute and a snicker before leaving the building. I’m still standing there frowning when Tessa, Mac’s girlfriend, comes in. 

“Ryan? You okay?”

“Hmmm? Yeah. Just trying to follow the brains of these idiots. Any reason there would be a bet on me going into town?”

“Oh, um.” She bites her lip like she’s working hard not to laugh and her eyes roll back with the effort.

“Let it out, Tessa.” I use my old command voice. I swear it works even better on civilians.

“Ah well, you may have forgotten that there’s a location tracker on the jeep.” She pauses for a long moment to give me time to process.

“And someone’s noticed I follow a particular routine?”

“Something like that, yes. Not the normal, efficient route for collecting the mail. Not that I think it’s anyone’s business,” she adds hurriedly.

 I grunt in agreement and head out to hitch the trailer to the snowmobile. If there wasn’t a tracker on it before, I’ll bet there’s ten different ones now. 


Beth


I’ve got myself trained to not utter swear words so I won’t let loose by accident in front of little ears but I really really need to let a few fly right now. Mr. Kenny, the school principal and general-purpose weasel, let me know only three days ago that he wasn’t bringing me back after the Christmas break. He waited until the last possible damn minute and the only thing that made it any better is I’d refused to sign a new lease on the apartment until I had a written contract. Mr. Kenny’s brother-in-law is my landlord. 

Henderson is a small town, so everything is connected. If I had to guess, my refusal to be felt up by the president of the school board has more than a little something to do with my being let go. Legally they can do it because I was still in a probationary period, so they don’t have to have a reason. But I know how to do my job and I did it well. The parents love me; the kids passed all their standardized tests after Thanksgiving with room to spare, and damn it, I love them all. Not Mr. Kenny or Mr. Malone, the school board president. I’m pretty sure the outcome would have been different if I didn’t have tits. But there’s no point in bringing that up because one or both of them will tell me I’m being defensive. And then I’ll get a lecture on how I should to try to think like a team player (in other words, let Mr. Malone feel me up when he pleases).

I took the risk of coming all the way out here for this job because I’ve always wanted to be part of a small rural community, get back to nature and all that. They couldn’t and wouldn’t pay very much, but I figured it was worth it. And it was, except now I don’t have a job, a place to live, or enough extra money to have the right winter clothing for this part of the country. I don’t know what I’m going to do. 

It’s Christmas in eight days, it’s been snowing off and on for the better part of a week, and I don’t even have snow tires on my car. On the bright side, all my worldly possessions are packed in the back, in two suitcases, so that adds a little bit of weight. I just said goodbye to the kids, who didn’t understand why I’m leaving. I don’t either, so I didn’t have a good way of telling them. They were upset, I’m upset, the world is not a very kind place right now.

Now I’m attempting to wipe the tears from my eyes with my mittens, which isn’t going so well. I’m planning to try and make it out to the highway and as far south as I can before it gets too dark to drive safely and then find a cheap motel. I’ve got about a thousand dollars saved, but that’s likely to go fast. You can’t just drive up to a school and get hired the same day. 

I suspect waitressing is going to be in my future, but I’ll be damned if I’ll do it in the same town as those two assholes. I’d end up in jail for assault. I suck in a deep, cold breath and pry open my car door when there’s a whoosh behind me. I turn, bewildered at the unfamiliar sound. There’s a giant man in all black winter gear on a snowmobile blocking me in. Fuck. Then he gets off. He’s big and stands about six and a half feet, and something about the way he moves seems vaguely familiar.

I’m starting to get a hopeful suspicion. Which is confirmed when he pulls off his helmet. It’s the gorgeous man from the grocery store. I feel my throat tighten with nerves, just like it did that day. I’d wanted to say thanks for sticking up for me, but I couldn’t get the words out and that made me even more embarrassed. I swear I’m completely self-confident and self-possessed — in a room by myself.

He’s stalking towards me, a worried look on his face. “Beth, you okay?”

My eyes widen and I shake my head mutely. He glances around like he’s looking for something but finally sighs, “What’s the matter? Why are you upset?”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I can feel the blush creep up my neck and I curl my shoulders forward. 

He purses his lips thoughtfully, looks in the back of my car and frowns harder. “You moving somewhere, Beth? Right before Christmas?”

“…fired me.” I finally get out in a whisper.

He jerks his head around. “What the fuck?”

I cringe and he notices, then pulls me into his arms. Despite all his cold weather gear, it feels good. I don’t even know his name! 

“I’m not mad at you, little one. But those idiots…” 

Wait, I can’t concentrate on what he’s saying. I’m still hung up on being called little. Nobody
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