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      While the series is called The Moonshine Task Force Series, please be aware the task force is what brought most of these men together. It’s the catalyst (if you will) that has made the friendship of the five men you’ll meet in the series.

      

      Like most of my recent books, these are character-driven. The action, as it is, advances the storyline or sets up the storyline for subsequent books. There won’t be manufactured drama or manufactured storyline. These are very much what you see, is what you get. Each book follows one member, and you’ll get to see how they change and grow through-out the course of the series.

      

      I hope you’ll love the fourth story featuring Karina and Menace, and you’ll purchase the last book in the series!
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        Laramie

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the women and men out there who love children regardless of whether they’re biologically theirs or not.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART 1

          

          
            MENACE NOVEL

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MENACE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      January

      “Jesus, please tell me that’s not what you’re wearing tonight.”

      At the sound of my eighteen-year-old’s too deep voice, I turn around. Like I find myself doing more often than not now, I stop a second and take in the moment. In a few months, he won’t be here to make fun of what I’m wearing.

      God, when did Caleb get to be a man standing in front of me? Older than I was when he came into the world screaming and shaking. I can still remember when they placed him in my arms and told me I was responsible for his entire life. He was so small, and I remember looking up at the nurse, asking if it was okay to hold him. Like I needed permission or something. I’ve taken the responsibility of raising him seriously – because I wanted to – but also because there was no one else to do it. He and I, we’ve come a very long way together.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I press my hands against my chest, smoothing the shirt down.

      He rolls his eyes, a grin tilting up the side of his mouth. With that move, it’s like looking in a mirror and seeing myself. “Everything, Dad, everything.”

      “Then why don’t you help me? I haven’t been out on a date in more years than I care to count.” At least on one where I asked the woman out and I wasn’t set up by someone with good intentions. This date? It’s all mine. “You went out on one last night. Work your magic.”

      Looking back, I realize this is probably the moment, where I completely lost control of the situation.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not a nervous guy. Not usually. Being a member of the Moonshine Task Force requires I keep my cool, but tonight, as I stand in front of a restaurant in Birmingham, my hands shake, my palms sweat. Rubbing the heels of my hands on the jeans Caleb made me change into, I cross my booted ankles. The shoes he also recommended, because I looked too much like a dad in my own choices. I have to admit what he put me in shows the muscles off I work hard on, but at the same time I kinda feel like a douche. I’ve never been a flashy kind of guy with anything. Gripping my phone, I nervously look at it, searching for a text message that she may be running late, or even one that she may be calling this off.

      However, when I hear the unmistakable click of high heels against the pavement, I glance up, and thank the heavens above Caleb shamed me into changing. Pushing off the wall, I slowly make my way toward the woman coming in my direction.

      Karina – who I’m meeting tonight thanks to the dating profile Caleb set me up with – had been cute in her profile picture. Her other pictures had been playful, one or two of them sexy, but goddamn my jaw is about to hit the ground. Flesh and bone is so much more beautiful than photography in this instance. The woman walking toward me, with a sway to her hips in skin-tight jeans is sex on a stick. I’m the type of man who isn’t into super feminine women. I’m not into dresses and florals, I’m into jeans, shirts, leather, and everything this woman is wearing turns me on.

      For the first time in years, I allow my eyes to seriously feast on a woman, on the picture she makes in front of me as she eats up the distance between us. Starting at the top of her head, I approve of the just-been-fucked tousled curls. The lights from the parking lot give her an ethereal glow in the January early-evening darkness. She’s one of those unicorns whose hair doesn’t look truly blonde or naturally brown. Moving down, her face doesn’t look painted on, and I give a silent prayer of thanks for that. The white shirt she wears underneath a black leather vest is tight enough for me to make out her curves underneath. Phone numbers and first names are all we’ve exchanged besides the pictures on the website, and I’m dying to hear her voice.

      “Karina?” I approach her, my hand out.

      She stops in front of me, extending her own hand out, a confident smile on her face. I love women who have confidence, yet still allow themselves to be vulnerable. Her poised demeanor is already winning her bonus points with me. “Mason?”

      Her voice is raspy; sounding like we just had a round of break-the-bed sex, her accent not southern, more northern, but it suits her. She sounds almost like I imagined she would. Our hands clasp together and goddamn fireworks go off in the distance. Hand to God, I feel more chemistry when the palms of our hands touch than I have in the last three women I’ve been set up with. A few of those I’d taken out on more than one date, one I’d even slept with, but this woman; she excites me. Truthfully more than with any woman in my history.

      “Glad you could make it.” I release her hand, before tucking mine in the front pockets of my jeans to keep them from reaching out to touch her. She probably wouldn’t enjoy being fondled within two minutes of us meeting one another.

      “I’ve never met someone in person from the app.” She pushes a curl that’s sticking to her lip gloss back as we stand in the cool night air, staring at each other. The way she’s slowly looking me up and down before her eyes settle on mine sends a thrill through my body.

      “Me neither,” I admit. “But I figure somebody’s gotta pop my cherry. Might as well be a gorgeous woman like you.”

      Her eyes flutter up and down my body again, reminding me of the way mine had taken in hers. “Can’t say that I’m disappointed either. Had I known they made single dads like you, I might have given it a shot before now.”

      Pleasure radiates in my stomach; I’ll never admit it to anyone else, but I’ve disappointed so many in my life that her words make me feel like I’ve finally done something right.

      “Shall we?”

      Putting on my best manners, I open the door for her, slightly pressing my palm to her lower back as we walk through the entrance. As we’re seated, I can’t help but hope this night isn’t the biggest waste of time ever.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re about to close.” I motion at the now empty dining room, watching as some of the waiters are already starting to vacuum their areas, wipe down tables, and stack chairs.

      “I guess we should go.” Karina uncrosses her legs and stands up from the table. We’d paid an hour before, but we’d been having such a good time talking about our favorite TV shows and music, neither one of us wanted to go. It was nice, not having the heavy first date stuff with her tonight. This was fun, the best first date I’ve ever had, and something I didn’t realize I needed.

      “Yeah, I guess we should.” I stand along with her, digging my wallet out of my back pocket before throwing down a generous tip. We’d kept this table for the whole night, and not once had the waitress acted like we were an annoyance. “Let me walk you to your car.”

      The fact she’s parked under a security light scores her points with me. We’ve never talked about professions, though, so I don’t want to get into safety precautions. All she needs to hear is some jaded cop telling her about the do’s and don’ts of safety at night. Nothing sexier, I’m sure.

      “Mason.” She stops me with a tug on my hand. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want this night to end.

      Dragging her into my arms, I circle an arm around her waist. “Take a ride with me?” I motion to my Jeep, hoping like hell she’ll say yes but knowing that it’s probably a bad idea. Fuck it; I’ve made worse decisions before.

      The nod is almost imperceptible, but it’s there. Holding hands, we go back across the lot to where my Jeep sits, also under a light. It’s a beacon on this night, and something tells me my life is never going to be the same again.

      
        
        Karina

      

      

      My heart pounds as he pulls me across the parking lot to where the manliest Jeep I’ve ever seen sits. It’s a four door with streaks of mud along the quarter panels; a large tire rests on the back door. There are bits of chrome, and it appears the colors are black and a dark cherry. All the way around, sexy.

      “You like to get dirty, huh?” I didn’t mean the phrase the way it came out, but now that it’s there, I don’t take it back either. I motion to the mud caked on strips of paint, tilting my head toward the tires that are covered in clay.

      His dark eyes meet mine, and a smile slowly spreads across his stubble-covered face. I get the feeling he didn’t shave for our date, and I’m one hundred percent okay with that. “I do.” His voice is deep as he walks me around to the passenger side, opening the door for me. “But the dirt you’re talking about is thanks to my son and some friends of his.”

      How cute is that? He took his son out mudding. It was probably that little guy’s dream come true. Before I go any further, I want to make sure there’s not some woman hiding in the background with a Fatal Attraction plot for her baby daddy. “Are you close with his mom? I know from your profile you aren’t married or divorced.”

      A pained look crosses his face. “She’s not in the picture, hasn’t seen him since he was a baby. I’m a single dad in the truest sense of the word.”

      He helps me up into the Jeep, then I turn in my seat. “Well, I for one, am glad you could get away tonight.” It’s got to be hard for him to find a sitter – or a sitter who doesn’t hit on him, because my God, this man is hot.

      “Me too.” He leans in so far that our bodies are touching. Finally completely touching. It’s been over a year since a man has touched me. After I was humiliated before my wedding, I swore off men until I joined the dating app. But there’s something about this man, about the way he touches me, about the way he looks at me, the giddiness I’ve had in my stomach since I first saw him waiting for me tonight. I’m craving that physical connection, and before I know it, I’ve bridged the gap between us and fused our lips together.

      There’s a surprised mmm from him deep in his throat. It’s a growl, husky with the depth of its sexiness. It spreads goosebumps all over my body, and I know then, as I feel his big hands wrap around my hips, that I’m a goner.
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        * * *

      

      One day in the future, someone will ask me how I ended up in the backseat of a Jeep, in a restaurant parking lot in Birmingham, Alabama with the hottest first date I’ve ever had. When they ask me that question, I’ll be honest: I have absolutely no idea how it happened. One minute, we were necking, him standing outside the vehicle, propped up against my body, my legs spread to allow him room. The next, our fingers were fighting for the rights to undress as much and as fast as the space we occupied would allow in the backseat.

      “I don’t normally do this,” I pant as his rough palm travels up my stomach, until it encounters the lace of my bra.

      Removing his lips from my neck nibbling slightly with his teeth, he whispers in my ear. “Can I?”

      It takes me much longer than I care to admit, to figure out he’s asking for permission to move the lace down. What a fucking gentleman. “Oh, please.” I tilt my head back giving him complete control over where he wants to put those lips of his. Exposing my neck, and any other part he wishes to gorge on.

      “God I wish I was shorter,” he moans as he moves one of his forearms under my thigh, lifting it to give him more room to work.

      “No, fuck no, don’t be shorter. Don’t be smaller, don’t be anything…” Oh Jesus, he’s grinding into me now. I breathe out a short pant, grasp his shoulders with my nails, and wish we had a bed to do this in. “Don’t be anything other than what you are.” I wrap that leg around his waist, digging my heel into his ass, needing the friction of our bodies rubbing together.

      He abandons my neck, moving down to where my hard nipple is pressing against the fabric of my shirt. I want to lift it, expose my entire body to his eyes, look down and see his lips wrapped around my flesh. But he stops my hands as I go to lift my shirt.

      “Don’t wanna get arrested for indecent exposure,” he growls as he takes the turgid tip through the material, swirling his tongue around it.

      The move is one of the most erotic ever done to me. I can feel the motion, but not the wetness of his saliva for a few moments as it soaks through the cotton. “Oh yes!” I grasp his hair in my fingers, thrusting up into his mouth, shivering when I feel the scrape of his teeth.

      There’s flurry of activity where in the space of a few minutes, one of my shoes is kicked off, one pant leg, one side of my panties is pushed down to allow me a little room to move, and his jeans are pushed down below his hips. When I feel the velvet hardness of his cock against my thigh, I reach down, circling my fingers around the girth. He’s hot and hard, the skin stretched tightly along the crest of his head. Both of us moan loudly. Blindly, he’s reaching into his back pocket. Hearing the unmistakable crinkle of a condom wrapper, I use my palm to jack the length.

      “Don’t go too fast.” His voice is guttural, like he’s swallowed gravel or smoked a pack of cigarettes.

      “No such thing as too fast.” I open my eyes, watching him, watching me as I continue pumping his erection.

      “Yeah there is, sweetness. It’ll be when I spill all over that smooth thigh of yours, because this is the hottest thing I’ve seen in a really long time.”

      I wonder how long it’s been for him. Does he go straight home after work, and be a good dad to his son? Does he make do with showers and porn? I want him to make do with me.

      My eyes widen as he licks the palm of his hand and slaps it against my pussy. My body jumps, vibrates, as I feel the shock all the way through my system and into my core. “I’m sufficiently wet,” I assure him, needing him to hurry this up, needing him to get rid of the ache.

      “So you are.” He takes his index and middle fingers, pushing them in, stretching me. I pull them into my channel, no problem, all I want is more. More of anything and everything he wants to give me.

      When I feel a trail of precum on my thigh, I lift my eyes to his. “Unless you want to lose it before you get it in me, now might be the perfect time.”

      His brown eyes flair with desire as he levers himself off of me, his forearm flexes as he pushes the condom down on his hard length. When he thrusts home, a cry erupts from the back of my throat. It’s been so long since I felt the push of a man inside me, so long since I felt desirable, and an even longer time since I wasn’t going through the motions.

      As we push and pull against each other, as my nails dig into his forearms, as his sweat drips off his face onto me, I’m aware that what we’re sharing isn’t something people share every day. There’s something hanging in the air, something I’m not ready to put a label to, but it’s not just a one-night stand. I know in the end, that’s what will scare me.

      “Karina, you grip me so good.” He digs his fingers into the globes of my ass, pulling me tighter against him, adding a grind when he pushes all the way in. He rubs against my clit, and my eyes roll back in my head as I let myself experience this. I don’t question it, don’t let my mind take me away from it. I feel it.

      “Fuck me, Mason, just fuck me.”

      And as I give myself over to him, I let it wash over me. I let the orgasm take me like the tide at the beach. It comes crashing in, before it leaves a peaceful wreck in its wake.

      It’s a beautiful mess as we come and he groans into my neck, I wonder how I’m going to let my walls down, how I’m going to recover from opening myself up so wide to this man.

      This man, who I just met, who has just given me the most body-depleting orgasm of my life. This man who obviously has a small child, and a life I know nothing about. My feverish skin feels clammy as I realize the repercussions of what we’ve done.

      Quickly, I make my excuses, sliding from the back of the Jeep, clothes barely fastened, looking every bit like I just got fucked. He hurries to catch up with me, stuffing himself back into his pants and getting buttoned right as we reach my car.

      I don’t even remember what I say to him, but what doesn’t leave me is the sad look on his face in the rearview mirror as I drive away. I’m sad too, but I’m totally not ready for the force of nature that is Mason – whatever his last name is – because we never shared that.

      One thing, however, is for sure. I won’t be forgetting Mason ever, or this night for at least a few weeks. The tingle in my thighs, the bruises on my neck, and the soreness in my core will be reminders of the onetime Karina Holland fucked some guy off a dating app in a parking lot.

      A grin plays at my lips. Best mistake of my life.
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      “I love your makeup today, Ms. H!” Jess, one of the senior cheerleaders compliments me as she runs into class, right before the bell rings, indicating hallways are supposed to be clear.

      Little does this girl know my makeup looks different because I’m trying to hide the damage Mason did to my neck on Friday night. Three days later, and nothing is fading. If anything, I had to mix different colors of concealer as it’s gotten darker. But that’s not something you can talk about in a high school classroom. Instead, I grin. “Thank you, Jess! I’m always looking to try new stuff, you know? Trying to keep up with you gorgeous ladies.”

      “Whatever, you don’t even need it.”

      I wish I had the blind confidence of this girl. Granted, I have it now, but it took me a long while to get it after my engagement fell apart, but I’ve never had as much as she does. “How’s everybody doing today?” I lean against my desk. One more class to go after this one, and then we’re out of here. These kids, though, they’re sometimes the hardest ones to control.

      “It’s Monday, and I’ve got a case of them.” One of the football players in the front row sighs heavily, putting his chin on his hand. “Worked all weekend, and now here I am.”

      Sometimes I feel bad for these kids, and then I remember we’re raising our future leaders, they’re learning values, and this is an economics class. It’s good for him to talk about work.

      “I get you, I worked all through college. And having said that, you’ve brought up a good point, Johnathan.” I turn around to the whiteboard in the room, and show them what I’ve been working on. “Because I worked through college and was able to pay for some of my classes, as well as room and board, this total–,” I point to a number figure I’d circled during the first class of the day, “–is what I paid back for my college education.”

      If there’s one thing I believe in, it’s transparency. These kids have got to know where their money is going. “That was the principal, add on interest, and this one is the total I paid.” I point to another figure. “However, if I hadn’t paid down almost fifteen hundred dollars a semester–,” I point to another one, “–this is how much I would have paid. Do you get what I’m saying?”

      The numbers are vastly different, and this group of kids ready to take on the world is understanding these principles; I can see it clicking in their faces.

      “You sayin’ I need to forget college and go on down to the gulf to work on an oil rig?” a guy in the back blurts out.

      The group laughs, and I can’t help but chuckle too. He does have a point; education this day and age is expensive, and everyone has to weigh the benefits. “I’m saying this is a choice that shouldn’t be taken lightly. You need to be fully informed before you make that decision, and that’s what I’m here to help you do.”

      As I’m about to continue through the lesson plan I have for today, an announcement comes over the intercom. “Faculty and students, be advised we are to execute lockdown and shelter-in-place protocol. This is a precaution; there is no threat to your person. Execute lockdown procedures immediately.”

      My heart is in my throat as I hear the voice of our school secretary over the intercom. As I’ve been trained to do, I go to my classroom door, lock it, and close the blinds covering the pane of glass that allows us to see who’s coming in when it’s closed. I’m in an interior room, so there are no windows for me to close, meaning there’s no way of knowing what in the world is going on. Feigning a positivity I don’t feel, I speak loudly so that I can be heard over the muttering of the kids.

      “As she said, there is no threat, but obviously we won’t be getting much done today. Why don’t you all talk amongst yourselves and I’ll get some work done.”

      Faster than I should, I move to my laptop on my desk. Under the guise of doing lesson plans, I check my school email account.

      Teachers and Staff,

      During a routine check of the grounds, one of our security guards located what he believes to be three large boxes containing moonshine in one of the supply closets. Laurel Springs MTF and local law enforcement has been called in to investigate. Due to the heartbreaking situation that happened last year, we’d like to keep this as quiet as we can. Please do not allow students to speculate.

      You’ll hear officers and possible K-9s running up and down the hallways as they also execute a locker search.

      We hope to be able to release you soon, where we will expedite getting everyone home.

      Principal Taggert

      The death of a senior had happened during my first year in Laurel Springs, and it had torn this small community apart. Now that I’m more ingrained into this community and entering my second year, tears spring to my eyes as I think about any of these kids hurt because of a stupid decision made to drink a bad batch of moonshine. I feel anger at whoever is bringing this into our school, who’s selling it cheap enough that these kids don’t want to go down to the local liquor store and beg someone to buy them beer. But most of all, I fear for them, because I’m scared to death they’re going to lose someone else, and there’s nothing we can do about it.

      
        
        Menace

      

      

      I hate this. Hate being at this school, searching for moonshine while my son is locked in one of the classrooms. I loathe that we haven’t been able to find the person responsible, and failure is weighing on me. We’ve been working our asses off following leads, but there just aren’t many, and what we have isn’t solid. It makes me feel like not only a failure as a parent, but also as an officer of the law, especially as a member of the specialized Moonshine Task Force.

      Havoc, the commander of the task force, pulls me aside. “You go with the K-9 Officer as he searches lockers. Since your son is a student here, and you already have a relationship with educators, and the principal, I feel like they would respect and listen to you more than me. Especially if y’all find something in a locker, and the student needs to be confronted.

      Everything he says is understandable, but every part of my body is wanting to go to the classroom Caleb is in, and make sure he’s okay. But this is part of my job, part of what I signed on for, and how I make my living. Until we get the scene cleared and make sure it’s safe for everyone, there will be no checking on my son. “Got it, we’ll be in touch.”

      The K-9 Officer out of the next county over and I make our way down the hallways. I can never remember his name; all I can recall is the dog’s name Jinx. Typically the officer answers to it, too.

      “Your son goes here, doesn’t he?” he asks as we wait for an indication of a hit from the dog.

      “Yeah, I bet he’s freaking the fuck out in whatever classroom he’s in, he knows exactly what this shit means.”

      “Do you want to go reassure him it’s okay? We can do that corridor next,” he offers.

      “No, I’m actually not sure what room he’s in, and if he’s scared, the rest of them have to be too. As soon was get the sweep done, I’ll track him down and make sure he’s good.”

      Thirty minutes later, ten bottles of moonshine, three baggies of weed, and a bag of what looks like meth rocks have been confiscated to go along with the initial finding. And now, the dog is pawing and scratching at a classroom door, begging to get in.

      “Jinx, halt!” The dog goes down on his belly. He’s wearing a muzzle, so there’s no way he can accidentally bite someone, but he wants in the door bad. He’s whining, which I’ve never heard him do in the many times we’ve worked with this department.

      “That’s an occupied classroom,” I whisper to him. “What the fuck is in there?”

      “No idea, but Jinx wants it bad. Get Havoc and see what he wants us to do. I’d say let’s take the kids out, but what if it’s something one of them carried through the door and it left a trace?”

      Within minutes, Havoc is standing with us in front of the door. The principal is there too as we all discuss on what the proper protocol should be.

      “Goddamn it.” Havoc runs a palm over his buzz cut. “None of this shit is easy. We’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t. But if Jinx is picking up something in there, we’ve got to investigate it, Taggert.”

      “I do agree with you.” The principal nods. “However, I ask that you allow me to be present if you do have to take a student.”

      “We can do that. Can you instruct them to open the door?”

      My nerves are on edge as I barely listen to what’s going on before the door opens and we’re permitted inside the classroom. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Caleb. More than anything, I want to stop what I’m doing, go over and tell him it’s okay, but I can’t. I have a job to do, and a lot of people counting on us to do the job well. As Jinx moves up and down between the students, he gets nothing. However, this is a science room and there are a ton of cabinets. When he hits on one, Taggert asks the teacher, a Mr. Cartwright, to unlock it and let us look inside.

      When he does, Jinx goes insane and I wonder what in the fuck could be in a science teacher’s cabinet. For more than five minutes, they pull out bottle after bottle, but nothing illegal is found.

      “Probably just the mixture of smells,” Havoc apologizes to Mr. Cartwright and Principal Taggert. As I watch the teacher, I’m not so sure, but that’s just a sense I’m getting. Since there’s no proof to the contrary, we leave the room, but not before I wave at Caleb and give him a reassuring nod.

      Now it’s time to take care of what we did find. I have a feeling cleaning up this particular scene and dealing with parents is going to make for a very long afternoon.
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          KARINA
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        M: The weekend was busy, and yesterday was a crap day at work, but I wanted to let you know I had a great night with you! Maybe we can do it again! Ya know, get each other’s last names this time?

      

      

      

      

      

      Glancing down at the phone in my hand, I read the text message again, calling myself a fool millions of times over. This marked the fourth day since I had my date with Mason, and the second day he’d texted me. It would also mark the second day I’d ignore him.

      Tilting my head back, I inspect my neck in the bathroom mirror. I won’t have to be caking on the concealer and foundation for much longer. The love bites are finally starting to fade, but I still have bruises on my thighs and in between them I can still feel a twinge when I move a certain way. Mason definitely left an impression on me unlike anyone else has before. A part of me already wants to see him again, to make sure I never have to know what life is like without these love bites, without this soreness again. But that’s only one part. The other part? Not so sure. Totally unsure if I want to open myself up to potential heartbreak again. Do I want to put myself out there, and trust someone, only to have that trust be thrown back in my face? Confidence? I got it. Trust? Not there yet.

      Picking my toothbrush up from the bathroom sink, I go through the motions of my morning routine. Like every other day, I brush my teeth while I’m waiting for my moisturizer to dry, and just like every day since I had the Jeep escapade, my thoughts drift back to Mason. There’s something about him, about the way he’d plunged into me, the way he hadn’t treated me like I was going to break. He’d manhandled me, dented my flesh, thrusted like he couldn’t get deep enough. God, I’d loved it all. While my body is begging to meet Mason for another hot night in the back of his Jeep, there’s something holding me back.

      “Just call it like it is, Karina. You’re scared,” I taunt my reflection in the mirror. I try not to see how bright my eyes are, how alive I look. I haven’t looked this way in a long time, and the brightness has been shining since my date. I’ve seen a spark inside me that I haven’t had in years – maybe ever – in my adult life.

      The passion I felt with Mason, I’ve never felt before. Not with the man I was supposed to have married, not with my high school boyfriend, not with anyone. And that’s what scares me. Shouldn’t I have felt the searing desire for the man I was going to marry? It’s got me questioning everything I thought I knew about my wants and desires. It’s also got me very confused, which is why I completely ignore the next two messages he sends me. When all I really want to do is answer them and plan out our next date.
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        * * *

      

      “Quiet down everybody!”

      I raise my voice attempting to shush the twenty teenagers I teach in the last class of the day. There are times when I want my English class back, the original class I taught when I came here and the class I still teach at night on occasion, but typically I love that I‘ve been able to mix things up. This last class of the day, let’s just say if they were my first, I’d probably have given up on teaching. On a good day they’re hard to control; today, they’re trying my patience. They’ve been this way since we came back from our Christmas break. This group of seniors is ready for the year to be over. If they continue on the way they have been, I’ll be glad to see the ass-end of this school year too.

      “Okay, next week we’ll have a few of your family members coming in to talk about their jobs and realistic expectations regarding real-life wages and education. What I want from you all tomorrow is a two-page paper on what your dream occupation would be, comparing it to what Laurel Springs has to offer. If you were to be able to get your dream job, what would you need to do to achieve it? How would you make it happen? If you don’t make it happen, where do you think you’ll end up?”

      There’s groans throughout the room and a few giggles. Sitting on my desk, I look out amongst these kids, who are so close to adults, and try to remember back to how I felt at this time in my life. My dream hadn’t been to be a teacher. I’d wanted to be an artist. As a teenager, I’d dabbled in drawing, pottery, painting, and anything else I could get my hands on. Some days I wish I had made the decision to keep going, but at the end of the day, I do love these kids.

      “I need that tomorrow,” I remind them as the bell rings, signaling the end of my day. Already I know which ones will turn it in, and which ones won’t.

      “Caleb,” I call out to one of my students as they file out. “Your dad is still good with coming to talk to us?”

      All I know is his dad is a member of the Moonshine Task Force here in the county, and given that the kids have had issues with drinking, I think it would be good for him to talk to all of us.

      “Yeah.” He nods, waving to a girl who tells him bye, giving her a smile. This kid is going to have so many women at college. “This will be his mid-shift, but he’ll be here for the second half. They’ve got it cleared.”

      “I’ll thank him when he’s here, but please tell him as well. It could be a bit of a hostile environment, considering what he represents.”

      We both know I’m talking about the moonshine being shared in the school. The teachers have been warned, but the perpetrator still hasn’t been caught.

      “Ms. Holland, my dad’s a strong dude; he knows what he’s in for.”

      I give Caleb a smile. “You know your dad better than anybody, so I’ll have to trust you on this.”

      He pulls his bag over his shoulder. “I gotta get to conditioning. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Giving him my own wave, I watch him leave; excited for the opportunity I’m going to be able to give my students.

      
        
        Menace

      

      

      “What does it mean when a woman you had a good time with and thought for sure you’d see again, completely stops returning your texts and doesn’t answer your phone calls?” I ask my son as we sit down to dinner together.

      He chuckles, taking a drink of his water. “You mean she ghosted you, Dad? One date and she ghosted you?”

      “What the hell does ghosted mean?”

      Sometimes when he talks, I feel ninety years old.

      “When someone totally disappears from your life, without a trace.”

      Exactly what hot-as-hell-Karina did to me? “Yeah, that’s it, then. She even took her profile down on the site.”

      “Damn, Dad. Are you that bad of a date?”

      Truthfully, I hadn’t thought I was. But maybe I’ve been out of the game longer than I thought. “I didn’t think so.” I load my fork up with the steamed broccoli I made.

      “Go for it again, I can tell you had a good time. You were smiling for a couple of days after. You seemed not so serious for a while. It looked good on you.”

      “I smile.” I’m offended that my son acts like I don’t.

      He chews thoughtfully on the chicken he grilled for us, while I’d made the sides. “You do smile, but you smile like I did a few months ago. It’s for appearances purpose; it doesn’t meet your eyes. Face it, Dad, you’re sick of living your life alone. It’s not a bad thing but be honest with yourself. For those few days after your date, your smile reached your eyes and you didn’t look like you had the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

      Caleb and I, we’ve come a long way in the past few months since he was pulled over with his friends for having moonshine and drugs in a car, and since he was caught drunk in public. We’ve gotten closer, we call each
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