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MIRANDA PRESSED THE stapler down with deliberate care, aligning the papers before applying just enough pressure.

It jammed.

She paused, releasing a slow breath as her hand rested on the metal.

Small inconveniences weren’t worth reacting to. They never were.

She worked the staple free with practiced precision, smoothing the edges of the papers when she was finished.

Order mattered. It kept things manageable. Predictable.

And predictable was safe.

She heard the office door open and set her papers aside before she looked up.

Visitors came and went all day in the school office, including parents, students, and delivery drivers. She expected one of these.

Then, something in her instinct told her she was wrong.

A man stood just inside the doorway, as though unsure whether to speak or wait for her to notice him. He wasn’t what she expected. There was an ease about him, something unguarded in the way he carried himself. It set him apart from the usual stream of hurried parents wanting to speak to the principal and students who needed to borrow lunch money.

He held a folder in one hand, his gaze moving briefly around the office before settling on her.

Miranda straightened, suddenly aware she had been staring. 

“Can I help you?” she asked, keeping her tone professional.

“I hope so.” His voice was warm, touched with a quiet humor. “I’m looking for Mrs. Walters.”

“She’s in her office,” Miranda said, gesturing toward the closed door. “Do you have an appointment?”

“I do.” He smiled, and something in that simple expression caught her off guard, not because it was especially charming, but because it felt genuine.

She wasn’t expecting that.

“I’m Paul Green. Mrs. Walters is expecting me.”

The way he said the principal’s name carried an easy certainty, as though he was used to being expected.

Miranda sent a quick message to Mrs. Walters. “Mr. Green is here to see you.”

He smiled, transforming his good-natured face into something unexpectedly distracting. 

There was a brief pause before Mrs. Walters replied, “Send him in.”

Miranda told the handsome visitor, “She can see you now.” 

She opened the door to the principal’s office so that he could step inside. As he passed her, the faint scent of his aftershave reached her. Cinnamon, she thought.

Miranda closed the door behind him and stood there for a moment longer than necessary, as the warmth of his expression lingered.

Reluctantly, she turned back to her task of assembling the morning announcements.

What brought Mr. Green into the office this morning? Was he a parent? A volunteer? Or a new hire? 

She shook her head and told herself to focus. 

Yet even as she organized the papers, her thoughts wandered back to him. She wanted to memorize every detail. She admired his easy confidence, the strength in his broad shoulders, and most of all, his deep blue eyes.

She shouldn’t let herself get distracted by him. He was probably a parent. Perhaps his wife couldn’t get off work to come. 

From behind the closed door of the principal’s office, she heard him chuckle. The sound sent a strange flutter through her chest. Was he discussing his child with Mrs. Walters? Did he have children with those same blue eyes?

What would it be like, she wondered, to have a child who reminded her of a man she loved? The image was unbidden and unwelcome. She pushed it away and wondered if she would ever allow herself to fall in love. The future was uncertain and not always worth the risk.

She sent up a quick, silent prayer for better sense. Her heart had always been quicker than her caution. The Lord knew she had a habit of running ahead of His timing. Straightening the pile of weekly lunch menus, she reminded herself she had a school to help manage, not a future to invent.

She was pulling up the attendance folder to get the count ready for the day when the office door opened. Paul stepped out beside Mrs. Walters, tall enough that the doorway seemed to shrink around him. For a second, Miranda forgot the emails, the phone calls, even the quiet ache about ever having a child. Her pulse quickened as Mrs. Walters asked, “Have you met our school secretary, Miranda Wilkins?” 

“Not officially.” Paul extended his hand. “Miranda is a pretty name. It suits you.” 

The way he said it made her name sound new somehow. It caught her off guard, and warmth crept up her cheeks. She took his hand, aware of the warmth and strength of his grip.

“Thanks,” she said.

Mrs. Walters said, “Mr. Green is starting an after-school athletic program two days a week for our extended-day kids. He also coaches baseball and teaches P.E. at the high school.”

Before Miranda could respond, the opening bell rang. Almost immediately, a teacher entered the office, gripping two scuffed-up boys by their arms. 

“They were fighting again,” the teacher said, exasperation in her voice. “I told them their parents would have to be called.” 

Mrs. Walters sighed. “All right. I’ll take care of it.” 

She turned back to Miranda. “Would you show Mr. Green to the gym and introduce him to the P.E. teachers. They’re expecting him.” 

“Yes, of course,” Miranda said, as butterflies stirred in her stomach.

She wasn’t surprised to learn that he taught physical education. His broad shoulders and solid build suggested an athletic background. As he turned toward her, she noticed his left hand. 

“No ring. She suddenly forgot what she was about to say. Maybe he didn’t like wearing jewelry. Or maybe it was impractical during sports. Or maybe he was single. Stop being an idiot, she told herself firmly as she took a steady breath. She was just showing him to the gym. That was all.”

They walked together down the hallway, children streaming past them in bursts of laughter and motion. Miranda drew a deep breath and asked, “Do you have children?” 

He shook his head. “Nope. I don’t have any kids. I’m not married. I hope to have them someday.” 

Her pulse leapt with excitement. “With the job you’re in, that doesn’t surprise me. You must like kids,” she said. 

Paul slowed his steps, glancing along the walls at the student artwork, and neatly pinned papers. 

“This takes me back,” he said, smiling. “I remember how excited I was the first time I got a gold star on a math paper. My teacher put it up on the wall.” 

The comment drew Miranda back to her own school days. “I know what you mean. I had a third-grade teacher who put my art projects on display.” 

“Do you still like art?” he asked, looking down at her with interest. 

“Yes,” she said. “I love to paint.” 

“What sort of paintings do you do?” 

“Mostly landscapes and animals. I also love painting the four seasons. It’s a challenge to capture winter lighting.” 

He chuckled. “I admire your ability. If I tried painting, no one would recognize what I was trying to depict.” 

“A lot of it is just practice,” she said. 

He glanced at her. “I’d need eons of work.”

The scent of his aftershave drifted close again as they walked, a welcome contrast to the pine cleaner scent drifting from the linoleum floors. 

They reached the gym, where one of the P.E. coaches was busy loading kickballs into a wire cart. She looked up expectantly when she saw Miranda. 

“Jean, this is Mr. Green,” Miranda said. “He’s here to talk with you about the after school athletic program.” 

“Oh yes,” Jean said brightly. “Come on in. I’ll show you our equipment.” 

Paul turned back to Miranda. “Call me Paul.” 

He offered her another smile. “Thanks for guiding me.” 

“You’re welcome.” 

As he strode across the gym floor, she watched him go. Her anticipation lingered long after she turned back toward the office. They would surely cross paths again. 

When she returned, Emilie, the attendance clerk, had arrived. Emilie was a stout woman in her mid-thirties, divorced and remarried, with two young children who attended the school. Her life was a tangle of complications involving her ex-husband and her current husband. 

“I thought I’d never get the car to start this morning,” Emilie said as she set down her purse. “It needs work, but Ed’s running late with child support again and there’s not enough money for repairs.” 

“That must be hard on you and the kids,” Miranda said sympathetically. 

“The kids pick up on my feelings toward him even though I try not to talk badly about him in front of them.” 

“I’m sure that’s better for them,” Miranda said. “But I’m a good listener if you need to vent.” 

Emilie rolled her eyes. “You mean when I vent again. I already fill your ears with all my problems.” 

“I don’t mind if it helps,” Miranda assured her. 

After that, the hours flew by in the usual busy blur. Phone calls, messages, and paperwork. Before she realized it, it was time to go home. 

She cleared the papers from her desk and waved as Emilie left for the day. Mrs. Walters emerged from her office, locking the door behind her. 

“I hope your plans for tonight are more fun than mine,” the principal said, patting her satchel full of paperwork. 

“Not really,” Miranda replied. “My big excitement is laundry and a frozen dinner.” 

The principal gave a sympathetic smile. “One of these days you’re going to surprise me and say you have a handsome escort waiting outside.” 

Miranda tried to laugh it off. “If he exists, he hasn’t found the school parking lot yet.” 

“Well, when he does, tell him to come inside and meet me. I'd like to inspect anyone who steals my best secretary.” Mrs. Walters headed for the door, then paused. “Don’t stay too late. The work will still be here tomorrow, no matter how heroic you feel tonight.” 

Left alone, Miranda straightened the stack of pink message slips and wondered when her life had narrowed to hallways that smelled of floor cleaner and evenings spent alone, eating frozen dinners and finishing her paintings. She used to go on dates and to occasional parties. Now, many of those friends were married. Her vision of meeting a man who would change her life had grown hazy. If she did commit to someone, would she dare risk loving him when life had a way of taking things away?

Paul’s face danced unbidden through her thoughts. Blond hair. Blue eyes. That smile. 

Would she see him tomorrow? The thought lingered as she locked the office door behind her. She hadn’t expected it to matter so much.
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WHEN SHE WOKE UP THE next morning, Paul was the first person she thought of. The hope that he would come by the office after school sent a flutter through her chest. She shook her head at herself as she got ready for work. She hadn’t felt this aware of a man in a very long time. 

When she arrived at work, Mrs. Walters stepped out of her office, her brow already creased with concern. “It’s you and me, kid. Emilie called last night. She’s sick and two more teachers just called in this morning. I guess the warnings about flu season were warranted. Could you please grab the sub list and see who you can find for third and fifth.” 

Miranda set her purse beneath the counter and reached for the worn binder that held the substitute roster. “I’ll start calling right away.” 

She moved with practiced efficiency, dialing numbers, leaving messages, and scanning the list for familiar names. Some subs were reliable, others less so, and a few had long since stopped answering calls altogether. Outside the office windows, the gray morning pressed close, rain misting the sidewalks as students hurried inside beneath jackets and umbrellas. 

“Mrs. Daniels can take fifth,” Miranda said after hanging up. “She’s available all week.” 

“That’s a blessing,” Mrs. Walters replied. “What about third?” 

Miranda scanned the list again, then tried another number. No answer. She tried once more. Busy signal. 

“We may have to combine third grade,” Miranda said regretfully. “Or pull Mrs. Jensen from reading support.” 

Mrs. Walters sighed. “Let’s see if we can avoid that. Keep trying.” 

The first bell rang, and the calm of the office dissolved instantly. Children clustered at the counter with notes from their parents. Some were neatly folded. Others were crumpled in small hands. Lunch money appeared in envelopes and loose bills. A teacher poked her head in to report a missing backpack. Another asked for the copier code. 

Miranda handled it all with the steady rhythm she’d developed over her four years in the front office. After the teachers took attendance, she submitted the compiled reports to the central office. Then, she sorted notes into piles and returned phone calls with professional politeness. 

She liked the sense of order she brought to chaos, the quiet knowledge that the school functioned more smoothly because she was there. Still, beneath the surface, her thoughts wandered. She pushed the image aside and focused on the task at hand. Now was not the time for distraction. 

By midmorning, she’d managed to secure a substitute for third grade. She was an older woman who lived nearby and sounded grateful for the work. Miranda hung up the phone and allowed herself a small sigh of relief. 

“Well done,” Mrs. Walters said, handing her a stack of forms. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

Miranda smiled. “You’d survive.” 

“But I wouldn’t like it,” the principal said with a wink before disappearing back into her office. 

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of minor crises. A child arrived without glasses. Another needed medication logged. The copier jammed twice. By the time lunch rolled around, Miranda realized she hadn’t taken a break or even thought about food. 

She poured herself a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter, watching the rain streak on the windows. 

She wondered if she would see Paul today, and why he captivated her thoughts so completely.

It wasn’t just that Paul was handsome, though he certainly was. It was the ease in his manner, the gentleness in his smile, the way he had spoken as though he belonged here. As though he was someone who would stay. 

She frowned at her tendency to daydream. Too often disappointment followed close behind her hope that she had found the right man. 

Later that afternoon, Mrs. Walters stepped out of her office and said, “Mr. Green’s after-school program paperwork just came through district approval. He’ll be back this afternoon to finalize schedules. I have to be at a meeting in a few minutes. Can you hold things down until the end of the day?” 

Miranda’s pulse jumped. Paul was coming in the afternoon? 

“I can stay until whatever time he gets here,” Miranda said.

“He’ll arrive around four o’clock, I think.” 

Miranda nodded, hoping her reaction hadn’t shown. “I’ll make sure his paperwork is complete.” 

Time crawled. By the time dismissal rolled around, the rain had eased, leaving the pavement slick and shining. Cars filled the pickup line, and children’s voices echoed through the halls as kids hoisted backpacks and zipped their coats.

Excited for his arrival, Miranda busied herself with small tasks, straightening the pencil cup, aligning the stack of tardy slips, pretending the empty doorway didn’t matter. 

The clock slowly clicked away the minutes. 

At four thirty, she switched off the copier and wondered when Paul would arrive. 

Then the front door opened. 

Miranda’s office door faced the school’s entryway. Cool air swept in, carrying the clean scent of rain and wet pavement. Paul stepped inside, his jacket rain-darkened at the shoulders. He held a folder tucked under his arm. 

“Am I too late?” he asked, a little breathless. “The meeting ran long, and the traffic out there is a mess.” 

Miranda felt her spirits lift. “Mrs. Walters already left, but I can help you finish what you need.” 

He opened the folder, signed the last line of the form, and slid it across the counter. “I hate leaving things undone. I’m grateful you are still here.” 

Miranda reached for the paper, but for a moment their hands brushed against each other on the counter. The contact lasted only a second, yet she felt a small, unexpected warmth travel up her arm.

“I know how you feel. I don’t like leaving things undone either.” She looked over the paperwork, trying to ignore the pleasant flutter his presence caused. The office seemed smaller with him standing there, warmer somehow. 

He glanced at the quiet hallway. “It’s strange to see the school like this. No kids, no bells, no chaos.” 

“It’s my favorite time of day,” Miranda admitted. “Everything feels finished.” 

Paul smiled. “You like putting things in order.” 

“I like to try. Someone has to keep the world from sliding off its axis.” 

His low laugh filled the room. “Then I’m glad you’re on duty.” 

Rainwater dripped from his jacket onto the tile, and Miranda noticed a small tear near his pocket. She doubted he knew it was there. Working as a teacher and a coach would leave him little time to look over his clothes. He seemed to hurry from one responsibility to the next. 

“Thanks again for waiting for me. I appreciate you staying,” he said. “Most people would’ve locked the door and left.” 

“It’s no trouble.” She hesitated, then added, “I’m glad you came.” 

His eyes met hers in a warm and steady gaze. “So am I.” 

The phone rang, startling them both. Miranda answered automatically, grateful for something to do with her hands. When she hung up, Paul had gathered his things. 

“I should let you get home before the next storm hits,” he said. 

She hated to see him leave but knew he was being thoughtful. “Be safe,” she answered. 

“I will.” He paused at the door. “See you tomorrow, Miranda.” 

The way he said her name lingered after he was gone. 

She turned off the lights, locked the office, and stepped outside into the cool evening air. The school parking lot was empty now, the sky a pale wash of gray and lavender. For a moment she simply stood there, listening to the drip of water from the eaves and the familiar hum of traffic. 

She had spoken to Paul again. The ordinary day suddenly felt brighter. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, MIRANDA pulled up the sub list again. After several calls, it became clear it wouldn’t be easy to find anyone who wasn’t sick or already committed as a substitute. 

She glanced at the clock. There was only a half-hour until the morning bell rang. Racing through the numbers, she finally managed to find a sub for third grade. However, there was also a fifth-grade teacher who was out sick and she hadn’t found a sub. 

When she exhausted the list, she admitted defeat. There was no one else to try, and only ten minutes remained before the bell rang. 

Mrs. Walters stuck her head out of the office. "How’s it going out there?" 

"We’ve got a sub for third, but nobody for fifth," Miranda replied, waving the list in the air. "Is there anybody else I could call?" 

"No. We’ll have to wing it. We’ll combine a couple of classes. With so many kids absent, it won’t overload the rooms. I have some forms that need to be faxed downtown by nine o’clock. Do that first, then whatever else you can get done. Did I tell you I’m glad you’re here today? Don’t you dare get sick." 

Miranda flashed a quick smile. "It’s nice to be needed." 

"You may regret those words before this day is over." 

The prophecy proved true. Miranda struggled to field phone calls from parents who were reporting that their child was sick. Absences mounted, including several teachers who had gone home with the flu. 

After a half-hour of chaos, the bustle of activity slowed. Miranda glanced at her watch. It was eight forty-five. The fax had to be in by nine. She sighed, missing Emilie's capable presence. This would be a difficult day. She punched the numbers into the fax and was pleased when it went through. 

The rest of the morning went by quickly. Shortly after lunch, Mrs. Walters poked her head out the door. "I have a meeting with the counselor at one o’clock. Think you can manage the office for an hour?” 

"Sure. It can’t be worse than this morning." 

The principal smiled. "That’s what I like about you, your positive attitude." 

"That could change if anybody else gets sick." 

Mrs. Walters nodded. "I know what you mean. I feel like the last of a dying species." 

Alone in the office, Miranda looked up from her computer to see one of the second-grade teachers walk in. 

"I’m feeling awful," the teacher admitted. "I know everybody is out today, and I hate to call it quits, but I have to go home. The class is working on an assignment, and Susan is watching them along with her class. I hope you can get somebody to fill in." 

"We’ll work something out. You go home and get some rest. And get well." 

There was still an hour and a half until school let out, and they had one second-grade teacher watching two classes. While she debated what to do, Mrs. Walters rounded the corner. 

"This government red tape drives me crazy. All these forms we have to fill out to get kids in the programs they need." 

"Well, I’m afraid I have bad news. Sharon Frazer had to leave a few minutes ago. She looked really sick. Susan’s watching her class." 

Mrs. Walters sighed. "How many kids in those classes today?" 

Miranda looked at the attendance roster. "Eighteen in Susan’s and fifteen in Sharon’s." 

"I hate to combine that many second graders, but I doubt we can get a sub. Would you mind filling in until the end of the day? You shouldn’t have any problem with Sharon’s lesson plans." 

"Sure, I’ll fill in." It had been a while since she’d taken over a class, but after the hassles of the day, she welcomed some time away from the office. At least in the classroom, there was no phone ringing. 

"You’re my right-hand man," Mrs. Walters said. 

Miranda smiled and headed toward the second-grade hallway. Since she kept their records, she was familiar with the children. She walked to the front of the class and checked the lesson plans. "Okay, kids, if you work hard and we finish math and spelling, I’ll spend the last twenty minutes reading this book." She held up a copy of the mystery story their teacher’s lesson plans said she’d been reading each day. 

There was a murmur of agreement from the class as fifteen small heads bent to work. The remainder of the day went smoothly. She wondered how well Mrs. Walters had fared alone in the office. 

When they finished their work, Miranda rested her hands on the desk and smiled at the students. 

“You’ve all been good and have done what I asked,” she said. “So now it’s time to read.” 

She lifted the book so she could see the cover. “This is a mystery. Who wants to guess what’s going to happen next before I read it to you?” 

Hands flew into the air. 

“I think someone is going to get lost,” a girl said. 

“Or forget something important,” another child offered. 

Miranda listened to their excited guesses, then turned the page. 

Her voice dropped, instinctively, as the story shifted. The character had followed the clues to a place no one else dared to go. Miranda slowed her reading, letting the suspense stretch. She leaned forward, lowering the book slightly, as if sharing a secret meant only for them. 

Miranda read softly, “And that’s when she heard the sound. Not behind her, but close. Too close.” 

Several children gasped. 

Miranda paused, eyes flicking up. Fifteen faces stared back at her, eyes wide and unblinking. She let the silence hold for just a moment longer before continuing. 

“She reached for the door, her heart pounding, and then—"

The bell rang. 

The sharp clang shattered the tension, drawing a chorus of groans from the room. 

“Nooo,” a boy protested. 

“That was the good part!” another cried. 

Miranda closed the book, smiling despite herself. “That,” she said, “is exactly where we’ll stop.” 

The children gathered their things reluctantly, their voices overlapping with theories and protests. 

“She’s going to open the door,” one insisted. 

“I think someone’s hiding,” another whispered. 

A girl hovered near Miranda’s desk. “You have to read the rest tomorrow.” 

“You will probably have a substitute tomorrow,” Miranda said, meeting her earnest gaze. “I’ll ask her to continue reading,” she added. 

That appeared to appease them. Still, more than one child glanced back at the book as they lined up, as if afraid the mystery might slip away without them. 

After she walked the children outside, Miranda started back to the building. Just as she rounded the corner, she walked headlong into a broad chest. She drew back quickly and looked up into the deep blue eyes of Paul Green. 

"Oh, I’m sorry. I should watch where I’m going," she gasped. 

He took her arm to steady her. "We meet again." 

His smile warmed her, and she felt a sense of comfort in his touch.

"I was subbing for a sick teacher,” she said.

"You must be a woman of many talents. I thought you were the school secretary. Now it seems you’re a teacher, too." He nodded at the children who were scattering toward the sidewalk. 

"I’m filling in for the afternoon. Everybody has the flu, and we can’t get enough subs." 

"I know. It’s taking a toll at the high school where I coach, too." 

"Hopefully, the worst will be over soon. The attendance clerk was out today, and when I left to sub, Mrs. Walters was alone in the office." 

Paul grinned. "When I signed in, she was holding the phone with one hand and signing a note with the other." 

"I guess I better get back and give her some relief." 

"Take care of yourself. Anyone who does the job of two people is too important to get sick." 

"I’ll tell that to Mrs. Walters, even though she already appreciates me." 

"Won't hurt to tell her I said so." 

He flashed a parting smile and headed to the gym. Her shoulders tingled from his firm grip, and she felt a shiver go up her spine at the memory of
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