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      Don’t do anything to your hair that you can’t afford to keep up.  If someone is discussing your roots it had better be about your great-great grandmother.

      

      Christian Weaver walked through the double front doors of Brighton Elementary School with more trepidation than a grown man should have.

      Though he’d attended Brighton as a kid, this was not the same school. In the intervening years, the school had been moved, redesigned, and rebuilt. The only thing that remained the same was the name.

      Instead of the sprawling one-story schoolhouse of his childhood, it was now a three-story cube with a lobby showing off trophies in a glass case. Signs with arrows indicated the direction to the principal’s office and though he didn’t want to go—who did?—Christian took a breath and headed that way.

      The empty halls had his thoughts reverberating through his head. Why had he let himself get roped into this? He couldn’t remember what specifically he’d done to deserve this hell. Maybe he hadn’t been happy enough at Sunday dinners, and this was his mother’s solution. Maybe he didn’t seem busy enough, or his mother thought there weren’t enough elementary aged kids in his life. Whatever his mother’s reason, it was too late for him now; he was already at Brighton.

      Christian liked statistics. He liked numbers. He liked code. He was not overly fond of children. Volunteering in an elementary classroom was not on his bucket list. In fact, it might even show up in his definition of hell.

      After trading his ID for a visitor badge, the woman at the desk told him to clip it to his shirt. She said this as though he was doing it wrong by holding it. Showing her as he clipped it on, he thanked her and headed out to find room 32.

      While he climbed the stairs, he consoled himself with some numbers. He was a relatively tall man and a swimmer. Therefore, he probably outweighed at least three children together. Possibly four of them if they were small. If things turned, he believed he had a chance to fend off a few of them.

      He'd also had karate classes as a kid and he could probably win in a fight, though, that wasn't the kind of thinking that was likely welcome in an elementary. His arms had to be longer than theirs, and he had to be taller, too, so he could probably put a hand on a small head to hold a wily child at bay.

      But his next number failed him. Two. He only had two arms and there were certainly more than two children in the classroom. In his vivid imagination, he saw himself getting pulled under as a rogue flock of kids attacked him like piranhas. He hoped this teacher, Riley Zayat, would do a good job of keeping her students in line.

      Maybe he didn't dislike children so much as he just didn't know what to do with them. He certainly didn’t know what to do with children in groups and he wondered again why he'd let his mother talk him into this. In fact, why had she even thought this was a good match? He didn’t know.

      Sooner than he would have liked, Christian was standing in front of the door to classroom number 32. A bold sign on the door—clearly colored by children using a rainbow of crayons—said “Miss Zayat’s Room.”

      Underneath that, the next line said only, GIFTED.

      Taking a deep breath and wondering what fresh hell awaited him, Christian Weaver pushed open the door.
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      Riley looked up at the man who had—without knocking first—opened the door to her classroom. He stood frozen, not yet crossing the threshold.

      “You must be Christian Weaver,” she offered in her best teacher voice, but she only said it to be polite. There was very little doubt that this man was the son of Westerley and Dawson Weaver.

      He had the older man's square jaw and his mother's bright green eyes. His brown hair, which came from both sides of the family, was surprisingly sun-bleached on the ends. Despite his height and the width of his shoulders, he stood in the doorway, looking at her warily as though she were some strange creature that might attack him.

      “Come on in.” She tried her best smile as she waved her hand, wondering if maybe he was a vampire and required an invitation.

      Still, he didn't speak, but he stepped a cautious foot into her classroom. He looked around for a moment, taking in the smartboard at the front of the room, the clusters of small desks, and cluttered shelving that housed various projects. Riley got the impression he was absorbing all of it.

      When he did finally speak, he said, “I thought there would be children.”

      That, at least, made her laugh. “There will be,” she told him, “next time. Usually for the first meeting it’s just me and the classroom. I try not to throw anyone to the sharks.”

      The panic on his face made her think that maybe he was taking her a little too seriously about the sharks. Then he took an obvious breath and asked, “If I'm volunteering to help with children, why are there no children?”

      “Well,” she replied, “I thought you'd like to get to know the job first. I thought we’d go over what the class is doing and how you might best fit into that before we actually bring the children in. It’s better to look like we know what we're doing.”

      He nodded at that and a small smile formed upon his lips.

      Finally.

      Her whole world was these kids. Her kids were complex, always needing more from her and asking questions she didn’t have the answers to. It was why she used volunteer help whenever she could. The problem was that gifted kids needed gifted volunteers, and few gifted people were sitting around wondering what to do with their days. Westerley Weaver had been a godsend. She’d been volunteering for several years and recently brought in her niece, Bailey Ann Mayfair, to help with the smaller kids. Last week, she’d suggested her own son would be a good match. But Riley was beginning to think Westerley’s winning streak might be over.

      Coming around from behind her desk, she stopped in front of him. She’d not done a full, proper introduction the way it was done here in the South. Holding her hand out, she said, “I’m Riley Zayat. The gifted teacher here at Brighton.”

      She watched as he cautiously shook her hand, his large fingers enveloping hers. Then he dropped his hand, breaking contact and stepped back, as if waiting. She guessed that made sense. If you weren't a teacher, you might not know what to do in a classroom, certainly not one like hers.

      He towered over everything in the room. It was designed for kids, everything within reach for small people. Aside from her desk, it was all tiny. Christian Weaver was not going to fit. He became one more person for her to help fit in.

      Realizing she needed to take the reins of the conversation, she turned and said, “I don't know what your mother told you but I have students ranging from second grade—the earliest age they can test into the gifted program here—all the way up through sixth.”

      Christian nodded at her but didn't say anything.

      So Riley pushed on, “We work on special projects. I have each grade for three hours one afternoon a week. For example, I have second grade on Mondays, third graders on Tuesdays, and so on through the week. These kids are opted out of their regular classes to come to me, and it's my job to give them advanced and challenging curriculum.”

      He nodded again, but still seemed to have a little frown on his face. Riley recognized it. This was what she did—read mixed signals. She had to understand that when a child said their tummy hurt, it meant they had anxiety. That when they were suddenly lashing out at their friends, they were actually sick or scared or maybe something had gone wrong at home. And she had to understand that bright kids got easily bored and that many didn't understand how they fit in because they didn't.

      Maybe Christian Weaver was one of them.

      Given the way his mother talked about him, Riley thought that was entirely possible. She paused before speaking again. According to Westerley Weaver, Christian had sold his first computer program before he graduated middle school. She’d chattered as she reorganized one of the shelves. “He left high school a full year early, simply because he’d completed all the necessary coursework and didn't have any reason to stay.” Though Westerley hadn't said it, Riley got the impression Christian hadn’t been a social butterfly. He probably hadn't seen the value of walking at graduation. “I made him do the graduation ceremony and he didn’t know anyone. It was the grade ahead of him. It was likely a mistake.” She’d sighed. “He looked miserable the whole time and the pictures are terrible.”

      Riley had fought the laugh that bubbled up.

      “He went to Cal Poly on scholarship and quickly graduated with honors in three years and—” Riley heard the buildup to Westerley’s brag, but she’d not been prepared. “With three million dollars in his bank account! He won some contest for hacking something and got a big prize. He also made an app, but I still don’t really understand it. He’s been in Silicon Valley since then.”

      Three months ago, Christian Weaver had come home to Breathless, Georgia. The only explanation he'd given his mother was that he was bored. He’d bought a house. He showed up for Sunday dinners. He spent most of his days at his computer. His mother had no idea what he was doing, so she’d volunteered him in the same classroom where she worked.

      Riley knew she was only getting half the story. It was possible none of the numbers were correct. But what Riley did know—because she'd researched him online and had the school do a background check—was that he had worked in Silicon Valley, and that he had bought a house for cash. And he had come back to Breathless approximately three months ago.

      Now, she waved her hands around the classroom as she gave the short tour. Then, turning back to him, she said, “I suspect you'll fit best with my upper grades.”

      He spoke again, and something about it made her think he doled out his words carefully. “I'm assuming by upper you mean fourth, fifth, and sixth.”

      “Yes.” She understood it wasn’t upper level by most people's standards but for elementary school teachers it was. “I'm looking to have them do some robotics and maybe programming? You can see over here on the shelf we have a number of donated old pieces—” she didn’t call it junk. “Alarm clocks, old dial telephones, things like that.”

      She watched as he carefully scanned the shelf, pointing to some of the loose wires, internal boards, dial pads not connected to anything. “It looks like somebody's already been taking them apart and trying to rewire things.”

      “And that’s exactly my problem,” Riley replied. “That's why your mother suggested you volunteer. I don't know anything about this, and I have three separate students in three different grades who've already been trying to create gadgets and I’m hoping you can help.”

      “What kind of gadgets?”

      Apparently, he didn’t really like that term. She noted it and moved on. “Well, one of the kids wanted to make a doorbell with the number pad. Another thought he could make a laser gun—”

      She paused when Christian interrupted her with a bold laugh. For the first time, Riley looked at him like a grown man and not just a volunteer in her classroom. He had a stunning smile despite his standoffish manner.

      Hopefully, he would do okay with the children. He had to. She didn’t have another option. These were kids who were often too bright to fit in with their peers. Gifted class could make them even more ostracized. She was the one who gave them a place to belong. For some of these kids, she was fairly certain she was the only one who did.

      Christian spoke through the grin that stayed on his face. “I can help one of your students make a laser gun. However, I really don't advise putting lasers in the hands of small children.”

      This time it was Riley who laughed. “I completely agree. I was thinking maybe something more like a laser pointer or a flashlight—a toy version.”

      “Okay,” he nodded as he spoke, clearly thinking. “Do you want me to build it now?”

      “I actually don’t want you to build it at all. Just help the kids do however much they can. We have a project coming up. It's one of the last things we do before Christmas break. Each student picks a topic and we work together to create whatever it is. In some cases, they learn about an animal they’re interested in. Some kids build a diorama. Some do a presentation on history and a couple of the children have said they would like to build a gadget of some sort.” Shit. She’d said gadget again.

      He nodded, but the frown looked like he still didn't understand.

      She opted for more specific information as he’d latched onto that before. “I'm hoping that you can come in, maybe twice a week. Help the kids with their projects. I can manage the project once we know what each child is working on, but I don’t know what’s feasible or when to stop them so they don’t electrocute themselves.” She paused. “Without you, we can’t do any robotics or programming assignments.”

      He nodded then, and she was grateful. But the frown on his face made her wonder if maybe he was going to refuse.

      She pushed. “Can you come back next week?” When he didn’t say no, she pushed a little more and even added a day. “I'm hoping you can come for an hour each day Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. The children are starting to pick their projects. I’d love if you’d help steer them. After that, we'll pick individual days that hopefully you can come back and help them build what they’ve chosen.”

      She knew her tone sounded hopeful, but she wasn't able to keep her voice clear of it. She had an advanced degree in teaching and was considered gifted herself. She wanted to be the teacher she’d needed when she was a child. But even so, she had no idea how to help a kid wire a motherboard.

      She needed Christian Weaver.

      She held her breath waiting for him to say yes.
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      Riley took a deep breath and sat down at her desk. She looked around to make sure everything was in order for her students and for Christian to show up. She'd fucked up yesterday.

      She’d told Christian to come at two, but that had been a mistake.

      He'd walked into a classroom already full of fourth graders who jumped up, excited beyond measure, when the “robotics guy” came in. She guessed the kids were bored with her, but Christian was fresh meat. She also told them ahead of time that Christian knew about programming and lasers and more.

      When he'd open the door, he'd been swarmed. It was clear by the look on his face that he was startled and unprepared.

      “Are you Mrs. Weaver’s son?” One kid had tugged Christian’s sleeve and asked.

      “Yes.” But the word was so stilted that Riley was afraid for him.

      “She was my teacher volunteer last year,” he said, and Christian nodded, not knowing what to do with the information.

      Jacee knocked on his leg as though he was a door. “She wasn’t my volunteer. I wasn’t in this class until this year.”

      “Were you not gifted last year?” He’d frowned down at the child.

      But Jacee just shrugged and said, “I guess I got gifted over the summer!”

      Riley had been forced to call the kids off like an unruly pack of dogs. Given his comments from last week, she figured that was exactly what he'd been concerned about. She’d made the children sit and stay while she carved out some space for her erstwhile volunteer.

      Crap. It wasn’t a teaching moment she was very proud of. She apologized, of course, and she prayed he'd come back for the second day. He’d said he would, but Riley got the feeling it was only because he'd already promised to do so and not because he was looking forward to it.

      That was her fault. Today, she was going to have him come in before the kids got here. Luckily, these were the fifth graders. They were a little bit older, noticeably more mature, and they would come in one or two at a time. Hopefully, it would be a little easier for Christian to take.

      Last week she’d wondered how he'd interact with the kids. It was clear that he was incredibly smart and seemed he'd been a gifted kid himself. Though she knew the history of this school system, the gifted program hadn’t been put into place until after he would have graduated. Her goal had always been to become the kind of teacher a kid like him would have needed.

      In her hopes, Christian would recognize himself in the children and they would get on like a house on fire. Given the initial pack greeting, he’d been a bit stiff and formal all afternoon. She’d given him a chair and assigned the kids seats on the carpet, making sure he had a safe distance around him as he seemed to think the kids might launch forward and attack him at any moment.

      On the other hand, he was incredibly good at answering their questions. His answers were relatively literal, but kids accepted a lot. Christian wasn’t even “odd” so much as clearly uncomfortable. However, she had two kids in the fourth grade group who were on the autism spectrum. Both had taken to Christian and his straightforward answers.

      “Can you program a robot to run like a dog?” Though Molly raised her hand, she asked her question before she'd been called on. Christian let it slide and Riley was grateful. Molly wasn’t so much rude as she was oblivious.

      “Yes,” he’d looked directly at the little girl and answered with a smile.

      Molly grinned and excitedly asked her follow-up, not seeing anything weird in his failure to elaborate. “Can you teach me to program a dog robot to run?”

      “Probably,” he replied, and Riley almost laughed at his blatant honesty.

      But Molly had loved the answer, lighting up like a bulb. Despite the rocky start, Riley had counted it as a good day for the kids. She just needed to make it a good day for her volunteer, too.

      There were seven kids from the fourth grade who had tested into the gifted levels. And Molly had a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder. Another kid had undiagnosed ADHD—the serious kind, not the kind where his parents just wanted to medicate him. Riley had encouraged his parents to test him, but they’d refused. She was doing her best, trying to get each child what they needed the most.

      At the end of the first day, she’d sat down with Christian after the kids went back to their regular classrooms. Riley reviewed the kids’ wishes with Christian. “Patrick is a bit of a history buff and already knows what he wants his project to be. Marcus is going to grow plants in different soils. Jenny wants to test various germs in petri dishes. . .” Riley tried to go fast by the ones that wouldn’t affect Christian. “These two are up in the air. But Molly wants to build a robot dog that will run. Shocking.”

      Christian smiled back at her sarcasm, which she took as a hopeful sign. He would have to do most of the work on that one. But he assured her it wasn't too big a project.

      A fifth-grade child was hoping the “computer guy” could help make a doorbell for the classroom. That was the kind of thing Riley had thought was within the spectrum of her course. She warned Christian that was a possibility, and he’d agreed to that project as well. But then he’d looked at his watch and said he had to leave.

      Riley hoped to finish the conversation today. She hadn't yet gotten around to explaining to him that all the projects had to be done by Christmas. Also, it was a good excuse to have him come early today. . . and not get swamped by kids.

      When the door opened and he entered, she saw him wearing another pair of nice slacks and a long-sleeved thermal t-shirt. Though she hadn't noticed the first day, she had noticed yesterday. His t-shirt was very soft and the pants looked comfortable in addition to nice. As today was the third day she’d seen him, Riley decided she now had enough data to know that Christian Weaver really only wore one outfit.

      He certainly had it in several different colors, but he had one outfit. Luckily, the man was built. Though the thermal tees didn’t show him off the way some guys liked, it was clear the man wasn’t a slack.

      “Here.” She smiled at him and gestured across her desk as he came in. “I got you an adult size chair today. I’m sorry it took so long.”

      Smiling, he took the seat, for once not looking like he was getting tossed to a pack of dingoes. She’d called it. She also figured he’d appreciate getting down to business, as he seemed to want her to start the conversations. Not one to balk at having a volunteer with such special skills, Riley was more than willing to be accommodating.

      “I don’t want you to get overloaded. There are ten kids in today’s class and twelve from sixth grade. You don't think building a robot and programming it to run like a dog is too much to accomplish between now and Christmas?”

      “Well,” Christian said, looking off toward the smart board. “I thought she said she wanted to make a robot dog run. I don't think there's enough time to build the whole robot. But there's certainly enough time to reprogram an already constructed piece.”

      Riley nodded. That made sense, but. . . “I don't have a quadruped robot and I don't know that her family does. I don’t know anyone who does.” This was often a problem with her class, just finding the right things for the kids to work with.

      “Yes, you do,” Christian said, not seeming to realize that robots didn't materialize out of thin air. “I have one.”

      Score one for Christian Weaver, she thought, but what she asked was, “Are you willing to share it with a fourth grader?”

      He laughed. Then he smiled, revealing even white teeth and a twinkle to his eye that she didn't see much. But she liked it. Maybe his mother hadn't signed him up for torture, after all. Maybe he’d actually volunteered, and the first days were just a little rocky.

      “I'm willing.” He crossed one leg over the other and leaned an elbow on her desk. She took that as a sign of comfort. “It's old. I built it years ago. So I know we can program it to run.”

      With a sigh, because she didn’t want him to regret it later, Riley felt the urge to warn him. He seemed like a man who hadn’t been exposed to elementary kids much. “What if it gets broken?”

      “Then I'll fix it.”

      That was it. She wasn't going to push any further. He seemed to have no concerns about his robot, and Molly was already half in love with him. Riley wasn't going to make trouble where it didn’t already exist.

      Changing the subject, she told him, “Today’s kids are slightly older,” and she mentioned a few that she thought he might like to work with—ones who had shown an interest in his field before.

      “Seven is the one who took apart the alarm clock and tried to hybridize it with the old dial pad phone.” She smiled thinking about Seven. He’d had a rough time for a while, but he was sharp as a tack and willing to get into anything. “I had to explain to him that he couldn't unplug the things on my desk, strip the wires, and build my school equipment into something else.”

      Christian smiled. Maybe that was something he related to.

      “I don't know what kind of project Seven will want to do, but I suspect you'll end up working with him.”

      By the end of the day Seven was the one who had picked a project that fully was in Christian’s wheelhouse. Two others had chosen tasks that were going to need only a little help from her new volunteer.

      Riley sent him home with a smile and breathed a sigh of relief. Good help was hard to find. Gifted kids needed adults who understood where they were coming from. Ones who handled odd turns in conversation and understood when they were bored and not just causing trouble. She did not want to overwhelm her new helper on the first week. But, if tomorrow came out okay, they could do this.

      Besides, Riley found she was looking forward to having him back the next day.
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      Part of an opening conversation is often, “Who are your people?” Your people had best be from the South.

      

      “Your sister is coming tonight. And so is Jackson. He's bringing his girls.”

      Christian nodded at his cell phone. He knew his mother couldn't hear him, but it made him feel as though he were participating in the conversation. His mother often didn’t leave him any room to do so. Today was no exception.

      Christian would have asked if Aunt GiGi and Uncle Dex were also going to be coming but all he had to do was wait.

      “GiGi and Dex are out of town this week. And that's why we have Jackson coming here with us.”

      Yup, Christian thought, then nodded at the phone again and waited. Most times he didn’t even have to talk when they had a conversation.

      “You're bringing your deviled eggs, right? You make the best deviled eggs.” His mother said the same thing every time he agreed to come to Sunday dinner.

      In this case, it was true. He did make the best deviled eggs. He’d hated deviled eggs as a kid, but that was because relish drove him bonkers. But then his Aunt GiGi made him a batch without pickle relish and he’d eaten the whole plate. He’d been about six at the time.

      Christian’s solution was to become a deviled egg chemist. He knew his mother still preferred her eggs with relish, but she allowed him to make the deviled eggs and even called his the best.

      As he glanced over at the stove, he saw the eggs were occasionally bumping into each other as the water boiled. He set the timer and added his pre-measured splash of vinegar.

      “Yes,” he replied to all of it. “I’m bringing the eggs. I’ll be there at five.”

      “Good. Do you have enough eggs for everyone?” she asked him. How many deviled eggs did she think people really needed?

      Once he’d assured her—several times, though he didn’t know why that was necessary—that he was making enough, she let him hang up.

      Christian turned away from the boiling pot, knowing it was fine. A glance at the microwave assured him the timer was set so he headed to the spare bedroom in his house.

      He hadn’t yet unpacked the boxes he’d stacked in here. His mother liked to imagine he had a hoarding problem, but as of right now, he had used well over ten percent of the items he stored. That number was far too high for actual “hoarding.” Also, he needed some of the things right now.

      If he could find them.

      The first item on his list was the robotic dog. He was pretty sure he remembered where it was, and as he opened the first box, he was glad to see the expected items. Digging down, he found the dog where he’d left it. The old remote was a little harder to locate and he wound up unpacking and repacking a whole box. Eventually, he found the remote as well as three pairs of swim goggles.

      Christian set all of it aside, putting the goggles he’d thought he’d lost with his other swim gear. He could go to the pool tonight after dinner. Swimming always calmed him down and he hadn’t gone this morning.

      Returning to the kitchen, he transferred the eggs into an ice bath, then resumed opening as many boxes as he could. He grabbed various items as he went and threw them into a plastic grocery bag. He told himself he wasn't doing this to impress the teacher.

      Riley Zayat was a bit of a mystery. Her last name was clearly Middle Eastern and, from what he could tell by looking at her, so was her heritage. Riley wasn’t a Middle Eastern name though. Not at all. She didn’t have a Southern accent, but he couldn’t quite place the accent she did have. By looking at her, he could tell she was self-confident, comfortable with everyone he’d seen her interact with, and more than capable of taking charge of a situation. What he couldn't tell by looking at her was whether or not she found him attractive the same way he found her attractive.

      She had wide, dark eyes and sleek hair that fell in waves to her shoulders. It shouldn’t have looked that shiny at the end of a day with elementary students, but it did. She wore teacher clothes, but a little on the funky side and he wondered what she would wear if she wasn’t at work. But she looked him in the eyes, answered all his questions, and had that ready smile.

      He liked that she didn't look at him as though he made missteps in the conversation. She carried intelligent conversation and when he spoke about his work, she followed it. That was another oddity.

      Most people understood when he explained what his app did. When he explained how he made the app, he lost them. He’d generally stopped explaining it. But Riley had asked. So he told her, fully expecting her to drop out of the conversation.

      “It’s a base program for general matching apps. I mean it could be applied to a dating site, but I intended for it to be broader use.”

      She nodded, not dropping out of the conversation at all. “So if I had a rare disease, it could match me to doctors in my area? Or if I wanted a particular food or a specific worker?”

      “Like that, but I didn’t write that part. So you couldn’t just go plug that in.”

      “Oh! So I can’t buy your app in the app store.”

      He smiled, pleased when he didn’t need to explain further.

      “I would buy your app if I was a company?” He nodded and she continued. “Let’s say I run a local support group for people with rare diseases. I would buy it and say what to match and your program would do it.”

      “Exactly.” He’d not been able to hide the smile.

      “Do you sell it directly to companies?”

      He shook his head but before he could answer she jumped in. “You sold it. . . to a company that matches your app to places they can sell it. That’s a little ironic.”

      Christian had felt his mouth quirk. No one had put it to him that way before. “I suppose it is. I get royalties when it sells.”

      Riley’s expressive face said she was impressed. Or he thought it did. He wanted to believe it did.

      He’d watched her run her classroom like a pro, too. Where he struggled, she excelled. She talked to each child differently, he’d noticed. She never made faces at any of them, no matter how strange or bizarre their questions or answers.

      It was a job that appeared to him to be more difficult than herding cats. The kids didn’t knock things off of tables like cats either; it was worse. The kids tried to make things that would spark and start a fire. They wanted to bring live animals into the classroom and let them loose. And they told each other truths that could be hurtful.

      That was one issue Christian understood. His mother had gotten on his case for that more often than not. What he’d eventually learned was just don't tell people.

      He'd spent most of his life not fitting in. While he wasn't comfortable being an adult in Riley's classroom, he thought he might have enjoyed being a kid there.

      With his bag finally full of the things he’d dug up, he put it on the counter and put the robot dog and its remote into another bag. He labeled each and started a list of things he wanted to get, telling himself again that he wasn’t trying to impress the teacher.

      Besides, there wasn’t much chance of that. He would have to remember to take the things on Wednesday, and he might screw that up. It wasn’t his strong suit. He put both bags in the back of his car, just to be ready.

      After he'd made the eggs and laid them out on the deviled egg plate his mother had given him for just such a purpose, he covered all of it in plastic wrap and headed over to Sunday dinner. It wasn't his favorite thing, but it wasn't the worst either.

      His father opened the front door even before he could turn the knob. With a slap on his shoulder, his dad said, “Chris. Glad to have you back.”

      Christian had never been quite sure why his father had agreed to his full name if he was only ever going to call him Chris but he'd stopped asking about that years ago.

      Smiling for his dad, he headed into the house, as he knew what to do. Placing the deviled eggs in the middle of the table, he grabbed a small napkin. He piled it with the other appetizers—and several of his deviled eggs—and joined his cousin Jackson.

      Jackson’s young daughters, Scarlet and Salem, were running around the room singing a Disney song that Christian enjoyed until they sang the chorus for the fifth straight time. But he didn't have the heart to tell the girls to stop. Jackson seemed to have tuned it out but that wasn’t a skill Christian possessed.

      He often didn’t know how to talk to Jackson even though he wished he could. Jax’s job as a cop was so foreign to Christian that he didn’t even know where to start, so he usually didn’t. Jax asked his usual question, “Where is Charlie this week?”

      Christian wondered why everybody seemed to think he would always know where his brother was. But at least it was something to say. “Charlie's in Africa right now.”

      Christian explained his brother’s whereabouts as best he knew, until the girls ran by again, their raised arms spread out as though they were airplanes. They were singing about snow, and Christian was confused.

      Trying to tune them out again, he let his thoughts turn back to Riley, though he shouldn't, not until he had a better idea of how she felt. It was Jackson who turned to him again trying to start a conversation. “Are Scarlett and Salem twins because your brother and sister are twins? Does it run in the family that way?”

      Christian shook his head. Normally, this wasn't his area of expertise, but he did know a few things about twins. When his parents told him that the younger sibling he was getting was actually two younger siblings, he’d learned everything he could on the topic. He’d known more about fetal twin development than any kid who didn’t understand sex should.

      He dug into that old, old knowledge now. “Charlie and Carlisle are fraternal twins. That generally runs maternally, so they got that from my mom. Your girls got their twinship from Shelle. Also, they're identical. It's a different phenomena.”

      Jackson’s smile told him, Thank you, but he was obviously digesting the information. Christian considered continuing on with what he knew but remembered three facts was a good limit. So he shut up. His mother came around the corner then, filling the lull in the conversation. “Christian! How's your work going in Riley's classroom?”

      He felt the heat flare in his face as he thought of Riley Zayat, and he turned to find his whole family looking at him.
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      Thursday of the following week, Riley watched as Christian came into the classroom.

      On Wednesday, he’d walked in after the children were already there but didn’t balk as they swarmed him. He seemed much more at ease.

      “Hello, Molly. Hi, Jacee. Lisa Lynn, did you decide what you wanted to do?” He listened to the little girl’s response and told her he could make that happen. “Hello, Marcus.”

      He stunned Riley by greeting each child by name.

      He'd seen three different classes on three different days last week and he’d obviously been out of his element. But here he was, saying hello to each one by name as though he understood the children would notice if he left one out. He got them all correct.

      Maybe he’d just needed to know how he fit in or know that the children weren't a pack of piranhas, but now he sat on the ground and pulled the robot dog out of the bag for Molly. Though he jerked back a little when Molly squealed, it didn't stop him from showing her all the parts. When Marcus tapped him on the arm, Christian startled again but covered nicely, including the boy in the conversation. “Here’s the remote. And here’s the port to hook it into the computer.”

      She was opening her mouth to say she didn’t have a cable but she’d find one, when he pulled one out of the bag. “Here’s the right cable. I checked your computers for the correct input.”

      He had?

      As Riley watched, he plugged the dog into the computer and left Molly with a few simple instructions. While he worked with the other kids, Molly figured out how to make the dog sit, take a few steps, and play her favorite song.

      It was not what Riley would have done. She would not have left Molly alone with such expensive equipment. But again, Christian had simply stated “I can fix it.”

      He'd next sat on the floor with Devon and showed him how the old phone worked. Then, at the end of the day, after she had sent the children back to their homerooms, each with the beginning of a project in their head, Christian quietly checked out the dog. He tapped on the computer keyboard and appeared to clean off a few strange programs that Molly had created.

      “Look what she did.” He pointed to the screen, his voice wry. “She wrote a remote pattern to make the dog walk. I didn’t see it work, but it’s a good start. She's ready for another level of programming. Next week, we’ll get that pattern functioning. We need to make it walk first. Then she can figure out how to make it run. That's an entirely different ballgame for a robot.”

      Riley had just smiled and thanked him. She thought it might mean more to buy him a coffee or something—but when she turned back around, she saw he’d packed up the dog and placed it in its new spot on the shelf. Christian was already gone.

      Today, he’d showed up with another bag of things he’d brought for the kids, and once again greeted each child by name. This class had three kids who wanted to look at some kind of gadgetry, robotics, or programming that Christian would help with. He’d said yes to all of them.

      Sitting on the floor, he handed Liam a small screwdriver and then turned over the clock. “Now, what do we need to do to get this apart?”

      Once all the kids agreed, Liam pulled out the screws. Christian handed them to Mitchell for safe keeping and asked Ellie to pull the alarm clock apart. It didn’t work. Riley was having a tough time staying focused on the sewing machine Westerley Weaver had donated to the room for Jacob’s project.

      Though Riley was showing Jacob how to use the buttonhole setting, she was listening in as Christian explained that—despite the screws—many alarm clocks were glued shut. He pulled out a small hammer and handed it to Seven. Riley held her breath, then focused on helping Jacob decide if the buttonhole he’d stitched was large enough.

      Behind her, the kids discussed what might be in the clock and how to get it open without damaging what they needed to steal. Christian next brought out an old radio. After assigning the jobs to different children this time, he showed them how it was different from the clock. Lastly, they opened an old tape player.

      “Hey! It wasn’t glued!” Melissa called out.

      “Why is that?” he asked her and waited until one of the kids answered it.

      “Is it old?” Seven asked.

      But Christian frowned in response, at last asking the group, “What do you think?”

      After they’d taken the units apart, he got all four kids logged into computers or tablets playing a simple game he'd found online that taught them fundamentals of coding. He finally took a step back and watched, answering questions when the kids got frustrated and basically untangling their errors.

      It was then Riley noticed Lisa Lynn sitting quietly in her chair, frustrated.

      Christian was doing so well, and clearly out of his comfort zone, too, but he didn’t seem to notice the little girl. But that’s what she was here for. Riley’s heart broke for Lisa Lynn. The little girl would suffer in silence rather than ask for help. Riley was still angry that she’d only found out several weeks ago that the child’s parents had an ugly split four months earlier. Lisa Lynn needed every bit of support she could get.

      Leaving Jacob sewing and Carter researching pond microbes, Riley headed over to see what was wrong. Lisa Lynn answered with tears and a small finger pointing at the screen. “I can't make it work, Miss Zayat. Every time I try to make the turtle turn left, he turns three times, which is the same as turning right! I don't know what I did wrong!” She was in a full wail by the end.

      Unfortunately, Riley didn't know what she’d done wrong either and she waved Christian over. As he came to stand behind the tiny chair, Riley noticed Lisa Lynn sinking ever so slightly downward. The girl was not Christian’s biggest fan and Riley was about to find out why.

      Lisa Lynn looked between the two of them for a moment, but then Christian said, “It’s this,” and pointed to the screen. “You can't put a period here.”

      “But that's where it goes. That's proper grammar. I learned it in class.” Lisa Lynn countered, stubbornness shining.

      “No,” Christian told her, as always straightforward and honest. Maybe he was being a bit too technical for an overly sensitive fourth grader, though. Riley decided she would stay and be a buffer.

      “But I have to do the sentences right! I did them right!”

      “It's not the same language,” Christian told the girl. “The grammar you’re using is for English. Computers don't speak English. Look at your code.”

      Lisa Lynn did, but she didn’t smile. She didn’t seem to see an answer.

      “You told it all the right things to do,” he said to her, “But you told it in a mix of code and English. You have to just use code.”

      “But it is English. That’s English. That’s English!” She was getting more and more frustrated.

      Riley wanted to step in. She wanted to soothe ruffled feathers and stop Christian before he got angry with a child who was getting too worked up to listen.

      At least he didn’t rise to the bait and stayed calm. But he said the same thing. “No, it's not English. It's C-plus-plus.”

      “Actually,” she hopped in, “code was created by English speakers in many cases. And so a lot of code uses English words. But Mr. Weaver is correct. It's not actually the same language. And you can continue putting English grammar in it, but I think your turtle will continue doing the wrong thing. Why don't we try it Mr. Weaver’s way and let's see what happens?”

      It took a few more minutes trying to decide if Christian should take the keyboard and simply fix it or just explain it and let Lisa Lynn figure it out. Riley voted hard for the second option but forced herself to stay back.

      When the turtle at last turned left the appropriate number of times, Lisa Lynn smiled up at him and said, “Thank you, Mr. Weaver,” as though nothing had ever been wrong.

      Soon, the turtle was not only turning correctly, he also wiggled his butt exactly as she had programmed. Next, he ran off the screen, making the little girl giggle and Christian smile. Even Riley had to get in on that one. But it was getting late and the children had to go back to their regular classrooms. So once again, she stopped them and had them spend their last fifteen minutes cleaning up.

      She was shocked when Christian stopped Seven on the way out the door.

      “I'm glad you did the programming today,” he told the boy. “I know you wanted to make toys and gadgets, but we need to do the programming a little bit first. Next week we can start putting some pieces together.”

      Riley hadn't quite caught on that that's why Seven had done the work at the computer station but hadn't been quite as enthusiastic as the others. It was a good catch on Christian’s part, and as Seven left he brightened up. Still, he turned to Christian and said, “I watched James Bond last week and I want to be like Q.”

      “Oh,” Christian replied. “I don't know Q, but I'll see what I can do.”

      Seven then proceeded to skip down the hallway and Riley watched. Once Seven was almost out of sight, she came back into the room to find Christian was already closing down programs. Once again, he tapped the keys as though cleaning out anything the kids might have done that would leave behind problems. Riley could clear her cache and delete her passwords, but that was the extent of her skills. She was grateful he was easily stepping up and doing all the peripheral work that went with kids, too.

      She was getting ready to ask again if she could take him for a coffee when he turned and said, “I read up on the teaching methods you mentioned last week. The Socratic Method looked like the best fit, but it was really hard to implement.”

      Her mouth must have flown open into an O. “You read up on teaching methods?”

      He nodded at her.

      “How much?”

      “I looked up Montessori and Walden and Socratic Method. I tried to find some childhood development information about these ages.” He was still looking at her as though she was the one who was nuts.

      “And you thought Socratic Method was best?”

      He frowned at her. “Are you using it on me now?”

      “Oh, God, no!” Of course, she had asked a handful of stupid questions right after he told her he was using a questions-only teaching method. “I’m not. I’m just so surprised that you went to all the effort.” Then, she finally got the words out of her mouth. “Can I buy you a coffee? Maybe an afternoon snack? We can talk somewhere outside this classroom.”

      She smiled and hoped he’d say yes. She was now fascinated that he’d been researching this project.

      But he only stuttered and said, “Tomorrow?”
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      “No,” Riley protested. “Please, let me buy the coffee.”

      “It's okay.” Christian countered her, in that way he did that was deep-ocean calm. Even when he was telling her no. “I don't mind.”

      “But I do. I asked you out for coffee. Besides, you've showed up each day in my classroom with a bag of presents for the children.” Riley stepped forward in the line, still fighting for her right to pay as the line moved slowly. He’d come out with her, having no qualms climbing into a car with her. Men often did, as though if they couldn’t be the driver, they wouldn’t go. But Christian only said he didn’t know where they were going, and readily agreed. She continued her battle. “I understand. The first two days, you brought things that you already owned. But you showed up today with four brand new programmable motherboards. I have a hard time believing that you just had those lying around your house.”

      As she said it, she realized Christian was the person most likely to actually have that. She watched his expression for a sign and, sure enough, he gave it. This man had no poker face. He was just as easy to read as he was to look at. Christian glanced off to the side as they stepped up another space in line at the coffee shop.

      Riley laughed. “Don't even try to tell me you already had those. They were still in the cardboard boxes!”

      He looked off to the side again.

      Riley smiled at him when he finally looked back at her. His return smile set off a flutter, which she viciously tamped down. Despite asking him out for coffee, she couldn’t afford to get involved with this man. For a million reasons.

      He was her class helper and she needed him. He was local royalty—his mother a Mayfair in a town that had once been named after the family. And Riley was just someone who came to work in Breathless, Georgia because her grandparents lived here. She wasn’t a Southern Belle, not fit for the likes of Christian Weaver, even if circumstances had lined up. So she told him, “You're not that good a liar. I know you bought those for the kids.”

      “It seemed like it would be a really good thing for them.”

      “Oh, it is.” She found herself smiling again. He made her do that a lot. “It's fantastic.” As soon as they ordered, she handed over her credit card to pay for two coffees and pastries. That he ordered a black coffee at a place known for all the frou-frou extras didn’t surprise her. His just-as-easy order of a chocolate croissant did. When they found a clear table and sat down, she decided she had to make things clear. “I just want to be sure you understand that I don't expect you to fund the program.”

      He nodded. “It just seemed easier to do what I need to do if I have the proper equipment.”

      “We could order it,” she said, but it was an empty offer. He’d already bought the expensive pieces. The school might pay for one or two of the programmable boards but not four. There would be red tape, so much red tape. The pieces might not arrive until February. But she held all of this back.

      “This was faster,” he offered as though he understood the problems she faced, as though it was no problem at all to spend the money on her kids.

      “I appreciate it. Which is why I'm getting you coffee.”

      She liked Christian Weaver but quickly reminded herself it didn’t matter. She couldn’t afford to lose her computer guy. Couldn’t afford to disappoint the kids. Besides, she was fully involved in his family now. His mother came on Mondays and Tuesdays, and she wouldn’t take kindly to Riley developing feelings for her son. Would she? Also, his cousin Bailey Ann volunteered. Her father was dying, her mother already gone, with Bailey left as the sole caretaker. Westerley had pitched Bailey Ann as a bit of a charity case. The woman had turned out to be anything but—competent, sharp, and kind, Bailey Ann had become a real friend. Again, anything with Christian might interfere with her other relationships.

      Not worth the risk. Riley told herself. Her kids were everything.

      “Riley!” the barista called it out, startling both of them, but she hopped up and fetched their order. As soon as everything was laid out and she took the first sip of her fully doctored brew the conversation stilted a little. So she went and put her foot in it.

      “Can I ask you a question?” she asked as though she had a right to. “Have you been tested? Are you on the autism spectrum?”

      His eyes blinked at her and she realized as soon as she said it, that it was wholly inappropriate. What had she done? She should have just kissed him. It wouldn’t have been any less awkward.

      “No,” he replied still ocean-calm. Only this time she thought it masked a storm coming, and she realized she’d screwed up on several levels. That deep-sea calm when he clearly wasn’t emotionless was one of the things that made her think that maybe he was on the spectrum. She’d suspected he had what they would have once called Asperger's Syndrome.

      His literal interpretation of questions was definitely a flag of Autism Spectrum Disorder. So she tried to step a little more carefully this time. “I'm sorry, that was a crappy question.”

      “It’s okay.” He started to cut the croissant with a knife and fork but then looked around the store. She followed his gaze, not knowing what he was searching for. But he set down the utensils and started to peel the pastry.

      Watching him, Riley did the same. At first it was to make him more comfortable. But after a bite, she realized she really got the layers of a croissant when it was peeled. After another moment’s silence, she tried again, but with a little more tact and better questions. “No, I can't ask? No, you haven't been tested? Or no, you have been tested but you're not on the spectrum?”

      “You can ask,” he said, and popped another peeled layer of pastry into his mouth. He didn’t seem upset that she’d brought it up. “And I have been tested, and the test said I wasn't.”

      She nodded, trying to channel some of his reserve, even though his answer surprised her.

      Christian looked at her, his eyes narrowing a little. “You think that's wrong.”

      “Do you?” she tossed back, only then realizing he might wonder if she was using the Socratic Method on him again.

      He thought about it for a moment, the expression on his face making her wonder if he'd never questioned it himself, but when he spoke, he said, “Maybe.”

      “I'm sorry,” she apologized again. “I shouldn't have asked.”

      “It's okay. It's a legitimate question and maybe the test was wrong.”

      And that was such an ASD answer that she wanted to tell him, Yes. Yes, it was.

      “Does it make me weird?” he asked as he stopped peeling the pastry. He’d reached the river of chocolate down the middle and was now using the knife and fork again.

      Riley threw back her head and laughed. “Please! We're all weird. Have you seen my kids? You met me. I’m weird. No, it just gives a framework. That’s all. Weird is good.”

      The light in his eyes when she said that made her think about why she’d gone into this line of work in the first place. They were here, in the coffee shop, and she didn’t have anything else she needed to tell him. So she started talking. “When I was a kid, I almost flunked reading class. Never mind that I had been reading Stephen King at the age of six. That I read The Once and Future King before I was out of second grade. I read all of the Clan of the Cave Bear series by third.”

      “So why did you flunk reading? That seems advanced.”

      “Yes, I flunked because I didn't read the books for my class, so I couldn't pass the tests on the assigned stories. And no one looked to see that I was reading. While I was very good at reading and math, I was terrible with tech.” Riley sighed, wondering if Christian could even relate to that. “Anything they put in my hands, I messed up. I always did the wrong thing. None of it was intuitive to me. Now, I feel lucky. I can use my phone without it hanging up every time I try to make a call. I text the wrong person all the time.”

      He laughed. “Phones are easy. They’re just computers. A phone does exactly what it's told to do.”

      “Sure, sure.” She knew that. “But apparently I don't speak the same language it does.”

      That made him nod and think a little bit, and she appreciated that he didn’t just tell her she was doing it wrong. She turned the conversation a bit. “You’re great at all things school oriented but not so social.”

      Christian nodded. “That's correct. I didn't fit in anywhere.”

      “Maybe that’s because you skipped a grade.” Riley held out an olive branch that maybe it hadn’t been his fault. His willingness to dive in was endearing, and she reminded herself not to feel the warmth in her chest, even though she did. While she wasn’t certain why she found it necessary to make him comfortable with his personal history, she did. “Right in the middle of high school, too. That doesn't help anything.”

      “I also skipped third grade,” he said between bites, throwing it out as casually as if he’d said he saw a dog go by the window.

      Riley felt her mouth fall open. “That's a lot for one kid.”

      He shrugged. “To be fair, I don't think I would have fit in better if I'd stayed in my original grade.”

      “We won’t know now,” she said. “But these days, we work very hard not to skip kids for exactly that reason. We try not to make kids deal with the kinds of things you had to deal with. It must have been hard always being the youngest and the smartest.”

      “Smart is different in different people.” He offered, his plate clean but the coffee not yet empty. “I don't read people very well, but you do a really good job with that.”

      “Thank you, but it didn’t come naturally. It was something I had to learn. I worked really hard at being a good teacher and I see other teachers who just automatically know what to do with the kids. I pay a lot of attention. I try to figure out who's acting what way and if it's different from their normal behavior. If they're acting out or acting poorly, I ask is there something causing it? I constantly have to remind myself to check. It doesn't feel intuitive to me. Math feels intuitive. Running all the special classes for the kids? That feels intuitive. It feels like exactly what I was made to do. I love watching the kids and I love when I get it right, but I work really hard at that.”

      He looked at her a little sideways then and she wondered if he was thinking maybe he could learn to work at it too. Maybe he could.

      “You do a very good job.” He pushed the plate away, finished with it. “Your hard work pays off.”

      “Thank you.” Then she moved the subject away from herself. “You're fitting in very well with my class. The kids all love you and the ones who are working with you are getting so far. I can't thank you enough for volunteering.”

      He looked off to the side again and Riley caught it. It was one of the things she always watched for in her kids and it was so easy to spot on this man. She sighed. “You didn't volunteer, did you?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. My mother and I were talking, and she told me all about your class. I said it sounded wonderful, because it did. I didn't realize Mom was setting me up. You would think I'm old enough now to know when my mother is setting me up. But I missed it.”

      Riley couldn't help but smile. “She Volun-told you, didn’t she?”

      “Pretty much.”

      This time, it was Riley who looked off to the side. “Christian,” she said and waited until she caught his gaze. “You don't have to come back. I'm sure you have other projects that you're working on, and we'll figure out a workaround. I'm sorry. I thought you actually wanted to come work with my class. I thought you had volunteered.”

      He blinked two or three times and didn't say anything while Riley waited it out. She was going to lose him. Holding her breath, she hoped for a better outcome.

      “Are you trying to get rid of me? I can go if you think it's not working.”

      God, this man was always a surprise.

      “Oh, no. It's wonderful. I love having you in the classroom.” As the words flew out of her mouth, she realized how much they were true.
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      Christian looked at his mother. She'd asked what he wanted for his birthday this year.

      He was blindsided by her question, just as he always was. Shit. It was going into November. He should have known. She asked every year, and every year he wasn't ready.

      She wanted a short list of things that she could provide for his birthday, something different from what he got for Christmas. She said he was hard to buy for, that she didn’t know enough about the things he liked to pick them out. Westerley Mayfair Weaver had a hard line against gift cards. She said they showed you didn’t know the person well enough to get a real gift. But Christian always wondered why simply asking what to get him wasn’t the same thing.

      And he didn’t have a ready answer to her question.

      Unfortunately, what he always wanted for his birthday was for it not to be on Christmas Day, and that wasn't anything anyone could provide, even his mother.

      He was a grown man. He should have gotten over all the years that his birthday was celebrated with his parents and his younger siblings and not with friends and not with a party. Not that he had many friends, and not that he knew how to throw a party, but that had always been his goal.

      He remembered wanting a table in the back yard with a shiny plastic cloth. Treats laid out at each seat. Cake
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