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      To my husband.

      Thanks for teaching me to drive a stick,

      all those years ago.
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      Noelle Michaels masked her revulsion as the manager of the Fried Egg Tavern twirled a lock of her dark red hair in his hand. God, she hated to be touched, but she couldn’t avoid him in the narrow back hallway. In the past, people she’d allowed to get that close had only hurt her.

      “You know, we could talk about how to increase your percentage of the sales if you want to come into my office.” Gerald rubbed his cold, moist fingertips down her bicep, getting too close to her breast.

      Instead of giving in to the urge to punch him in the throat, Noelle forced a smile. “Can’t. I have to get back to the studio.” She retreated a step, unable to remain still any longer. “There are some things in progress I shouldn’t leave too long.”

      There was no way in hell she’d go into a room with the creep. Where she stood, people could see her. The kitchen staff were a swinging door away, and his customers were in the dining area behind her. She could sprint out the back, but she didn’t want to risk losing her show.

      She squared her shoulders. Her art hung on the tavern walls—her first show ever. It wasn’t a real art gallery, yet. But, no matter how many years passed, how many shows she had in the future, there’d be no forgetting her first.

      A shiver of awareness rolled up her spine, and she scanned the bar. A tall, muscular man stared intently at Blue Boy, his hands stuffed in the pockets of jeans that gripped a perfect ass.

      “Are you sure you can’t stay?” The manager’s voice dragged her focus away from the sexy backside. “I have time to sit with you if you’re…hungry.” His tongue peeked out from between his lips.

      She tried not to gag. The bar food smelled delicious, and she hadn’t eaten that day, but the thought of him staring at her across a table ruined her appetite.

      “I just stopped by to check on the show.” Three of her mixed-media portraits had sold already. If she could survive the month, she was tracking to sell twelve of her pieces. In addition to the cash she’d saved, sixty percent of the sale price of every purchase meant she might be able to afford a place to live when the inevitable came to pass.

      One step closer to independence.

      “Well, you know I can’t pay you until the end of the month. We still have time to renegotiate the final split.” He slithered into the gap between them.

      “Sure.” She shrugged one shoulder casually as if she weren’t crawling out of her skin. “Just not right now. I appreciate everything you’re doing, Gerald. I know you took a chance on me. It looks like it’s going to work out for both of us.”

      “It could work out even better.” He dragged his finger along her collarbone to her neck.

      Note to self: Wear turtlenecks. No matter how fucking hot it is.

      “We could sit by my pool this weekend with strawberry daiquiris, or we could drink some wine in my playroom one evening.”

      What the fuck does he mean by playroom?

      “Those both sound…” Disgusting. “Interesting. I’ll have to think about it.” Before coming to the restaurant, she’d dressed as classy as she could. Stole a blouse from the back of her mom’s closet and left her hair down so she didn’t look like a student. It had worked a little too well. He saw her as a woman and probably didn’t care that she couldn’t legally drink for another five months.

      Noelle moved quickly through the back door. If she didn’t go now, she’d say something she would regret. Even though Gerald was a letch and would try to cheat her if she didn’t keep track of the sales, she needed him.

      One benefit to having meth dealers for parents, Noelle could calculate the commission in her head. Nothing like druggy math for figuring cuts and profits. The legal contract would protect her if Gerald tried to screw with her money. Her art teacher, Ms. Julie, had reviewed it and read it to her, at least the parts that mattered. They’d created a list with the prices for the twelve pieces she was exhibiting.

      Noelle walked down the alley, sticking to the long, late afternoon shadows to avoid the Arizona heat. In a couple of weeks, school would start again. Summers were torture without access to a studio. She missed working on her art and seeing Ms. Julie every day. The story about her work in progress was an easy lie. Gerald wasn’t the first man to hit on her, and he wouldn’t be the last. Just another dick looking for a wet place to land. She didn’t trust anyone enough for that shit. For years she’d kept herself safe from the creepy dudes who were in and out of her parents’ trailer. No man would ever get close enough to hurt her.

      Once she was away from the restaurant, the stench of rancid grease faded. She focused on the trash piles. A momentary reflection might be all the hint she’d get of something worth inspecting. On her tiptoes, she peered into a dumpster, and a smile spread across her face. Bare metal wire, a rare find. Discarded and unwanted bits of other peoples’ lives were the medium and inspiration for her art. It was her passion, a calling she couldn’t ignore, to gather those small pieces someone else considered trash and transform them into treasure. She tucked the wire into a pocket of the backpack slung across her body before moving on.
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        * * *

      

      July in Tucson was a beast. Nick Christoph felt like a rotisserie chicken at the grocery store, slow baked. The Fried Egg Tavern was blessedly cool, and he paused at the entrance to let the air-conditioning wash over him. His buddy Gabe had suggested the place when they’d agreed to meet. A black granite bar flanked by dark metal stools ran the long length of the room. The golden wood floors were similar to his own home. But the espresso-stained tables and chairs that filled the rest of the place were darker than anything he owned. It was nicer than he’d expected.

      A couple of men were at the bar enjoying a beer and the game on TV, but the tables were empty. Three o’clock on a Thursday was apparently a slow time. If the food was decent, he could drop by on his way home after school for an early dinner on occasion.

      A server stopped. Dark hair pulled into a ponytail, she raked her predatory gaze over his body and grinned.

      “Just one?” She stood too close and leaned into him.

      “Two. I’m meeting someone.”

      Her smile dimmed, but she nodded. “Follow me.” She paused at a table against the far wall and dropped the menus. “Grab me when you’re ready to order.”

      Nick pointedly ignored her swaying retreat and pulled out a chair. As he sat, he stilled.

      The artwork hung above the table was like nothing he’d seen before—a child playing with a plastic truck, the face painted in flawless detail as if it were a commissioned portrait. Bits of layered fabric provided the clothing. The toy truck was real, rising out three-dimensionally from the canvas. It looked like it had been salvaged from the bottom of an old toy box, its shattered pieces glued together with lines that weren’t perfect. It had the feel of a classic portrait pushing its way into real life. It was stark and emotional and priced much too low based on the small white square stuck to the wall beneath it.

      There were more portraits and some still-lifes throughout the restaurant, but his inspection would have to wait. His buddy was in the doorway.

      “Hey, Saint. How’s it going?” Gabriel stuck out his hand.

      Nick flinched at the nickname. Ignoring the hand, he grabbed Gabriel in a man-hug, finishing with two strong pats to his back. “Thor. Good to see you.”

      “It’s been a while. Figured I should take advantage of my road trip. Catch up in person for a change.”

      Nick waited while Gabe perused the menu. When he finally looked up, Nick asked the question that sat in his chest like a molten rock. “How’s the leg?”

      “The aftermarket part is great. They finally got the fit perfect—no more rubbing and such.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Nick grimaced.

      “Stop it. We’ve been over this. You did the right thing in a fucked-up situation. It was never going to have a better outcome.”

      Nick didn’t agree. Two of their team members had died. Gabe lost half his leg. And the girl Nick had tried to save was a stain on the buildings in that desert village.

      Gabe was quiet until Nick met his gaze.

      “Going to the shrink again?” Gabe asked.

      “Group. Twice a month.” Nick ran his hand over his head as if he could wipe away the pain of the memories.

      “Nightmares still?”

      Nick shrugged. He deserved to remember. He deserved the shame. And he deserved the sleepless nights. They’d been rare until his last security assignment earlier that summer, before he’d quit to teach. Thank goodness it hadn’t ended badly. The woman was fine, living her life in New York. His failure to act hadn’t led to death. Again.

      The waitress interrupted his spiraling thoughts. After they ordered, Nick struggled to find a different topic of conversation.

      “So, teaching? How’s that going?” Gabe asked.

      “So far, great. Of course, I don’t have any students yet. Just prepping and getting used to the environment.”

      “Any hot single teachers?” Gabe waggled his eyebrows. The man was a walking hormone and never had trouble getting the ladies. His olive complexion and dark hair couldn’t have been more of a contrast to Nick’s silvering crew cut and light blue eyes. Out of habit, Nick wore the military cut his buddy had left behind.

      “More like milk and warm cookies. I’m surrounded by women who look like models for Mrs. Claus.”

      “Well, how perfect is that for ‘Saint Nick.’”

      “Funny.” Nick took a long swallow of his cold beer. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not looking for love. I had that with Helena. That part of my life is over.”

      “Sorry, man, I forgot. I…” Gabe turned red and clamped his mouth shut.

      “Don’t worry. It’s been years.” Nick stuffed down the memories that clawed their way up. “So, what are you doing with your life? In your email, you said you’re on your way to Colorado?”

      “Yeah. Apparently, my uncle decided to leave me his property. A lodge up in the mountains near Aspen. I used to go there when I was a kid, but I haven’t seen it in over a decade.” He shrugged. “Might as well take a look before I decide to sell it. I’m not doing anything else.”

      The waitress slid two plates onto the table and hung around, flirting and pouting and asking as many questions as she could. Did they have everything they needed, did it look good, and was there anything she could get them? Finally, Nick gave her the look. The icy stare that made her stutter and move along. What did she expect? A threesome on the table?

      He and Gabriel bullshitted and ate their way through the enormous sandwiches and drank another beer. Too soon, his buddy decided he had to get going. It was a good visit, and Nick was more at peace than he’d expected to be when Gabriel had asked to see him. Gabe was doing well, moving on with his life. Nick hoped his friend found something worth saving in Colorado.

      Nick remained behind to check out the art show after Gabe left. He rose from the booth and inspected the tag on the piece over the table. Blue Boy. The child’s face dug into his memory, familiar and foreign all at once. It made his soul hungry in a way he couldn’t understand or explain. He wasn’t a huge art fan—that was his parents’ thing—but there was something about it that called to him.

      Should he start from the front of the restaurant and work his way to the back or the reverse? Electing to go from the back so he could leave when he was done, he turned and froze. A crimson mane of fire cascaded down the back of a slight woman with sensuous curves. She faced a man standing too close to her, stroking her arm. Nick swallowed a growl. Where was this coming from?

      It’d been forever since he’d felt the stirrings of desire, and, besides, he’d always preferred tall brunettes like Helena. He hadn’t even seen the redhead’s face. None of that mattered as he moved toward the couple. But before he’d taken three steps, the woman darted down the darkened hallway. A square of light filled the corridor as she thrust open the exit. He blinked at the blaze of sunlight on her hair before she disappeared and the door closed behind her.

      He took another step, hesitated. He couldn’t chase some random woman. That was a good way to end up explaining his behavior to the police. So, with a deep breath, he resumed his original mission. He put the woman out of his mind and focused on the art. Perhaps he could find something for his home. The walls were a little bare. Since he was going to be staying, he might as well decorate.
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      Nick glanced up at the clock on the classroom wall. The end of the day came too quickly, never giving him enough time with his students. He stood up from his desk. “Make sure you have your things together.”

      Two students rushed to the door, as they did every afternoon.

      “William. Lucas. The final bell hasn’t rung. Clear your desks.”

      Lucas turned back and sneered. He was fifteen, sixteen at most, and had a prison-yard stare. “We gotta go. We’re supposed to leave early for the bus.”

      “After you’ve cleared your desk.” Nick’s tone allowed for no dissent. Two weeks of repeating himself, after years of working with soldiers who’d obeyed on the first command, was making him crazy.

      The young tough guy returned to his desk and tucked the stray pencil behind his ear, folded the sheets of paper, and stuffed them in the back pocket of jeans that hung off his ass.

      Nick nodded. “See you tomorrow, Lucas.”

      The kid, fists clenched, looked at the ground as he left. William hurried to catch up. Two down, six to go. The bell rang, and the all but one of the remaining students moved like zombies out of the classroom. Jeez, what meds were they on?

      His one female student sat at the back of the room, seemingly oblivious to all the activity around her. She sketched with her pencil on some lined notebook paper.

      “Noelle?” Slowly, he made his way down the aisle. It didn’t matter what she was working on—it was time for her to go. He put his hand on her desk. “You’ll miss the bus.”

      Her body jerked and she hunched. Despite the near triple-digit weather, her hair was wrapped in a knit cap.

      “The bell rang. Don’t you need to catch the bus?” Usually she left with the rest of his class.

      “No.” With a precise sweep of her arm, she tucked her drawing into the cardboard folder she carried. A makeshift artist portfolio, he supposed. Art was the one class she was mainstreamed into.

      Rising from the desk, she avoided him, still not making eye contact. She inched toward the open classroom door. The sounds of students thundering out of the building had died down. As though crossing a highway, she looked both ways, then darted out without saying a word.

      Nick shuffled the papers on his desk. Time to get reorganized and make some notes on his students. He’d also need to pull their files soon to work on the individual education plans required for each of his exceptional-needs kids.

      “Nick?” The teacher from next door stuck her head in his classroom. “Congratulations, you survived another week.”

      Nick abandoned his efforts to edit his calendar. “Mrs. Stafford.”

      “It’s Ms., not Mrs. I ditched Mr. Stafford years ago. Call me Laura.” She smiled flirtatiously, a pointless effort. Not because she was older than him by several years—he had no interest in a romantic relationship with anyone.

      “Laura.” Nick took a deep breath. “Yes, I survived. Are there always so many interruptions? PA announcements, assemblies, kids getting pulled out of class?”

      “You won’t get into a rhythm for at least a month.” She waved a hand. “A bunch of us are celebrating two weeks down and only forty to go at O’Grady’s if you want to join us.”

      “I might do that.” He didn’t particularly want to socialize with the other instructors, but he should go. He was new, and it was kind of her to reach out to him.

      “If I hadn’t seen your car still in the empty parking lot every day since we started back, I’d believe you.” She shook her finger at him as if he were a naughty child. “But you, sir, are a workaholic.”

      “I just want to do my best for the students.”

      “You’ll be fine. You only have what, six? Or is it eight this year?”

      “Eight. I should have a teaching assistant.”

      She chuckled as if he’d told a joke. “I have a hundred and twenty-five, in five different classes. But I don’t get any help. Give you some kids with ‘special needs,’” she said as she made air quotes with her fingers, “and you need a TA.”

      Nick looked at her blankly.

      “Well, not you specifically, but special education teachers.” She tittered nervously and smoothed her top over her hips.

      “It’s for their safety, as well as meeting the requirement to provide individualized education.”

      “Oh, of course. I don’t mean anything.” She spoke slowly, drawing out the words. “I’m just dead from the first days. It doesn’t get any easier, even after all these years.”

      “You have one of my students in your third-period class.” He flipped to the front of his calendar, searching for the note he’d made, frustrated that he couldn’t remember the detail or find it quickly. He usually retained little things like that.

      “That’s my prep period. You must be thinking of Mrs. Harris, Glenna. Have you met her?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “She’ll be at the pub tonight. Come for a beer.” She smiled at him. “It’s just a few of us, but it’s the best way to get to know the others.”

      “You’ve convinced me.” Nick pasted a perfunctory smile on his face. “I’ll see you there.”

      He made a few more notes, reviewed the state of his classroom one last time, locked his desk drawers, and forced himself to have one drink. If he had to play nice to make a difference in even one of those kid’s lives that year, then so be it.
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        * * *

      

      Nick dropped his keys on his dresser and emptied the change from his pocket into the dish on the side table. Still buzzing from the day and an evening with his co-workers, his intention to take a hot shower was interrupted by the ring of his cell phone. One glance at the screen and he answered with a smile. “Thor. What’s up, man?”

      “Wanted to see if you’re still alive after your first couple weeks.” Gabriel’s voice settled his restless energy.

      “No actual skirmishes. So, I’m good.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Is it everything you expected?”

      “Not exactly.” Nick huffed out a breath. “I have the training and the mission, but the team is lacking. My aide won’t be assigned for another week.”

      “You’re just mad ’cause you aren’t in charge.”

      “I’m not agreeing with you.” But Gabriel had a point. Nick did like to control the situation, plan for all possible outcomes. When he’d envisioned teaching, it hadn’t been in such a chaotic environment. “How’s the lodge?”

      “Let’s just say it isn’t what I remembered.”

      “You gonna sell it?” Nick couldn’t imagine Gabe making muffins for travelers.

      “I’m not ready to declare defeat. Yet.”

      Gabriel and Nick chatted for a few more minutes before Nick’s loud yawn interrupted the conversation. He apologized to his friend.

      “I’ll let you go. Call me.” Gabriel sounded as tired as Nick felt.

      Under the spray of the hot water, quotes from The Art of War flickered through his mind. The weekend would provide the opportunity to prepare for his success.
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        * * *

      

      Noelle checked her cap reflexively, making sure none of her hair showed. The other students loved to give her grief, using nicknames like Flaming Retard. It was like they’d never left middle school. But her hair was really gross. Only three weeks into school and her parents had let the water get turned off again. One more day before the weekend when she could haul enough water to take a real bath and wash her hair. With any luck, her parents would be gone, and she could have the trailer to herself.

      She’d spent a couple of hours in the art room like she did almost every afternoon, and Ms. Julie had offered to give her a ride home as usual. But no way would she let her favorite teacher see where she lived. It was none of her business anyway.

      Noelle picked up her homemade portfolio and slung her backpack over her shoulder—everything that mattered under her control. The weight was comforting. She adjusted the straps and headed outside.

      After almost five years at the high school, she could walk the grounds without thinking. The faces of the other students changed, but the hallways and the campus never did. Head down, she concentrated on her current project and kept an eye out for useful discarded items. When two football players erupted from between the buildings, there was no opportunity to avoid them.

      “Ask her out. Ask out Red Sped,” Kyle Murphy hollered as he pushed Mike Kenner into her. Mike’s sports drink dowsed her shirt in orange stickiness as she fell. Her knee scraped the sidewalk, and her pants ripped.

      “What the fuck?” Noelle screamed.

      “Smooth move, asshole.” Mike regained his balance and kept walking. “Now I gotta wait till I get home to rehydrate.”

      Her portfolio was dangerously close to the orange puddle that had spilled out of the abandoned bottle. Heart pounding, she pulled it to safety and checked for any damage.

      “Are you okay?” The deep voice resonated down her spine. Mr. Christoph.

      Noelle groaned internally. Did it have to be him? Couldn’t she experience her humiliation with the tie-dye-wearing history teacher or the ancient janitor? “I’m fine.”

      “You’re bleeding.” He leaned over, and his hand hung in midair. “Let me help you.”

      She ignored Mr. Christoph’s perfectly sculpted hand. There was already a tightness in her chest, making her breath shallow. Without touching him, she stood and tried to right her clothing. Every bit of her ugly white bra was on display through her wet shirt. She rounded her shoulders and dropped her head to hide the heat that rushed into her face.

      “Well, you can’t clean up here. The building’s locked. Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.” Mr. Christoph turned and walked toward the parking lot.

      Home. Right. She rolled her eyes. Never.

      “Noelle. Let’s go. It’s hot out here.”

      She shifted on her feet and peered past him, considering all avenues for escape. It wasn’t just the matter of where she lived but what state her parents would be in. Why couldn’t she tell him no? Anyone else, she would have already walked away.

      “Noelle. Move. Now.”

      She jerked at his tone. He sounded like he was commanding an army in a life-or-death situation. For fuck’s sake, nobody was dying. She was sticky and needed to wash her knee. But words escaped her, and, unable to argue, she followed him. There had to be a way to get out of Mr. Christoph seeing where she lived. Somehow.

      He covered the tan upholstery with a towel he'd pulled from the trunk.

      Noelle perched on the edge of the seat to avoid touching anything. The car smelled like him. Leather with a hint of something lemony. It wasn’t one of those plug-in scent makers—she’d smelled him the first day of class and promptly taken the desk farthest from his. His scent, his voice, his commanding attitude—there was no way a teacher should be so…much.

      The car’s air conditioner gasped as it tried to overcome the Arizona heat. Sweat poured down her back, but her front was bonding with the orange-stained fabric that was baking dry. Blood seeped into the edges of the hole in her jeans. She gritted her teeth. How had her day gone from so good to so fucked in the blink of an eye?

      “What’s the address?” He paused at the exit to the parking lot.

      Noelle glanced at him, not quite making eye contact. “The water’s off,” she blurted.

      “What?”

      “At my house. There’s no water to get cleaned up.” She grasped the strap on her backpack tighter to resist the need to slap her forehead. She usually didn't have any trouble remaining silent around teachers, but something about being alone in the car with him was cracking her walls.

      Mr. Christoph’s eyes practically bugged out of his skull.

      “What am I going to do with you?” He gripped the steering wheel so tightly that she thought it might rip off in his hands. Large, powerful hands.

      An itch to pull out her pencil and sketch threaded down her arm. Noelle forced herself to sit quietly and think about something else besides her teacher. At least the air had cooled off, but now her shirt pulled where it was stuck to her skin, and her knee throbbed.

      “How long has it been off?”

      Noelle shrugged. Weeks, but he didn’t need to know that. It was a half mile from the trailer to the dog park. The public restroom toilets and sinks allowed her to maintain some cleanliness. It wouldn’t be easy to get the mess out of her clothes and clean her wound, but she’d figure it out. “It’s fine.”

      “No. We’ll get you cleaned up at my place, then I’ll take you home.” He rolled up to a stop sign, snapped on his blinker, and turned down a street she’d never seen before.

      Noelle scowled. She never should have gotten in his car.

      Too soon, they pulled into the driveway in front of Mr. Christoph’s home. The place looked like something from a magazine. It wasn’t huge, but the front was landscaped with different native plants, cacti, palm trees, and sandy gravel. A couple of trendy stained-concrete steps led to a large front porch. Her crappy, paint-peeling double-wide was the total opposite of his home’s pale olive stucco with perfect dark trim.

      He opened his car door. “Come on.”

      “I can use a hose,” Noelle offered. If she could just rinse off, she could walk home and be dry by the time she got there. It wasn’t that far.

      “No, you’re cleaning up inside. Let’s go.” Mr. Christoph walked around the car and opened the passenger side. She gripped the edges of the seat. Instead of yanking her out like she’d expected, he grabbed her backpack and trotted up the steps. He unlocked the wide front door and left it standing open.

      Noelle clenched her jaw. She left her portfolio behind on the seat and shuffled up the path. Toes on the threshold, she poked her head in. Wood floors and leather furniture. So nice. A slatted table sat on a multi-colored rug in front of a stone fireplace. On both sides of the hearth, books filled built-in shelves beneath the windows. No way was she walking in there.

      “Mr. Christoph?” she yelled.

      “Back here. Just come straight down the hall.” His deep voice echoed through the house and settled low in her stomach, tempting her to obey.

      Was he out of his mind? If she went in there, she’d track blood and dirt through his pristine home. And she’d be alone with him. There was too much that could go wrong. Nerves had her pulse racing and her feet itching to run.

      But she had to get her backpack.
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      Nick placed fresh towels on the rack and a clean, dry bath mat for Noelle in front of the tub. What was taking so long? It’s not like she could get lost in his little two-bedroom bungalow. It was less than fifteen hundred square feet, for god’s sake.

      Noelle stood on the porch. “Where’s my backpack?”

      “The shower’s ready.”

      She didn’t move.

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, he moved behind her and herded her into the house and down the hall, using her aversion to touch against her. “Are you going to wash yourself? Or am I going to have to do that, too?”

      “I’ll wash.” She crossed her arms, a scowl on her face.

      “There’s soap, shampoo, and conditioner. Toss your clothes in the hall. Don’t forget the hat. I’m going to get the towel from the car so I can do them all together. When I get back, they’d better be in the hall or I’m coming in here to get them. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      It was amazing how much disdain she was able to convey with just one word. Nick shook his head. He wasn’t any happier with the situation than she was. “I put out clean towels. My bathrobe’s on the back of the door. When you’re finished showering, you can watch TV until your clothes are done.” He shut the door behind him. “Two minutes, Noelle.”

      After a quick jog to the car, Nick returned to scoop up the pile of rags outside the bathroom door and started the front-load washer in the laundry alcove off the kitchen. Her clothes were completely inadequate. Yeah, it was Arizona, and it was warm, but the autumn mornings were cool. She should have a sweater or hoodie at least.

      There came the telltale sound of the water shutting off. Nick waited. Several minutes went by, but she didn’t emerge. He knocked on the bathroom door. “Noelle? Everything okay?”

      “Ye-yes.” Noelle opened the door and tugged the tie on his robe tighter.

      Their eyes met, and he faltered. Long dark lashes, still slightly damp, framed beautiful brown eyes filled with intelligence. His chest tightened, but he was too young for a heart attack. He fought to take a breath, to break the spell, but he couldn’t. His bathrobe was long on her, bagging at her wrists. With the belt tightly tied, her delicate curves were no longer hidden. Her wet hair was dark red, almost black. It curled into soft waves that were lighter where it had begun to dry.

      She was fire, and he was a moth. Unable to stop, he angled into her and smelled. For a moment, he forgot she was his student, could only see a wet, naked woman draped in his robe. His cock stirred.

      Stop.

      He spun and walked back to the kitchen.

      “I have some snacks on the coffee table. What do you want to drink? Water or milk?” His voice was tight.

      “Soda?”

      She was right behind him, too close. He opened the refrigerator and leaned in to let the cold air cool his ardor. “Don’t drink the stuff,” he said over the door, keeping it between them. “How about juice?”

      Noelle frowned. “Sure.”

      “Have a seat. Your clothes are in the washer; it’s going to be a little while. These front-loaders are energy efficient, but the cycles take forever.” He didn’t normally babble, but having a woman undressed in his house made him nervous. The plan had made sense, help an injured student who had no access to running water. He’d failed to integrate critical details when he’d come up with the solution—she was a woman who ignited his long-dead desire. With one hand, he pulled out the carton of OJ and rubbed his forehead with the other as if he could wipe the situation away.

      Until he could take her home, he would at least try to get some information. The facts he had weren’t adding up.

      Noelle stood at the edge of the living room, one toe digging into the rug. He set the drinks on the coasters on the table. “Sit down, Noelle.”

      She drew her hands inside the sleeves of the robe and crossed her arms. Her gaze flitted between the chairs, the sofa, and the front door.

      “Here.” He pointed at the couch. “I’ll get a comb for you.” Keeping her there for any amount of time was the worst of plans, but he couldn’t suppress the compulsion to care for her.

      When he reached the bathroom, Nick gripped the edge of the sink and glared at himself in the mirror. She’s your student. Off-limits. Not a career-limiting move, a career-ending move. Get her dry, dressed, and out of here. Not one minute longer. Nick sighed. He was arguing with himself, a clear sign the insanity was well and truly entrenched. Okay, so I’ll feed her, too. Then straight home.

      Nick grabbed his comb and returned, handing it to her.

      She took it and drew it down from her scalp but halted abruptly when she encountered a knot. Nick expected her to gently tease it out, but she yanked the comb, and his own scalp screamed in sympathy.

      “Let me help you.” He held out his hand for the comb.

      “I can do it myself.” She lifted her chin.

      “I used to do this for my cousins.” If he knew how to stop arguing with her, he would.

      For several seconds she stared at him. He’d been ready to give up when she shrugged and then held the comb out to him. Instead of sitting with her, which his entire body demanded, he walked behind the couch, trying to keep some distance.

      Starting with the ends, he gently drew the comb through her clean but tangled tresses. He methodically worked a section at a time from the bottom, then farther up, caressing each silken strand. Noelle released her stiff spine, a soft moan escaping her lips.

      “You like having your hair brushed.” Nick was entranced by the flames.

      “Can’t remember anyone doing this for me.” Her voice was low and soft. The warmth of it grazed him like a lover’s hand.

      Nick combed and stroked until Noelle’s hair was nearly dry. The dark red locks took on a golden cast now that they were clean. He should stop. It had gone beyond taking care of her. If he continued to indulge his attraction, his inevitable erection would be obvious, and her hair was turning him on big-time.

      Her hair…

      Nick straightened. Adrenaline coursed through his body. The tavern. That’s where he’d seen her before. She was the woman who’d been talking to the manager.

      “You’re done.” He stepped back from the couch and retreated to the bathroom. Several deep breaths and another stern lecture to his libido later, he forced himself to leave the safety of the white-tiled room. Everything would be okay as soon as he got her out of there.

      She stood in the middle of the living room again, out of place in his tidy world. Her arms crossed around her middle, avoiding his gaze.

      “Let’s get you fed.” Nick closed the distance, intending to wrap his arms around her and offer comfort. The last thing she wanted and the last thing he should do. He halted at a safe distance instead. “Is there anything you don’t like?”

      “Um, that’s okay. I need to go.” Noelle peered around him as if plotting her escape.

      “Well, your clothes aren’t done, and I’m hungry.” He turned toward the kitchen. “I’m used to an early schedule, and if I start cooking now, we should still be able to get you home at a reasonable hour. Do you need to call your folks?”

      “We don’t have a phone.” Noelle had followed so silently that he hadn’t heard her take a step.

      He retrieved a pan from the cabinet next to the stove and shoved it under the kitchen faucet.
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        * * *

      

      Nick refolded his napkin, adjusted the silverware on his empty plate and glanced at Noelle’s nearly empty plate. He’d served baked chicken with rice and peas because who didn’t like that, and she might have food allergies. Were his culinary efforts good enough? Was he over-thinking?

      “It was really good. Thank you.” Noelle kept glancing from the front door to the dryer. It was obvious she wanted to escape.

      Some perverse part of him wanted to delay, to keep her there with him. Bad plan. He cleared their dishes from the table, loading them into the dishwasher. “Your clothes are done, but I need to get you a different shirt. Yours is ruined.”

      “You sure?”

      “Am I sure about what? That the shirt is ruined or that I’m giving you one to wear?”

      She shrugged.

      “You can check yourself. It was on its last legs before your accident. One of your favorites?”

      “One of my only.”

      “You don’t have other clothes, Noelle?” He ground out the question between gritted teeth. Anger built the more he learned about her situation.

      She glared up at him, defiance rolling off of her. “The charities stopped coming around once I turned eighteen. After all this time, they’ve worn out, and I’ve outgrown everything else.”

      “From what I can see, you outgrew this one, too.” Nick couldn’t get a handle on how she lived. No water, no phone, no clothes. What else did she lack? How did she survive? “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      Nick snagged a long-sleeved, olive-green henley he hadn’t worn in years from the back of his closet and tossed it on the bed. It had always been a little small. In the third drawer of his dresser, he found the concert t-shirts he’d hung on to. His nostalgia wasn’t stronger than his need to care for her. It would be easy to part with a few.

      He selected a few of his favorites: U2, Nirvana, and one from a Styx concert he’d gone to when the band was already over-the-hill. Giving them to her wouldn’t put a dent in his wardrobe.

      Shaking his head, he opened the dryer. Her shirt went into the garbage. He retrieved the rest of
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