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One

	I turn my key in the lock on my front door, juggling everything I need for school—purse, backpack, bird cage. The door to the other half of the duplex I live in opens, and Rory and Lily step out with their parents. 

	I look over, meaning to say “hi,” but all that comes out is, “Hhh . . .” 

	Is that? 

	No it can’t be. 

	Yep. It’s him. 

	I jerk my ahead away and spring to my car before Rory and Lily notice me, a pang of guilt running through my body.

	Rory and Lily are accompanied by the man I met at a bar in Vancouver on Friday night. It was the last weekend of spring break, and . . . I shake my head to get rid of the memory. What is he doing in little old Green Rock? And why is he next door? Did the Peters family hire a manny?

	“Stranger danger, stranger danger,” Marco squawks from her cage before I have a chance to get in the car and make my getaway. 

	Yes, Marco is a girl. My kindergarteners at Green Rock Elementary had their hearts set on the name. What could I do?

	“Shush,” I hiss at the cage.

	“Good morning.” It’s Blaine. My cheeks scorch hotter than a summer day at the beach. 

	I glance up and he’s waving and walking toward my car. “Sammy, right?”

	“Simmie,” I correct him. Actually, it’s Simmara, but nobody remembers that either. Blaine is only a couple of feet from my rusting Toyota as I open the passenger door to buckle Marco’s cage in the seat. “Alert, alert,” she squawks.

	“Marco, that’s enough.” She’s a little high strung, and taking her to work with me for the last two years hadn’t had the effect on her I’d hoped. I thought the kids could teach her some nice simple words as they learned to read, and she could teach them about birds and what it means to take care of a pet. Instead they seem to be teaching each other bad habits. 

	I smile at Blaine. “Sorry about that.”

	He points at the cage while I steady my breathing then he gives me the once over with his piercing blue eyes. I don’t have time to ask the million questions floating through my mind. Mainly, what is he doing here? I thought I would never see him again. That was the plan. 

	“Is that a par . . .” He pauses as if realizing Marco is much too small to be a parrot. She splays her lime green wings and cocks her lemon-coloured head to the side then lets out a long wolf whistle. 

	Oh my god. I die a little inside. 

	“I have no idea where she learned that.” Actually, I’m pretty sure my brother taught it to her when she stayed with him while I was in Vancouver. I’m going to kill him. “She’s a parakeet. Some people call them budgies. They’re the same thing.” 

	As if it isn’t bad enough that my bird whistled at this insanely hot man standing next to me, I have to go and babble on like I’m some zoologist. Er . . . I guess, technically, it would be an ornithologist. Anyway, my cheeks heat again as Blaine chuckles. At least he’s not offended. He opens his mouth to say something, but I cut him off.

	“Sorry,” I say as I snug Marco’s seatbelt, “I’ve got to get to school.”

	“Oh, what are you studying?” Yeah, we spent most of the night at the bar making out, so I know practically nothing about this guy, and he knows nothing about me. Exactly how I wanted it. I never do things like that, and I thought he lived in Vancouver. It was supposed to be my chance to blow off steam without worrying about running into any parents of students.

	“Not studying, teaching,” I answer. “What are you doing here?” I want to add, but for the sake of brevity, I don’t.

	“Hi, Miss Ward,” says Rory, my adorable blonde neighbour. 

	“Good morning, sweetie,” I say. No matter how many times I’ve told her to call me Simmie, she still calls me Miss Ward. A habit left over from when I taught her kindergarten two years ago. 

	I glance at Lily. She is two years older and just as adorable, but I never taught her. I was still finishing my degree when she was in kindergarten. Her hair is also blonde, but a bit darker than her younger sister’s. It’s certainly not hard to tell they’re related. They are both the spitting image of their mom who is normally the one that takes them to school. 

	Is she okay?

	I’ll find out soon enough. Green Rock is one of those small towns where everyone knows everything about everyone’s business. It’s one of the reasons I went to Vancouver for spring break. The elementary school seems to be a hub for town gossip.

	“I’ll see you girls at school.” I wave and get in the car. 

	Marco’s staring out the window through the bars of her cage. “Stranger, squawk, danger.” It seems like she’s asking a question this time.

	“I don’t think so, Marco.” The girls seem perfectly at ease with Blaine, like he belongs there. I back out of my driveway and wave as I start my ten-minute drive to school.

	The sun beams down on the car, and I flip the visor down, so it doesn’t blind me. It’s my favourite time of the school year. Just a few months left, and everyone is fresh from a nice two-week break.

	Thanks to my short run-in with Blaine, I’m a little later arriving than I’d planned, but I still have time to rearrange my classroom after the deep cleaning the janitors gave it over the break. There’s nothing like the smell of a disinfected classroom. That’ll last about five minutes. 

	I put Marco’s cage on its stand beside my desk. She lets out another wolf whistle.

	“Nice and clean, huh?” I glance around the room. It’s too empty without the kids, but that will change as soon as the bell sounds. 

	Marco starts to whistle again, and I give her a stern “no” and aim my pointer finger at her. She knows what this means and stops instantly. Hopefully she’ll behave when the kids get here. I can’t have my kindergartners picking up any more bad habits from her.

	“You better be careful, or I’ll send you to live with Taj permanently.” Her head bobs up and down in quick succession as if she actually likes this idea. 

	If my parents hadn't been away in Mumbai for the month, I would have left her with them.

	I place the last chair on the floor from where it sat upside down on the table so the floor could be cleaned. 

	“Hey! Looking good.” I turn around to find Tamara, a third-grade teacher, and my partner in crime in Vancouver this past weekend. 

	“Thanks,” I say, straightening my blouse even though I know she’s referring to the classroom. Her dirty blonde curls are perfectly tamed and she’s wearing a pair of boots I could never pull off with my short stubby legs. “You’re looking pretty good yourself.”

	Her porcelain cheeks deepen a few shades which is rare for her. She’s almost never embarrassed. 

	Glancing at the clock, I take a few steps toward her and lower my voice. “He’s here.”

	Her brows meet in the middle and she cocks her head to the side. “Who’s here?” Clearly, it’s just the two of us in the room.

	“Him.” I practically hiss the word. It was supposed to be like what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, only we were in Vancouver. “The hot guy from the bar on Friday night.”

	She nods, a big grin spreading across her face. “Ah. You mean the guy you were sucking face with all night.”

	“I can’t believe you just said that.”

	“Well, it’s true.”

	“You dared me to.” I huff out a breath. I wouldn’t have acted like that if I hadn’t been drinking.

	“Really? I thought it was my sister’s idea.” She laughs. It was definitely not Stacey’s idea. I may have been drunk, but I know Tamara and her stupid dares. I just don’t normally take them. “Besides, you loved every minute of it.”

	I want to argue, but I can’t. It was pretty fun not having to worry about running into any parents of students or my boss—Principal McPherson. 

	“It was supposed to be a let loose in Vancouver thing.” My voice is still low. You never know who might pass by in the hallway and hear something they might misinterpret. “But he was taking my neighbours to school this morning.”

	“Rory and Lily?”

	“Yes, he was next door. He even came over, and Marco sounded the alert.”

	“Alert, alert,” came from Marco’s corner. Of course my voice isn’t low enough to escape Marco’s super sonic hearing.

	Tamara laughs and walks over to Marco’s cage. “Hi, Marco.”

	Marco replies with the wolf whistle. I’m doomed. The kids will all be repeating it by the end of the day I’m sure.

	Thankfully, Tamara has a good sense of humour. “Let me guess, Taj’s handiwork?” 

	I nod. “Pretty sure.”

	“It’s cute. And so is Taj. We should hang out with him more often.”

	I roll my eyes. “What am I going to do? What if Blaine’s still there after work?”

	“You had fun, didn’t you? Invite him over.”

	My jaw drops. I’m not that forward. Even a dare wouldn’t work this time. Even if I was drinking. No, I need to find out why he’s here. Tamara doesn’t seem to think it’s a big deal, but she wasn’t the one playing duelling tongues with the guy. She was too busy making the rounds with her sister Stacey, a Vancouver local.

	Ugh, I should have stayed home and tidied up my garden like I’d planned. 

	A loud buzzing sounds over the PA system. 

	Tamara shrugs. “Have a good first day back.”

	“You too.”

	Saved by the bell. For now.

	
Two

	As I head to the Green Rock Elementary School parking lot, Lily and Rory are standing near the bus lane as if they are waiting for someone. 

	“Hi, girls,” I say from behind them, and they whip around as if I’ve startled them. 

	“Hi, Miss Ward,” they both say in unison. Rory is almost eye level with Marco. “Hi, Marco.”

	“Hello,” she says in her nasally bird voice.

	“Did you need a ride?”

	“There he is,” says Lily who is staring intently into the parking lot. Blaine closes the door to the Peters’ minivan and walks toward us. Now’s my chance to find out what’s going on.

	“There who is?” I ask.

	“Uncle Blaine,” says Rory, the chattier of the two girls. Hmm. Now that I think of it, he does look like a younger version of Mr. Peters. But I’ve never thought of Mr. Peters as attractive. Maybe because he’s married and the father of a former student. Why haven’t I seen Blaine around before in the two years I’ve lived next to the Peters family?

	“Hello, again,” he says as the girls run to him and wrap their arms around him. He has the look of a surfer with his scraggly hair. It’s messy in a sexy way and dark which accentuates his light blue eyes. 

	“Hello,” says Marco. 

	I roll my eyes and shake my head. She always has to be the centre of attention. “Hi,” I add.

	“How was your day, girls?” Apparently excited to fill him in, the girls both start talking at the same time, dragging him to the minivan, and he gives me a sheepish wave over his shoulder. I can’t help but admire the view as they walk away. Ugh. What is wrong with me? I’m acting like I’m still on spring break.

	“Okay, Marco,” I say, once we’re inside my green Toyota Corolla. “You’re going to hate this, but I really need to see Erin.” Marco whistles, but it’s not the wolf whistle I’d heard all day. It’s more like the steady pitch you’d hear before a bomb touches down and explodes. I’m sure this is meant to demonstrate her displeasure of going to see Erin since I’ll have to leave her in the car while Erin and I visit. Erin is my best friend. Unlike Tamara, she always knows what to say when I’m freaking out for no reason. She’s also been in a steady relationship for the last few years, and I feel like maybe she understands men a little better because of that.

	The sunny weather must have everyone feeling like cold drinks rather than coffee, because when I get to Erin’s coffee shop, the place is dead. This bodes well for me given the personal nature of what I want to talk to her about. 

	I push through the glass door, noticing she’s got the “Help Wanted” sign up again, and the bell above the door jingles.

	“Welcome back,” she says, looking up from wiping down a table. I haven’t seen her since I came home from Vancouver. She spends all her time at work, and if I want to see her, the coffee shop is the best place. She often puts me to work while I visit which I don’t mind since it means I get to spend more time with her.

	“Thanks,” I say. 

	“How was your trip?” 

	“Good.” I nod. 

	“Good, but . . .” Erin sits at the table she’s been cleaning and gestures for me to do the same. She seems frazzled. Her hair’s in disarray and the bags under her eyes are darker than usual.

	Seeing how exhausted she looks makes me feel silly for worrying about my Blaine problem. “It’s dumb,” I say.

	She dips her chin and gives me a look that says, “Come on. You’re not going to let it go until you spill it,” and she would be right. I tend to let things fester.

	“There was this guy.” I pull out the chair across from her and take a seat as I let out a huff.

	With a burst of energy, Erin sits up straighter and her face is suddenly lit up. “You met someone?”

	“Weeeeell.” I scrunch up my nose a little.

	“Oh,” she says and slumps back in her seat.

	“Tamara and Stacey dared me to ask this guy to dance.”

	She leans over the table, placing her forearms on it.   

	“I’d had quite a few drinks by then, so I did, and we had an amazing time. I told him I didn’t normally ask strangers to dance and that I was only in Vancouver for a short time. No strings.”

	“So, what’s the problem? Bars are for dancing. It’s not like you slept with him.”

	My eyes widen and Erin’s jaw drops.

	“Wait. You slept with him?”

	“No, but we kissed and after that there wasn’t much dancing.”

	“Ew. You made out with him in the bar?”

	I purse my lips as my cheeks heat. “Not my proudest moment.”

	Erin shrugs and leans back in her chair again. “So, what’s the big deal? It’s not like you’re ever going to see him again.”

	“I already have.”

	“What?” 

	“He’s Rory and Lily’s uncle. I saw him this morning and again this afternoon.”

	Erin covers a giggle. “Awkward.”

	“Yeah. It was.” Blaine’s gorgeous face pops into my head. “He’s so much hotter than I remembered. I don’t even know why he agreed to dance with me.”

	“Simmie, that’s ridiculous. You’re a babe.”

	Now I’m the one who giggles. “I’m a nerd. But thanks for the vote of confidence.”

	“I still don’t see the big deal. He knew you just wanted a fun night. Wait . . . That is all you wanted, right?”

	“Of course,” I answer, a little too quickly. The thought of more had never occurred to me until now. The attraction was definitely there. “He lives in Vancouver.”

	“So? Why not have a little fun while he’s next door?”

	The thought makes me flush. We did have a good time. “Kissing him was pretty magical.”

	Erin smiles. “See.”

	“What if that was the booze talking?”

	“There’s only one way to find out. Invite him over. Trevor and I will come over if you need some back up.” She and Trevor, her boyfriend of three years, have tried to fix me up so many times I’ve lost count.

	“Right. You’re always working.”

	“And that’s why I’m hiring again. I need to find a manager. Someone I can trust the place with so I can take some time off. I was a little sad I couldn’t go with you to the coast.”

	“Well, you didn’t miss anything. Just me making a fool of myself at the bar.” I stand to leave. 

	“Leaving so soon?” Erin stands and pushes the chairs in.

	I nod. “Marco’s in the car.”

	“One sec.” Erin runs behind the counter. “Look what Taj dropped off earlier.” She holds up one of my brother’s paintings. It’s Marco in what looks like a fruit tree, and I instantly wonder when he painted it. Did he take Marco outside while I was gone? He knows I worry she’ll fly
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