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Chapter One
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Evan stared at the pack of papers the department secretary—Judy, or maybe Jane?—shoved at his chest, a dawning horror creeping down the back of his neck. "But I'm supposed to teach Comp I."

"Right, and you still are." She pushed the stack harder. "You're Professor Leaverman's TA, and she's out with the stomach flu—"

"Gross."

"—so you need to take her classes this morning. It's the first day of the semester, and I don't have time for this." She let go of the papers, and Evan had to catch them to avoid strewing syllabi across the office floor.

Before he even had time to catch his breath, another student took his place, pulling the secretary's attention away. He backed up, knocked into someone, and apologized before slipping out of the crowded office.

Evan braced himself against the wall of the hallway and glanced down at the syllabus. Intro to Poetry? Something in his belly flipped at that. It was the kind of more advanced class he hadn't expected to be allowed to teach until much later in his PhD program.

He might have entertained fantasies of himself sweeping into a lecture hall, the flaps of his coat fluttering behind him like a cape, as he commanded the attention of every single student in the room. With a sentence, he enraptured them. As he completed the poem, he ensnared them. By the end of the class, they were his.

The flutter of the papers brought his attention back to the present, and Evan finally noticed the class start time. 9:30 a.m. That left him—he checked his watch—fifteen minutes to trek to the Kestrel building on the other side of campus. Hardly enough time to become familiar with the syllabus before presenting it to the class.

"Calm down, it's no big deal." He shoved the copies into his messenger bag and took a moment to straighten his tie. At least he'd dressed for success today, wearing what he'd taken to calling his 'professor uniform': pressed white Oxford shirt, pale blue tie, and khaki slacks. Part of him wanted to go for it and wear the bow tie, but he didn’t think anyone else would get that he was trying to be ironic.

Maybe if he hurried, he'd have time to look over the syllabus while the class filed in.

Evan hadn't counted on having to navigate around students who were finding their own way. He'd been in town for a few weeks before the semester started, and he was used to the campus being relatively empty. They'd done a nice job of separating the university from the town around it, using strategically placed trees and half-walls. It gave the campus the feeling of being in a park full of green, hidden from the outside world.

Still, that meant he didn't know any short-cuts yet himself, so when he made it to Kestrel, he was sweaty and out of breath. So much for making a good first impression.

The sense of dread only increased when he made it to room 302, pushed open the door, and found it full of expectant students who all looked up and stared as he entered. Sweat slid down between his shoulder blades, making him feel unpleasantly cool in the air-conditioned room.

"Good morning, class." Evan made his way to the professor's lectern and set down his messenger bag.

The whispers started.

"Excuse me?" An older man in the front row raised his hand.

He must have been a non-traditional student. Evan couldn't help but be districted by the good-looking stranger, with his thick, dark, wavy hair and sleepy bedroom eyes. He had stubble shading his cheeks, the kind that begged to be stroked. To top it off, his voice was deep, like whiskey over gravel. All those features had long been part of Evan's mental image of the perfect man.

Evan held tight to the lectern and his attempt to be a professional. Of course he'd have the dumb luck to meet someone just his type in one of his lectures. "Yes?"

"You can't be our professor. You barely look old enough to be out of preschool."

"I'm twenty-three." Evan felt his face heat, and he realized he'd already lost control. "That is, I mean, Professor Leaverman is out sick today, so I'll be handing out her syllabus."

It should have ended there. Evan should have given out the syllabus and left. But he kept trying. Poetry was important, and the more he tried to talk about it, the worse it got.

Finally, a kid in the back said, "Yo, man, I'm just here for my lit requirement. I don't give a shit about Shelley or Kelly or whatever."

That was it. "Fine. Read the syllabus. Buy the textbook. Do the readings for next class!" His last words were shouted because most of the class had gotten up and left.

That could have gone better.

***
[image: ]


AFTER THE CHAOS OF the first day of classes, Evan sought solace in the library. He bypassed the line of undergrads looking to set up their accounts at circulation and went downstairs to the archives. Here he found the quiet he'd been seeking since he left Kestrel that morning.

Evan kept replaying the disastrous moment in his mind, trying to figure out how he could have salvaged the situation. Sure, the older guy had caught him off-guard, but Evan should have been able to take control of the class. Perfect eyes and a sexy voice were no excuse.

He stopped by the card catalogue, only used down here because no one had ever bothered to digitize the archive's records. Evan knew that wouldn't last forever, but he took solace in flipping through the cards, the tiny slips of cardboard firm against his fingertips. He knew what he wanted, and soon he was turning over his card to the librarian at the desk.

"Davis papers, please. Collection I."

He settled at a table, pencil in his white-gloved hand. Evan lost himself in the letters of his favorite poet, long-forgotten Paul Davis. Davis had taught at Winston, which was why the university had custody of all his papers. Something about the crisp writing grounded him, brought him back from the edge.

But he couldn't shake the sense of failure, even after he'd read through his favorite works and had to return the box. He'd completely lost it because of a handsome face and a voice that could have him turned on in seconds.

Maybe a walk off-campus would help. At least he could forget he didn't even know Handsome's name.
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EVAN HAD EXPLORED MUCH of the small town surrounding the campus after moving in. He'd already found his favorite coffee shop—not a chain, but one of the tiny, off-the-beaten path shops that seemed to only exist in works of fiction. It even had built-in shelves of books along the walls and couches instead of chairs.

He looked forward to having a latte. As he moved toward the entrance, Evan could almost taste the creamy goodness on his tongue, but something tangled between his legs. Evan found himself falling, and he managed to catch himself on one of the patio chairs before he hit the ground, although his messenger bag slammed against the cobbled sidewalk with a bang.

"Well, fuck, are you all right? No, down, Kilo—down."

It couldn't have been. That voice, again?

Evan looked up, but his vision was blocked by a happy dog face with a long tongue. The reason for his fall, he presumed. The dog had long pointed ears and looked like he was smiling.

"Sorry, sorry, we're working on socializing him. He's getting better with a leash, but so far I haven't been able to train that herding instinct out of him."

Yes, it was that voice again. Evan looked away from the dog and into the face of his handsome heckler from class. Dazed, he let the guy pull him to his feet. "You."

Apparently he still couldn't say anything worthwhile around this man.

The guy ducked his head and rubbed his hair, making him look much younger. "Uh, yeah, me. Look, it was a shitty thing I said. I'm sorry. I should've apologized after class. Can I get you a cup of coffee to make it up to you?"

The dog bumped into Evan's calves, catching him off-guard. Evan knelt and stroked its ears to give himself time to think. Coffee wasn't too inappropriate, was it? He wasn't technically this guy's professor. Evan wouldn't even be grading that class's papers. "Um, sure. But, uh, can you tell me your name?"

"Marc. Marc Romano. And this little guy is Kilowatt. Kilo for short."
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MARC DAMN WELL KNEW that adopting Kilo was going to get him in trouble. He never worked with corgis before, had assumed they were like any other herding breed. 'Course this little guy had his own too-big personality.

Now Kilo reminded him of how much of an ass Marc
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