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  Dedication


To my boys, the three parts of my heart that live on the outside of my body. I love you to the moon and back, but please never read my romance books. 






  
  About This Book


When the sexy junior high teacher appears to loathe you for no apparent reason, it’s not hard to tell your lady bits to shut it and go about your days teaching adorable third graders. Until, that is, the moment you find out the truth. Her Love Lesson is a spicy, grumpy/sunshine, rivals-to- lovers work romance full of fun and friendship.
Claire was a bonafide romantic. Sure, cuddling with her fluffy feline Phoebe was fantastic, but it was nothing like having a man. When junior high teacher Joshua’s piercing hazel eyes had locked onto hers that first day, well, to say he was attractive was an understatement. Unfortunately for Claire, Joshua, aka Mr. Jerkston, seemed to have nothing but contempt for the third-grade teacher. Until he didn't.
Joshua put up his guard the moment the pretty and perky substitute teacher knocked on his junior high door. It didn’t matter that Claire was beautiful, kind, and caring. He’d been burned by a colleague before, and he’d learned the hard way that work relationships were a terrible idea. He tried his best to not think about her. But even the best laid plans go wrong… or maybe they go just right.
*This is a slow burn, standalone contemporary romance with an HEA written in third person POV intended for adult readers. The Willow Street Girls books may be read in any order but best read in order for optimal enjoyment in terms of timeline.






  
  Prologue

SILENT BUT SEXY ~Claire~ About a Year Ago


Claire tugged on the door in the quiet seventh grade hallway, but it didn’t budge. “Dog gone it.” The door to the adjacent classroom stood ajar with the name Mr. Johnston engraved on the nameplate. She knocked on the wood trim and peaked inside. “Excuse me, Mr. Johnston. I’m Claire Divers. I’m subbing next door, and the door is locked.” 
The man behind the desk didn’t look up from his book. Is he asleep? 
She cleared her throat and knocked again. “Uh, hello? I was wondering if you had a key.” 
He finally glanced up and stared at her but didn’t say anything. What a stare, or was it a glare? Piercing hazel eyes with flecks of gold bore into her. He raked his hand through his wavy light brown hair that had bronze tones some women paid big money for. His chiseled jaw clenched as if it were made of solid stone. She might have drooled a little if not for the seemingly angry look upon his face, courtesy of narrowed eyes and the scowl he sported. He was walk-off of a magazine cover beautiful, even with the anger emanating from him. Silent but deadly? Of course not. What am I thinking? I’m not in the beginning of a thriller novel. Focus.
“It’s already so late and I hate being late. Thought maybe I could save some time if I didn’t have to walk back to the office for a key. I want to look at the lesson plans before the kids arrive.” She motioned over her shoulder. 
Nothing. No response. Okay, drop dead sexy but still silent. She supposed that was a thing. “Sooooo yeah, do you have a key? I’m subbing. Next door.” Claire pointed her thumb over her shoulder again towards the room. This is weird. What’s his deal?
“Maybe if you didn’t wait until the last minute to get to school you wouldn’t be in such a rush,” the sexy man replied, his voice gravelly and firm.
Wait, what? “Oh, no! I’m not late!” Claire tucked some of her shoulder length hair behind her ear. “They only called me about twenty-five minutes ago. I jumped in the shower and got here as soon as I could. You should be thankful I’m not naked I was in such a rush.” Claire giggled and then her eyes widened, and her face turned hot. “I mean, not that I would ever come to school naked. I sub at this school a lot. I wouldn’t! I meant, I hurried and got here pretty quickly considering they only called a short time ago.” The sexy but silent stranger continued to stare. “Um, never mind. I’ll go to the office.” Claire turned. Oh my gosh! What a jerk!
The man cleared his throat and that deep sultry voice replied, “Blue ring.” 
She shivered and spun around as a set of keys flew through the air and landed on the floor in front of her. “Oh, thanks.” She bent down and grabbed the keys. “I’ll be right back.” She ducked out and studied the ring of keys. Grabbing the one on the blue ring, she unlocked the door and then quickly peaked back into his room. “Thank you.”
He held up his hand. Did he expect her to throw the keys back to him? That would be a big fat no. Claire didn’t throw anything if she could help it. Well, except clay. She’d throw pottery if she ever visited that pottery place she’d been wanting to check out. 
“Oh, um... I’ll just…” She walked the few steps over to his desk and handed the keys to the man. “I’m not much of a thrower. Or catcher. Or anything to do with sports really.” She finger gunned him. What the actual heck is wrong with me? “Okay, well thanks. See ya!” Claire turned and left the room before he had a chance to reply. Good Lord that couldn’t have been more awkward. Mr. Johnston. More like Mr. Jerkston. Sheesh.






  
  Chapter 1

BABY GOT BACK ~Claire~


Several months later

“Are you so excited for next year?” Elizabeth grabbed an apple slice from her plate and took a bite, her long, smooth strawberry blonde hair flowing down her back. The teacher’s lounge was quiet, except for Claire and Elizabeth, the two third grade teachers at Lakeview Elementary and Middle School. Claire had been subbing at the school for the past year and recently accepted a full-time position teaching third grade alongside Elizabeth. 
Claire set her water bottle down. “Yes! And nervous. I’ve loved subbing for Sue while she’s been on maternity leave, but now that I’ve officially been hired to take her place as the third-grade teacher next year, I’m excited to make the classroom my own. I love this age!”
“Sue was an excellent teacher, and so are you. It’s so fun teaching with you! You’ll be a great replacement! You’re so good with the kids and they adore you.” Elizabeth took another bite of an apple slice and stood up. She towered over Claire’s short five-foot height. “And we get to continue working together every day! I know it’s only my second year, but I’ll try to help you as much as I can.”
Claire looked up at her. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” She blew some hair out of her face. “You’re so tall! I wish I had some of your height. I’m not going to lie. Sometimes I feel like the child-sized version of you. You’re this tall beautiful red head with gorgeous long legs.”  
Elizabeth grabbed a napkin. “I’m not that tall. Five foot nine. You don’t look like a child. You’re very short, but you can tell you’re a beautiful, grown woman. Boobs and all!” Elizabeth chuckled again as she motioned to Claire’s chest.
“There are junior high girls with bigger boobs than mine.” Claire shrugged.
“Hey, you’ve got a great ass. Nice and curvy. Mine’s so flat.” Elizabeth patted her butt.
“Thanks. It’s gotten a lot fuller than I like since working at Dough Good Donuts. I need to stop or it’s going to be enormous!”
“No way. You’ve got the kind of ass they sing songs about, the kind men like to grab onto. Trust me, you’re good.”
“I wouldn’t know.” Claire deadpanned. It’s been forever.
“I’m in a drought right now too. I haven’t been on a date in months. Let’s go out soon and see if we can change our luck.” Elizabeth wiggled her eyebrows.
“Sounds good!” Claire replied.
“But back to teaching. This school’s really great. You’re going to love being here full time in one classroom and not having to drift all over the school.”
“It was nice being a sub and getting to check out all of the different grades and classrooms at the school. I got a great feel for the place and met a lot of the teachers and figured out what grades suited me best. Most everyone is really nice.” 
Elizabeth cocked her head and winked. “Most everyone?”
“You know who. I really don’t know what his issue is with me. I was never rude to him. But for some reason, ever since that first day we met towards the start of the school year when I was late subbing in the junior high, through no fault of my own mind you, Mr. Jerkston has not been a fan of mine. And it drives me crazy. I’m a nice person and most people like me. I wish I knew what I did or what it is about me that he dislikes so much. It’s weird. Would he really hate me that much because I was running late? I told him why I had gotten there when I did, so that can’t be the reason, but I can’t figure anything else out. And why does he have to be so hot? It’s really not fair.”
Elizabeth laughed as she picked up her water bottle and twisted the cap. “I don’t think he hates you. But it does seem like he enjoys picking on you. And yes, I agree, he is hot.”
“Oh shoot. Are you interested in him? I’m sitting here complaining about him.”
“Lord no! He’s hot for sure, but another teacher that used to work here warned me off of him right away. Not that he was bad but that he doesn’t date co-workers. Apparently, he was in a relationship with a fellow teacher at his old school and things did not end well. There are rumors she cheated.” 
“Oh wow. That’s too bad.”
“Yeah, it is. But I really don’t think he hates you. In fact, some might say it’s because he secretly wants you. But I would never say that.” Elizabeth smirked at Claire.
“Oh brother, you sound like my friend, Caroline. Have you lost your mind?” Claire gasped. The door to the teacher’s lounge opened. 
“Morning ladies and what has Lizzie lost her mind over?” Matt Daniels, the junior high math teacher, said to them as he entered, Mr. Jerkston trailing behind. 
Mr. Jerkston offered a grunt and a nod. 
Great! Just what she needed. Mr. Jerkston, aka Joshua Johnston, the bane of Claire’s existence also known as the junior high history teacher, ruining her morning.
“Oh, nothing. What brings you two over to the elementary wing?” Elizabeth waved her hand around the room.
“Josh prefers his coffee black, like his soul. And our lounge has tons of the flavored stuff but is completely out of plain coffee. So, here we are.” Matt smirked and elbowed Joshua in the ribs. 
Claire stifled a giggle, and Elizabeth laughed aloud at Matt’s remark. 
“Is something funny, Miss Divers?” Mr. Jerkston stared at Claire.
Claire stiffened. Case in point. He calls me out and not Lizzie. What the duck? “Um no... I was thinking of something funny my roommate said this morning.”
“Really, care to share with the class?” Mr. Jerkston asked.
“No, not really. It’s a private joke. If you’ll excuse me. I have to get back to my students. Enjoy your soulless coffee.” I hope it burns your sexy tongue. Claire picked up her lunch items. 
Elizabeth looked between the two teachers. “Not that you care, but I laughed because Matt called your soul black. That was funny.” Elizabeth gave Matt a thumbs-up, and Matt chuckled. 
After Claire gathered her items, she and Elizabeth left the lounge and walked to their classrooms.
Claire sat down at her desk, pulled out her phone, and angrily tapped out a text to her two very best friends, Caroline and Noelle. If anyone could make her feel better, it was the two women she’d grown up with on Willow Street.  Claire wasn’t aware of Caroline’s exact class and work schedule, even though they shared an apartment. And Noelle was in Greece with her new fiancé. With the big time difference, Noelle might not see the message. But it wasn’t too late in Greece yet, so Claire typed away. Maybe one of them would be able to answer. 
Claire: Mr. Jerkston strikes again. 
Claire set her phone down and pulled out her math lesson plan book. While she gathered some supplies for the lesson, her phone dinged.
Caroline: Do tell! But I only have a sec.
Claire: Oh, the usual. Always finding a way to single me out but not in a good way.
Caroline: Classic romance trope. Rivals to lovers. Can’t wait to see where this goes.
Claire: Caroline! No! That’s not what this is. I mean, he’s my enemy. Well, not really, but I’m not a fan of his. That’s for sure. And it’s clear he isn’t a fan of mine. Why? I have no idea.
Noelle: Claire, I’m sorry he’s being mean. Are you sure you aren’t reading more into it?
Claire: I’m sure. Today another teacher made fun of him, and Lizzie and I both laughed. But he only called me out. 
Caroline: It’s like the book is writing itself. 
Claire: Caroline, I’m going to strangle you when I get home. Gotta go. The kids are coming back to class. Guard your neck, woman.
Caroline: *sends laughing emoji 
Noelle: Good luck! Love and miss you both! 

*** Present Day ***



Claire, Caroline, and a few of their friends sang along with the music and danced on the large dance floor at Water Street Pub. Caroline’s boyfriend Nikolas looked on with a huge smile. Music filled the space of the converted old warehouse, from the wood beams stretching across the tall ceilings to the long bar that ran the length of one side of the main room.
A tipsy Claire grinned from ear to ear. Caroline had finally gotten back together with her childhood crush Nikolas. When Nikolas had sealed the deal earlier in the evening by professing his love for Caroline in front of their friends and family, Claire had refrained from shouting “I told you so.” Even Noelle, who was Nikolas’ younger sister, had been on FaceTime in Greece with her new husband to watch the events unfold. 
“I’m so happy for you, Caroline! I always knew you two would end up together! I never doubted. Even when we were eleven years old!” Claire hugged Caroline as they swayed to the music.
“So, I suppose I’ll see even less of you now that you and Niko are back together,” Claire teased. Even though Claire and Caroline shared an apartment on the outer edge of town, not far from the school where Claire taught, Claire saw her roommate less and less. They had different schedules, yes, but with Caroline back with Niko, getting together would be even more infrequent. Would Caroline move in with Niko? There was no way Claire could afford the place on her own. Sure, she had a full-time teaching job and worked some evenings and weekends at the Dough Good Donut Shop, but rent wasn’t cheap. The treats were delicious, but treats didn’t pay the bills, and it was possible both jobs wouldn’t be enough to cover rent and utilities. Caroline was almost done with grad school and working at The Brew Crew coffee shop. She and Niko weren’t engaged, yet, but that time would come. And maybe they’d want to live together first. Then what? Don’t think about that right now. Be happy for your friend. And she was happy. She’d been rooting for them for ages. But a small part of her couldn’t help but feel a little worried about her own future. She could always ask Elizabeth to be roommates.
“Relax! We just got back together.” As if Caroline read Claire’s mind, she said, “No one is moving. Besides, I like getting those free donuts you bring home. Niko doesn’t have free donuts!” Caroline stuck her tongue out.
“No, he has something better.” Claire smirked.
“He sure does!” Caroline kissed Niko. “But seriously, don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere for a long time!” Caroline twirled Claire around in a circle.






  
  Chapter 2

UNCANNY ~Joshua~


Joshua sat at a table in the corner as Miss Claire Divers sang and danced with her friends to an Ed Sheeran song . Damn, she was mesmerizing. The logical part of his brain wanted nothing to do with the woman, and yet other parts of his body contemplated all of the things they did in fact want to do to her, with her, and for her. Joshua groaned. Of all of the bars around, she had to be at the same one where they were celebrating his youngest brother’s twenty-first birthday. Seemed about right. There was no denying Miss Divers was a beautiful woman even in her modest teacher clothes he saw her in at school every day. Yes, he saw her every day. One would think he wouldn’t see her often since she taught third grade, and he taught junior high history on the completely other side of the school. But somehow, some way, the school gods tortured him, and they crossed paths. A lot. Were some of those instances engineered by him? Possibly. But that was neither here nor there. And when they did cross paths, she was always gorgeous. She had a natural look about her. But tonight, the word otherworldly described her best. Dressed to kill in a blue dress that accentuated her petite body perfectly and brought out her gorgeous bright blue eyes, he fought to look away from her. The last thing he needed was to get hard. But that ass. Damn. Joshua fidgeted and willed the tightness in his pants to dissipate. Her auburn hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders, and he had the strong urge to run his fingers through it before giving it a slight tug. Or a strong one. Look away. 
Jake waved his hand in front of his older brother's face. “Dude, what’s that look for?” 
Joshua turned towards his brother who must have sat down across from him at some point. He pointed to the dance floor. “Annoyance. See that little blue eyed, reddish brown-haired vixen over there?”
Jake looked in the direction Joshua directed. “Oh yeah, I noticed her and her friend. They’re both hot!”
Joshua held up his whiskey. “You best un-notice her. That… is Miss Divers.” 
“Oh shit, that’s the teacher from your school that makes your dick hard. Shit, this is awesome!” Jake stood up with a huge grin stretched across his face.
Joshua slammed his glass down onto the table. “She doesn’t make my…” No use finishing that sentence. It would’ve been a lie. But he’d never told Jake that truth. “She annoys me with her perky "I’m little Miss Sunshine and roses" outlook on everything.” It didn’t matter that she was an excellent teacher who all the kids loved. When she’d subbed in the junior high part of the building the previous year, his students had always talked about Miss Divers. Just what he hadn’t wanted to hear. He and teachers at the same school didn’t mix. He’d mixed with one at his previous school and it had been a disaster. He’d learned his lesson. 
Jake smoothed his hair. 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Joshua said.
Jake slapped his hands together. “See the blonde dude by your hottie teacher friend? That... is my buddy Liam. Clearly you were too focused on the woman to notice him even though we’ve been friends with him for years. I’m definitely going over to talk to… him. I might have to say hello to your sexy little teacher friend too.” Jake shot his brother a wink and turned towards the others.
Had Liam really been there the whole time? Joshua reached out and grabbed Jake’s arm. “She’s not my sexy little teacher friend. And don’t say a damn word. Do you hear me? I swear to God, I will rip your balls from your body and serve them to you for breakfast.” 
Jake pulled from his grasp and walked away shaking his head and laughing. Joshua may be Jake’s older brother by three years, but Jake was just as big and wasn’t afraid of him... anymore. Sure, when Jake and their little brother Joey were growing up, they both looked up to Joshua. They even feared him a little. He had admittedly made up some bizarre rules. That was what big brothers were for. The few years where Joshua had proclaimed green as “his color,” and they weren’t allowed to wear anything green remained one of his favorites. But those days were long gone. All three Johnston brothers were relatively tall, strong, and muscular. What was he going to do, tackle Jake to the ground in the middle of the bar to stop him? They were each three years apart but looked so much alike, people oftentimes mixed them up with one another. His two younger brothers were every bit as intimidating as he was both with their looks and their size. No, the pub wasn’t the place to cause a scene. As much as he wanted to strangle his brother, he’d have to wait until they were alone to set him straight.
But maybe he wouldn’t have to hurt his brother after all. Joshua breathed a sigh of relief as Miss Divers and her friend walked to the bar before Jake caught up to them and caused any trouble. Joshua rubbed his scruffy chin that he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. That didn’t mean Jake would give up. Somehow, Jake would find his way to Claire, and who the hell knew what he would say. No, Joshua needed to make the first move. He certainly didn’t mind stirring the pot, especially when it concerned Miss Divers’ pot. The server hadn’t been around in a while. Guess it was time to head to the bar, grab another drink, and have his spoon at the ready. If anyone was going to do any stirring, it would be him.
Joshua walked around several people, avoiding Miss Divers’ line of sight. He slid onto a bar stool directly behind her as she chatted with her friend seemingly unknowing of his presence.
The blond one spoke. “Thank you for being so supportive, Claire Bear! You’re the best! And I’m not even mad at you for tricking me again. You dirty little schemer.”
Claire Bear?
“Anything for true love!” Claire crooned and the girls howled with laughter and ordered a couple shots.
Oh brother. True love. Joshua rolled his eyes.
“To you and Niko! May I never again accidentally walk in on the two of you having sex... ever... like never ever!”  Claire broke out into song to the tune of Taylor Swift’s “We are Never Ever Getting Back Together” and sang, “I will never ever ever, go into your bathroom again.” Then she burst out laughing.
She was drunk. A side he hadn’t seen. Still perky and positive though, and every bit as endearing. Annoying. He’d meant annoying. 
Miss Divers’ friend held up her glass. “For real!” The girls drank their shots and fell into a fit of giggles. 
They’re both drunk. 
“To Mr. Jerkston! May his smug and stupid handsome face get warts!” Claire took another drink.
Joshua clenched his fists. Mr. Jerkston? Who is Mr. Jerkston and what did he do to her?
“Bloody hell, Claire.” The blonde said in an English accent. “Your third graders are rubbing off on you. We can come up with something better than that for the bane of your teaching existence. Or should we call him your rake of the first order.”
What the actual hell are they talking about? 
“First of all, he’s not my anything. But I don’t know if he’s a rake. What else have you got in terms of name calling? I’m open to any suggestions. He’s still being a cold-hearted jerk to me at school, and I honestly have no idea why. We’ve already established that I’m sweet. Everyone knows that.” 
Well hell, they’re talking about me. I’m Mr. Jerkston. Stupid handsome face, huh. So, she finds me attractive. Interesting.
“Let me think about it. Honestly Claire, I still think he’s like one of those annoying boys on the playground our moms warned us about. You know, when they told us if a boy pulled our pigtails, it might have been because he liked us. That’s total crap, but I wonder if in this case, there could be some truth to it. But instead of wanting to play four square with you on the playground, Mr. Jerkston wants to do some foreplay in your pants. Plain and simple.”
“Claire!” The blonde squealed when Claire spit out her drink. “Sorry, it was an accident!” Claire handed Caroline a napkin. “No, Caroline. That’s definitely not what’s going on here. He’s a grown man. A hot grown man. But whatever. He’s not some preteen with a crush. And besides, I don’t want him in my pants. He’s a jerk. Thus, the name, Jerkston. Mr. Jerkston with a capital J.”
Well, that’s hasty.
“Whatever you say, Claire Bear. But I don’t buy it.” The friend named Caroline held up her hand and took another drink.
“What? I don’t want him in my pants. I’m not even wearing pants,” Claire chuckled. “I mean, yes. He’s so stinking handsome it practically burns my retinas to look directly at him. He has this brownish bronze hair that is gorgeous, and his hazel eyes are dreamy.” Claire took a drink of her wine and pointed to the air. “But he’s still a jerk. And no amount of sexiness can change that. He’s Mr. Jerkston, after all.”
Caroline slapped her hand down onto the bar. “Oh my God, Claire Bear! That’s the first time you’ve ever described him to me! You said he was a Niko on my Niko scale. But you’ve always been so tight lipped with a description. Tell me more!” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Oh, and don’t worry, I’ve never heard of anyone’s retinas burning up from looking at someone.” Caroline snickered.
“Mmm hmmm. You haven’t seen him. He’s gorgeous. I didn’t want to put it out in the universe, but whatever. It doesn’t matter.” Claire looked around the room. “Mmmm. He is pretty tall and muscular. And... actually. Oh my gosh, that guy.” Claire stopped her wine glass midway to her mouth and motioned beyond Caroline.
Caroline set her drink on the bar and turned to look behind her in the direction Claire was pointing. “What?” 
“That guy. The one talking to Liam. He looks... He looks so much like Mr. Jerkston.” 
Joshua smirked. Miss Divers was clearly motioning to his brother. 
Caroline turned back around to Claire. She pointed over her shoulder. “He’s hot! Mr. Jerkston looks like that?”
Claire nodded. 
“I thought you were exaggerating when you rated him as a Niko on the Niko scale, but I guess not.” 
“It’s uncanny really,” Claire said.
Uncanny huh.
“That guy, I mean, they could be…”
Joshua leaned in close to her ear, her sweet scent enveloping him and whispered, “Brothers.”






  
  Chapter 3

CLONES FOR CLAIRE ~Claire~


Claire froze. That voice was so familiar, but she wasn’t about to turn around and check to see if she guessed right. Niko and Liam walked up to her and Caroline with the Jerkston lookalike in tow as Claire sat holding her breath. 
Niko wrapped his arms around Caroline’s waist. “Let’s go soon, ok babe?” 
Caroline kissed his cheek. 
Liam introduced his friend. “Hey ladies, this is my friend Jacob. Jake and I work together. We’ve been buddies for a few years.” 
“Hello ladies!” Jake flashed a smile. Then another Joshua clone came up and mumbled a hello as he hugged Jake.
Good heavens, how many are there? 
“This drunkard here is our little brother Joseph.” Jake rubbed the top of his brother’s head and messed up his hair. “Joey turned twenty-one and we’re out celebrating.” Then Jake pointed behind Claire. “And the dude scowling behind you is our older brother Joshua.” 
Of course it is. 
Mr. Jerkston appeared from behind her and stood next to Jake. 
“I believe you two know each other?” Jake motioned between Joshua and Claire. 
Oh no. Oh no. How long has he been sitting there? Did he hear me? Did he hear the Jerkston part? Did he hear the part about him being hot? What about the part about wanting to get in my pants? Conversations occurred and words were being said, but at that point, Claire had lost all focus and fell into a deep hole of embarrassment.
Caroline stood up into Nikolas’ arms. 
“Sorry, guys, we’re going to head out. Thanks for everything,” Nikolas said.
Claire looked at Caroline, wide eyed. What’s happening?
“Yes, thank you! It was an amazing night!” Caroline mouthed the word sorry to Claire and then mimed holding a phone to her ear. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said as they walked away.
Sorry? What the heck? You’re leaving me? You can’t leave me. This was a disaster. Am I in an alternate universe? What. Is. Happening? Caroline, if you can hear me, you are dead to me. Actually, you will be dead to me because I’m going to murder you in your sleep. Please let mental telepathy work between the two of us right now. 
But Caroline left, and Liam put his arm around Claire. “Claire Bear, I can’t believe you teach at the same school as my buddy’s brother. What a small world? What are the odds?”
Claire let out a nervous laugh. “Ha, what are the odds?”
“Yes, odd. So how do you know Miss Divers?” Joshua asked Liam in his usual cold tone.
He hadn’t even acknowledged her presence yet, but he wanted to know how they knew each other. Nosy jerk.
Liam gave Claire a smile and a squeeze. “Besides the fact that she is the most adorable weekend donut dealer at Dough Good Donuts Bakery, I’ve known Claire since she was a little girl running around the neighborhood getting into all sorts of trouble with her friends. She’s best friends with Caroline, the girl who left with my buddy, Niko.” He motioned over his shoulder.
“I see,” Joshua replied.
Nooo, why did you have to tell Jerkston about the donut shop, Liam? Great! Just great. Jerkston would find some way to tease Claire about that for sure. Or worse, visit the donut shop only to torment her. That was all she needed. Her second job was her safe haven, her home away from home where she was surrounded by delicious baked goods. Jerkston was not allowed to bring his negative aura there and ruin that for her too. It was bad enough his presence at the school brought angst to her life. 
Joshua leaned close towards Claire. “So, Miss Divers, that was an enlightening chat you had with your friend.” 
Claire laughed nervously and stood up. “Uh... I have to go. I uh... have some grading to do. A lot of grading. So much grading. Nice to meet you all! Bye!” Claire hugged Liam quickly and shot for the door without waiting for replies. I don’t want to know what he heard, and I don’t want to have to answer to it. It can’t be good. She ordered an Uber and texted Caroline while she waited outside for her ride. 
Claire: In case you didn’t hear the mental telepathy, you are dead to me. Scratch that. I’m going to kill you when you get home.
Claire: I know you’re probably going to have hot sex with Niko, so you won’t get this message until tomorrow. But know, YOU are on my list.
Claire: But I am super excited for you two!!
Claire: But you’re still on my list. Like number one. ON. MY. LIST.
Claire shoved her phone into her pocket and waited. And waited. Where is the dang Uber? 
A male voice behind her cleared his throat. “Miss Divers.” 
Oh noooooo. Why was this happening to her? And why couldn’t the freaking Uber have arrived by now? She turned around and faced Mr. Jerkston, AKA Joshua. Even his name is sexy. JOSH OO AHHH. Dang him. 
Joshua walked a little closer to her. “Is something wrong, Miss Divers?”
She looked at him funny. “What?”
“Ahh, she speaks. You didn’t go mute in the last five minutes since you came outside. Thank goodness you’ll be able to teach on Monday.”
Claire simmered, ready to explode. “No, I did not go mute. I was... surprised.”
“I see. What surprised you, Miss Divers?” he took another step closer.
She took a step back. “I wasn’t expecting to see you outside. And my Uber should be here any minute.”
“Ah yes, you have a lot of grading. So much grading in fact.” He grinned facetiously at her. “You’re not the only one who was surprised. As I said, I found your conversation with your friend very surprising and enlightening.”
Ugh. “Lots of surprises tonight.” She laughed nervously. “So, it’s your brother’s birthday, you should probably go back inside.” She waved her hand towards the building and breathed a sigh of relief when a car pulled up in front of the bar. For the love of all that’s holy, please be my ride.
Jerkston took another step closer. “Miss Divers. Did you hear me?”
“Oh sorry, uh, that’s my Uber. Can’t keep him waiting. Time is money after all. See you Monday! Or probably not since we’re on opposite sides of the building. Bye!” she called out as she practically threw herself in the car and closed the door behind her. 

      ***Claire walked into her apartment with every intention of going to bed, but her mind raced, and sleep was far from reach. Calm down. Make note of your surroundings to help ground yourself and take your mind off of your problems. She plopped onto their old couch covered with a pretty blue couch cover and smiled at her friend Noelle’s watercolor paintings adorning the walls. Framed pictures of Caroline, Noelle, and Claire stared back at her, as did the photos of their families. There was the one of the three girls at their high school graduation and another one of them peeking out of a snow fort when they were around nine years old. Simpler times. Times when a certain jerk of a teacher didn’t make her blood boil. No, don’t go there. Shaking her head, she straightened the bright mismatched pillows next to her. Then she proceeded to flip on her favorite blue lamp and stack the magazines that were on top of the small yellow painted end table next to the couch. She picked up a coffee cup off of the old trunk she’d gotten at an estate sale and took the cup to the sink. Everything was better when it was neat and organized, especially since her life at the moment appeared to be in such disarray. And if there was one thing Claire was excellent at doing, it was organizing... And cleaning... And being on time. And I’m a darn good teacher too.  
Claire washed up the cup and bleached the sink. Then she moved on to the rest of the apartment and cleaned. And organized. And worked on some fun new lesson plans she couldn’t wait to share with Elizabeth and their students. She had a creative streak that came in handy when teaching young minds. And while she did all of these things, she couldn’t help but ponder, what all did Mr. Jerkston hear Caroline and I talk about? How was she going to face him Monday at school if he’d heard her go on about how handsome he was? Or how Caroline had thought he wanted to get into her pants! The situation was a complete disaster! Claire grabbed a dust rag from the drawer, pulled a chair over to the counter, climbed on top, and dusted the tops of the cabinets as far back as she could reach, which wasn’t very far. Caroline would have to finish it for her. She took a deep breath. Hopefully she wouldn’t have to face him. Hopefully, she could easily avoid him. After all, their classrooms were on opposite sides of the school, his in the junior high wing and hers in the elementary wing. They had no reason to see each other. It would be fine. She could totally avoid him for a few days. And then he’d forget about the whole thing. Yes, everything would be fine. Nothing she needed to worry about. And yet, she continued working until about three in the morning before she finally dragged herself to bed and attempted to get some sleep. 

      ***When her alarm went off at six the next morning, Claire tapped the snooze button. Phoebe, her fluffy cat, purred restfully curled up by her side. When her alarm rang ten minutes later, she hit the snooze button again. The fluffy cat still hadn’t moved from her spot on the bed. At the next snooze, Claire threw the alarm clock across the room and then ran to the shower in a panic as Phoebe gave herself a bath. Okay, I have to be at the donut shop at seven. The shop is fifteen minutes away in good traffic. I can do this. She took a lightning-fast shower, poured some cat food into Phoebe's dish in her bedroom, and then donned her Dough Good uniform in a hurry. It wasn’t really a full uniform per se. The workers were given a pink T-shirt with the Dough Good logo and a white apron that had images of different donuts all over the material. Claire actually liked the whimsical apron. Paired with some black leggings and her hot pink Converse, she was good to go. She threw her hair up into two sloppy buns, grabbed her keys, kissed Phoebe on the top of her head, and ran out the door. She then turned around and ran back inside, grabbed her purse she’d forgotten on the counter and ran back outside to her car. She made it to work with two minutes to spare. 
The bakers had already prepared all of the donuts and filled the cases with dozens of different kinds of delectable breakfast treats. Even though she was tired, she loved working at Dough Good Donut Shop. Mrs. Rossini was the sweetest older lady, and after her husband had passed away a few years back, she continued to run the shop, with the help of two of her grown children. Mrs. Rossini was already be-bopping around the store. Claire swore that woman had as much energy as some twenty somethings. Claire yawned and rolled her shoulders. Mrs. Rossini was going to run circles around her today. But Claire put on a smile and waited behind the white counter as customers poured inside the doors. The shop was small, but people filled up the space and the line wrapped around the little white tables covered in pink and white checkered tablecloths. Pink chairs surrounded the tables, and there were other pink and white decorative accents sprinkled throughout the shop. The place was quite bright and cheery, and Claire loved it. 
The dark circles around my eyes could pass for donuts today. Surely people would be more interested in the delicious donuts than her haggard look. And there were so many people. The line of customers stretched out the door. Everyone loved Mrs. Rossini’s Dough Good Donuts. Claire wasn’t surprised. It was always like this on Saturday mornings. They were the best donuts in the area, and people came for them in droves.
The morning was crazy busy. Claire had no idea how many treats she’d boxed up already, but she gathered one each of maple bacon, blueberry cream cheese, and a chocolate eclair for a customer. She rang up the woman’s total and when she looked up to take her payment, he was standing there. In her store. Well, not her store. But the store where she worked. There, in all his handsome jerky glory looking freshly showered and without any dark circles under his eyes, probably waiting to call her out on what he’d overheard, stood Mr. Jerkston and all of his negative energy.
Their eyes locked. “Fuuuudge.” Only unlike in A Christmas Story when Ralphie didn’t say fudge, Claire did. She was an elementary teacher after all and had to work on control. She couldn’t let inappropriate words fly while teaching young minds. She froze in her spot, and they stared at one another. His eyes twinkled with mischief. He was no doubt ready to embarrass her about the previous night’s occurrences. For a moment, she imagined a white speech balloon above his head that read, “I’ll get you, my pretty.” Yep, today he was the wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz.
She took a deep breath and helped another customer before Mr. Jerkston was up to order. Claire placed the perfectly delicious donuts in a Dough Good box and sent the drooling, happy customer on her way. 
Mr. Jerkston walked up to the counter and stood smirking at her. “Hello, Miss Divers.”
Claire put on her best smile and greeted him as if he were any other customer and not the wicked witch of the school. Pretend like everything is fine. It was all she could do. Running screaming out of the shop might be conspicuous and wouldn’t really help her situation.  “Good morning Mr. Jer...onston. Johnston. What can I get you?” Oh ducking heck, what is wrong with me?






  
  Chapter 4

CHEEKY CHEEKS ~Joshua~


Joshua’s lip curved up into the slightest smile. When Liam had mentioned Claire worked at the donut shop, he’d decided right then and there he had to go in and see her. He didn’t know what exactly it was about this woman that affected him so much, but he wasn’t going to miss out on an opportunity to get under her skin as much she got under his.  So much for not thinking about her. She looked different today than she normally did at school and from how she’d looked the previous night. Today, she could’ve passed for a lot younger in her little apron, with her hair twisted up into buns. She was younger than his twenty-seven years. He’d guessed she was around twenty-two or three, closer to his brother Joey’s age than his. She was newly graduated and new to teaching. Joshua clenched his fists, annoyed that his attraction to her was so strong. He didn’t want to be attracted to her. Work relationships were never a good idea. He’d learned that the hard way and ended up having to leave a great job because of one. And yet, he was at her donut shop.
“Good morning Mr. Jer...onston. Johnston. What can I get you?” An adorable shade of pink flushed across Claire’s freckled cheeks. For a brief moment, the thought of her other cheeks turning pink at the touch of his hand crossed his mind. He immediately pushed the idea from his head. 
Joshua cleared his throat. “Actually, I wanted to chat with you. We didn’t get a chance to finish our conversation. You were in such a hurry to leave.”
“Oh well, I’m a busy gal and we’re pretty busy now. Honestly, I had a lot to drink last night and don’t remember much so we may as well forget about that. So, go ahead and tell me what you’d like to order and then you can be on your way.” She tapped the glass case.
“I see. How about you? Are you able to see all right? Your eyes aren’t burning, are they?” Joshua smirked. 
Claire’s face turned almost as pink as her shirt, and her eyes widened like saucers. “Nope. I can see clear as day. Now, what would you like?” Claire asked through gritted teeth.
“Great, how about a plain cake donut?”
Claire looked at him like he had two heads. “A plain cake donut? I’m sorry; we don’t have plain cake donuts. You can try the donuts from the gas station down the street. I’m sure they’d have what you want. Something more basic.”
A grin spread across Joshua’s face again. Cheeky little thing, isn’t she. Again with the cheeks? Shit. Cake donuts were good. Sure, they weren’t as fancy as the concoctions in this case, but a donut was a donut. Sugar was sugar and not something in which he normally partook. But he was there for some unknown reason. He needed to order something, or he’d look like an idiot. “That won’t be necessary. Box me up a half dozen of whatever you think is good. And I’ll also take a plain black coffee, minus the sarcasm.”
Claire mumbled something under her breath that he couldn’t quite make out and then picked out six different donuts and boxed them up for him. She rang up the total and avoided making eye contact with him as much as possible. Was she afraid he would mention last night again? She should be because he planned to. Her sexy little mind was probably wondering how much he’d heard. He’d wished he’d seen the look on her face when he’d whispered brothers into her ear. He’d imagined she turned another pretty shade of pink, like she had when she’d almost said Mr. Jerkston when she’d greeted him and when he mentioned burning. He wanted to kiss that smart mouth of hers and check to see how far the pink went down her body, all of which infuriated him to no end.
Claire glanced up and gave him the total. He’d put her out of her misery for now. He smiled, paid, and then went to find a seat at a table in the shop. He sat in the corner and drank his coffee. He should leave. He had no plans to try to talk to Miss Divers here. But how fun it was to ruffle her feathers. His presence was affecting her. She was flustered when they spoke, and her nervous glances in his direction every few seconds confirmed his suspicions. So, he may as well hang around and make her squirm a little while longer. What was the harm? Besides, it was fun. It might very well be his new favorite pastime.
Joshua’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and took a look. 
Jake: Couldn’t even wait a day.
Now what? He typed back a reply.
Joshua: What the hell are you talking about? Wait a day for what?
Jake: You’re at the donut shop. The little hot teacher’s donut shop in fact.
Shit. 
Joshua: Are you stalking me? That’s weird as shit.
Jake: I’m not stalking you. Remember when we were with mom and dad on that trip to the Grand Canyon and she had us all share our locations to be safe? 
Joshua: That was 4 years ago. Why in the hell are you still checking my location?
Jake: Nice try. I see what you’re doing here. Trying to change topic. But the fact remains you’re at the sexy little teacher’s donut shop. And you don’t even eat donuts. So what gives?
Joey: Yeah big bro, what’s the story? Inquiring minds want to know.
Joshua looked up at the ceiling. What the hell do I say?
Jake: Hello? You still there? I mean, I know you’re still at the shop. Location and all. But you have to reply. You know we’ll never let you live this down until we get an answer. 
Even when I answer, you’ll never let me live it down.
Joey: Yes, curious. And any chance you’ll drop some donuts off to my dorm on your way back home?
Jake: No donuts for you dumb ass. He needs to answer us.
Joey: That was unnecessary.
Joshua: I happened to be driving by and thought I’d pick up some donuts for mom, dad, and Mimi Ruby. But now that you two dipshits have reminded me that mom and dad didn’t stop procreating after they had perfection (me), I’m rethinking it. Might only get them for Mimi Ruby.
Jake: Screw off. They had me because you were such a disappointment they felt they needed to try again. And then when they had me and I was so awesome, they tried again to recreate how awesome I was, but they ended up with Joe. And I’m telling Mimi Ruby you considered not getting her donuts.
Joey: Oh shit, Mimi Ruby will kick your ass with her cane. You better hope you aren’t close to her when Jake tells her. And seriously, I thought this was the pick on Joshua thread. You’re both full of shit. You know I’m the favorite. I’ll always be their precious baby boy.
Joshua: You’ll always be a baby. That’s for damn sure. I’m not afraid of Mimi Ruby.
Jake: Ohhhh, I’m definitely telling her that. Now, stop trying to change the subject. We know there are no donuts for anyone. You’re chasing tail.
Joshua: What are you, thirteen? Chasing tail? *rolling eye emoji
Joey: I don’t even say chasing tail and I’m in college. Pathetic.
Jake: Whatever you want to call it, Josh is there for a woman. End of story.
Joey: And a true story at that.
Joey: Hey, Jake, why don’t you pick me up and we can meet Josh at the donut shop for breakfast?
Jake: I could eat. 
Joshua: I don’t want company and I’m getting ready to leave. But by all means, come buy some donuts. I won’t be here.
Joey: Aww come on. Wait for us. 
Jake: I’m coming to get you Joe. Be ready. We’ll pick up some donuts for Mimi Ruby too.
Joshua pocketed his phone and ignored the continued buzzing. He figured he had at least thirty minutes before those morons would show up. He picked up one of the donuts, stared at it, and laughed. He may as well try a bite. Jake was right. He was never much of a sweet eater, so why in the hell he’d bought six donuts he had no idea. Actually, change that. She made him lose his mind, that was how. He took a bite of one. Damn. That’s good. That’s really good. His curiosity got the best of him, and he tried another one. And another one, until he’d taste tested them all. Each donut had been as good as the last. Claire’s reaction to his plain cake order didn’t seem so out of place anymore. These were delicious. They were like an orgasm for the mouth… I wonder what she looks like when she comes. What sexy little sounds would slip out of her mouth? What would she feel like wrapped tightly around me? Joshua exhaled. Why did he always go there when thinking about her? He finished off a couple donuts as he sat. He’d have to add some extra reps to his workout. It would help with the extra sugar intake, and it would get his mind off of a certain cheeky little woman. Don’t think cheek! He never should have come here in the first place. He should’ve known better. But Jake’s friend, Liam, put it into his head, and he couldn’t get it out, no matter how hard he tried. And now his brothers knew he’d come here too. Which reminded him, he needed to get out of here before they showed up. And he needed to get Jake’s phone and turn off his location. What an idiot. Both of them. Because now that he knew about this place, it was going to be difficult to stay away. One, because the donuts were so damn good. And two, the most important reason, because Miss Divers worked there. 
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