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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LANCE

      

      

      

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and my stomach hollows out.

      It's the bloodcurdling screams behind me which make me turn around. A young woman sprints towards me. It’s someone I know.

      It’s Heidi.

      Heidi who doesn’t understand. Heidi who always corners me after every lecture, asking for further explanations.

      But now her bulging eyes are filled with terror. Unblinking, she bolts towards me.

      Everything around me slows down but the movements are jerky, jagged. It's like watching an eight-millimetre movie with a projector playing and the film running in distorted slow motion. She screams again, one long ear-splitting, shrill scream, and that's when I see him. The man behind her. His expression is blank. His eyes aren’t focused. He’s walking calmly, his hand shoved deep into his coat pocket, and then he pulls it out from within his huge jacket. A rifle. Long and thin and silver.

      It can’t be real, is my first thought. It looks like a toy. It has to be, because it looks comical, and surreal and out of place on a college campus in the Fall, where the trees are a medley of golden orange and red.

      For a fleeting moment, I’m relieved it’s not bigger and bulkier—that it’s not an assault rifle. My body relaxes as if this is a good thing. I look up at the guy, he lifts his hand, takes aim, then smiles. “Bitch!” he yells, his voice thick with venom.

      This is real. My reflexes snap into action. I sprint forward, time slows down, stops, almost, and I grab the girl. I spin her around, shielding her body with mine.

      A loud noise explodes in the air, like a bomb going off, a noise that is out of place here. My shoulder cracks into two, as though a meat cleaver has sliced clean through it.

      And then I see Cassie, her laugh infectious and wild as she runs around with her water gun, aiming at me as she fires. She doesn’t stop until I’m drenched.

      My nine-year-old daughter’s smile is the last thing I remember.
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        MEGAN

      

      

      

      “Have you heard?” Arla ploughs through my front door like a heat-seeking missile.

      “Heard what?” I close the door and watch my friend march into my living room as if she owns this place. “You haven't heard?”

      “Heard what?” I echo.

      She switches the TV on and turns to the local news channel. It looks like something has happened, and now I remember that people at work were talking about something, but I didn't pay any attention to it because I had a report to do. I stare at the screen because Arla stands and stares at me as if I should know about this.

      A reporter talks against a backdrop of police cars and officers. Groups of shocked students huddle together, hugging and comforting one another. A police officer commends college security who were able to apprehend the student but the main topic is about a college professor who was shot in the altercation.

      “Onlookers say that Lance Turner, a professor at Redmond College in Boston, shielded the shooter's victim from fatal injury, but was himself shot in the process.”

      “That’s… that’s …” It can’t be him. “Is that …?”

      Lance Turner? I gasp. My mouth turns dry. The man who walked away and left me.

      “The shooter, now in police custody, is believed to be an ex-boyfriend of the young woman who was targeted. Thankfully she is safe and well. Let us, once more, turn our attention to the man who is being hailed as a hero in what could have so easily become a tragic event.”

      “Mr. Turner!” Arla exclaims, clapping her hands wildly. “Your Mr. Turner. Can you believe it? He’s a professor at Redmond College now.” Arla's eyes are wide open, like her mouth. She reminds me of a fish.

      “He’s not my Mr. …” But my words taper to a whisper. I stare at the screen as tiny explosions erupt in my chest. He’s been here the entire time?

      In the background, the reporter’s voice is sharp and clear. “Lance Turner, the forty-three year old mathematics professor has been teaching at Redmond College for …”

      At Redmond College.

      I try to process the news, struggling to make sense of it all—the shooting and the shocking new detail that Lance Turner, my high school teacher, the man I was obsessed with as a student, the man I’ve tried to forget, has been here the whole time. Not far away in Nebraska like the rumors I’d heard, but here in Boston.

      I struggle to breathe and sit down trying to take it all in but it feels as if someone has drilled a hole in my lungs.

      It’s been eleven years since I last saw him. Now he’s on the TV; it’s a photo of him. My stomach churns, throwing up all sorts of feelings at a man who cared for me, who listened to me, who became more than just my high school teacher. This is the first time I’ve seen him in eleven years and it’s jarring. His face is hard to forget; there’s grey in his hair now, and it’s short, like a buzz cut. His face is smooth, and they’re still there, his high sculpted cheekbones. He’s lean and wiry, and not much different in build to when I first saw him.

      If I saw him in a bar or a club, I’d go home with him.

      But with Lance … the man I knew, I would want more. Not just the night, maybe more than tomorrow.

      I don’t know who taught me that love is hard. My mind blurs when I try to pin it down. Was it my parents and their messed up lives, or was it Lance who made me believe in the mantra I’ve lived most of my adult life by.

      “He saved that girl’s life,” Arla says proudly, as if she had a hand in it. “I can’t believe you didn’t know. It happened a few hours ago.”

      “What’s he doing here?” I ask, more to myself, than expecting an answer from Arla.

      “Didn’t you hear what they just said?” Arla shrieks. Of course I heard, but it’s a total shock to my system to accept that he’s been living and working here.

      “It’s possible that the two of you might have crossed paths,” Arla says, her soft, round face flushed red with excitement. “Or you could have been at the same coffee shop, walked into the same store and not known, you could have walked across the same street.”

      I tune her out as I still stare at the screen, unable to shift my gaze.

      “I cannot believe you didn’t know about this,” Arla repeats. “Have you had your head under a blanket the whole time?”

      “I’ve been working,” I reply, feeling dazed, as if I’ll wake up from this dream. “I haven’t turned on the radio or the TV.” I came home earlier than usual to work on a report I’m preparing for a client. I’m under pressure to get this done and I haven’t checked my email or social media. Preston and I have been trying to outdo one another at work. We both want to impress the boss because there’s only one promotion coming up in our department and I intend to claim it.

      I frown at the TV screen. “How badly was he hurt?”

      “He’s at the hospital. I don’t think it’s anything serious.” Arla replies, with a twinkle in her eye. “This is soooooo exciting!”

      “Why?”

      “Why? Why? Because he’s here! You were so broken hearted when he left, and you’ve wondered for years what happened to him, and now you can finally find out.”

      I wish I hadn’t confided in Arla so much about my high school crush on Mr. Turner. But it had been much more than a crush. It was real, my feelings for him, and what he felt for me, or so I thought.

      “Are you going to the gym?” I notice Arla’s ultra-bright leggings and bright orange zip-up top. The sports center has become her favorite place of late.

      “I was, but I can be here for you if you want.”

      “For what?” I ask.

      “This news! I know what he meant to you.”

      “That was a long time ago,” I push back, “and I wasn’t crazy about him.”

      “Yes, you were!”

      I ground down on my clenched teeth. Mr. Turner appeared in my life at a time when it was falling apart and when I needed him the most. He was my safety net, my safe haven. He was there for me, and he was the only one, because even Shaun failed me. Or maybe I failed him first. He was my first boyfriend. I was a late starter, you could say. We should have been friends, instead of girlfriend and boyfriend.

      But then Mr. Turner came along and I fell for him. I didn’t dive in headfirst. I didn’t trip. At first I was too sensible to fall for his looks like the rest of my peers but later, as we got to know one another, I found someone who had time for me, someone who was willing to listen and be there and help me. That's when my eyes opened, and I began to really see him. That’s when I realized why the other girls were fawning over him. He was handsome, and kind, and easy to talk to.

      It was an emotional connection that we shared, and gradually, slowly, I became obsessed. Shaun and I splintered away from each other but my high school teacher became a place of comfort.

      Until he disappeared without a word. It’s taken me a long time to get over him, and I won’t allow thoughts of him to seep back into my mind. “Nothing happened,” I insist, testily.

      “He’s going to be all over the news now,” says Arla. “He’s going to be in your face for a few days, Megan. Can you handle it?”

      The news networks will carry this story for a few more days, showing the same old clip over and over again. My eyes are still on the screen, on his face. It’s comforting to see, in the same way it is to hear white noise. It helps me to absorb it.

      It is big news, a college professor saving a student from a shooting. But that's who Lance Turner is. He helps people. He’s a hero.

      And once I believed he was mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LANCE

      

      

      

      I got taken to the hospital straightaway.

      Apparently I was floating in and out of consciousness. The doctor said I was lucky that the bullet passed clean through my shoulder without hitting any arteries or bone, and because it was a small bore .22 caliber rifle, a relatively low-powered weapon, the damage wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

      I was very lucky. Vivian rushed to be by my bedside, but she’s the last person I want to see. The woman is like a mosquito, irritating, annoying and always hovering around. I even told her as much.

      “But I want to be here, darling,” she said, before making a show of holding my hand, and kissing my cheek. She calls me darling when there are other people around, or if she wants something. The smell of her overbearing perfume has fused with the clinical antiseptic smell of the hospital and lingers on my clothes even though I came home a few hours ago.

      Not home. But Vivian's place. I can’t shower yet, and I don’t have the energy to either. I can’t do much because I’m still in pain even though I’ve been told recovery should be a few weeks rest and then physio.

      “Daddy!” Cassie charges into the room. Seeing her makes my heart burst with happiness, a surge of joy blasts through my veins. I sit up too fast, then yelp when the pain hits me. I'm shirtless, and I feel as if I'm floating on a cloud. Those painkillers are strong, but I feel the pain of Cassie’s jolt. Vivian’s face is inches away from me, she clasps my hand harder, as if she cares.

      “Let go, Vivian,” I hiss under my breath as Cassie clambers up onto the bed.

      “Daddy, you're awake!” she shrieks and brushes against my bandaged shoulder as she snuggles up against my side. I wince, then ask her to move to the other side, to my 'good shoulder' side.

      She obliges, then scoots off the bed before running around and clambering up the other side.  I'm trying to rest, but there’s no chance of that with my little girl here.   I'm going home soon, but Vivian insisted I come back here because Cassie wanted to see me. I wanted to see my darling daughter too.

      “Does it hurt, Daddy?” Doe-like brown eyes peer at my shoulder which is covered in a dressing.

      “Not as much now that you’re here.” I smile at her, and she smiles back. My body lights up and I float in a bubble of happiness. I love this little girl so much. I’d die for her. I was lucky I didn’t get killed in protecting that student, but now that I’ve had time to reflect, I realize that I could have died. And then Cassie would have no daddy, and only Vivian to raise her.

      Life choices.

      I couldn’t not shield the student from harm.

      I didn’t think of myself. I thought of her.

      I am lucky things didn’t turn out differently. With my good arm, I hug my daughter even closer to me. I want to hold her forever.

      “Mommy says you're going to stay here.” She stares up at me, her eyes gleaming with hope. I'm in too much pain to find a good answer. She hates me being away, but moving away from her was something I had to do to preserve my sanity.

      “Oh, Sweetpea.” I falter, trying to find the right words that won't shatter her little heart. It's been hard leaving her, even though it was easy to walk out of the marital home which belongs to my soon-to-be ex-wife. We told Cassie that I was leaving home and moving to be nearer the college where I teach. The innocence of childhood meant that she accepted this without question. One day I hope to tell her the truth.

      Vivian and I have drifted so far apart, that the marriage exists in name only.

      “Please, Daddy. You got shot. You could have died.” I hate that she has already thought of this. This little girl who is careening towards her teenage years. It’s only for her that I tried for so long to make my marriage work. It was hard to ignore the infidelities; Vivian has no moral compass. My lack of attention and affection over the years, because of this, made her hate me even more.

      “Must you make it sound as if this is a prison for you?” Vivian gets up, displeased. “Think of your daughter if nothing else.”

      I smile at Cassie. “Alright, Sweetpea. I'll stay tonight.”

      My little girl’s lips curve upwards and her eyes light up. “Can we watch a film?” she asks, getting off the bed, knowing my answer.

      “We can watch anything you want.”

      She gives me another goofy grin. Two of her upper teeth have fallen out and she looks cute. “I'll get snacks.” She disappears and Vivian, who has been sitting on a chair by the bed, leans forward and places her hand against my bare chest. I instinctively flinch.

      “You don't have to stay by my side. You don’t have to pretend to play the dutiful, faithful wife.” I emphasize the ‘faithful.’

      “I want to be here in case you need me.”

      “I'd rather you weren't,” I mutter.

      “You think you don't need me, Lance, but you do. Let's face it. Who else have you got?”

      “Who else have I got?” I don’t need anyone but Cassie. “It's just a flesh wound. I'll survive. I'm not dying,” I counter. I don't understand the fuss. The sight of Vivian wanting to take care of me makes my gut harden.

      “At least you listened to Cassie, that’s something I suppose. God knows you don’t listen to me.”

      “Why would I ever do such a thing?” It’s rhetorical, but Vivian will reply.

      “You're going to argue with me, even when you've been shot?” She raises an arched eyebrow.

      “Further proof of how much our communication has broken down.”

      She puts her hands on my forearm, her thumb sliding along my skin, a tainted caress that prickles. “At least you have the sense to stay the night. You can stay in my—”

      I move my arm away. “Just the night, and I’ll sleep here in the spare room. I’m only staying because Cassie asked.”

      Vivian smiles, not batting an eye, as if this doesn't matter, that I’ve rejected her advances. “She's so proud of you. All of her friends think you're a hero.”

      I look away. “I'm no hero. I was there. It was the right thing to do.”

      “You took a bullet for one of your students.”

      Heidi Byrne has been annoying lately. She’s always waiting for me at the end of each lecture, claims she doesn’t fully understand. I’m used to this. I have many Heidi Byrnes.

      Vivian winks at me. “They're all going to fall in love with you even harder now. The Sexy Young Professor Who Took a Bullet for his Student.” She motions with her hands to show that she's building a newspaper headline.

      “I would have done that for anyone.”

      “Would you take a bullet for me?” she asks.

      I study her face. It’s hard, much like her personality. Sharp and pointy. There’s nothing soft or warm about her.

      “You know I would.”

      My words make her face soften. It’s like I’ve given her the biggest compliment and her eyes turn glassy. The marriage hasn't been great. I married her for the wrong reasons, although I would never call Cassie a wrong reason, but trying to get out of the marriage has proved difficult.

      Vivian sinks her claws into me even deeper now. Her father, a powerful businessman frowns upon my decision to get out of the marriage, and I can see the accusations and blame in his eyes, about being the one to break up the family even though he damn well knows what his daughter is like. The apple doesn't fall far from the tree. Her father has had numerous affairs and Vivian's poor mother, the only member of the family I have any affection for, can do nothing but stand by and watch.

      “Cassie has told all her friends. We're so proud of you. You're in the papers and you've been in the news all day. My phone hasn't stopped ringing. Everyone wants to know if you're all right.”

      I wince. I don't understand the fuss, and I especially don’t want any of Vivian's parasitic friends anywhere near me. “I don’t want to speak to anyone. No friends, no press, and not your parents.”

      “You're going to need to rest a while, and you're going to need physical therapy to heal. You do still want to play squash and tennis, and you want to work out and hone that gorgeous body of yours, don't you?”

      Before I can answer, she says, “How can you do all of that when you're trying to feed and dress yourself? You can't do it alone, Lance. You need my help whether you like it or not. Daddy suggests you move back here instead of trying to take care of yourself.”

      I groan. The thought of Vivian back in my life makes me ill. “I'll be fine.” I close my eyes. I have to go easy on my games and fitness regime, but I'm more worried about my students and my classes.

      “If you're worried about work,” she says, as if she can read my mind, “don't be. I told Lesley you'd be off for a while.”

      My eyelids fly open. The idea of Vivian calling my good friend at the college angers me. “Why? I'll be able to go back after a few weeks.”

      “Someone had to let them know. Your students and faculty needed to know that you couldn’t return to work yet.”

      My eyes narrow.

      I’ve been shot. It’s all over the TV. I'm certain everyone managed to figure it out. Vivian didn't have to go and tell them. This is what pisses me off about her, the way she tries to snake her way back into my life as if she's still a part of it. She's Cassie's mother, but that's all. That's the only link I have to her.

      “Don't concern yourself with my work,” I tell her, but she finds it difficult to let go of me.

      “Honey,” she says in that irritating, sweet-as-candy voice she often uses when she knows she's got the advantage. “Please stay here for a little longer. I'll take good care of you.”

      I would rather be shot in both my arms ten times over than move in with her. I struggle to sit up. “No,” I reply testily, then hear Cassie’s singing about the toffee flavored popcorn she’s made.

      “Please let us watch this film in peace,” I beg. The only reason I’m staying tonight is because my daughter asked me.

      Vivian isn’t a part of my life, and I don't want her to ever think we have a chance of getting back together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MEGAN

      

      

      

      It's been a few weeks since Lance Turner catapulted into my life from nowhere.

      Because of the campus shooting and his part in it, he’s now become Boston's hero. In the day following the incident he was all over the local papers and on TV. I kept hearing the same old story of how he saved the student's life, of how he's a professor of mathematics. The media is obsessed by his looks and his brains and referred to him as the ‘hunky hero.’

      Even at work, my colleagues talked about him just because his story is heroic, and people always like heroes. I stayed quiet, or pretended to be busy so that I didn't have to suffer their glowing admiration for the man.

      Even if I wanted to forget him, I couldn’t.

      But then, I’ve never been able to.

      Arla doesn’t stop talking about him, even though I've forbidden her to bring up his name.  She already has a knack for talking too much, but now she’s worse. She has this ridiculous theory that the universe has a grand design for me and Lance, that the chances of him ending up in the same city as me are so remote that fate must have had a hand in it.

      Once upon a time it took all my resolve to rid myself of his memories. It wasn’t easy at the time. I struggled, like any teenage girl would; a teen whose life had changed after her mother overdosed. I became the caretaker for my younger sister and brother.

      Perhaps it was a good thing that I was stretched so thin; that I couldn’t go to college, and had to stay at home, doing courses in order to make up for the college degree I’d lost out on. Because my grades had suffered, I didn’t get the academic scholarships I was hoping for.

      My life took a turn for the worse. I don’t ever want to put myself through the pain of abandonment again. Lance Turner wasn’t just a teacher to me, over time he became something more. A friend, a confidante, someone I turned to because he understood me. He could see that I was falling apart, despite my best efforts to put on a strong face.

      Mr. Turner saw me.

      I’d heard of Lance Turner from the moment he first started at Overton High School. It was a year before he became my math teacher, but he was already the talk of the school. The girls in my class were crazy about him.

      Luckily, I wasn't one of them. Arla was tongue tied, like the others, but I had far weightier things going on in my life, and I hadn’t been reeled in.

      Not then.

      While other girls tried hard to get Mr. Turner's attention by asking lots of questions and staying behind after class, I never did because I’d always been good at math. That is, until my grades started to drop. And that was right around the time Mr. Turner became concerned about me.

      He approached me at the end of a lesson and asked me what was wrong. He’d said he was concerned about my grades falling, but I hadn't been able to give him a proper answer then. How could I have explained that my father was having an affair and my mother had fallen apart?

      I didn't want him to know of my personal hell. That my parents’ daily fights were becoming more difficult to bear, and that I couldn't concentrate on my studies, and that my younger siblings were struggling even more than I was with the constant screaming and shouting.

      Although I didn’t take his offer of help, he still tried to do what he could, giving me extra worksheets, or a textbook that no one else had, or by going over things in class that I was struggling to grasp.

      I came to rely on him. It was comforting to know that someone cared. And then things changed. Over the coming months, our friendship blossomed into something else.

      It was forbidden, to have such feelings for a man who was so much older and in a position of authority and trust. I didn’t see his beauty, not at first. I was with Shaun, my boyfriend, and I never, ever, looked at anyone else.

      It happened slowly, then all at once. I experienced sensations I’d never had before, and an emotional connection I was desperate for. It’s something I’ve never been able to find again. Over time, especially when my family life imploded, it was to him that I turned.

      I became obsessed.

      Mr. Turner held back.

      I couldn’t. I was a mess. But he was strong, and guarded, and concerned, yet he kept his distance. At times I could see something in his eyes, that he was struggling to deny this invisible bond that was building between us.

      It was in the way I caught him staring at me when he thought I wasn't looking, it was in the way his gaze would settle on my lips when we laughed, it was in the way his face twisted when he tried to hold back that night I tested his limits.

      And test them I did.

      I pushed him one cold and rainy night. I needed him, and I made it impossible for him to not need me back.

      He was thirty-two and concerned.

      I was eighteen and lost.

      But that was then and this is now. I should be stronger now that I’m older and so many years have passed, but he has slowly infiltrated my thoughts again. I find myself wondering if he’s back at work, or still taking time off to recover. I’ve become obsessed by his story and look it up online daily, hoping to find out more about him, but it’s the same old story, about him being a professor, and how he saved the girl. I find little snippets from the college’s website, but it’s all to do with his work. Still, I get to see a few more photos of him, looking at them daily, sometimes more than a few times than is good for me.

      One day when I’m supposed to be working from home, I drive past his college to get a feel for the place where he works, to catch a glimpse of him, if he’s back.

      How is it that he’s been here the entire time, in my town, in my city, under my nose? How is it that we’ve never crossed paths before? How is it that he and I have ended up here? It’s nowhere near Nebraska, or wherever it was that he vanished to.

      Parked outside the college, I stare at the sprawling campus intrigued by the thought that he could be near. I wonder if he has a musty old office somewhere on the grounds. Then I wonder if he’s here, if I might catch a glimpse of him walking in or out of the gates

      My heart feels funny, and I am in a state of limbo. I ask myself what good would come of seeing him again? But, mercifully, the city's big enough that we can both avoid one another easily.
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        LANCE

      

      

      

      I go around the corner a little faster than I intended and slam on my brakes. The lights are green but a woman crouches on the ground frantically trying to grab her groceries which have fallen out of her bag.

      Drivers are getting angry but unless they want to run her over, they’ll have to wait. The driver behind me blasts his horn and I’m so worked up that I honk my horn right back at him. He honks his horn again and I give him the middle finger before getting out.

      “Hey! Asshole.” The guy gets out of his car and storms towards me. I ignore him and go over to the woman. A couple of oranges roll away from her as she tries to gather everything together.

      I scrub my face because I’m seeing things. Even though she doesn’t look my way, she looks familiar, chewing her lower lip, her expression nervous.

      Time slows down just at that moment when I crouch down and start helping her. It’s like a juggernaut has hit me, the way every bone in my body feels suddenly smashed.

      I know that face. I know those lips and eyes.

      It’s her.

      Megan.

      Her wavy hair falls around her shoulders, but that face. That face I will never forget.

      “Megan?” She finally glances up. Those large warm mahogany eyes stare back at me. Recognition skims across her face.

      “Hey asshole.” A guy pokes me in my back. I turn around.

      “Get the fuck away,” I say, my voice deathly quiet. His head tilts, he recognizes me, I think, but can’t quite place me. He opens his mouth to say something, but I beat him to it. “She’s getting her things together. Don’t be an asshole.”

      The man backs away, and I pick up a jar of crunchy peanut butter and put it back in her bag.

      Has she recognized me, or not? I said her name. I could never forget her. Has she forgotten me? Car horns honk louder in the background. She stands up quickly then rushes away just as I shout after her, “Wait for me!”

      I race back to my car as the driver behind beeps his horn again. I give him the middle finger again. Asshole. It’s not her fault her bag ripped.

      I see her rushing along the sidewalk, as if she can’t get away fast enough. I walked out of her life once, when she was in a bad way and I had no choice, but I’ve never forgotten about her.

      Megan Summers is not someone easily forgotten.
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        MEGAN

      

      

      Lance Turner staring into my eyes, so close to me, so suddenly, so unexpectedly, is surreal. My heart missed a beat or two.

      I haven't been focused on my work ever since Lance Turner came into my life, and even now, as I was walking across the crossing, I was still thinking of the man. He consumes my thoughts as badly now as he did back when I was in high school. But now I’ve seen him, and this makes things worse. It’s bad enough that I know he lives here, but for him to know that I’m here too?

      No good can come of this.

      I don't want to go there, back into the past again. I haven't seen him since that night when I turned to him in my hour of need, when I needed him so badly and then he disappeared. Without a word, he'd slipped away and now, he has the audacity to ask me to wait for him.

      He almost has the same build. There’s no excess fat, no middle age spread. He’s still as lean and tall as he was back when I was in high school. Funny how I only must have glanced at him for a few seconds, but my mind has absorbed so much about him.

      As I struggle to regulate my breathing, as the enormity of who I have seen dawns upon me, a car pulls up alongside me.

      It’s him. I continue walking, then hear a car door close, then footsteps. In the next few seconds Lance Turner is beside me, so close to me that I am forced to turn and acknowledge him. A million angry thoughts fly through my mind and my emotions tear through me like a raging hurricane.

      What now? What could this man possibly have to say to me now? I have no words for him and my breath stalls when he stops in front of me.

      “Megan.” He frowns. “Why are you rushing away?” It’s a voice that sends shivers down the entire length of my body.

      “Why are you hunting me down?”

      His eyes stare at me from a face I have never forgotten. Lake blue eyes with skin that was once so smooth against my fingertips. Now he has wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. His once dark hair is now speckled with grey. He's still slim with the lithe body of an athlete. A body forever burned into my memories.

      I try not to notice these things and yet, I can't help but absorb the essence of him. He looks every bit the hero from the TV screen, and he's smiling at me, curiosity in his eyes. It was bound to happen at some point now that I know we live in the same city, the same town. It’s a miracle it hasn't happened earlier, the two of us meeting at some random place, at some random time.

      The way he looks at me now transports me back to another place and another time to another Megan, and I find myself back in the stuffy school classroom on a hot, sweaty summer's afternoon.

      He grins and it takes me back a decade. I loved that smile, and I see the teacher again. Mr. Turner, forbidden fruit. I blink and it’s him, now. It’s like his past and present selves comingle.

      “I can't believe it's really you.” He places his hands on his hips and looks at me as if I’m a piece of art he’s admiring. “It's so good to see you again.” He makes it sound as if he's been away for months and has only now come back. As if we are friends.

      “Have you recovered?” I ask, nodding at his shoulder. It would be rude not to mention the story that is still fresh on everyone’s mind in Boston.

      He sighs heavily as if the topic irritates him. “I'm getting better. It's amazing how quickly a clean shot can heal.”

      “You're quite the hero around here.” I shift my weight from one foot to the next, juggling the groceries in my arms. The handle broke so now I have to hold it.

      He frowns. “Hero? I don't think so.”

      “But you saved that student’s life.” Now that I think of it, he seems to be good at the role of saving others; of being there just like he'd been there for me. He shakes his head refusing to accept this accolade, but I don’t miss the way his eyes scan over me quickly. “You look older, but good. You look really well, Megan,” he says, his voice soft and tender.

      Self-conscious I touch my hand to my hair. “Older, yes.”

      “I mean that in a nice way. You look so grown up.”

      “I am all grown up,” I retort, wondering where this conversation is going. “People usually change over time.” My skin turns warm, and I’m sure I can feel the rush of blood pounding in my ears. My emotions surprise me. I expected to be annoyed at him because I've been angry with him for so long, but instead I feel a sense of ease.

      I'm almost happy to see him.

      It’s ridiculous that I feel this way when I’ve had such pent-up anger for this man for so long. But the anger has melted away. My body reacts to him in a way that lets me down; it’s the way I usually react to a good looking guy who shows me some attention.

      I can’t make that mistake here. I won’t let my mind go there.

      When he glances away, I sneak a peek at his face. Because I’ve already seen him in the newspapers, his appearance is not a big surprise to me and being this close to him in person merely confirms that the years have been kind to him. He is still as sinfully good looking as ever, and I wonder if his students think the same of him; whether they are as mesmerised as us high school girls were. A twinge of jealousy courses through me, the emotion puzzling me with its immediacy and sadness.

      “I never meant to startle you.” He jerks his chin in the direction of the bag in my arms. “I was driving too fast when I came around the corner.”

      “This isn’t because of something you did.” I lift a shoulder, and stare at the ground, because I don't want to keep staring at him. It throws me off. Makes me lose my focus and forget what to say. Keeps me revisiting the past when I shouldn’t go anywhere near there. “The handle broke.”

      “I wasn't to blame?”

      I stare at him quietly. He clears his throat “You live around here as well?” He glances around the street.

      “Yes.”

      He’s quiet and seems to be waiting for me to say more, but I don’t. He doesn’t need to know my life story. He doesn’t need to be a part of my life.

      “I moved here seven months ago,” he tells me.

      From Nebraska? I’m tempted to ask, my mind buzzes with questions but I stop myself from asking them because I don't want him to know that I need answers. That for the longest time I wondered what had happened to him. It wouldn’t be cool to acknowledge that I'm pissed off with him, or let him know that I cared. Whatever it was that took place between us a long time ago, it’s in my past and my past is something I want to forget.

      “Do you work? What do you do?” His gaze, soft and sweet like runny honey, trickles over me in my business clothes. I feel warm and fuzzy all over. “Of course you work.” A shiver rolls over me and I'm surprised by my reaction to him. All these years later, it suddenly seems normal, him walking into my life as if he's always been here. In a way he has. I carried him in my heart for those first few tough years, but then I learned to forget him. I lost myself in other men, and life, and trying to forge a future so that I didn't have to depend on a man like my mother had, or run the risk of falling apart like she did when he left her.

      “I'm a management consultant.”

      Another grin from him. “I'm not surprised. You ended up with a career crunching numbers.”

      “I did. I work for Roseby and Flock.”

      “Wow. You did very well.” He looks impressed. It’s a line that often impresses. They’re a big management consultancy firm, and I’ve worked my way up the career ladder. I’m proud of myself, but now I’m feeling deflated, because being defined by my place of work is a pitiful thing. I am a pitiful thing. Seeing Lance reminds me of who I used to be and what I’ve become. Somewhere in the middle my dreams disintegrated and I became jaded.

      I swipe a hand across my neck. “I don’t know why I said that. It sounds … big headed—”

      “It doesn’t—” He cuts me off.

      “It’s pathetic.”

      He looks at me quietly, as if he’s examining everything about me. It’s a look I know well. It’s how he was able to see right into me, and why I couldn’t hide so well from him in school.

      We stand in awkward silence for a few more seconds. And then he says, “I never expected to see you again. I always hoped I would, but I wasn’t so sure I would.”

      “Really?” He’s never called or emailed or written to me, and now he tells me that he hoped we'd meet again one day. I’m not going to fall for that again. I strengthen my arms around my grocery bag. “It's been good to see you but I should go.”

      “Already?” He sounds disappointed.

      “I'm in a rush.”

      “Stay another few minutes, please Megan.” He almost reaches out to take my arm but moves his hand away before he touches me.

      Stay a minute for what?

      “Are you still mad at me?” he asks as if this has slowly dawned on him.

      “Mad?” I’ve been busted. I force a smile trying hard not to make it so obvious, but I suck at hiding my emotions. “I’m not mad.” I try to casually brush off the remark.

      “Not that I blame you. You have every right to be mad.”

      “A note would have been nice,” I say, with ice in my voice. “A simple note to let me know that you were leaving.”  He clears his throat, and I wonder if he's masking his guilt. “I understand your anger,” he replies, guardedly. “But I'm happy that we've met now and hopefully I can explain.”

      It’s too late for explanations. Tell that to the teen who wondered where the heck he’d gone.

      I have questions for him. I want to know how and why he became a professor, but questions would lead to more questions. Through he seems eager to explain the past, that sliver of time is a place I don’t want to dwell in. “It’s not important now.”

      He clears his throat. Masking the guilt? “I’m really happy that we met again, Megan.”

      “Are you still teaching math?” I ask, even though I know.

      “Applied mathematics and dynamical systems, neural and behavioural modelling, neuromorphic technology … that’s what I teach now.”

      He lost me at applied mathematics. This man has the face of a movie star, the eyes of a sinner and the body of an athlete and add to that, he has brains. Some people have all the luck, as Arla would say.

      “Isn’t that a big jump? From being a high school teacher to becoming a professor?”

      “I went back to college and got more qualifications.”

      “I can’t wrap my head around you being a professor.”

      “It’s still the same me underneath.”

      “I’m not interested in what’s underneath,” I toss back, letting him know of the boundaries in place.

      “I can’t wrap my head around the fact that you’re all grown up and …” His eyes run down my length; he looks surprised as if he still can’t take it in. “Things worked out for you. I hope they did. It looks like they did.”

      I nod. He has no right to know of my life story. That’s not a privilege he gets to learn about.

      “I tell you what feels strange,” he says, scratching the scar along his jaw. “To be living in the same town as you.”

      I agree. It is one of the oddest things to happen to me in a long time. I’ve gone years without hearing his name, and then in the space of a month he’s shown up on TV, he’s in the press, he’s a local hero and now he’s here, in my life.

      I lower my head, sensing an undercurrent to the polite outer façade of our conversation.

      “Did things work out with your mom?” he asks.

      As if he cares.

      “They worked out.” I glance at my watch. “I really must go.” I’m suddenly aware of the time, and then slowly, the muted background noises of people walking past and clutching cell phones, having conversations, laughing. Even now, being with Lance Turner has the effect of tuning out everything around me, making it feel as if we’re the only two people around.

      “Goodbye, Lance.”

      “Goodbye?” A deep line forms between his brows. “So final?” His cool, calm demeanor slips.

      “What did you expect? A hug and a kiss?” I snap. It’s taken me a long time to put his ghost to bed, and I don’t want to resurrect anything now.

      “Do you hate me that much?” He looks like a wounded animal who’s been dealt a near fatal blow.

      “You leave town without saying a word, leaving me to deal with all the rumors and accusations and you expect me to be over the moon when you turn up eleven years later?”

      I’m annoyed that I was so specific with the time. That I pinpointed it to eleven years.

      Eleven years, four months and some days. Thankfully, I stopped counting the days a long time ago, but it doesn’t bode well for my state of mind that I remember to the month.

      “What accusations?”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “What do you think?”

      “But we never—”

      I glare at him. “We never …?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m leaving. Please don’t follow me.” My voice is a little too loud, a little too stern, as if I’ve made a firm decision. I start to move away. “’Bye.”

      “’Bye, Megan.”
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      My excitement at seeing Megan now turns to a gnawing unease.

      She hates me. Her words cut me like a blade. I didn’t expect her to be ecstatic, but her anger surprises me.

      I'm over the moon to see her again. I've never forgotten her and I've always wondered how she was. I've always hoped life turned out well for her.

      My concern for a bright student led me down a path that was not of my choosing. I didn't intend for my feelings to become so intense, or for Megan to feel so much.

      A casual observer might have mistaken Megan for being a teacher's pet. But to the rest of them—the Principal and the other students—it might have seemed like something else. Something wrong, and sleazy and taboo.

      It was never any of those things. It was complicated, and though I’d never set out to intentionally cross a line, there were many times I knew I ought to pare back my friendship.

      With her there had been no flick of the hair, no wide-eyed staring. No flirting. She barely batted an eyelash. She’d neither looked at me, nor shown any interest.

      But something happened when we met in the library—which is when it really began. We changed from being just a teacher and a student to something more.

      My mind is now a tangled web of memories from the past and the young girl Megan was back then; someone I never expected to see again, even though I always hoped our paths would one day cross.

      And now they have.

      I start my car with the weight of misery like a boulder over my chest. The girl she used to be is gone. She’s still beautiful but the natural softness has given way to hardness.

      I can’t blame her. It was cruel what I did; leaving town without telling her, and then never getting in touch to explain. There were many times, especially in the early years, that I wanted to reach out to her, to see how she was, to let her know it wasn’t because of her, but I talked myself out of it at every turn.

      I had my own problems to deal with. I convinced myself that Megan was better off without me. Nothing could ever come of it the way we wanted.

      But meeting her now, is it too much to hope that life could maybe give us a second chance?

      The audacity to hope she might be single, when I am so clearly not.

      I should leave her in peace. I should.
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      I’m impressed.

      There aren’t many of my students, the girls especially, who are interested in a career in physics or math or wanting to major in any of these subjects in college.

      But Megan Summers does. She’s a clever girl, but she worries me because her grades have been slipping recently, and if she doesn’t get them back on track soon she’ll risk her chances of getting into college.

      I don’t want to see a student with as much potential as she has, fail. “Can you come and see me at the end of the lesson?” I ask her, as I hand back last week’s homework sheets. Her cheeks turn crimson, and she looks embarrassed. I could have sworn I heard her friend, the chatty, fidgety one she’s always with, wonder out loud what I want.

      I move on swiftly, hearing the snigger from her friend. I try to keep my distance, but I’m concerned. She’d started to doze off towards the end of our last lesson and I’m certain something is going on at home.

      Why do these girls think that teachers are blind, dumb and stupid? That’s one reason why Megan Summers is nothing like the others. She’s sensible, hardworking and clever.

      She has no interest in me. She’s not batted her eyelashes at me, not even once. She hasn’t flirted. She’s barely noticed me.

      She stays behind at the end of the lesson, looking flustered. “You wanted to see me, sir?” She clutches her folder to her chest. I close the classroom door and walk back, then lean against my desk. She does the same; arms folded across her chest, hugging the folders as if they are her comfort blanket, she leans against a student desk.

      “What's going on?” I ask quietly.

      “What do you mean, sir?” She hugs her books even closer.

      “Your grades in the last few pieces of homework have slipped. I marked the last test you all did. You got 74% but you normally average around 92%. This isn't like you, Megan.”

      “It’s been a tough couple of months,” she says, finally. There’s something in her words I can’t put my finger on. Her face is tense, and her lips purse into a stiff line. I can’t pry too much. There’s a line in this student-teacher dynamic I can’t cross. The snickers in class already tell me I’m dangerously close to crossing it.

      At times I ask her to stay behind and collect all the papers. It’s because I trust her, because she does what I ask quickly and efficiently. But I hear the snickers. The other girls don’t like it. There’s nothing to it. No reason they should be nasty, but I’m wary because these things can be construed differently.

      “You’re in danger of falling behind.” She needs to know, because I don’t know if anyone tells her, whether her parents even care. “You’re a bright girl, Megan, and if you want a scholarship to go to college you can't afford to drop your grades. It’s not just math. I’ve spoken to your other teachers and your grades are slipping across the board.”

      She looks at me in alarm. “You spoke to the other teachers?”

      “Because you fell asleep in class during the last lesson.” A student doesn’t suddenly drop grades over a short space of time over a lack of sleep or partying too hard.

      Her head lowers and she stares at her shoes. “I'm aware of it, sir, and I'm trying to get back on top.” I notice her lower lip trembling. She seems fragile, as if that hard veneer she’s always had is starting to crumble. This isn’t the Megan Summers I know. “I’d like to help you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re bright, and you can go places. You have a determination about you that’s impossible to ignore. Tell me how I can help? Would extra homework help?”

      “No, sir.  I already have a lot of things going on, but I've got this. I really have.” She seems desperate to leave.

      “A lot of things?”

      She glances at the door. “I have to go.”

      “I can revisit certain topics again, if there’s anything you don’t understand,” I offer. “Anything that would solidify your learning. I only want to help you, Megan.”

      Her cheeks turn crimson. “Thank you, sir, but I know what I have to do. I've got all the textbooks and I will get back on track, I promise.”
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      Sifting through the debris of my feelings for Lance Turner is like walking on the bottom of a river and messing up the sediment on the riverbed.

      It's upset the buried past and brought up things that were better left untouched. Ever since he burst back into my life, I've become reeled into the obsessions that I was addicted to in my teenage years.

      I blame Arla. It was her fault in that Math lesson all those years ago when she knocked the pencil shavings all over her notes. If I hadn’t gotten angry, Mr. Turner wouldn’t have heard the commotion and he wouldn’t have gotten annoyed, and he wouldn’t have told me off for making so much noise even though I wasn't the noisemaker.

      Arla was.

      I wouldn’t have had to stay behind, or collect the homework papers at the end of the lesson for him, after everyone else had left. And Mr. Turner wouldn’t have apologized to me. I wouldn't have noticed the blue of his eyes, or the scar along his jaw. He wouldn’t have taken an interest in my grades, nor cared that they’d slipped so much.

      We might never have met at the library all those times, or gone out to have donuts; something a teacher and student would never have sneaked out of town for.

      The lines between him being my teacher and becoming my friend wouldn’t have blurred.

      But more than that, I
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