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Preface

 

Eight-year-old Ben Fallon swung his feet as he sat in his third grade music class.  His teacher, Miss Thomas, was talking about the upcoming spring concert.  She hadn’t been their teacher long, just since January when the old teacher retired to go somewhere warmer than Ashland, Indiana.

Ben eyed Miss Thomas carefully.  She was short like his cousin’s wife, Callie.  And she had a nice smile.  And pretty blonde hair.  She didn’t wear a ring on her finger, which he had heard meant that she wasn’t married.

As he watched her play the piano while the girls in the class sang, he wondered if he could get his dad to meet her.  He heard his cousin Callie say that there wasn’t anything better than a man in uniform, and his dad had joined the Ashland police force when they moved to town a year and a half ago.

As he began to sing along to the bouncy song, a plan formed in his mind.  It wouldn’t take too much, he didn’t think, to get his dad to the school to meet Miss Thomas.  She was pretty and nice, and unlike his real mother, she was human and wouldn’t hate him and ignore him.  Plus his dad was lonely.  All the mountain lion males were — from his dad to his uncles James, Grant, and John, and his cousin Alek, to the new pride members who had come from their old homes in Pennsylvania.

Ben didn’t understand why mountain lion females hated their children, but he knew it wasn’t really supposed to be that way.  What he wanted was what the other kids in school had — a mom who would love him and his two brothers like they belonged to her.  A mom who would tuck them in at night and read them stories.  Cuddle on the couch with them.  He loved his dad very much, but he felt like he was missing out on something important by not having a mom.

All he had to do was get his brothers in on the plan, and soon he might have a mom to call his own.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Samantha Thomas wiped the dry erase board clean, humming the spring concert songs.  She couldn’t get the songs out of her head, and it was driving her batty.  They were adorable and sweet and everything an elementary school music class should be singing.  But now, after two weeks of listening to the songs every day, she didn’t think she’d ever be able to get them free of her mind.

Her hand slowed on the board because she was dreading going into the school office to check her inbox before heading home.  Her ex-husband, Mark, was the acting principal of the elementary school, having just taken the position the month before.  Two years ago, Mark left her for a younger woman because she’d discovered that she was rendered sterile due to a childhood illness.  Mark was obsessed with his family name living on, and even though they’d been married for several years, he apparently had no trouble walking away and finding someone else.

They had both worked in neighboring school districts, him as a vice principal and her as a music teacher.  The house they had shared belonged to his family, so she moved back home with her parents, which was humiliating and comforting at the same time.  And then she began to search for a new job, somewhere away from Indianapolis and the bad memories.  She’d found one, finally, in the small town of Ashland.

She started at exactly the same time the principal retired after the new year, and to her horror, Mark was brought in as the acting principal.  In their first, awkward meeting, he promised her it was only temporary until the school year was over, and she certainly hoped that was the case.  She didn’t want to think about spending every future school year seeing him daily, especially since she’d noticed the picture on his desk of his new wife, and the framed picture of an ultrasound next to it.

It was like a knife in her gut every time she walked in there.  Two years and she still ached at being tossed aside so callously for something she couldn’t control.  She felt low.  Like less than a woman.  And it ate at her.

Steeling herself, she grabbed her purse as she shrugged into her coat and headed to the office to check her box.  Pausing before she entered the main office, she saw that his door was closed, and she rejoiced inwardly as she grabbed her messages and raced out into the main hallway.

Flipping her hood up, she buttoned her jacket and leaned into the door to open it, bracing herself against the bitter February chill.  When the door shut, she heard a small child crying and looked around, finding one of her students sitting on the steps, shivering.

“Ben?” she asked in alarm, moving to him and putting her hand on his shoulder.

He raised his tear-streaked face, his blue eyes luminous.  “I-I missed the bus,” he hiccupped, scrubbing at his cheeks.

“Oh, that’s not such a big thing, sweetie.  Come on, we’ll call your dad, okay?”

She helped him bring his backpack inside and sat him on a bench outside the office.  Pulling her cell from her purse, she asked him if he knew his dad’s phone number, and he nodded quickly, entering the number.  After explaining what happened to his dad, he handed the phone to Sam.

“Hello?  This is Samantha Thomas, the music teacher.”

A warm, honeyed voice reached her ears.  “Thank you so much, Miss Thomas.  I am so sorry that Ben has delayed your evening.  I’ll be over as fast as I can.”

“No problem.  I’ll wait with him.”

There was a slight pause, and then he said, “Thank you.”

After ending the call, she sat next to Ben and found out he’d missed the bus because he’d forgotten his lunchbox.  When he ran back to class to retrieve it, the bus had left without him.  She’d been annoyed at herself for delaying going into the office before heading home, but now she was glad that she’d waited.  Fate was certainly on little Ben’s side.

Ben swung his feet back and forth and looked at her with a curious gaze.  “Are you married, Miss Thomas?”

“No.  Are you?”

He laughed.  “No, silly, I’m only eight.”

“Oh, of course.”  She nodded with a smile.  “No, I’m not married.”

“You know there are a lot of single males in Ashland.”

“You don’t say?”  She wondered at his use of the word
males
, but before she could ask him about it, he said, “Yep.  My dad is single.  He’s a police officer in town.  He was a police officer where we lived before in Pennsylvania.”

“That’s neat.  Do you want to be a police officer when you grow up?”

Ben opened his mouth to answer when a pickup truck stopped in front of the school.  Sam stood and looked down to see Ben frowning severely.  “What’s the matter, sweetie?” she asked.

“That’s not my dad,” he said, his frown deepening.

The door into the school swung open, and Sam’s eyes traveled from a pair of weathered cowboy boots up long, lean jean-covered legs, to a dark leather jacket, worn by an incredibly handsome man.  He raked a large hand through his tousled black hair and smiled tentatively at her.

“You’re not, um,” she tried to find her thoughts, which had fled when his full lips parted into a slow smile, “Ben’s dad?”

He stopped just a foot from her, and a rush of light cologne and another scent she couldn’t place, something dark and wild, surrounded her.  Her heart pounded, and her face flushed.  She had an overwhelming urge to wrap her arms around him and find out just how soft his lips really were.

“No, I’m Grant Fallon, Ben’s uncle.  His dad got called out from the station and asked me to come and get him.  You’re his teacher?”

She took his extended hand in hers and found it incredibly warm, and a little shiver of electricity hummed through her at his touch.  “Um, yes.  His music teacher.  Thomas.  Um.”  Shaking her head, she blushed and mentally kicked herself for sounding like an escaped mental patient.  “Samantha.”

His eyes were emerald green, surrounded by thick lashes.  His nose was straight, his jaw square with a light stubble.  Good grief, she was ogling him like a teenager.

He squeezed her hand just slightly firmer and released it.  “Are you leaving, Samantha?”

“Yes, and you can call me Sam.”

They turned as a group, little Ben appearing disgruntled, and walked outside.  Grant opened the passenger door for Ben who climbed up onto the bench seat and folded his arms across his chest after being reminded to say thank you to her.  When Grant shut the door, he took her elbow and said, “Which car is yours, Sam?”

He was going to escort her to her car?  Her heart was going to pound out of her chest!  What was going on with her?  She was nearly giddy and all the man had done was shake her hand and smile at her.
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