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Chapter 1
Nick Corelli stood at the doorway to classroom 401 in Crystal Corners High School watching the teacher inside. Brie Gorman got under his skin big-time, but despite that, every time he met up with her, he was hit by a bolt of plain old-fashioned lust. He’d felt this way even when she was married to his buddy Jared, though Nick never even thought of acting on that sorry instinct. What confused him was that he didn’t know how you could not even like somebody and still want to get her in the sack. It made him crazy. But he was here to plead his case, so he had to play nice which, ordinarily, he didn’t do with her.
Rapping his knuckles on the door made her glance up from her desk, where she was working with a student. Those violet eyes flashed with irritation. “Yes, Mr. Corelli, can I help you?” 
Cool and calm. The lady had that down pat.
“I need a word with you, if you can spare a sec.”
“Try the next couple of questions on your own, Tommy. I’ll be right back.”
Standing, she eased around the kid and came toward him. Oh, boy. She had on high heels and a skinny pink skirt with a plain white blouse that was anything but plain on her. When she got closer, the vee of her shirt revealed pearls that he knew Jared had given her on their last anniversary together. Nick had teased him about the stodgy gift. 
“What is it?” she asked when she reached him.
“I need to talk to you about Matt Keller.”
She fiddled with her necklace. “What about him?”
“He’s failing your course, according to the report you sent home.”
“Already. And he has to bring his grades up by the end of October or he won’t be able to finish your football season.” A rule the new principal strongly enforced.
Still, Nick hated the snippy tone which rolled off her tongue every time he got into a conversation with her. But he had to ignore how she annoyed him. “I reckon it’s soon into the marking period for him to be so behind. He’s got a lot on his plate right now, so I was hopin’ some arrangement could be made. ”
A frown marred her pretty brow. “Arrangement?”
“For him to make up the work he didn’t hand in.”
“Not possible. Students only get ten days to complete missed assignments, provided we haven’t gone over them yet. He’s past that time limit for most of the work.”
“Hell,” Nick said running his fingers through his hair, “why didn’t you tell me this before?”
Sparks lit her eyes. “Excuse me? Are you his father? No wait, his father’s the mayor in town. So, why would I alert you?”
“’Cuz I told you at the beginning of the year I wanted to keep an eye on Matt’s grades from the get-go. I told all his teachers.”
“Then you should have done a better job of keeping in touch.”
“Jesus, Gabrielle, gimme a break.”
“Don’t call me that!”
He knew she hated when somebody used her full name. He did it to jab her, sure, but also because Nick thought Gabrielle was one of the most beautiful names he’d ever heard. And it suited her classiness. “Look, can’t we come to some sort of truce over this kid? He needs help.”
“He needs discipline. In just four weeks, I can tell the boy’s lazy and uninterested in academics. He’s probably fine in your Phys. Ed class.”
On the surface maybe, but there was a whole other story buried deep inside the kid. Nick couldn’t tell Mrs. Grouch here what he knew, though, what Matt had told him in confidence.
“Let’s stick with the school work. What can he make up, and is there any extra credit he can do?”
“I don’t give extra credit to students who fail to hand in every assignment.”
Nick held her gaze. He knew that women were taken with his navy eyes and dark hair that made him resemble some guy named Patrick Dempsey, but he also knew for a fact that this woman was immune. Maybe he could bully her into helping the kid by staring her down.
“Oh, fine, I’ll get together a list of what he’s able to make up in the next ten days and even throw in the assignments for the rest of the marking period. Will that do?”
“I’d be mighty grateful.” His southern accent and speech patterns tended to come through more when he was mad. Or aroused.
“I’ll put it in your mailbox before I leave today.”
“Thanks.” Nick turned and started down the hall.
“Nick?”
He pivoted, his sneakers squeaking on the tile floor. She was pretty as a picture standing there, her hands linked behind her back, leaning against the doorjamb. “Yeah?”
“Are you concerned about this boy because he’s the quarterback on your football team?”
Huh, if she only knew. “Yeah, sure, why?”
She shrugged delicate shoulders, which were kissed by the ends of her soft-looking dark hair. “I don’t know. Your vigilance seems excessive.”
“I care about kids is all.” Again, he pivoted away and headed to the gym wishing he could tell her more so she’d go easier on Matt. It probably wouldn’t make a difference anyway. Gabrielle Gorman’s heart seemed to have died five years ago along with her husband and from what Nick had heard no man had been able to revive it since, and not for lack of trying.
o0o
Brie watched Nick Corelli saunter down the corridor in the way all jocks seemed to walk. For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why so many women found him to die for. Oh, sure, he was attractive with that hair and eyes, those shoulders that gave credence to the linebacker he’d once been, wearing shorts that showed off his muscular legs. But his personality and his love‘em-and-leave‘em attitude toward women were a big turn off. Then she felt a twinge of guilt for her unkind thoughts because she could still recall the bleak expression in those eyes and how those shoulders had slumped in pain for weeks after Jared died. He’d loved her husband like a brother, and vice versa as they were both only children.
“Mrs. G, are you coming to help me?” Tommy asked. “I got play practice in twenty minutes.”
“Oh, yes, of course.”
After she finished with the student, Brie sat back in her chair, sipped a coke she’d brought from lunch and scanned the room. It needed tidying—the kids had written on the board today, so it was filled with student scrawl. Posters on the wall sported captions like, “A mind is a terrible thing to waste” and “You miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.”  The edge of one of her favorites, “You are the author of your own life,” had curled up and needed taping. The chairs, which she rarely kept in rows, were scattered throughout.
Time to fix all that after she finished the task Corelli had given her. She took out her plan book and ripped a sheet off a notepad she always kept within reach. She’d just finished copying down Matt’s grades when Annie Jacobs flew into the room. Since her friend had gotten together with Dylan Kane, who’d been her high school teacher, Annie glowed, her face reflecting a deep contentment. “Hey, there, girlfriend, ready to go?” Annie asked.
“I got a last minute assignment,” she said dryly. “But I’m almost finished. Then we can leave.” 
They’d made plans to spend the evening at Brie’s house. They were picking up Annie’s boys and Brie’s daughter Cella at school, then heading to the lake front property where Brie lived to visit and cook steaks. Dylan would drive out to get Annie and the twins after his board meeting.
“No, hurry. I’ll hang here.” Annie crossed to the wall of windows in the room. “Fall is so beautiful in upstate New York, isn’t it?”
“Yep.” Looking up, Brie caught a glimpse of the trees, now in various shades of gold, red and green. “That’s how I lured Jared to move here.” 
Fifteen years ago, she and her soon-to-be husband graduated from college in Chicago together and when Brie wanted to come back to teach in Crystal Corners where she’d grown up, he found a job at IBM in Rochester, about a half hour away from their little town. Fall was his favorite season.
“You must miss him most this time of year. David loved winter and I always get blue then.”
One of the many things she and Annie had in common was that they were both widows.
“I do miss him.” 
That was an understatement. When Jared died it was like someone carved out a piece of her heart. The two of them were always in sync and rarely had cross words. They’d finally been able to afford a lovely home on the lake, had a wonderful daughter and were planning to have another child when, on the drive back from work to Crystal Corners, Jared had been sideswiped by a construction truck and his car rammed into an abutment. Even now, five years later, her stomach roiled at the memory of the wreckage and her husband’s broken body in the hospital.
“You must be lonely, Brie.” Annie knew her parents had moved to Florida and her sister was in the Peace Corps. Without Jared, she and Cella had no family nearby. “What you need is to find a man.”
“Just because you got Mr. Perfect all in one package doesn’t mean there are any more of those around.”
Annie practically swooned. “He is perfect. I can’t wait until November.” 
“Ah, the joys of being a bride-to-be.” Brie would be Annie’s honor attendant.
Returning to the desk, Annie peeked over Brie’s shoulder. “What are you doing, anyway?”
“Getting information on Matt Keller for Nick Corelli.”
For a moment, Annie was thoughtful. “Something’s up with that boy.”
“What do you mean?”
“I had him in English class last year and his writings were odd…as if he was saying everything without saying anything. I tried to talk to him but he wouldn’t discuss his feelings. I did ask Nick if Matt was all right and he said he appreciated my concern and he was working with the boy.” Her eyebrows raised. “Now there’s a Mr. Tall Dark and Handsome.”
“Spare me.”
“For the life of me, I can’t figure out why you don’t like him.”
“He oozes too much charm. I always thought he was a bad influence on Jared.” She shook her head. “And he makes me, I don’t know, jittery.” Actually, she hated how she felt around that man.
“Dylan makes me jittery.”
Brie glanced over sharply. “What are you implying?”
“Well, there’s good jittery and bad jittery.”
“Oh, you don’t mean that I…that we…”
“Come on, Brie. Maybe you could be interested in someone like him.”
Brie laughed. “Hardly. We couldn’t be more different.”
“He’s smart. When I was still teaching at the high school, we talked a lot about the best way to educate kids. He has insightful ideas. He isn’t a dumb jock.”
“I never said he was. He’s simply not my type.”
“Well, he’s great with kids.”
“With football players you mean.”
“No, with all kids.”
Brie frowned. That was a trait she admired in men. Found attractive, as a matter of fact.
“Why were he and Jared friends anyway?” 
“Twenty years ago, Nick and his wife, who’s from Crystal Corners, came back here like we did after college and bought a small cottage on the lake. They tore it down and over the years rebuilt it into a showplace. They moved in—next to us—right when Jared and I could afford buy on the water. Maybe Nick and Jared hit it off because they were both newcomers.”
“What was his wife like? Rumor has it she just up and left him.”
“She was quiet. I liked her well enough, though we were never what you’d call friends. The four of us spent some time together as couples. Then six years ago, Mary Kay Corelli practically disappeared. Nick confided in Jared what happened but made Jared promise not to tell anyone, even me.” She sighed. “Since then, a parade of women has visited the house, but none stuck around.”
“I think you underestimate him.”
Uncomfortable talking about Nick, Brie said, “Let me finish this up and we’ll be on our way.” She nodded to the desks in disarray. “Would you mind putting those in some kind of order for the janitor?”
“Sure.” As Annie worked, she asked, “How’s Delaney doing?”  
In September, Delaney Dawson had come to teach at the high school, taking Annie’s place because Annie had to transfer to the middle school in order to have a relationship with Dylan, their principal, and not breach professional ethics.
Brie’s smile was genuine. “She’s terrific. I love how open and forthright she is. And the kids adore her. She’s young and pretty enough and dresses cool for the boys to have a crush on her and the girls to relate to her.”
“Oh, I don’t know, I’ll bet there are plenty of kids who feel like that about you.”
Brie opened her plan book to where she’d listed the assignments for the marking period. She gave very few tests and grades were based on reading and writing assignments in her Social Studies classes a lot like Annie—and now Delaney--did in English. When Brie finished, she stood. “Want to walk down to the mailboxes with me?”
“Sure, I--”
“Hey, beautiful, what are you doing here?”
At the sound of the husky male voice, Annie whirled around like Cinderella in her gown. Her face lit with pleasure she got a glimpse of her prince. “Hi. I came by to catch a ride with Brie.”
Brie watched as an equally smitten Dylan crossed to his future wife, looped an arm around her neck and tugged her close. The intimacy of the gesture was greater than if he’d planted a full mouth kiss on her lips.
“Never mind the walk to the mailboxes,” Brie said good-naturedly. “I’ll go by myself. Meanwhile, you two can drink in the sight of each other.”
They both mumbled to her and Brie left the room. 
She loved seeing Annie happy and so far, she thought Dylan was a wonderful man, and a super principal. But she felt melancholy, too. For a while now, Brie had been wishing she’d find a guy to spend her time with. However, no one she’d met appealed to her. She glanced down at the paper she held. The only males around were ones like Nick Corelli who did nothing but annoy her. 
As she’d told Annie, he certainly wasn’t the kind of guy Brie wanted in her life. 
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“I might have known you couldn’t do this.” Matt’s father, John Matthew Keller, made the comment in what Matt had come to call his Mayor Voice. It only ever meant trouble for his son.
“I’m trying, Dad. Really I am.”
“You’ll call me Sir until this is fixed.”
“Yes, Sir. But that Social Studies teacher is tough. Coach Corelli tried to get her to let me make work up, but she said no. She’s a bitch.”
“You won’t disrespect teachers. Do you hear me?”
“Yes, Sir.”
The mayor’s features were harsh. “You’d better play well in Friday’s game since that’s all you seem to be able to do right.”
“I will. I promise.”
His father rose from his chair. “We’ll speak again in a week when you have better news, Matthew.”
Matt swallowed hard and tried to keep himself from tearing up—why the fuck should he care if his sometimes-a-father didn’t talk to him for a week? He had friends. He had football. And, unbeknownst to his old man, he had his music.
Without responding—this was as far as he could go in rebelling—Matt stalked out of the kitchen. As he climbed the stairs on the way to his room, he stopped at a picture of him and his mother. He was little—maybe five—and sat next to her at the piano; she had her hand over his, showing him how to touch the keys. Her profile was beautiful, making him remember how her hair fell around her cheek. Apparently, it had been all right with his father for Matt to be interested in music when his mother was alive. Not since she died, though. All the man wanted out of him now was football fame and decent grades. Right after his mother was buried, Matt had been forbidden to play the piano in the house. His father hadn’t sold the sleek black baby grand that was in the front room, but as far as Mr. Mayor knew, it was never played.
The notion got Matt pissed off enough to trash the wall of pictures leading upstairs. If it hadn’t been for his mother, who’d lovingly made this collage—she’d call it a rotogravure—he would have destroyed them with a swipe of his arm. Instead, he hurried up the steps to his bedroom, closed the door and went into his bathroom. Once there, he locked himself in, took a razor blade out of the drawer.
And sliced it into his leg. 
The pain was blinding.
 


 
Chapter 2
With Cella at her side, Brie made her way from their car to the stadium. Though it was a beautiful Indian summer night, she didn’t really want to attend the football game, but Dylan had talked her into chaperoning the dance afterward. Since Annie and the boys would be at both—teachers often brought their kids to extra-curricular events—Brie hoped the evening wouldn’t be too boring.
They reached the stands and Cella exclaimed, “There’s Mrs. Jacobs and the guys. At the top.”
“I see them, sweetie. Go on up and I’ll follow you.”
Annie had saved them seats, so Brie sat next to her friend and Cella settled in the row in front of them with Trevor and Danny. Dylan was by Annie’s side, of course. 
“Hello, Mrs. Gorman,” he said reaching over to squeeze her arm. “Thanks for helping me out.”
“I don’t mind. Besides, no one seems to be able to say no to you. Don’t get used to it though, you and the teachers are in your honeymoon period.”
Dylan laughed, a strong hardy sound that was so natural and contagious that she found herself smiling, too. It was true what she told him—everybody adored him now, cooperated without a fuss and the school had made some strong curriculum developments in the short time he’d been principal. But she also knew the fickle nature of the faculty.
Turning her attention to the field, her gaze immediately fell on Nick Corelli. In khaki shorts with a red jersey, he stood a head above the other coaches. Even from up here his wide shoulders and muscular back were impressive. He also wore a Spartan baseball cap, which should look foolish on a man in his early forties, but in reality was cute as hell. His head bent, he was conferring with number 31. Matt Keller, the quarterback of the team. Matt was hanging on Nick’s every word and nodding vigorously. 
The boy hadn’t handed in the work he could have made up and she’d been forced to send home the mayor’s requested weekly note saying Matt had, so to speak, dropped the ball. She’d emailed Nick with the information and gotten a curt thank you from him in return.
“This game is important,” Dylan was saying. “Scouts are here from division one schools. I understand Matt Keller is being courted.”
He won’t play college ball if he doesn’t graduate from high school. The thought brought on a spurt of sympathy for the boy. Maybe she should make more of an effort to help him. Though it went against her grain to coddle athletes, Nick’s and Annie’s comments this week made her think Matt needed extra attention. And she’d been watching him surreptitiously in class. Something did seem to be bothering him, as they’d said. What could it hurt to make an overture to him?
Throughout the first half, Matt played with remarkable energy and the skill to match. He scored two touchdowns, threw several complete passes and wasn’t sacked once. And, okay, she’d admit to herself, her gaze kept straying to Nick, who maintained a calm that the other team’s leader didn’t have. Their coach was throwing his clipboard around and reaming out players when they did something wrong. Since the score was tied, their behavior spoke clearly of both men. Though she hated to admit it, Nick was a good role model for his kids.
Crystal Corners won the game, twenty-one to seventeen. Humming with victory, the spectators filed out of the stands but instead of moving to the parking lot with the crowd, Brie headed to the gym with Dylan and Annie, while the kids ran ahead.
 Dylan said to Annie, “Hmm. We’re going to be in the gym together. That’ll bring back memories.”
Annie gave him a sideways glance. “You were always with Taylor Mason at these mixers.”
“And Larry Smith hung all over you.”
They chuckled at their shared past, one which not too long ago had made their relationship seem impossible and caused them both a great deal of heartache.
When they entered the gym, the cavernous space was already filling up, but no football players had arrived yet. Cheerleaders in uniform milled around along with other fans. Brie was always surprised at how many students came to these dances, though she shouldn’t be. It was the same way when she attended this high school. She hadn’t known Annie then, because Brie was a few years younger than her friend.
“Mom, come dance with me.” Her little girl’s ponytail bobbed with her excitement. She was the spitting image of Jared with her dark blond hair and sky blue eyes, so much so that it hurt sometimes just to look at Cella.
“Oh, honey, no. I don’t want to dance in front of all the students.”
“But we took those lessons!”
“A little later, then.”
“I’ll dance with you, Cella,” Trevor offered.
“Me too,” Danny, Annie’s other son, put in.
All three skipped across the floor. A few other teachers’ children were out there, too. “I’m surprised the teenagers like having our kids here.”
Annie shrugged. “Students want to know about their teachers’ personal lives.”
“I guess.”
Annie grinned at her. “They’ll love seeing you in jeans.”
“They probably didn’t think I own any. Just because I dress up for school.”
Soon, the team arrived, marching into the gym like heroes back from war. Dylan went over to the DJ, who stopped the music. Taking the microphone, Dylan faced the group. “Let’s hear it for our guys. Weren’t they great out on the field?”
Raucous cheers erupted.
Brie rolled her eyes. She recognized the importance of sports but thought athletics got too much attention. She herself was more bookish back in the day—still, really--though she liked yoga now.
Dylan said a few more words, then the music started again.
“Now, Mommy?” Cella asked running over to her.
“I guess.”
Brie stepped out on the floor with her daughter and fell into a swing dance. The two of them had taken lessons together in a special mom/child class in Rochester. Brie enjoyed doing different activities with Cella, especially after Jared died. And she liked to dance.
After a bit, she begged off and as she left the floor, she noticed Matt Keller going to get some punch. Oh, hell, why not speak to him tonight? Detouring, she intercepted the boy.
“Matt, can I talk to you?”
His eyes were startlingly sad when he peered up at her. This wasn’t the attitude of a star. 
“You played really well tonight. I’m impressed.”
He shook his head. “At least I can do something right.”
“About that. I was wondering if you could stay after school with me on Monday and Wednesday next week?”
“Why?”
“Since you’re having so much trouble with the initial work for the Dynamics of Citizenship class--” a semester requirement for all seniors “--I thought maybe we could work together on the paper that’s due Friday.” He watched her, his face going from sad to despondent. His reaction prompted her to say, “I’ll grade it right away and send a note to your dad Friday afternoon. I’m sure you can do a good job on it with my help.”
She’d never seen someone’s demeanor change as quickly as Matt’s did. His shoulders straightened and a light shone in his face. “That’s be great, Mrs. Gorman. I…thanks.” He headed off in the other direction.
Staring after him, she felt an acute sense of concern. Something was definitely going on with the boy, like Nick and Annie had mentioned. Preoccupied, she stared after Matt wondering what could be bothering him. But soon she was distracted by the sight of Annie out with the kids doing some kind of twist. Her friend was much more outgoing than she was—a trait Brie envied. 
After a few minutes, she felt a hand at her back. And smelled the most heavenly scent—male, musky and wonderful. Her nerves skittered. Turning, she found Nick Corelli behind her, his hair a little damp, his face a bit flushed. He leaned in and said, “Thanks, Miz Gorman. I appreciate what you said to Matt.”
She was about to mention the change that came over the boy when Nick grabbed her hand and led her to the floor. She was even more startled when he began to swing with her—and found the guy could dance!
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Good Lord, the woman was beautiful. Especially now with that surprised look on her face. He’d dragged her out here on impulse after Matt had found him and told him about Brie’s offer. Scoring, passing and great offense hadn’t been able to do for the boy what a few simple words from Brie did. Nick was really worried about him.
But the emotion vanished like mist on a Carolina lake when he touched Brie. Her hand was supple in his, and he liked having her body close to his. 
Don’t even get started on how she looks in those jeans.
“You’re good,” he said to take his mind off her body. “I saw you out here with your kid.”
Her violet eyes warmed; they were accented by her hair being pulled off her brow with a little band. “You’re fantastic. Where did you learn to dance?”
“My mama taught me. Then, instead of square dancing for one of our Phys. Ed units, I talked our old principal into getting us jitterbug—aka swing—instructors.”  
Most people didn’t know one of the PE units included dance. They’d tried it here once and the kids loved it so Skelly let them continue and Dylan supported the program.
Brie’s smile was genuine, as if she forgot she disliked him. Taking advantage of that—hell he was only human--he pulled her to him then spun her out. She followed easily. Briefly, he wondered if she followed a man’s lead in bed.
Jesus, Corelli, don’t go there.
But when the song ended and an old Righteous Brothers tune followed, Nick couldn’t help himself--he drew her close and kept her there. 
“I…I think this is enough.”
Not for him. “Stay a minute. I want to say again how much I appreciate what you’re doing for Matt.”
“Nick, I got worried about him when I told him I’d help.”
His body stiffened. “Why?”
“He seemed so…I don’t know, sad I guess, before I made the offer. Then it was like the sun came out on his face. He was so pleased, relieved, it makes me wonder what’s going on in his life.”
“I got a handle on this, Brie.”
“What do you mean?”
“The kid confides in me.”
“No offense intended, but if Matt has issues, you aren’t the one to be dealing with them.”
And just like that, he got pissed again. Damn this woman. Why did she think so little of him? He had a hankering to ask her, but let his defensiveness seep out instead. “I may be a jock, Gabrielle, but I work real well with kids.” He stopped dancing. “And if I needed more help, or Matt does, I’m not some dumb redneck. I’d go to a counselor.” Or get one for him outside of school. But he didn’t tell her he’d done that. 
All attraction gone now, he stormed away, leaving her stranded on the floor.
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“Are you still cutting?”
The psychologist, Rich Lawson, who sat in the chair opposite Matt, asked the question in a low key manner, but Matt wasn’t fooled. He knew this was a big deal.
“No.”
Rich cocked his head. 
Coach’s words rang in his head. You gotta tell him the truth, Matt. None of this will help if you don’t. And if you aren’t getting better, I’ll have to take this further.
“Okay, I have, but not as much.”
“What brought it on this week?
“My father. He pulled the Sir thing and hasn’t spoken to me in a week.”
The counselor’s eyes flared with anger. So did Coach Corelli’s when Matt talked to him about The Mayor. Matt hadn’t told them this, but seeing the two other adults’ anger at his father’s behavior made the sick feeling in his gut ease.
“Did you try to talk to him about how he treats you? Like we discussed.”
Shaking his head Matt averted his gaze.
“Matt, it’s all right. You don’t have to be ashamed. We just have to work harder to get you comfortable enough to confront him.”
Suddenly his eyes stung. Tears fell down his cheeks.
“Why are you crying?”
He couldn’t answer.
“Matt, tell me.”
“W-why are you and Coach so nice to me and he isn’t?”
Rich threw down his pen, came to the edge of his seat and touched Matt’s arm. “Because you deserve it. Coach Corelli and I know that. And we care about you.”
“You…you care about me. Honest?”
“Yeah, Matt. Honest. This is your father’s problem, not yours. A lot of other people would care about you too, if you let them in.”
He nodded, thinking of Mrs. Gorman. Maybe she could care about him. 
Okay, he told himself. He could get through one more day.
 


 
Chapter 3
The following Tuesday, Brie sat in her room before class began with Ian Lancaster, the Service Learning Coordinator for the school district. She liked the outgoing guy who’d been appointed to help the Dynamics of Citizenship classes, or DOC as the kids called them, meet their service-to-the-community requirements in order to graduate. “Thanks for coming in to today to get these projects going, Ian. I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome. I wish everybody in the school valued the program like you do. If it wasn’t for the state mandate, we wouldn’t be doing community outreach with the kids. To this degree, anyway.”
Brie had heard the grumbling in the teachers’ lounge about the do-good activities that interfered with their real studies.
“Have the kids chosen their area of interest?” he asked.
“Most of them. They run the gamut of working in clothes closets to MADD’s DUI intervention to abstinence and hunting safety.” She thought about Matt Keller. “One boy chose domestic violence. He wants to work in the playroom at a shelter in Rochester.”
“That’s terrific. The kids housed there need male role models.”  
When the students filed in and got settled, Brie introduced Ian.
His smile was genuine as he stood before the class. “Thanks for having me. And thanks for choosing your areas of interest so fast.”
One girl, Betty, who Brie particularly liked, said, “As if we had a choice. Ms. G’s a tough taskmaster.”
The class laughed. 
“Let’s go over the requirements.” Ian tapped his computer and an outline came up on the screen in the front of the room. “As I said, you’ve already done the first two—picking your area of interest and determining what help is needed.”
There was good-natured grumbling all around. 
“Yeah, Ms. Gorman made us.”
“We can’t slack off at all in here.”
Ian continued, “Today and tomorrow each of you will meet with me individually while you formalize the bibliography for your research. I’ll be helping you put together a plan of action for implementing your volunteer work while Mrs. Gorman does the latter.
“Next there’s reflection. I understand your teacher has journal assignments ready for you.”
“Of course she does,” Betty commented again.
Ian chuckled. “You’ll include how you felt volunteering, what you learned, how you helped the people at the specific place you worked.
 “And finally--this one is fun, guys--Celebration and Demonstration. Your other classmates and the school as a whole need to recognize how you’ve made a difference in the lives of others. You’ll be presenting your results to each other, the faculty and board members.”
“Can we have a party when we’re done?” a boy asked.
Brie smiled. “I think that’s a great idea, Luke. We can have it here or outside of school.”
“Can we do it at the lake where you live?” Luke wheedled.
“We’ll see.”
Ian clicked off the computer. “That’s it for now. Time to meet with me.”  He turned to Brie.
She pointed to the back of the room where she’d partitioned off a space to confer individually with kids in some semblance of privacy. “Who would like to go first?”
Matt Keller raised his hand, which pleased Brie immensely. “Matt? Go on back with Mr. Lancaster. The rest of you get a laptop from the computer cart so you can go online to finalize your bibliography.”  
Though the school wasn’t equipped with a laptop for each student, it did have the technology to provide classrooms with the portable computers on an as-needed basis. And thankfully DOC classes were kept small, so supervising student work would be easier.
The hour went well. Ian managed to meet with half of the kids; he’d return tomorrow to finish with the others. As it was the last period of the day, Brie had arranged to discuss their progress with Ian after class and to make sure the two of them were on the same page. She bade the students goodbye and headed back to the private area. She found Ian sprawled on one of the chairs she’d bought with her own money. Both she and the kids seemed to appreciate the comfort. Sometimes, like today, she brought in fresh flowers for the windowsill, as she’d positioned this area to get natural light. The scent of carnations wafted over to her.
“How’d it go?”
“Really well. This is a terrific bunch of kids but they wear me out with all their energy and enthusiasm.” He winked at her. “I think their teacher rubs off on them.”
Oh, well. “That’s sweet. Can I ask you about one of them?”
“Yeah, sure. Who?”
“Matt Keller.”
“The boy who picked the DV shelter. We’ve had kids volunteer there before.”
“I know. I’m just surprised this particular boy chose that kind of work.”
“That’s the beauty of this program, Brie. It brings out sides of the kids we didn’t—and sometimes they didn’t—know they had. It’s why I gave up teaching Math and took over the coordinator position when the state mandated this program.”
“I’m glad you did. You’re terrific at this job.”
“So, can I ask you a question?”
“Um, sure.”
“Will you have dinner with me Friday night?”
“Oh!” She’d never dated anyone from school. She’d hardly dated anybody since Jared died. 
“You seem shocked. Surely there are scores of guys beating down your door.”
“Hardly.”
“Well then, what about letting me be the first?”
For some reason, she thought of Nick Corelli and how he danced Friday night at the student mixer held at the school. Damn it. Why would she think of him now, especially after he’d left in a huff?
“I’d love to go out with you Friday, Ian. What time?”
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Nick reached Brie’s room, found the door open, but she wasn’t at her desk or anywhere inside. Then he heard voices behind a partitioned off section in the far corner. He walked to the back and when he got there, he heard the low rumble of male laughter. Maybe he should leave. But then the guy said, “Well then, what about letting me be the first?” 
A pause, then, “I’d love to go out with you Friday night, Ian.”
Huh? What was that all about?  He moved to the gap in the partition and found Brie seated in a chair, legs crossed in another one of her skinny skirts. This time she wore a pink blouse. And she was cozying up to Ian Lancaster. A teacher he liked.
“Am I interrupting?” he asked with an unintended snap in his voice. Shit.
Ian grinned. “Nope. I already talked Brie into a date and I’m leaving before she changes her mind.”
Both of them stood. 
“I’ll be back tomorrow, Brie. Nick, nice to see to you again.”
Ian headed out and for some reason that baffled Nick, he felt ticked off. It made him say, “What was that all about?”
“What?”
“You’re goin’ on a date with him Friday night?”
“That isn’t any of your business.”
It wasn’t really. So he’d be damned if he could figure out why on God’s green earth it felt like it was. “Yeah, sure, I know. I, um, was hoping all the teachers would be at the game. It’s homecoming and we’re undefeated.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.” His expression was impatient. “Did you need to talk to me?”
It took him more effort than it should to beat back his annoyance. “Yeah, I wondered if you met with Matt yesterday.”
“I did. We worked on an outline. He promised to have it completed for Wednesday and then he can write the paper by Friday. He has good ideas.”
“Did Lancaster get to meet with him about his service learning project?”
“Yes. He said Matt was very enthusiastic about his.”
He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I think those projects are so cool. I wish the rest of the faculty could get involved in them.”
“You do?”
“Uh-huh. I do have other interests than sports, Gabrielle.”
Brie straightened. “Anyway, Matt’s got a solid start on the research for his.”
“Were you surprised he picked the domestic violence shelter?”
“You know about that?”
“Yeah, sure.”  Didn’t she listen when he said he was close to the boy? “Maybe I can take him to Rochester the first day, see what he’ll be doing.”
Her face was full of approval. “That is so sweet, Nick. I’m sure he’d appreciate the adult support.”
“More than you know.”
“What does that mean?”
“He doesn’t get much in that area.”
An uncomfortable silence sprung up between them. “Well,” she said starting to move to her left, just as he said “I’ll be going,” and moved his right. 
They bumped into each other. He reached out for her and she grabbed onto his arms to keep from falling. For a minute they were close. For a minute, Nick felt a hot need to kiss her. God, he couldn’t remember the last time he got turned on so fast. It was that scent, sexy, flowery, and the latter wasn’t coming from the carnations by the window.
Brie recovered first, though she blushed a pretty pink and didn’t move away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to, I…um…”
“Here,” he said putting her away from him and stepping to the side. “You go first.”
She shot out of the small space like a rabbit out of fox hole. A smile broached his lips. Maybe she wasn’t immune to him after all.
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Brie sat at the end of a row of chairs, waiting for the Wednesday faculty meeting to begin. The room started to fill up and people congregated around the coffee and cookies Dylan provided every week—a bribe, she’d teased him. Someone came down the aisle. She didn’t even have to look up from the book she was reading to know who it was. Nick Corelli. Again, he smelled freshly showered, with a hint of something very male applied afterward. Brie’s nerve endings responded to the musky scent, a primitive female reaction, she guessed. 
Oh, all right, she hadn’t forgotten what happened in the back of her room yesterday when they accidentally stepped in the same direction. His hands had felt good on her, his body’s proximity stirring something inside. Damn it! He was the last guy she wanted to respond to.
“Anybody sitting here?” His voice gravelly. Was he feeling the same pull at seeing her the first time after their contact?
“No. I usually sit with Taylor, but she’s out today.” Brie shrugged her shoulders, trying to be as casual as she could, given she felt even more jittery around him today. “Seat’s open.”
He glanced at her hands. “No cookies or coffee? I’d be glad to fetch you some.”
“No thanks.”
Dropping down, he stretched out long legs encased in the navy pants of his sweat suit and settled in, his wide shoulders almost touching hers. He folded his arms across his chest. 
She said, “I met with Matt on his free period, if that’s why you sat here.”
He gave her a cute smile. “It wasn’t. But how’s he doin’?”
“The outline I told you about is more than adequate. Now if he can write the paper well enough, he’s set for this week.”
“He will. I have faith in him.”
Brie had asked this once, but said again, “Why, Nick?”
“Like I told you before, I know kids.”
“No, there’s more to your interest. I--”
Dylan’s voice broke into their conversation. “If everyone could get settled, we’ll start now and have you out of here in an hour.”
People cheered.
The agenda was light and Dylan saved the item that interested Brie most until last. “Finally, I’d like to make you aware that senior students taking Dynamics of Citizenship this semester are starting their service projects. They’re excused from school the last period of the day, opposite their three times a week DOC class, to head out into the community. They’re also required to put in a certain number of hours on their own time.”
Dylan explained the project more thoroughly. When he was done, hands shot up. The principal seemed taken aback. He called on a science teacher, Tom Speranza. 
The man stood. “Dylan, we appreciate all you’ve done here in such a short time. But because you’re new, there are some things you haven’t got a handle on yet. A lot of us aren’t happy about these projects. And rumor has it you’re thinking about filtering them down to other grade levels.”
Dylan’s expression didn’t change. “What is it you don’t like, Tom?”
“Mostly the time this work takes away from their studies. I meet with students every day after school and those DOC kids aren’t available.”
“Twice a week.”  The statement came from Nick, who stayed seated, didn’t raise his hand and spoke before Dylan could answer. Brie knew Nick was well-liked and respected and had been teaching here at the high school for twenty years.
Tom glanced at him. “What’d you say, Nick?”
“I said the kids are only out of the building two days a week.”
“Yeah, but they have activities after school that take up the other days.”
“Which they’re excused from if they need academic help.”  Brie watched Nick’s face turn completely innocent. “Unless our fearless leader here has changed the policy, in which case I object to his decision.”
He knew, of course, Dylan hadn’t changed anything.
Tom frowned. “Still, this project gets more…excessive every year.”
A woman in a leather skirt and leopard print blouse stood. The outfit immediately told Brie it was Delaney Dawson. “Helping out the community, doing good deeds is excessive? Even the president is encouraging volunteer projects in our schools. I’m totally behind the program and expanding it if we could.”
Freed from Speranza’s stand, several other teachers spoke up for of the service projects. Only a few, Tom’s friends, sided with him. Dylan let it go on and Brie knew what he was doing—using the teachers to make his point.
Nick spoke up again. “Tom, all my athletes are at your disposal during activity period when we usually weight train and, if you want, even into the first part of practice.” He cocked his head. “And I challenge other coaches and advisers to do the same.”
A rumble of agreement went through the faculty.
Someone tossed out jokingly, “Easy for you to say, Corelli. Your team is undefeated.”
“Tell you what,” Dylan finally intervened. “Why don’t those of you who have objections similar to Tom’s meet with me personally so we can be sure you all have your say.”
Another sound of approval.
Dylan glanced at the clock. “We went over by a few minutes but I’m glad we had this discussion. As always, thanks for your input, especially about the last topic we discussed. It’s important to clear the air. Have a nice afternoon.”
When the meeting broke up, Nick started to stand. Brie grasped his arm to keep him in place. His expression was more serious than usual. “Thank you so much for standing up to Tom and his cronies. And for voicing a viewpoint the other teachers could support.”
His navy blue eyes sparked. “I meant what I said. And besides, I don’t cotton to bullies. Anyway, it wasn’t much.”
It was to me, she thought as she watched him go down the aisle. 
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Nick was minding his business, walking to the cafeteria to eat lunch when he saw kids gathering in a part of the hall wider than the rest. Shouts came from the inside the circle they made. Shit. A fight. Racing over, he threaded his way through the students and just when he got to the middle, two boys hurtled at each other. Nick grabbed one of them and pulled him back. The other lunged, Nick shoved the first to the side so the second came at him and landed a fist in his face. Nick stumbled back. Dylan, appearing out of nowhere, corralled the second kid. 
“Stop it now!” Dylan shouted. 
The boy struggled to get free and the first one tried to get around Nick.
Nick’s voice boomed, “Stop this right now!”
The two kids came to an abrupt halt. The assistant principal, Ben Rossettie, crawled his way through the surrounding students and took the one Nick was holding by the arm. 
“My office. Immediately,” Dylan said. To another teacher, he asked, “Bring the other along, would you, Joe?”
Before he followed the staff and kids, Dylan turned to Nick. “Thanks, buddy. Better have the nurse check you out.”
Now that the adrenaline rush was fading Nick felt the pain radiating through his face. “Hell.”
Teachers dispersed the students and Nick saw Brie was among them. He waited until she approached him. “You okay, big guy?”
 “Yeah.” He touched his cheek and winced. “I gotta get ice on this.” He could make it to the nurse’s office by himself, of course, but he was never one to miss an opportunity. “Walk me down,” he coaxed. “In case I get faint.”
“Oh, sure, that’s a going to happen.”
“Hey, you never know. I’m injured.”
Brie shook her head but fell into step beside him. “A lot of teachers won’t jump into a fight like that.”
Nick scowled at one of his pet peeves. “If a teacher stood by as a fight broke out and my kid got hurt, I’d sue the school.”
“Me, too.”
He stopped. “You shouldn’t get in the middle of something like that, though.”
“Why?”
“You know damn well why. A pretty little thing like you would get pummeled between two thugs like that.”
“Lord save us from sexist southerners.”  
He scowled. “Doesn’t make me wrong.” 
“I’ve done it before, you know.”
“Broken up fights?”
“Uh-huh. So has Annie.”
“I’ll have to get Dylan on that one.”
They reached the nurse’s office just as Angie Larson was closing the door. “Oh, I was going to lunch.” She frowned. “What happened?”
Nick said, “Guess.”
“A fight? Shit. We haven’t had one since Dylan took over.” Nick liked the no nonsense nurse. She reopened the door, let him in and went to the fridge for ice. When she handed the cold pack, he said, “Go on to lunch, Angie. Brie here can take care of me.”
“I--”
“She wants to. Can’t have you starving because of me, darlin’.”
Angie looked to Brie. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. I already ate. Go ahead, I’ll babysit the hero.”
When Angie left, Nick held out the ice. “My arm hurts. I don’t think I can hold this to my face.”
Again she rolled her eyes, but took the pack and put it on his cheek. It stung for a minute. She was standing in front of him while he sat and he had a bird’s eye view of her breasts, today covered by a purple clingy shirt. 
He let out a heavy sigh.
“You okay?” she asked.
He winked at her. “Just enjoying the view, ma’am.”
When she gave a chuckle, he sat back and did indeed take pleasure in the sight of her.
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On Friday night at the Fox, the town’s movie theater, the antics on the screen made Brie giggle like a schoolgirl. Robert Downey Jr. was covered with baby powder that had toppled off a high shelf. Everything he tried to do to clean himself up backfired and he made the situation worse. “This is so funny,” she whispered to Ian, who was chuckling too. 
“I had no idea that a romantic comedy could be this much fun. Guys don’t know what they’re missing.”
Briefly, she wondered if Nick Corelli would like the film. Then she cursed her thoughts. She was enjoying herself tonight with Ian, and she didn’t want another man to intrude. But the truth was she’d been unable to get Nick out of her mind. The feel of his biceps, rock hard under her fingers, the feral glint in his eyes at the unintentional close proximity were still vivid in her memory. But it was his spirited defense of the DOC program at the faculty meeting that came to the forefront. Not many people dared to stand up to Speranza’s crowd. 
Damn it! Her date with Ian had taken her mind off him enough to have fun.
Hadn’t it?
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“Hey, Coach, where are you?” His assistant, Mike Laramie, nudged Nick in the arm. “You keep looking up in the stands.”
“Nah. I never look up in the stands.”  Well, he didn’t until now, anyway. Damned if he hadn’t thought maybe Brie would come tonight—even if she had a date. 
Disgusted, he faced the field again where bright lights beamed down on the players, the marching band finished playing and fans began to chant, “Go Spartans.” The quarterback called a play. Matt threw a pass and Nick watched it fly through the air and bullet into a receiver’s hands. The kid ran the ball into the end zone, nailing down their lead. He punched his fist into the air. “Yes!”
Matt was having a good day all around. This morning he got a B+ on the paper he’d handed in for DOC and Brie had sent Nick a copy of the email she shot off to the mayor. Matt had been elated before the game and it was so good to see him happy for a change.
And Nick was pleased by the performance of their team. So why, when he turned to the bench, did he once again scan the bleachers for Brie and Ian? This was the last place they’d come. So what? It was their loss. The night was a warm and they were probably stuck in some restaurant, talking, or eating. Or maybe they were at Ian’s bachelor pad doing…
Damn it, he wouldn’t think about what they might be doing!
 


 
Chapter 4
Ian had hinted he’d like to come in when he brought Brie home; she evaded him. She’d had a great time, but for some reason she wanted to end the date. Maybe she’d call Annie to see who won the game. Hell, no she wouldn’t!  What did she care, anyway?
Her face alight, Cella raced to the door as she always did when Brie had been out. “Mommy, you’re home.”
“Who’s this?” Brie asked. 
“It’s me, Cella. Lisa did my hair in a French braid and put makeup on me.”
“That’s why I didn’t recognize you.”
“Silly Mommy.”
Lisa came up behind Cella. “You said it was okay.”
“I did. Thanks for playing with her.”
The sixteen-year-old grabbed her purse. “I can walk home alone. It’s only a few houses down.”
“Which is why Cella and I will escort you.” She paid Lisa and held out her hand to her daughter. “Come on, baby. Let’s enjoy the beautiful night.”
The three of them made the trek to Lisa’s house with Cella chattering away about the fun she’d had with her babysitter. On the way back, Brie thought about how she loved this down time with daughter, cherished it really. She had a good life now, once she’d gotten past Jared’s death.
When they reached her house, a black suburban pulled into the driveway next to hers. Oh, for God’s sake. Maybe she could get inside without…Nick exited from his car.
“Mr. Corelli. Hi.” Before she could stop Cella, the girl ran next door.
“Hi, there, sweetheart.” He squatted down. “What’s this? Does your mama let you wear that war paint?”
“It isn’t war paint. It’s makeup.”
“Hmm. You’re as pretty as a South Carolina sunrise.” He stood. “Miz Gorman. How was your evening?”
“Fine. Yours?”
“Super.”
She felt an odd sense of excitement. “Did we win?”
A huge grin spread across his face. How was it that she’d never noticed the dent in his chin? “We sure did.” His eyes danced. “Still undefeated.”
“How’d Matt do?”
He stared at her a moment, hands on hips, like she’d seen him do on the field when he was assessing a situation. She couldn’t help but notice how his jeans gloved his legs and his long sleeved navy shirt fit as well. “How ‘bout if I tell you that on your deck with a glass of vino. I got a good Cab in my wine rack.”
Tugging Cella closer, she tried to resist. “I, um, I need to put Cella to bed.”
“I can wait. Go ahead. I’ll meet you out back.”
Cella smiled. “’Night, Mr. Corelli.”
“’Night, pretty girl.”
Sighing, Brie admitted she didn’t want to object to Nick’s pushing himself on her. She didn’t want to refuse his offer of wine on the deck. “All right, I’ll be a minute,” and went inside. She could sense he watched her walk into the house.
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Nick was shocked Brie accepted his invite. Even though he was her closest neighbor, he hadn’t socialized with her after Jared died. Oh sure, he helped her when she got in a jam with the boat, when her water tank broke, or when she couldn’t put away the outdoor furniture by herself.
So the fact that she said yes to his suggestion of a drink with him meant—exactly what did it mean?
With a spring in his step, he grabbed the wine and glasses, trekked across their yards and sat in a chair out on her deck watching the waves peak on the lake.
After a while, she came out of the house. “Hi.” 
Though the moon was bright, bathing her in a golden glow, he couldn’t see details of her face which was a damn shame. She still wore the pretty lilac shirt that probably made the color of her eyes lighten. Over it, she’d thrown a matching sweater. 
“Cella asleep?”
“Yes. Lisa’s a terrific babysitter.” She dropped down into an Adirondack chair next to him. “She wears my daughter out.”
Reaching to the wooden table in front of them, he poured wine for her. “Here you go.” He picked up his own glass.
“Thanks.” She studied him. “You don’t usually drink wine, do you?”
“Sometimes. Mostly, I’m a beer and peanuts kind of guy.”
A sudden sense of nostalgia hit her. “That’s right. Jared used to drink beer with you.”
A long, meaningful silence, then Nick said, “I miss him.”
“I do, too.” Her voice was as hoarse as his.
Another pause, while they both remembered the blond haired guy with a big heart who Nick had really cared about. 
“How was your date?”
“Tell me about the game first.”
“That bad, huh?”
“No, as a matter of fact, we had a great time. Ian’s a nice guy.”
“What’d you do?”
“We went to see the new Robert Downey, Jr. movie then had pizza at Mario’s.”
“Come on, share some down and dirty details.”
“Drink your wine, Nick.”
He chuckled, glad for the respite from the sadness over Jared.
“Seriously, tell me about the game.”
For ten minutes, he regaled her with a summary of their play. He thought she’d be bored, but she listened intently. After a pause, he added, “I thought maybe you’d come.”
“I told you I wasn’t.”
He waited a second, thinking about how to proceed. He didn’t want to scare her off, but after this past two weeks, he wasn’t satisfied anymore with the barbs they traded or her cold shoulder to him. Hell, he’d just go for it. “Are you gonna see Lancaster again?”
“We said we might.” She waited this time, then looked at him pointedly. “Why?”
“I didn’t know you dated men from school is all.”
“I don’t as a rule.”
“You making exceptions now, darlin’? Cuz I reckon I’d like to get in line.”
“Why on earth is that southern accent so strong tonight?”
“Jared joked it came out when I was trying to impress the ladies.”
“Well, it’s just me here.”
More silence. “Maybe that’s what I’m doing, Brie.”
“What do you mean?”
“Maybe I’m tryin’ to impress you.”  He reached across to cover her delicate hand where it rested on the chair arm. When she said nothing—and didn’t pull away—he asked, “Would that be so bad?”
Now the pause was stifling. Finally, she said, “I don’t know, Nick.”
“You feel it too, don’t you?”
“The change in…us? Yes, I do. But I don’t understand it. We don’t even like each other.”
“You don’t like me even a smidgen?”
“Dear Lord, stop with the down home talk.”
“Okay, let’s do it this way. Tell me one thing you like about me.”
A huff. “I like how concerned you are about Matt.”
“Hmm.”
She said, “Your turn,” and it made him smile into the semi-darkness.
“I like how you’re so excited about the Dynamics of Citizenship projects.” He cleared his throat. “Keep goin’.”
“I think you’re sensitive but you don’t show that side too much.”
“A big jock like me? Hardly. Here’s another for you. I think you’re beautiful.”
“No fair. That doesn’t count.”
“Hey, I’m a guy.” He shrugged. “But, okay, I like the kind of mother you are. Cella’s a terrific kid. I see you doing a lot with her.”
“Do you ever want kids, Nick?”
He swallowed hard. Said nothing.
“Nick?”
Nothing. 
“Did I hit a nerve?”
“You might say that.”
She waited before she asked, “Why did Mary Kay leave you? Jared never told me.”
“I asked him not to.”  He didn’t explain right away. Finally, he found the courage to answer. “She didn’t leave me, Brie. I kicked her out.”
“What happened?”
He wondered if he could tell this story again. He only shared it twice, with his mother and Jared. “She was pregnant with my babies. Two of them. And she had an abortion.”
“Oh, my God, Nick. I’m so sorry. Can you tell me why?”
“I guess. It was a long time ago.” Still, he rose and went to stand by the railing to ward off some of the sadness that lingered even after all these years. The lake whooshed and he wished it could engulf him, wash away his pain. Facing Brie, he braced his hands on the wood behind him. “Mary Kay had an amniocentesis because her brother had a birth defect. She wasn’t sure she even wanted kids. One of the babies…one had Down’s syndrome.”
“Only one? What are the chances of that?”
“Actually, it’s more rare for both twins to have the extra gene. The other, the girl, was fine. Mary Kay aborted her, too.”
“Oh, Nick.”
“I wanted them both so bad, Brie. People live happy lives with Down’s kids. But because of her brother, Mary Kay refused to go through her adult life the way she grew up.”
“I’m so sorry, Nick.”
Staring down, he shook his head. He wasn’t watching her but he felt her come toward him. When she reached the railing, he looked up and in the moonlight saw the tears on her face. He wiped them away. “Don’t cry for me. As I said, it was long ago.”
“And still raw. I can tell.”
They stared at each other. The moment stretched out, as if something important was going to happen.
Then she stepped into his arms.
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He took, plain and simple. But he was the kind of man that would. He claimed her mouth. And a purely primitive, purely female response blossomed inside of Brie. Widening his stance, he slid his hands to the small of her back and drew her to him until she was pressed against his groin. Oh, God, that felt good, too, after so long. Her body softened and made the slow lazy slide into desire that she hadn’t realized she’d missed so much.
He groaned when he felt her surrender, her total acquiescence to him. 
As if he’d been given permission, he kicked their contact up a notch. His hands grasped her hips intimately as his tongue prodded her mouth open and explored her. His taste was so male, she locked her arms around his neck, melded her torso with his and moaned.
Against her lips he murmured, “Darlin’, you’re killin’ me.”
Instead of sobering her, his words made her braver. She eased back and drew his hands to her chest. “Touch me, Nick.” 
“Oh, baby.” Gently, as if he was testing his strength, his ability to control himself, he cupped her breasts. She sighed, long, loud and heavily. “That feels sinful,” she murmured.
Emboldened, he grasped the top buttons of her blouse and eased them open. Went lower. She didn’t know how he did it so patiently, as she was desperate to have his hands on her bare skin.
Patience fled when he unsnapped the front clasp of her bra and she spilled into his palms. “Oh. Fuck. Oh. God.” Callused from sports, his fingers squeezed a nipple. After sensitizing it, he rubbed his palm against her and she startled. “Easy. Hmm, you feel so good, Gabrielle. So, so good.”
More moments of ecstasy. Increased intimacy as he teased the other breast. 
Then he raised his hands to her shoulders, kissed her forehead and cuddled her to him. His chin rested on her head. Both their hearts beat a sexy tattoo.
She knew it was time to stop. They were outside, on her deck and Cella slept in the house. What would have happened otherwise?
“Damn!” he said in a gravelly voice. “Lousy timing.”
She laughed.
They stayed close for a few moments until he pulled back. Just as gently as he’d undone her buttons, he did them up. Then he smoothed down her hair, kissed her nose. For such a big man, he could be gentle, too. She wondered if all southern men tended to their women like this.
Taking her hand, he led her to double chaise which still had the cushions on it. Nick used to razz Jared about what he and Brie might be doing on the settee at night. Which was nothing more than relax. In many ways, Jared was a private man.
Before he sat, Nick crossed to an airtight tub and took out one of the blankets. “It’s getting’ cool.” He tucked it around her when she dropped down into the chair.
When he took the place next to her, she asked, “Don’t you want some blanket?”
“Are you kidding? I’m on fire.”
They watched the moon gild the lake, listened to the water lap, lost in their own thoughts, she guessed. She nuzzled into his chest and wondered if she’d forever associate the smell of the lake, the sound of the waves, the softness of fleece teasing her nose with being in Nick’s arms.
After a while, he said, “So!”
“Yes, so!”
“That was…unexpected.”
“I know. What do you think happened?” She wasn’t even sure what she wanted him to say. 
“Good old fashioned lust.”
“It was wonderful to feel that again.”
“Me, too.”
“What do you mean? You’ve had tons of women at your place in the last ten years.”
“Nothing ever felt like that did, sweetheart.” He slid his arm around her and tucked her in closer. “Not at all like that.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s feelings and there’s feelings.” He kissed her head. “What I experienced out there by that little railing was different. Stronger. More important.”
“For me, too.”
Silence, then, “Listen, I know what you and Jared had was special and I’d never think I could--”
She put her hand on his lips. “Jared wouldn’t object to what we did—are doing--Nick. He’d celebrate. He loved me. And you.”
“He adored you. I never met a man so infatuated by a woman.”
“You’re a sweetie pie to say that right now.” Silence for a while. “So I guess the question is where do we go from here?”
“How ‘bout straight over to my king-sized bed?”
“This is new to me. I don’t want to rush it.”
“I was afraid you were going to say that.”
But she felt the rumble in his chest. 
He added, “Let’s give it time, then. See where this goes.”
“No game plan?”
“I don’t think so. But let’s set up a date.”
“How about next Friday? I’ll come to the game.”
“That’s a mighty long time to wait to get my hands on you again.”
“Slow and easy,” she said teasingly. Then shocked herself and him by reaching over and pressing her hand on his groin. “Though some things are hard tonight.”
“Witch,” he quipped and took her mouth again. 
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“Can’t stop believing, can’t give up.”  Matt sang the words he’d written and played the music he’d worked out on his mother’s piano because nobody was home, he’d done the football hero thing and gotten a decent grade on his DOC paper. Now he could be himself. 
“Want more, need more, have to get it or I’ll die…” Nah, he thought. He didn’t want death in this one. Or I’ll bust? Fade away? Yeah, that was better. Probably because he wished he could most of the time.
He continued to sing, the clamps in his chest easing with every note. He wanted to write music and perform in public. He wanted to spend his time practicing the piano and not running football plays. Fuck, how had his life turned into this nightmare? He sang more, really belting out his frustration.
Until he heard an angry crash on the keys. “What are you doing?” His father stood next to him, his hands crushing the beloved ivory. His face was beet red.
“Just playing and singing a little, Dad.”
“You’re good. You must have been practicing.”
Oh, God, was his father actually going to let him do to this?
“I have been.”
“When?”
“When you’re not home.”
“So that’s why your grades are bad.”
“I did better--”
“Don’t interrupt me, young man. And let me make this clear yet again. You have two responsibilities in life. To get halfway decent grades and to play well in football. You can’t distract yourself with music.”
Matt pushed back the piano bench and stood. When he faced his father, he saw that the man had been drinking. Smelled it on him. Shit. He was mean anyway, but when he drank, the cruelty went to a whole different level. Hell, what did Matt have to lose? “Look, Dad, I know you miss Mom, and she played this piano so it reminds you of her. But I miss her, too, and playing makes me feel close to her.”
“Don’t psychoanalyze me, Mister. I won’t have music in my house. And you’ll do what I tell you to do.”
He didn’t know what made him say, “What if I don’t? You aren’t home much. You can’t keep me from playing.”
For a second, Matt thought his father was going to hit him. But he didn’t. Instead, he said, “I’m selling the piano.” 
The emotional blow was much worse. Matt felt his body cave in on itself. He had to get away so he stepped around the mayor, took the stairs two at a time, flew into his room and flung himself onto his bed. 
There, he cried like a baby. 
When he had nothing left in him, he calmed himself down by remembering his mom coming to his room after Matt had had a fight with his father. She’d sit on the bed and rub his back.
I love you, honey. Very much. He does, too, he just doesn’t know how to show it.
Matt could practically feel her touch, hear the softly uttered promise in her voice. Though she changed nothing, he always felt better when she was there. 
But she was gone forever and he had to face the monster downstairs alone.
Suddenly, he couldn’t breathe. His chest hurt. He couldn’t stand the pain. Bolting off the bed, he went to the john, got out a razor blade and whipped off his shirt. His legs weren’t healed enough and he couldn’t use them again. Lifting the blade, he slashed it into to arm. And slashed. And slashed. 
Finally, he could breathe.
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Rebecca would be ashamed of him. He banished the thought as soon as it came, braced his hands on the piano, and hung his head. He couldn’t think about her. At all. It killed him inside. So he had to block the memory of her laughing face, beautiful dark eyes and long curly hair. It was why he’d alienated the boy. Matt looked so much like her, had her sensitivity and now, he knew, her talent. The sound of the keys in their house again had cut him to ribbons.
He needed to stay in control. Keep the boy in line. It was the only way he could get through each day, by not letting any emotion in. Instead of wallowing in the memory of his dead wife, he’d thrown himself into his job as mayor. At home he behaved like an automaton.
That way, he couldn’t be hurt again.
Straightening, he pivoted away from the baby grand he’d bought Rebecca for birthday and moved to the liquor cabinet.
It took two scotches before the numbness came back. 
 


 
Chapter 5
Hell, Nick felt like one of his kids walking through the side door of the school, anxious to see his girl. Oh, he got glimpses of her over the weekend, but she was always with Cella. She had invited him to lunch on Sunday, and he was hoping for some time alone with her, but that didn’t happen. And now, as there were 500 students milling around the building, he wouldn’t catch her by herself today. But at least he could talk to her, hear how her classes went, get a peek at her legs in one of those skirts he loved.
What a sap! he thought as he made his way down the corridor. And how the hell had that happened? It only took one kiss? No, it was more than that. He’d confessed his darkest secret to her and not only had she been sympathetic, she’d cried for him. Attraction to the woman had been smoldering inside him for years, and Friday night sealed the deal. He wanted Brie Gorman in bed. And in other ways, too.
He opened the door to the PE office and found Pete Jenkins and Mike Laramie, the two other gym teachers inside. “You’re finally here,” Mike said.
“Jesus, Laramie, I didn’t know you cared.”
“Not about you.” He angled his chin to Nick’s desk. “For whatever’s in the box. It smells amazing.”
It did. Like dough and icing on a cake. “Who brought it in?” Nick asked.
“Don’t know. The box was there when we got here.” Pete slugged him in the arm. “You got a secret admirer.”
“God, I hope so.”
He tore open the top and nestled inside were a dozen pastries, some sugared, some glazed. The guys were looking over his shoulder. “Can we have one?” Jenkins pleaded.
“Knock yourself out.”  
Beneath the one Pete snagged was a note, which his buddy also grabbed. “Let’s see who she is.” He read, ‘Southern pastries from my cookbook. Maybe they’ll make that accent kick in. Enjoy.’ Huh! You get some action this weekend, Corelli?”
“None I’d tell you guys about.”  
And certainly not as much as he’d like. But remembering what he had done with the beautiful Gabrielle on her deck Friday night got him hot all over again. So, after eating one the treats with apple filling, he left the office and went directly to her room. She was seated at her desk, pen in hand, a stack of papers in front of her. The pink cotton sweater she wore with Jared’s pearls fit her…nicely.
He cleared his throat. “Morning, Miz Gorman.”
When she glanced up, he saw pleasure in her face at seeing him. Damned if that didn’t make his day. “Morning, Coach.”
He matched her smile, stepped inside and crossed to her. Right away he noticed the pastry on a napkin on her desk. 
“Hmm, you got some, too?”
She glanced at the treat. “Yes. Somebody left one for me.”
“I wonder who did that.”  Man, he wanted so bad to kiss those raisin colored lips, to taste this woman, he could barely control himself.  “For the life of me, I can’t imagine why I agreed to no funny stuff in school.”  Glancing back at the door and seeing nobody was in front of her room, he smoothed down her hair. It was silky, and soft. “I want to kiss you, long, slow and deep, Gabrielle.”
She watched him with eyes that said she wanted that, too. 
He braced his hands on her desk, leaned in closer and whispered, “I’m fixin’ to do just that on Friday night.”
She bit her lip. “Cella’s been invited to Lisa’s for a sleepover. I’m hesitant to let her go. She’s never stayed there before.”
“Let her go, babe, please, let her go.”
“We’ll see.”
He saw a trace of fear on her face. Too fast, he guessed. And he remembered how attached she’d gotten to her daughter since Jared died. “Hey, it’s okay. We can just have some time together. No pressure.”
“I know. But I’ll think about Cella staying at the Markhams.”
The warning bell for first period rang. 
“Gotta go. Have a nice day.”
“You too, Nick.”
He whistled his way back to the gym.
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At noon, Brie headed to the west wing of the building which housed the middle school. Grades six through eight were separated from the high school population, but she and Annie had managed to wrangle lunch together so at least they had that even if they didn’t plan their lessons with one another anymore. Today, she’d emailed Annie asked to eat in her room instead of going to the cafeteria.
She found her friend staring out the window. “Thinking about the wedding?”
Annie turned. “Hmm. We had such a wonderful weekend. But it was hard to let Dylan go home at night.”  
Brie knew the couple had decided, because they lived in a small community, and because of the boys, they wouldn’t live together until they were married. 
“November can’t come soon enough.”
“I’ll be happy for you, too.” She sat at a side conference table and waited while Annie got her lunch out of her desk and joined Brie at the table. 
“Where’s your food?”
“I woke up late and didn’t have time to make anything.” Because she couldn’t fall asleep thinking about Nick.
“Have some of mine.”
“No, I’m fine. I ate a pastry after breakfast anyway.”
“Where’d you get pastry?”
Brie glanced at the open door, then rose and closed it. When she sat back down, she said, “I have to talk about this or I’ll burst.”
Annie’s eyes widened. “The date with Ian went that well?”
“Um, no. Well, the date was fine, but it was afterward that mattered.”
“Wow, so soon?”
“Not like you mean. Ian dropped me off and left. I, um, oh, God, Annie, Nick Corelli kissed me senseless on my deck.”
Annie’s bottle of water thudded to the table. “Did I hear you right?”
“Yes, I know, it’s crazy. Like I told you, we’re so different I can’t believe he’d be interested in someone like me. Or vice versa, but I’ll tell you the kiss was totally hot and knocked my socks off.”
“You said you don’t even like him.”
“That’s not true now. I never cared for Nick when he was friends with Jared, but having contact with him over Matt Keller, I’ve seen another side of him. And talked to him quite a bit. I think I’ve gotten to know more of the man Jared cared about.”
“How did the kiss happen?”
 “I met up with him in the driveway after Cella and I walked the babysitter home. He asked to have a drink on the deck. We spent a few minutes talking, then he teased me into confessing something I liked about him. It was fun, trading compliments.”
“Then he kissed you?”
“Not yet. He mentioned what a good mother I am and I asked him if he ever wanted to have kids.” 
She probably shouldn’t share private information with Annie, but Nick hadn’t asked her not to, and besides, best girlfriends didn’t count.
When she finished the story of his wife’s aborted pregnancy, Annie eyes were moist.
“I cried, too,” Brie said, a lump in her throat. “Then it all exploded between us.”
Annie’s smile was mischievous. “So, is he fast and forceful? He seems like he’d be.”
“He was. Later, though, he was as gentle as a lamb.”
“Dylan can be both, too.”
“We’re seeing each other Friday night after the game.”
“Want me to take Cella?”
“No, when I called Lisa to babysit, she asked if they could have a sleepover at her house. She’d promised Cella they’d do that sometime.”
“Well, then the stage is set.”
“No, we’re going to take this slow.”
Annie giggled. “Good luck with that. I’ve never seen you behave so impulsively.” She touched Brie’s arm. “I like it. Let yourself go, honey. Don’t hold back. Life is short.”
“I know.” She thought of Jared and David—the men they’d loved and lost. “We both know.”
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“Thanks for driving me, coach. It’s fun to have somebody to share this experience.”
Your father should be doing it with you, Nick thought, but bit his tongue. Mention of the mayor would make that smile Matt wore disappear and because it was so infrequent, Nick didn’t want to spoil the moment. But damn the s-o-b, just the same.
They parked in front of the domestic violence shelter, a nondescript building in the city, and hustled up to the door. The place was four stories and from the outside appeared to be a small apartment complex. Security cameras honed in on them as they reached the porch and rang the bell. Through an intercom, someone asked, “May I help you?”
“I’m Matt Keller. I have an appointment with Ms. Wallace.”
They heard a shuffling of some sort, then they were buzzed in. Clipboard in hand, a uniformed guard stood inside a small entryway with a desk, computer and a few chairs. He pressed another intercom button. “Matt Keller to see Carol.”  
As they waited, Matt asked, “Why so much security in this place?”
“Because the women living here need protection,” the guard answered. “Their husbands or boyfriends could show up any time.”
“Isn’t the shelter a secret? The letter I got said not to tell anybody the address.”
“It is, but people find out.”
At a knock, the guard opened the main door. “Hi, Carol.”
“Hey, Artie.”  The pretty black woman introduced herself then drew them inside. “I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re volunteering, Matt. The kids need guys, especially young ones, to play with.”
“I’m excited to help out.”
She led them down a corridor and up a flight of stairs. Nick could hear the chatter of young voices before they reached the door with a sign on it reading, PLAYROOM. There were five preschool age children inside—one ran a fire truck on the floor making a siren noise, another rested on the lap of a woman who was reading to him. At a table, two were coloring. But another boy sat alone in the corner, head down, curled up into himself. Nick’s heart went out to him. 
A woman of about thirty approached them. “Hi, there, I’m Jill. You must be Matt.”
“Hi,” Matt said, his eyes wide. Jill was very pretty. 
Then she turned to Nick. “And you’re Matt’s coach. He said you’d be bringing him this first time. How sweet that is.”
“Coach is great,” Matt told her, “And he loves kids.”
She gave Nick a flirty smile. “Then maybe we can talk Coach into volunteering, too.” She squeezed Matt’s arm. “Let me show you around.”
The room consisted of one big area sectioned off into smaller ones. A kitchenette and little table graced one end near the windows, a small rug with numbers and letters in its perimeter next to that. The craft area had a bookcase full of crayons, paper, chalk, paints and other art supplies. Off to the right was a reading area. And, finally, lone chairs in the corner where the boy sat still covering his face. 
After the tour, Jill asked, “Do you have time to play with the kids today?”
“Coach?”
Nick checked his watch. “Sure.”
She led them to the lone child in the corner. “Hey, Sammy. I know you’re not happy, but these two guys would love to play with you.”
Matt hunkered down when Nick did. “Hey, buddy,” Nick coaxed. “Wanna play with us?”
When the child looked up, Nick froze. 
Sammy had Down’s Syndrome.
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Matt almost didn’t recognize the emotion because he hadn’t felt it in so long. The joy he got from being with those kids—especially little Terry who was frequently sent to time out--was foreign to him. As they drove home, he quipped, “Working with those kids was fun, wasn’t it, Coach?”
“Yeah, Matt, it was.” He grinned at the boy. “I haven’t seen that smile in a while.” A pause. “How’s the other going? Your dad. And everything.”
“Same old, same old. I don’t wanna talk about it. I feel too good.”
“Then let’s talk football, boy.”
They discussed the scouting report on their next opponent until they got back to school in the middle of activity period. “Can I go tell Mrs. Gorman about the shelter?” The kid checked his cell phone. “I’d miss more weight training.”
“Yeah, sure. Coach Laramie is covering so I’ll come, too. I’d like to see Mrs. Gorman.”
Coach’s tone was strange, but they arrived at her room before Matt could figure it out. Inside, Mrs. Gorman was talking to Mr. Lancaster. 
“Good, you’re both here.” Matt’s words tumbled out. “We went to the shelter and it was so cool. Well, not why the women are there, but we played with the kids and they loved us.”
“Hey, man, that’s terrific.” Mr. Lancaster gave him a big smile. “Hello, by the way. You too, Nick.”
“Ian, Mrs. Gorman.”
Mrs. Gorman smiled broadly.
Mr. Lancaster looked at coach. “Thanks for going with him.”
“My pleasure.”
“He liked it. You should have seen him on the floor with that one kid—what does he have, Coach?”
Coach’s face got sad all of a sudden. “Down’s Syndrome.”
Mrs. Gorman’s eyebrows rose.
“Coach and I gotta go to weight training. But I wanted to tell you how great this all was.”
Mrs. Gorman stood. “Coach Corelli, can you stay a minute? I need to ask you something.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“I’m outta here, too.” Mr. Lancaster got up. “Come on, Matt, I’ll walk you down to the gym and you can tell me more about your project.”
“Sure.” He hesitated, then gave coach a bear hug like he did on the field sometimes. “Thanks again, Coach.”
They left the room.
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Crossing to the door, Brie closed it and faced Nick. His eyes had filled with emotion when Matt mentioned the Down’s Syndrome child. The experience must have been painful. “I’m so proud of you, Nick. I want to kiss you right now.” 
The sadness on his face was replaced with a sexy grin and wide, outstretched arms. “I’m all yours, sweetheart.”
“Not in school.”
Nick leaned back against a desk and crossed his feet at the ankles. “It wasn’t much, anyway. I’m free last period of the day when Matt gets out to do his community service.”
“You’re also letting him miss weight training twice a week.”
“Gotta live by what I said at the faculty meeting. Besides, he’ll be back for practice.”
She walked toward to him. Today she’d donned a paisley dress and strappy shoes with him in mind. “Don’t diminish what you’ve done.” She squeezed his arm. “Was it hard, seeing the boy with Down’s Syndrome?”
His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Some. But after a while I just had fun with the little guy. He plays like normal kids and once we got him cheered up, he had a ball.”  Nick shook his head, his jaw tense. “What a damned shame.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“How ‘bout making it up to me tonight after practice?”
She gave him a sideways glance. She wanted to see him, very much. They were trying to take it slow, but hell, Annie advised her to go with her gut, so she would. “You could come over afterwards. The three of us can have dinner together.”
“You’re on, babe.” He brushed his knuckles down her cheek, his soft touch making all her shiver. “Think about me.”
You don’t have to worry about that, Coach, Brie thought as he walked out the door.
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Heading down the corridor, Nick took a quick left before he reached the gym and stuck his head in the principal’s office. Dylan’s secretary, Sheryl, greeted him. “Hi, Coach. Great game Friday night.”
Her son played on the team. “Joey made a critical catch in the fourth quarter.” He nodded to Dylan’s office. The door was open. “Don’t suppose the big guy has a minute to see me.”
Dylan called out, “I do. Come on in.”
Inside the office, Nick noticed that the space hadn’t changed much. He’d heard Dylan refused new furniture and other redecoration. Now, he sat behind John Skelly’s desk, suit coat and tie off, talking on the phone. “I will. Yeah. Uh-huh. Um,” he rolled his eyes at Nick, “Me, too. Yes! Someone’s here.” When he clicked off, there was an amused expression on his face. 
“That your bride?”
“Yep.”
“You coulda said ‘I love you’ in front of me. I’m a sensitive kind of guy.”
“Not what your players say.”
Since Nick knew it was the opposite, he went along. “Well, that’s a different story.”
“What can I do for you?”
Dropping down into a chair, Nick said what had been in the back of his mind since he left the shelter. “I took Matt Keller to his first service project meeting today.”
“That’s great. And thanks for your comments at the faculty meeting, by the way. Despite what Speranza said, one of my goals is to get as many staff as I can in on this work.”
“Then that makes this easy. I’m free last period when Matt does his volunteering. Since the kids can go on their off time, I was wondering if I could, too.”
“Go with Matt to the shelter?”
“Yeah, sort of. I’d like to do my own volunteering there. Twice a week. During football season, my assistant coach can run the weight room on those two days. There’d be the added bonus that I could take Matt for some of his hours. He needs adult male companionship.”
“Would you be encroaching on his volunteer work?”
“No, I talked to the director before I left. I could tutor this one little boy.”
“What about when he leaves? There’s a limit to a woman’s stay at the place.”
“Then I’ll help out somewhere else. I think Matt going there is great, but these sheltered kids need to have an adult man treat them good, too. Especially somebody as big as me.”
Dylan’s face lit up. “You have my stamp of approval to leave school and then some.”
“Thanks.”
“No, thank you.”
Nick stood. “One more thing…don’t tell anybody about this.”
“Afraid the teachers’ union will get after you?”
“Nah, I’m my own man. But I don’t want to, you know, hell no need to spread this around that I’m doing something…” He shrugged. 
Dylan filled in, “So good?”
“Maybe.”
“Okay, sure.”  Dylan cocked his head. “You’re a nice guy, Nick Corelli.”
“It shouldn’t be just our kids helping out, Dylan. See you later.”
As happy as Matt, Nick headed to the gym.
o0o
Cella had gone to bed and Brie stood in the doorway watching Nick in the kitchen where he’d offered to clean up so she could read her daughter a story. Hands sudsy, he glanced over at her. “She settled?”
“Yes, finally.”
He gave her a once over. “You look mighty fine in those levis, Miz Gorman.”
Her own perusal was intentionally sexy. “You too, Coach. In jeans and a thermal shirt.”
“Come on over here and show me how good I look. My hands are wet so I can’t put them on you.”
Brie felt young, foolish, and since she liked it, she did as he asked. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she pressed her body into his. His muscles contracted and he moaned. “You’re killin’ me, babe,” he said again, as he had the other night.
“Hmm.” She kissed his spine.
“I like how your hands feel on me. I’d like it even more if they went a little lower.”
“Not when Cella could come in at any moment.”
He stilled, then in a move worthy of the athlete he was, he pivoted fast, grabbed her arms and backed her up. Right into the laundry room, where he slid the pocket door shut. She was giggling even as he hiked her up on the washing machine. “Nick, what are you…”
He took her mouth. Once again, there was no gentleness. No teasing. He bit her lip, soothed it with his tongue and then plunged inside. Brie felt her breasts tighten and her body go liquid. He left her mouth and kissed his way to her neck. “This is my favorite spot on you…so far.”  
Her head tilted back for easier access. 
“Spread your legs, darlin’.”
She did and he slid her forward into intimate contact with him. His erection was hard and heavy against her. Without her conscious consent, she ground into him.
After a few moments of heaven, he stepped back. His face was flushed, his blue eyes shining with desire. “We gotta stop.”
“Now?”
“You, Gabrielle, are a tease.”  He nipped at her lips then stared hard at her. “Friday night, right, Cella won’t be here?”
“Yes.”  
“Good. I need more of you.”
“I need more of you, too.”
So much for slow, she thought.
 


 
Chapter 6
“I’m going to lose my job,” Nick grumbled as he dragged the ladder he found on the side lawn and propped it up against the back of the house. “I’ll get arrested as a peeping tom, I won’t be able to work with kids and I’ll lose my pension.”
“Poor baby,” Brie said. “Why don’t you let me do it? This was my idea after all.”
After Brie took Cella to Lisa’s, Nick had invited her over to his home. And he had gifts--a bottle of a wine she liked, pretty pink carnations he’d noticed she put in the back area of her room and another present, for them both, wrapped up in a bag. She’d been nervous, so he suggested they dress warmly and walk down the beach.
He hadn’t thought much about ending up at Lisa Markham’s house. As soon as they reached it, Brie said, “You think Cella’s all right?”
“Want to stand here and see if she passes the window? I’ve been in that house and we’re lookin’ straight into the family room.”
He’d been joking, but she’d said, “Could we?”
It was then he realized how worried she was. A mother’s worry. His own mama still hovered and had told him the feelings of concern never went away. Plus, Brie had had serious loss in her life.
After a while of no sightings, he’d said, “Oh, hell,” took her hand and pulled her up the slope from the lake to the house. 
“Nick, we don’t have to do this.” But he could tell she wanted to.
That’s how they’d landed in the Markham’s backyard. “It’s the damned ladder I’m worried about. Come here, lady, and hold onto it.” She crossed to where he’d leaned the thing against the house. 
Before he went up, he kissed her hard. “You’re gonna owe me big-time for this.”
She smiled. He hoped she realized that despite his kidding all week, he would never pressure her into doing what she wasn’t ready for tonight. Nonetheless, he was dying to get her in his bed. 
Silently, he climbed the ladder. He reached the top and peered into the window. Music was up loud and Cella sat on the floor with group of dolls spread around her. Lisa was pretending to be each doll that talked to Cella. Brie’s daughter was holding a conversation with them and seemed totally engrossed.
“All’s well,” he whispered and told her the gist of it. “She’s fine without her mama.”
“That’s good. Now be careful coming down.”
He made it past three rungs when he felt one give way. “Goddamn it,” he said as the ladder swayed. 
Brie held on and he made quick work of the next few rungs. Then another broke and Nick toppled into the bushes. Luckily, the ladder fell back against the house.
“Oh, God, Nick, are you okay?”
“I guess we know why the ladder was lyin’ on the ground. They were throwing it away.”
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
“You should be.”
“Are you hurt?”
He crawled his way out of evergreens. “My dignity is in shambles. And we made a ruckus. But Lisa had music on so they probably didn’t hear us.” 
When he stood, he felt a twinge in his shoulder. “I’m going to need a backrub, though,” he said massaging it.
“You’re a shameless opportunist.”
They dragged the ladder around the house, left it on the ground then climbed the slope of the side lawn to the front. They were almost home free when the outside lights flicked on, the door popped open and Jack Markham called out, “Who’s there?”
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Nick buried his face in the pillow on his king-size bed and moaned. A sinful scent permeated the air.
“Pretty sure of yourself to buy massage oil,” Brie quipped. 
“No, darlin’, just hopeful.” 
She poured a dab on his back and its warmth—the bottle suggested heating—felt like heaven. It was even better when she spread the liquid across his shoulders. His mind blanked as she began to rub. Soft…a little harder…hard now. He groaned like a person in pain as the oil and her hands tended to him.
“Sorry you hurt your shoulder. It was stupid to check on Cella.”
“It wasn’t stupid, Brie. Moms are entitled.”
“Thanks for going along with me, even though we both embarrassed the hell out of ourselves.”
“Nah, Jack Markham thought it was funny. And he said he wouldn’t tell Cella…oh God, right there…so no harm no foul.”
She worked her way down his back, seeking out muscles, using her fingers on his deltoids, the heel of her hand down his spine. When she reached his waist, he murmured, “You’re getting off sides, lady.”
“I have no idea what that means.” 
And holy, Jesus ever-loving Christ, she began to knead his butt. Nobody ever kneaded his butt before, not even a masseuse. Her bare thighs contracted against him—he’d stripped and insisted she get down to her skivvies, too. “God, Brie.”
Her laugh was female and sexy as she moved lower to his thighs and rubbed there, too. On the top, the outside. When her hands moved almost into the end zone, he barked, “That’s it.” He couldn’t stand any more of her touching him and not having her, so he lifted up his head and torso. “Slip off, honey.”
After a giggle, she did and lay next to him on the pillow. He moved over her and braced his arms on either side of her shoulders. He was hard as granite, but he’d make this good for her if it killed him. 
Smiling down, he whispered, “I’m going to go real slow. Don’t worry.”
“I’m not worried.” She nipped at his chin. “And Nick?”
“Yeah?” 
“Don’t go slow. You weren’t the only one affected by the massage.”
“Hmm. Let’s see.”
He slid her panties down, off and then he touched her intimately. Opened her and found her wet. Really wet. “Oh baby, you are ready.”
Her moan interrupted him. “No, don’t do more. I’ll come. And I want you inside me this first time.”
“Let’s take off the bra--”
“Nick, shut up and just do it!”
Chuckling at her impatience, he plunged into her, missionary position which wasn’t his favorite because it wasn’t as pleasurable for women.
Didn’t seem to bother Brie at all, though, because she came after a couple of thrusts. “Yes, Nick, yes.” Her hands gripped his arms like a lifeline. “Oh God!”
Those were the last words he heard, the last thing was conscious of, before he rode with her into oblivion.
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“The massage oil is for backs, Nick.” 
At the moment, he was rubbing the filmy liquid into her breasts and taking his time doing it. The sexy scent permeated Nick’s bedroom, even up to the cathedral ceiling. Brie loved this huge space with a sitting room and bath attached even more now than when he’d first carried her into it.
“You used oil on my butt, honey.”
“Ohhhhh…” She lifted up for more pressure, he guessed. He gave it to her.
Though she’d come in a blinding flash of pleasure, she felt the twinges of excitement start again and her hands fisted in the striped quilt.
He bent over and suckled her breast. “Hmm.”
“Nick, I--”
“Shh. I’m losing my concentration.”
So was she. “I want to tell you something.”
Moving to her other breast, he chided, “Then, hurry up, because the fire’s been stoked.”
“I…Oh, wow, oh…”
“Come on, spit it out, Gabrielle.”  
“This is the first time…for me…since Jared.”
He stopped cold. “Jesus, Brie, he died five years ago.”
“I know. There wasn’t anybody…I don’t know, I…”
“Shh, no need to explain. I’m just surprised.” He kissed her with the outmost of tenderness. “And happy that you chose me.”
She smiled at the light in his eyes, the pleasure on his face. 
Nick cocked his head. “Hmm. Must be you haven’t felt this in a while either.”  He began to kiss his way down her chest, over her belly, to her thighs, which he gently spread apart. “Let’s take care of that.”
Then his mouth closed over her and she didn’t think anymore.
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“You gotta be kiddin’ me.”
“What’s the matter, big tough jock, scared?”
“No, but, I…I don’t know, this is just different.”
“You told me to pick a fantasy and you’d fulfill it.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t know you were into blindfolds and handcuffs.”
“There aren’t any handcuffs. I just asked to cover your eyes and for you to hold onto the bed slats and promise not to let go.”
“Kinky, that’s what you are.”
“If I am, that’s a new side of me.”
How could he resist her as she slathered his chest with the oil, which she’d reheated after they’d slept some. Truth be told, this was kind of fun. And damned exciting.
She took her grand old time, too, working her way down his body. With only touch to go on, each caress, each kiss was more intense. She hovered around his navel, licking him there. He jerked up some at that. But it was nothing compared to what happened when she got to his cock. Oil there, too. Then a massage that started slow quickened fast. Too fast. He was going to go off.
“Brie, baby, get on top of me.”
“Aw, hold on a little longer, Nick. Please.”
Hell.
Her mouth closed over him and he thought he’d die. “You’re torturing me.”
“Poor baby,” she said, then, “Oh, all right.”
She straddled him and the blind sensation of her slowly impaling herself on him did it. He jackknifed up, gripped her hips, and bucked. He came, shouting, swearing, clasping her to him.
Minutes later, after she’d done her own thing, they lay together on one pillow, the sheets pulled up. He brushed his hand down her hair as she nestled into his chest. 
“We should shower,” she suggested.
“Oh, God, I can barely move. Besides, I want to hold you for a little while.”
Nick was feeling a well of tenderness so at odds with the undiluted lust he’d experienced a few minutes before that it had him off balance. He couldn’t—or wouldn’t—name the emotions that flooded him, but he knew one thing. They were deeper than he’d ever felt for a woman in bed before. In his whole life. How has this happened so fast? he wondered sleepily.
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Matt came home on Sunday night from a party with his teammates to find his mother’s prize possession, the beautiful baby grand piano gone from the living room. His heart caved in on itself and he felt sick to his stomach. Swallowing hard, he couldn’t keep the tears from falling. He sat down on the couch, put his head in his hands and cried like a baby. In some ways, it was like his mom had died all over again.
The sound of the garage door opening drew him out of his grief, then his father walked into the room. Matt looked up. The Mayor Mask was in place.
He said, “I told you I was going to do this. Maybe you’ll see reason now.”
Staring at the man, Matt wanted to die.
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On Monday morning, right before the end of her free period, Brie walked down the hall and caught sight of a boy at his locker, his forehead propped up against the cold steel. He wore a white T-shirt with jeans and held onto a green hoody. He dressed like every other student at school but she recognized him right away. “Matt?”
He stiffened but didn’t turn around. 
“Matt, are you all right?”
Still facing away from her, he said, “Yeah, fine.”
Alarm bells went off in Brie’s head. “Matt, do you want to talk to me?”
His shoulders hunched and his body seemed to sink into itself. “No. Please, Mrs. Gorman, go away.”
Gut instinct made her clasp his shoulder and tug him around. His features were taut. “Matt, what’s wrong? Maybe I can help.”
For a moment, he stared at her with the bleakest eyes she’d ever seen. Then he tried to pull away; she held on, but his action made her hand slide lower on his arm.
She felt…a cut. A lot of cuts. When she drew her hand away, she saw angry slashes on the inside of his left bicep. They were of various lengths--an inch, a half inch, some deeper than the others. From how they’d healed, or not, she could tell some were new, some old and faded. It took her a minute to realize what she was witnessing. No, no, no. “Oh, Matt. Let’s go down to the counselor’s office.” 
His eyes widened with panic.
“Or come to my room and sit with me. It’s open for a few more minutes this period.”
Vehemently he shook his head. 
“Then, um, let me walk you down to see Coach Corelli. Maybe you can talk to him about this.”
He was stone still, like a statue, for so long, she thought he wasn’t going to answer. Finally, he eked out, “Okay. I’ll go see coach. You can go back to your room.”
“I’m not going anywhere, Matt. I’m not leaving your side until we deal with this. You don’t have to go through whatever is causing you to cut yourself alone.”
“You don’t understand.”
“Then Coach will.” She reached out for him again. “Come on, I’m--”
The locker slammed and it took her a minute to realize he’d kicked it shut behind him. Grabbing his backpack from the floor, he dodged around her and ran down the hall. She called after him but he didn’t stop.
For one of the first times in her educational career, Brie didn’t know what to do. Call his father? Contact his counselor or Dylan?  
Instead, she headed to the gym. Nick would know what to do. He loved the boy. She trusted Nick’s judgment in this. And she felt so close to him after the weekend…but there was no time for that. They needed to help that poor child.
One of the gym doors was propped open and the kids inside were playing basketball. Nick was refereeing, dressed in black shorts and a muscle shirt. He ran down the court with a natural athlete’s grace and stamina that she wished she could take the time to admire.
Before she could figure out how to interrupt, he blew the whistle and made a call. One of the boys spotted her and said, “Coach, we got a visitor.”
Nick glanced her way. His face bloomed with a smile and he said, “Kenny, ref for me. Keep goin’ guys.”
Jogging to her, he stopped a few feet away. His face was sweaty, flushed, healthy looking. He drawled, “Well, hello, Gabrielle. I didn’t think I was gonna get to see you until lunch.”
“Something’s happened, Nick. It’s bad. I need to talk to you.”
His hand shot out to her arm. “It isn’t Cella, is it?”
“No.”
He glanced at the clock and blew the whistle again. “We’re gonna stop early. Go ahead into the locker room and get changed. And be good.”
Without saying more, Nick led the way to the PE office right across the hall. Thank God it was empty. He shut the door. “What’s wrong, honey?”
“It’s Matt Keller. Oh, Nick, I surprised him in the hall when he was at his locker and he only had a T-shirt on. I pulled him around and saw terrible slashes on his arm. God, Nick, he’s been cutting himself. For a long time, by the appearance of the wounds.” She waited for the horror to come over his face. But instead, his expression remained blank. She didn’t understand.
Until he leaned back against the desk, folded his arms over his chest and said, “I know.”
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The door to the office opened and two other two gym teachers came inside. Nick asked Jenkins to cover his next class and dragged Brie down the hall to an empty room. After he closed the door and turned to her, she said, “You know?” Her pretty features were taut with shock.
“Yes.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“Not quite a month. I caught a glimpse of him dressing in the locker room and sat him right down to talk to him.”
“Oh, Nick, his father knows he’s hurting himself and he’s still doing it? Some of those cuts were fresh.”
This was going to be tricky. For one thing, Nick was in unfamiliar territory with how he’d handled Matt but he’d gone on his gut. “The mayor doesn’t know.”
“What?”
“Keller doesn’t know. Not that he’d care. Listen, Brie, stuff’s been going on at Matt’s house that’s unhealthy.”
“Is Matt being abused?”
“Yes. But not physically. It’s more psychological abuse.”
“Did you report that? To his counselor? To Dylan?”
“Um, no. Only suspicion of physical abuse has to be reported.”
“So what? If he’s cutting himself, there are real issues in his life. I know you’ve got a soft spot in your heart for Matt, but still…”
“The boy said he’d run away, or worse, if I told anyone.”
She shook her head. “Nick, he’s a child. You can’t give into emotional blackmail like that. He needs help.”
“He’s getting help. He wouldn’t talk to one of the counselors here. So I set him up with a really good therapist, Rich Barton, who has his own practice. He handles cases with our kids when they’re beyond the scope of what we can deal with.”
“I’m totally confused. So his father knows about the counseling but not why he’s getting it?”
“The mayor doesn’t know about any of this.”
“How are the sessions being paid for?”
Nick just stared at her.
“Oh, my God, you’re paying for his therapy so you can keep this quiet.”
That ticked him off. “No, I’m paying for it so Matt can get the help he needs without pushing him over the edge.”
“Nick that’s so generous of you, but the counseling can’t be helping if Matt’s still cutting.”
“You know it doesn’t work that way. Overcoming problems takes time. Matt signed a waiver for Rich to talk to me, and he thinks he sees some improvement in the boy.”
“All right, I get that.” She pushed back her hair. “But he’s still under our care. And his parents have rights.”
“His mother is dead and his father is the cause of most of his problems.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Oh, I do, Brie.”
“No, he’s a child,” she repeated. “He needs our guidance. He’s not making good choices.”
“Actually, he’s not a child. He turned eighteen before football practice started this summer.”
“Football?”  She slapped a hand over her chest. “Oh, my God, you’re not keeping this quiet so he can play until your undefeated season is over, are you?”
Nick didn’t remember anything knifing his heart like her words did. Searing pain shot through him. He couldn’t speak for a minute, then he cleared his throat and lifted his chin. She was right, Matt’s welfare was at stake. “Damn it, Brie, that’s not why and you should know me better than to think it is. I’m doing what’s right for Matt.”
She stood there as if she didn’t know she’d sliced him to pieces. “We have to go see Dylan now. Tell him. Alert the mayor.”
Nick scowled. “That’s the worst thing we can do. But I’ll call Rich and see what he says.”
“I’m sorry, Nick. I can’t ignore this. I’m telling Dylan.”
Now panic replaced pain. “Please, Brie, trust me on this. I know what I’m doing.”
“I can’t. Too much is at stake.”
“Everything’s at stake.”
“That’s why I’m going to the principal. It will be better if you come with me and explain your side.”
There were sides? “No, I’ll find Matt and get him to see Rich ASAP.” He stared at her, numb with pain and regret. “You do what you have to and so will I.”
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Dylan was in a meeting with his administrative staff when Brie got to his office. She did the unthinkable—marched by his secretary and knocked on the door. When he answered, she insisted she speak with him. He drew her into the conference room and let the other administrators continue the meeting without him. 
Stifling the image of the shock and hurt on Nick’s face, Brie said, “Something’s happened that you need to know about.”
He reached over and touched her hand. “I can see how upset you are. Say it outright, Brie.”
When she finished, he sat back in his chair and sighed heavily. “I see. Where’s the boy now?”
“Nick went to find him.”
He picked up the phone on the conference table and pressed a button. “Sheryl, go get Matt Keller out of class and bring him to me.”
“I can’t, Dylan. Nick Corelli is here with me wanting to know if Matt had an early excuse today. He went to the boy’s class, then checked the cafe, the library and the senior lounge and can’t find him.”
“Send Nick back to the conference room.”
Moments later, Nick showed up at the door. His face was blank but every muscle in his body was rigid. He didn’t even glance at Brie. “I assume she told you.”
Dylan nodded. “Yes. I wish you had, but that’s not the issue now. We have to find Matt.”
“I called the therapist he’s been seeing. Matt hasn’t contacted him.”
“Then let’s start with his father. I’ll phone him.”
“No, Dylan, don’t do that!”
“I realize you think I’m wrong, Nick. But I’ve been in situations like this before and we have to bring in the family. Meanwhile, you check with your team. Sheryl can call up the roster and find out where each player is. Maybe one of them knows where Matt might have gone.”  
Brie asked, “What can I do?”
“You two spilt up Matt’s friends.” She bit her lip. “Don’t worry, we’ll find him.”
Nick still wouldn’t look at her. He ignored her in the outer office and only spoke when they divvied up the names. Her heart ached for him, for what she’d done to him and possibly his career, and also over the knee jerk reaction of the football comment. But she put all of it aside in order to find a child in trouble. Never once did it occur to her that she was wrong and Nick was right but, still, she regretted more than she could express that she’d hurt him.
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Nick finished canvassing the kids, who claimed not to know Matt’s whereabouts but did say the boy had been acting strange lately. He couldn’t think of where else to search so he returned to the principal’s office. Inside were Dylan, Matt’s guidance counselor and Brie. “No luck?”
“No.” Dylan’s face was grim. “You?”
“None. But I checked the student parking lot and didn’t see Matt’s truck. He has an orange jeep that stands out.”
A rap on the door, then Sheryl showed the mayor inside. Calm, John Keller took a chair and nodded to them. “I came as soon as I could. What do you mean, Matt can’t be found? Isn’t he in class?”
“No,” Dylan said. “He apparently left school after a talk with Mrs. Gorman. He was quite upset.”
The mayor faced Brie. “What was the problem?”
“She saw Matt’s arm,” Dylan told the father. “He’s been cutting himself.”
“Excuse me?”
“Matt’s been cutting himself, Mr. Keller.”
“What does that mean?” Parents often had no idea what cutting even was.
Dylan looked to the counselor. She said, “Sometimes, when kids are in too much pain for them to bear, they take razor blades and cut their arms or legs to relieve it.”
“Cutting themselves relieves pain?”
“Physical pain alleviates the intolerable feelings a kid has. I understand Matt’s mother died recently.”
“A year ago.” Keller’s face went blank. “He’s still suffering over that. I am, too. But a lot of kids’ parents die and don’t hurt themselves.”
“Nick, do you want to tell him or should I?” Dylan asked.
“I will.” Nick hadn’t sat down, but stood behind Brie. “Mr. Mayor, Matt’s talked to me a lot. I know you and him aren’t getting along. I know what’s gone on between you.” 
The guy didn’t flinch and for a second, Nick wondered if he’d been wrong to believe what the boy had told him. No! He hadn’t. He’d witnessed the agony Matt was experiencing.
“We’re close,” Nick added. 
“If you’re close, why didn’t you know he was doing this cutting thing?” Keller’s tone turned sarcastic and though Nick knew the man was capable of far worse, he was still surprised.
Nick lifted his chin. “I did know. What’s more, I got him to see a counselor outside of school.”
The mayor’s eyes widened and his face flushed. “Let me get this straight. You’ve known my son has been mutilating himself? You got him help and you’ve obviously counseled him?”
“That about covers it.”
“What gave you the right to keep a problem my child is having from me?  My child,” the mayor emphasized. “Not yours.”
Dylan intervened. “We need to table that discussion and find Matt.”
“He’s probably gone off to lick his wounds. The boy’s too sensitive. Let him be. He’ll come home with his tail between his legs soon enough.”
The counselor shook her head. “Don’t you want to find him, Mayor Keller?”
“I want some answers about my son. If I’m not going to get them from you, I’m calling my attorney.”
Shocked faces on everyone but Nick.
The mayor stood and started out. Brie rose and blocked his way. “Is there any place he might have gone that no one but you would know about?”
A huff. “I have a hunting cabin near Letchworth Gorge. I suppose he could have absconded there. But mark my words, he’ll come back. And when he does, we’ll end these shenanigans.”
Dylan snatched a pad off his desk and held it out to the mayor. “I want directions to the cabin.”
A glare, but the guy scribbled on the paper then stormed out. 
Dylan faced Nick. “Can we take your car? I have to make some calls on the way down.”
Brie said, “Let me get my purse.”
Oh, God, that’s all he needed. Again, he didn’t look at her, but said flatly, “I don’t want her to come with us.”
“What? Why?” Brie asked.
“Dylan, she’s not coming.”
“I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but we don’t have time to argue. Brie, I’m sorry, you’ll stay here. We’ll call you as soon as we find him.”
She grabbed Nick’s arm. “Nick, please.”
Flinging her off, he walked out the door. He couldn’t stand her touching him.
 


 
Chapter 7
Brie was unsteady on her feet as she left Dylan’s office. She was terrified for Matt. Educators had a sense of when a student was seriously in trouble and she’d gotten bad vibes from the boy. Dylan knew it, too. And Nick. No, she wouldn’t think about Nick and how he’d looked through her, how cold and uncaring he’d been when he refused to let her go with them. 
Sheryl had called in subs to cover for her and Nick so Brie left the school and went out to sit in her car. 
And worry.
Rolling the windows down, leaning back into the seat, she closed her eyes and thought about the news reports of teens hurting themselves these days. No one had used the word suicide but Brie knew that’s what everyone was concerned about with Matt. Except his father. The man had been a robot. Insensitive. Selfish. She conceded that he’d lost his wife a year ago, and remembered her own loss of Jared. But Brie knew for a fact that nothing, nothing could ever make her treat her daughter as badly as he’d been treating Matt. 
Mayor Keller was a monster. She only hoped it wasn’t too late for his son.
o0o
Staring through the windshield, Nick blanked his mind as he drove to Letchworth. Vaguely, he was aware of Dylan taking out his cell and punching in numbers.
“This is Dylan Kane, principal of Crystal Corners High School. I need to report a situation in the home of one of my students.” 
He was probably calling Child Protective Services, though most likely they couldn’t do anything because Matt was eighteen. Nick tuned out the conversation and focused instead on what had just happened in Dylan’s office. Nick had wanted to deck the mayor, who’d been so careless with his son. How on earth could a man treat his kid like that?
Dylan clicked off and keyed in another number. “Hi, honey, it’s me. I’m sorry I reached your voice mail. We have an issue with a student at the high school. You need to find Brie as soon as you’re free. She’s involved and she isn’t doing well.”
At the mention of Brie’s name, Nick gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles turned white. No, he wouldn’t think about her. He wouldn’t.
After Dylan clicked off, he was silent. Then he asked, “Do you want to talk about Brie? I know something’s going on between you two.”
“No,” Nick said, “I don’t want to talk about her. Or see her. Ever again.”
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Brie went home. She didn’t know what else to do. She was too upset to teach her classes so she sat on her glassed-in porch, phone in hand, hoping Dylan would call her when they found Matt. When they found Matt in time. Because she hadn’t contacted anybody, she was surprised when Annie knocked on the back door and stepped inside. 
“Brie, are you all right?” 
For a moment, Brie was confused.  When realization hit her, she felt her mouth go dry. “Oh, my God. Oh, no! Did Dylan call you to tell me?”
“Tell you what?”
“That he’s dead?”
“Dead? Who would be dead?” Annie sat down and took Brie’s hands. “Dylan called but didn’t leave details. Tell me what happened.”
“I found something out about Matt Keller this morning. And Nick knew.” She related the awful details. “Then the mayor came to school.” And last, “Nick wouldn’t let me go with them.” 
When she finished, Annie’s expression was sympathetic. “I’m so sorry. But I don’t understand. Why couldn’t you go with them to find Matt?”
It was then that Brie burst into tears. 
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“There it is.” They’d been on the road an hour, gotten lost and had to call the mayor’s office to get better directions. But up ahead lay a log cabin, out in the woods, isolated and…eerie. Please God, don’t let it be too late, Nick prayed. Don’t let a mistake I might have made hurt Matt.
Nick parked behind Matt’s car and they approached on foot. Before they reached the cabin, they heard a gunshot crack the silence. Both he and Dylan started running.
The front door was locked. Nick banged hard on the heavy wood. “Matt, open up.” Please be alive to open it. Please.
Dylan said, “Keep trying. I’m going around back to see if we can get in that way.”
Nick pounded and called to Matt, pounded and called. Then he thought, Fuck it, lifted his leg, and tried to bash the door in. Nothing but pain shooting up his shin. He was ready to erupt when he heard shattering glass out back.
Racing around the side of the cabin, he found Dylan had broken a window and intended to climb through. Wordlessly, Nick helped hoist him up then waited until Dylan opened the back door.
They entered the front room quietly and stopped short. 
They’d found Matt.
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“Why don’t they call?”
“They will as soon as they have news.” Annie sipped her tea and stared out at the lake from where she stood by the door.  “Oh, dear, oh, Brie, the police are at Nick’s house.”
“Police?”
“They’re nosing around, looking in the back windows.”
Brie bolted off the couch and hurried outside. She crossed the deck and yard to Nick’s house. Police uniforms stood out starkly in the bright light of afternoon and the sun glinted off their badges. “Ma’am,” one officer said. “Do you happen to know where your neighbor is?”
“Why do you want to talk to him?”
“That’s police business.”
“No, I don’t know where Nick is.”
The guy nodded and started to walk up the yard. Brie heard him say to his fellow officer, “They mayor isn’t gonna like that we can’t find him.”
The other responded, “I don’t care. I didn’t want to arrest Coach Corelli anyway.”
All of a sudden it hit Brie. She’d been responsible for this. Scaring Matt so much he’d run away. Reporting the situation to Dylan who called the mayor, who’d set the police on Nick. Would he lose his job? Would he be arrested for endangering the life of a child?
She turned to Annie and said, “My God, what have I done?”
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Before he moved, Nick’s gaze swept the room. A gun cabinet door hung open on the far wall. A fireplace next to it, with a picture on the mantel that smashed to smithereens. In front of one of the two couches facing each other sat Matt, slouched over. Chilled to the bone, Nick crept softly to the boy and hunched down in front of him. “Hey, buddy. How ‘bout taking that gun out of your mouth and giving it to me?”
Matt shook his head.
“Please, Matt, don’t do this.”
Still no response—in words or movements. 
Cautiously, Nick sat on the floor opposite the boy. He couldn’t afford to let in the horror of the site in, so he focused on Matt’s eyes.
“Come on, son, take the gun out of your mouth.” No answer. “For me,” he pleaded hoarsely.
Matt watched him, his face full of utter despair.
Nick kept his gaze locked with the boy’s.
Slowly, Matt lowered the gun. To his stomach. Jesus.
He also turned his head and noticed Dylan. His eyes widened.
Nick said, “Mr. Kane came here with me because he cares, too, Matt.”
“I do,” Dylan put in. “I care a lot. And I can help with any problems you have.”
“Talk to us.”
Just a blank stare again, as if Matt had retreated elsewhere. After a very long time, he said, “I’ll talk to you, Coach.”
“Would you like me to leave?” Dylan asked.
Matt nodded. 
“Then I’ll be on the porch.”
Which was a damn shame. Nick was way out of his depth here, and as Dylan said, he’d had experience with suicidal teens. Hell, Nick had no idea what he was doing.
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Brie jumped when her cell rang. She and Annie were still on the porch, just sitting there, waiting. “Nick?”
“It’s Dylan. We found Matt. He’s alive but he’s not out of the woods yet. Nick’s inside the cabin with him, but Matt has a gun.”
“He’s got a gun on Nick?”
“No, on himself. He wanted to talk to Nick alone. I’m outside.”
“How long has it been?” 
“They’ve been talking about a half-hour. I waited as long as I could to call you but I thought you’d want to know that for now, Matt’s alive.”
Brie began to cry.
Annie took the phone from her, listened, then said, “Yes, I know. It’s right that you called. You promised to stay in touch and we needed an update badly. Yes, I will. I love you.” When she finished, she joined Brie on the couch, took hold of her hand again. 
Brie said, “Our worst fear.”
“No, our worst fear was that Matt might already be dead. I have confidence in Nick.”
“I should have had more.”
“Shh, you can work all that out later. Right now, let’s just be glad Matt’s still alive.”
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“Does the Mayor know?”
They’d been at this a while, but Nick’s gut told him to keep Matt talking. So far all he’d been able to do is assure the boy that people cared about him.
“Yeah, kid, Mr. Kane called him in.”
“He told you about the cabin?” Nick nodded. “Does he hate me now?”
What should Nick say? Go with your gut. “I could lie to you, Matt, tell you he’s not mad, just worried. But he was pissed.”
“He’s always pissed at me.”
“For what it’s worth, he doesn’t seem to think you’re in danger, that’s why he didn’t come with us.”
Matt snorted. “He probably went back to work.”
“I’m sorry. Listen, let’s not talk about him. Let’s talk about you. What made you come out here, get the gun, want to hurt yourself?”
Huge fat tears coursed down Matt’s cheeks. “He sold Mom’s piano.”
Nick didn’t understand the connection but went along with Matt’s line of thinking. “Why did he do that?”
“Because he caught me playing it. Singing.”
“I didn’t know you were interested in music.”
“Mom taught me. But when I got in high school, the mayor pushed me into sports.  He talked mom into letting the music go. When she died, I started playing again. ” He sniffed. “I love it.” 
Nick followed a hunch. “But your father won’t let you play?”
“Not at all.  I think it reminds him of mom and makes him sad. But it makes me happy.”  He swallowed hard. “Better than football. There, now you can hate me, too.”
“Why would I hate you? You should be able to do what you want to do.”
“Even in high school?”
“Yeah, of course. If you give me that gun, I can help you pursue your music.”
“I’m being scouted for a football scholarship, Coach.”
“But you’d rather go to college for music.”
“Yeah.”
“Matt, all of this is okay. Normal. If your father implies it’s not, he’s wrong.”
“I have to do what he says or he won’t pay for school.”
“There are tons of ways to get financing. I’ll help you. Mr. Kane and your guidance counselor will, too.”
“Even if it isn’t for football?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“I thought you wouldn’t like me if I didn’t play football.”
Nick’s heart twisted in his chest. “Then you were wrong. We’ll still hang out. We can go to the shelter every week together. See each other all the time.”
Matt’s grip on the gun slackened. Should he grab for it? Somehow he knew not to.
“You’d come back to the shelter with me?”
“And more. I already signed up to volunteer there. But I didn’t have a chance to tell you.”
Tears seeped out, coursed down Matt’s cheeks. “No offense, Coach, it all sounds so good now, but this stuff…” he waved the gun around “…will start again once I’m back home.”
“How old are you, Matt?”
“Eighteen.”
“An adult according to the law. You don’t have to live with your father.”
“Where would I go?”
“You can live with me until you head off to school. And when you come back home for visits and breaks. The lake’s great in the summer.”
“You’re just saying that so I’ll give you the gun.”
“Have I ever lied to you, son? Betrayed a confidence. Anything?”
“Mrs. Gorman told the principal? Not you.”
It killed him to say it, but he did. “Yeah. She was acting on what she thought was right, though. She cares about you, too, and is feeling really bad you ran away because of something she did.”
“Why does she care about me, Coach? Why do you?”
“Because you’re worth caring about, Matt.”
The tears gushed out now.
“And because I care, I swear to God you’ll have alternatives to going back to your father, if that’s what you want.”
The boy leaned against the couch and closed his eyes. “I’m so tired.”
“I know you are, kid. Give me the gun and you can go to sleep right here for a while.”
Slowly, Matt let go of the gun.
Just as slowly, Nick reached out and pushed it beyond Matt’s reach. Then he grabbed the boy into a stronghold and held him tight against his chest. 
 


 
Chapter 8
After calling Rich Barton, Nick took Matt directly to the therapist’s office. He sat in the waiting room, having promised not to leave the boy. But now that the immediate danger was over, his mind freed up from the deadly worry, Nick started to think about Brie again.
Oh, my God, are you keeping this quiet so he can play football?
He’d been leveled by her words, by the fact that she saw him as the kind of stupid jock who’d risk a boy’s life to win a few games. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the accusation came months ago—when she didn’t like him, didn’t really know him. But after the last few weeks, she knew what kind of a person he was and she sure as hell seemed to like him, in bed at least.
Still, she thought he’d be capable of that kind of behavior.
For an hour, similar thoughts about her and a million recriminations about Matt plagued him. Then, the door to the office opened. 
In walked Dylan, Annie, and what the hell, hadn’t she gotten the message that he didn’t want to see her? Couldn’t bear to see her?
Dylan sat down on a chair opposite Nick. “We wanted to wait with you, see how Matt is.”
Annie stood next to him, and Brie hovered in the background. He couldn’t even look at her.
“You did good talking him down, Nick.” Dylan’s tone was forceful. “I’m not sure I could have, anyone could have who wasn’t so close to him. He believed you’d stick by him because you’d gained his trust.”
Despite Brie’s presence, Nick let out some of the emotion that had been building inside him during the long day. “It was like findin’ your way in a snowstorm. I had no idea what I was doing.”
“You went on your gut,” Dylan told him. “That’s the right thing to do in most cases.”
“I hope so.  Least he’s safe for now.” 
But Nick still didn’t know if the boy could be trusted to not harm himself tonight, tomorrow, in a week? How was that going to be dealt with?
Brie crossed to him. “Nick, I’m so sorry.”
“I can’t talk to you,” he said.
“All right.” She went to the other side of the room.
Another hour passed with inane small talk breaking the silence, then the door opened again and two cops came in with the mayor. Oh, great.
Keller’s expression was so cold, it chilled even Nick. What could it do a young, vulnerable boy?
Keller took the lead. “I understand my son is here.”
“How’d you know?” Nick asked.
“Rich Barton called me. At least someone has the good sense to alert the person responsible for Matt.”
“About that,” Dylan began. 
But the mayor turned to the cops and gestured to Nick. “I want this man arrested.”
One, the older guy, stepped forward. “Coach Corelli, could you come down to the station so we can talk to you?”
“Now?” He glanced back at the door. “What about Matt?”
“I’ll wait for my son.” To the cops, Keller warned, “I’m not happy with how you’re handling this.”
Nick tensed. He’d made Matt a promise not to leave him. Thankfully, the inner office’s door opened and out stepped Matt and Rich. Matt looked exhausted, as if he’d run laps for an hour. When he saw his father, he eased back behind Rich. That little gesture spoke of so much fear, Nick decided he wouldn’t go to the police station unless they dragged him out of here in handcuffs.
“Come with me, young man,” the mayor said.
Matt’s gaze flew to Nick. 
Moving to the boy, Nick put a hand on his shoulder. “He’s not going home. He’s staying with me.”
“That’s ridiculous. I’m his father and he’ll come with me.”
Rich stepped forward. “Actually, he’s not going with either of you. He’s being admitted to the mental health ward at Center City Hospital, which is why he agreed to let me call you, Mayor. All the arrangements are made. He’ll be on suicide watch there. He plans to stay as long as he needs to.”
The mayor’s face reddened. “I won’t stand for this.”
“You don’t have any choice, Mr. Keller. Matt’s eighteen and has made this decision for himself.”
The sheriff joined them. “You’re son’s eighteen, Mr. Mayor?”
“Yes.”
“Then this is a moot point. Matt’s legally an adult. He can do what he wants.” The sheriff seemed relieved. “And Coach Corelli is off the hook, too. With eighteen year old students, the school can’t notify parents without the young man’s permission.”
“The hell with this.”  The mayor crossed to Matt. “I order you to come home with me!”
Tears welled in Matt’s eyes. “I can’t, Dad. I need help.”
The mayor didn’t respond. 
“Would…would you come with me to the hospital?” Matt pleaded.
“I’ll do no such thing.”
Visibly Matt deflated.
Nick slid his arm around the boy’s shoulder. “I’ll go to the hospital with you, Matt. Get you settled. Stay a while.”
“I won’t pay the bill,” the Mayor threatened.
“Don’t worry about that now,” Nick told Matt. “Let’s get you some help.”
The mayor stalked out, and Matt turned his face into Nick’s chest. “How can I go now? I don’t have any money.”
“I do,” Nick said. “I’ll take care of everything, buddy.”
Rich and Nick flanked the boy and the others followed them out of the office.
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Brie awoke when she heard the garage door open. She’d fallen asleep on Nick’s couch in the great room of his house, waiting for him to come home. Footsteps then the jingle of his keys. Rising, she made her way to the kitchen.
“Hello, Nick.”
His face was nearly gray with fatigue. He still wore the black sweat suit he’d thrown on at school, and his shoulders slumped inside it. “What the hell are you doing here? How’d you get in?”
“You told me where you hid a spare key.”
“Yeah, well that was when I wanted you in my house.”
“I know you’d rather not see me.”
“You got that right, lady.”  He went to the fridge, yanked out a beer, and popped the top. Sitting on a stool at the center island, he took a long swig. “So, if you know I can’t stand the sight of you, why are you here?”
“To apologize.”
“For going to Dylan about Matt instead of trusting me?”
“Um, no. I still think I was right to do that. I’m apologizing for saying you might have kept Matt’s problems to yourself so he could play football.”
Nick gave her an icy glare.
“I’m sorry I said that. I have no idea where it came from and I didn’t mean it.”
“That’s the thing about knee jerk reactions, Gabrielle. They show what people are feelin’ way down deep. You really think I’m the kind of person who would sacrifice a kid’s welfare for my own gain.” 
“No, I don’t. I think you’re a wonderful man. You saved Matt’s life going on gut instinct. It doesn’t matter if we disagree on how you should have handled what he told you.”
“Are you for real?”
“What do you mean?”
“It certainly does matter. You’re responsible for Matt going to the hunting cabin, getting a gun and putting it in his mouth.”
The graphic image stunned her. “I…I…he was suicidal before I told Dylan, wasn’t he? Otherwise, he wouldn’t be in the hospital now.”
“You aren’t to blame for his condition. But you were the one who pushed him over the edge when you reported what he was doin’. And you don’t even regret your actions. I could never be involved with someone like you now.” He took a swig of his beer, cracked it down on the counter and stood. “Let yourself out. It’s been a rough day and I’m dead on my feet.”
“Nick, please. Don’t do this.”
“It’s already done. Goodbye, Gabrielle. Have a nice life.”
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“Aren’t you having fun?” Annie asked, holding up yet another dress for Brie to try on. They were shopping for what Brie would wear to Annie’s wedding. “I was hoping this would cheer you up.”
“I’m fine. I don’t need cheering up.”
“You’re miserable and lying to your best friend about it.”
Brie sighed. “All right, I’m unhappy about not seeing Nick anymore. It’s silly because we only had a few weeks together.”
“You connected. In bed and out.”
“Don’t mention that. I still dream about us together.”
It had been two weeks since Nick had asked her to leave his house and he hadn’t spoken to her once. It wasn’t as if avoided her—whenever they saw each other in the hall, or at a meeting, he looked right through her. And if she caught sight of him on his deck or in his yard, he pretended she wasn’t even outside, thirty yards away.
“See, you do miss him.”
“Of course I miss him. But he was very clear he’s done with me. I made a mistake, I reacted badly to how he handled the situation with Matt, but he won’t forgive me. End of story.”
“What about the dreams?”
“They’ll go away. Eventually.”  
Annie shrugged. “Fine, if you’re too chicken to go after what you want…”
“I did that once with him. It didn’t work out.”
“Maybe he needs time.”
Brie stopped searching through the racks. “Annie, he accused me of pushing Matt over the edge, of putting him in danger of committing suicide.”
“What? That’s stupid. A whole host of things led up to Matt’s actions.”
“I’m trying to believe that. But Nick never will. So can we please not talk about him anymore?”
“Yes, I guess.”
“I’ll try the mauve one on.”
“A good choice. It’ll go well with your coloring.”
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Nick played like the Furies were after him. The school had built two racquetball courts off the gym proper with a specified endowment by a fitness nut who’d gone to Crystal Corners High School years ago and made a lot of money as an adult. Nick had used them before, but never this viscously, and rarely alone. 
Every time he whacked one of the blue rubber balls he’d collected in a bucket, he let off a little steam, got rid of some of the tension and resentment that had built up inside him for weeks.“This one’s for you, Mr. Fucking Mayor,” he spat out as he smashed the ball forward into the wall. 
Even after all that had happened, the mayor hadn’t budged. True to his word, the asshole refused to give his insurance information to pay for Matt’s two week stay in the hospital. Nick had offered to foot the bill, but since Matt was eighteen and could declare himself as an emancipated minor now, he qualified for assistance. 
And true to his word, Nick had brought Matt home with him when the boy was ready to be released. Matt was indeed calmer, less anxious, but still extremely sad. He would see Rich three times a week and return to school tomorrow.
Nick picked up another ball and slammed it into the wall. “This one’s for losing our first game.” 
Without Matt, the team had floundered. But then they’d rebounded and won the next game. He knew Matt’s welfare was more important than football but he was only human and in his heart of hearts Nick had wanted an undefeated season.
“And, this,” he said tossing yet another ball in the air, arcing back his arm and whipping it forward to send the sphere into the front wall, “is definitely for you, Gabrielle Gorman.” 
For her and her beautiful violet eyes that, when he did get a glimpse of them, were almost as sad a Matt’s. Trying to outrun thoughts of her, he chased after the ball this time, managed to get to it and hit the thing again. 
“That’s for your skinny skirts and blouses,” which still drove him wild, “and for the memories of us in bed together” which he couldn’t seem to forget no matter how hard he tried.
When he dove for the same ball, he rammed into the side of the court and pain shot up his shoulder. So he stopped, leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. “Damn it,” he said banging his racquet on the wood. “Damn it to hell.”
“Hey, watch that, will you? You’ll scrape our newly refinished floors.”
Dylan had come into the court and stood in the doorway. They’d become friends after sharing a traumatic experience together. They’d had a few beers now and again and talked about life, a lot like he and Jared used to do. Thank God, Dylan was agreeable not to bring up Brie. 
“I waited until you were done.” In a suit and dress shoes, the man walked around the outside of the floor and over to Nick. He propped a shoulder against the wall. “You were playing pretty hard there.”
“Demons to outrun.”
“Yeah, well, I think I’ve slain one for you today.”
Nick cocked his head. 
“I know the social workers confirmed that Matt is legally considered an adult and can do what he chooses, live where he wants to, but I was worried about the school board. We got a new member who can be a real bitch. So I talked to Meredith Brooke about Matt moving in with you. She thinks it’s a good idea.”
“Why?”
“Because I told her the whole story. She’s as disgusted with the mayor as we are and she’ll convince the majority of board to go along.”
“I would have done it even if she didn’t agree with me.”
Dylan arched a brow.  “Well, this way your job is still intact.”
He hadn’t thought much about risking his teaching position. Hell, what if he’d lost that too? He was born to work with kids. “Thanks, Dylan.”
“Meredith agrees with me that you should have alerted the administration about the depth of Matt’s despair, but she believes you saved the boy’s life. We are putting a letter in your file, explaining the situation, and what we objected to.”
“I guess I can handle a letter in my file. Besides, you’re entitled to your own opinion.”
“Huh!” Dylan pushed away from the wall. “I wonder why we’re entitled but Brie Gorman isn’t.”
“Dylan, don’t…”
“Go there, I know. It’s just something to think about.”
When Dylan left, Nick sat where he was letting in thoughts of the woman who haunted his midnights. It wasn’t that they disagreed on how to handle Matt’s situation. She was so fiery they’d probably have fought over a whole slew of issues if they’d continued their relationship. It was what she’d thought of him way down deep that cut him to the quick, that made him unable to forgive her, believe in her, trust her. That, he knew, would never happen in this lifetime.
o0o
“Hey.” 
Brie looked up from her desk to find Matt come into her room. He wore jeans and a shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, but she knew what his clothes hid. Dylan had told her he’d be back today, and she’d seen him arrive at Nick’s house the day before, but she hadn’t spoken to him.
“Hey.” She stood and walked over. “How are you, Matt?”
“Better. I, um…” he toed the vinyl with his sneaker “…I’m still seeing Rich, but I’m okay for now. One day at a time, I guess.”
I know the feeling. “Are you settled in at Mr. Corelli’s?”
“Yeah, he’s cool. And his house is terrific. I got my own room overlooking the lake. I just wish he had--” The boy stopped short.
“Had what, Matt?”
“Um, nothing. He’s been great to me I don’t want to complain.”  Matt seemed thoughtful for a minute. “But you know what? The counselor said I have to admit what’s bothering me, say out loud what I want. I was wishing coach had a piano.”
“I didn’t know you played.”
“Nobody did. But now I can do it out in the open.” 
Reaching over, she squeezed his forearm, kept her hand there. “I have a piano, Matt, and you can come over and play mine, anytime. Cella takes lessons.”
“Oh, wow, you mean that?”
“Of course I do. A lot of people care about you. Want you to be happy. I’m one of them.”
Gratitude filled his young face. He was such a good boy. “I know. That’s why I came in here to tell you I was doing better.”
She gave him a questioning look. 
“You told Mr. Kane about me.”
Yes, and at great cost. “I did, Matt, and you should know I’d do it all over again.”
“That’s okay. I wanted to say I’m glad you did it. I shouldn’t have made Coach swear he wouldn’t tell. I said I’d hurt myself worse if he told.”
“Oh, Matt.”
“Coach says it’s water under the bridge, since I’m better, but I wanted to tell you, you know, in case you felt bad.”
Brie’s eyes stung. “Thanks for that.”
As she watched the boy leave, she wished that Nick could be as understanding as Matt. But Brie was coming to accept the fact that he never could and their breach was permanent.
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It was dinner time and Nick went looking for Matt. He wasn’t in the house so Nick checked outside. The air was chilly now that it was November. Usually, he loved this change of season, but he didn’t this year. Nothing was enjoyable, even his football team making the sectionals. 
He heard piano playing when he got to the side of the house. Jesus Christ, the kid went over to Brie’s every day after school to play. And he was unbelievably talented. The first time Nick had heard Matt pound out a song at school, he’d been stunned by the boy’s talent. 
Nick was drawn to the window where the music drifted out of. Through the glass, he could see Matt at the keyboard and Brie’s little girl right next to him, enrapt. Matt had said Cella treated him like a big brother and he loved it. 
Then Brie walked into the room. She wore stretchy black pants with a sweater and every fucking curve she had was revealed in the outfit. His entire body tensed as she dropped down on the couch and curled her legs under her. She smiled at Matt and Cella.
Nick felt like somebody had ripped his heart out of his chest and stomped on it. He wanted so bad to be in that room with all of them. The notion shocked him. When he recovered, he turned and headed back to his house. He’d keep supper warm and wait for Matt to come home. No way did he trust himself to go into Brie’s house and face her, given how he was feeling right now.
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Nick entered the teachers’ cafeteria and was confronted with the sight of Ian Lancaster and Brie huddling in the corner. They were staring down at some papers and smiling broadly. He didn’t realize he was standing there and staring until Delaney Dawson socked him on the shoulder.
“Hey, Corelli, what are you doing?”
He liked the young teacher who’d replaced Annie. She was brutally honest, outgoing, sometimes brash and the kids adored her.
“Hey, Delaney. I’m doing nothin’.” He scanned her clothes. She was a crazy dresser. “I like the black boots, kiddo.”  She wore them with skin tight leggings and a striped shirt to her knees.
Delaney nodded to the corner. “They make a cute couple, don’t they?”
“Who?”
“Brie and Ian, silly. I hear they’re dating.”
He crumbled the paper he was holding. “Well, Ian’s a nice guy.”
“Yeah, too bad you and Brie never got together. The kids told me you’d been hanging in her room a lot a few weeks ago. I thought you’d make fireworks together you’re so different.”
Nick had to bite his tongue. They’d made fireworks, all right. And he’d gotten burned.
Luckily Delaney was leaving the cafeteria so he could sit alone, away from everybody else, and read the newspaper. When the bell rang, and he headed out, he refused to check to see if Brie was still there with Ian.
As he walked down the hall, a few kids stopped him to ask questions, so he was hustling to get to class when he saw a crowd gathering in front of Brie’s room. Goddamn it. Another fight? He muscled his way through the kids and found Delaney holding onto Stephanie Grayson, a troubled girl Nick had in class. Opposite them was Brie, corralling a second female student Nick didn’t know.
“Stephanie, stay back,” Delaney shouted just as Steph broke free and lunged for the other girl. Both Brie and the second girl were thrust backward and slammed against the wall of lockers. Nick dove in, grabbed Stephanie and yanked her away from everybody.
Teachers fought their way through the crowd and finally got the kids dispersed; the two perpetrators were hauled off to the office—Delaney went, too--and Dylan, who’d come late to the party--approached Brie.  
“Are you all right?” he asked. 
Her hair was mussed and there was a rip in the sleeve of her blouse. “My back hurts a bit. I’ll take some Tylenol.”
“Well, if it keeps bothering you, go home.  Later, you can fill out a workman’s comp form.”
“I will. I’m free now, so I’ll rest for the hour.”
“Thanks for intervening.”
She headed into her room. Nick stomped after her and slammed the door shut. “What the hell do you think you were doing?”
Brie spun around. Closer, he could see a bruise forming beneath the collar of her shirt. “Excuse me?”
“I told you not to break up fights.”
Her gaze narrowed on him. “And I told you I wasn’t going to stand by and let two kids pummel each other.” She cocked her head. “Besides, I don’t know why you’d bother coming in here for someone you loathe so much.”
He stood there clenching his fists. 
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to rest for a while.”
Nick watched her grab her purse and a bottle of water off the desk and disappear behind the room dividers, saw the blinds close and imagined her dropping down onto one of the big chairs and taking some Tylenol.
It was all too much, the rage at what Brie had said to him, the constant tension of thinking about their situation, the consuming desire that kept him up nights. He stalked to the back of the room.
She’d closed her eyes, but when he stepped into the partitioned off space, she stirred. “What do you want?” she asked scowling.
“This.” He grasped her shoulders, pulled her up. And took her mouth, desperate for the taste of her. Immediately, she fell into the kiss.
When he drew away, he looked down into her face, shocked by the intensity of his feelings for this woman, so at odds with the anger seething inside him. Because of that, he turned walked out.
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“I promise never to take you for granted…”
“I promise to love you with all my being…”
“I promise to always work out our problems…”
“I promise to care for you and the boys at all times…”
Brie listened from her spot next to Annie as she and Dylan made their commitments to each other. Thrilled for her friend, she nonetheless felt a gaping hole inside her.
She’d thought that her relationship with Nick would change after that kiss in her room. His actions indicated he wasn’t over her. She’d felt his frustration and anger, and his desire, too. But he’d kept his distance since then and Brie let him have his space. 
“Give them the rings, please,” Annie’s minister said. 
Brie provided Annie with Dylan’s wide gold band and the boys, Trevor and Danny, who were Dylan’s best men, handed him Annie’s.
“…with this ring…”
“…I thee wed.”
Then, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”
If Brie had ever seen a more elated expression than the one on Dylan’s face, she couldn’t remember when. He looked like he’d been given a gift by the gods.
They kissed—not chastely—making the people gathered at the wedding chuckle, Annie’s twins included.
Brie’s heart was stolen, though, when Danny tugged on Dylan’s hand, and said, “Does this mean I can call you Dad?”
Even Dylan’s eyes got misty.
The bride and groom had decided to have their wedding and a cocktail party at Crystal Corners Inn, where Dylan and Annie met again after twenty years. They were married out on the glassed in porch, with the lake’s waves crashing on the shore behind them. 
Brie hugged Annie, who was absolutely beautiful in an off white tea length dress made of lace and satin. Dylan, handsome in a black suit and crisp white shirt and tie, kissed Brie’s cheek. 
She said, “Congratulations, husband and wife.”
Annie leaned into her man. “Thanks.”
“You look beautiful,” Dylan told her. “I don’t think Corelli’s going to be able to resist you in that dress.” Brie had bought the mauve handkerchief hem dress that she’d tried on the day she and Annie went shopping. 
“What do you mean?”
“Let’s just say our favorite coach has been a bear lately, and I think it has something to do with you.”
Brie let her gaze stray to Nick. He was on the other side of the room near the fireplace. His shoulders seemed a mile wide in a blue suit that she bet made his eyes an even deeper navy. His head bent low, he listened to what Meredith Brooke was saying. Apparently, the superintendent didn’t hold grudges because Nick was smiling. He could take lessons from her, Brie thought. God, she wanted him to forgive her. She touched her fingers to her lips. She could still recall the sensation of him taking her mouth. It had been an angry kiss, but she’d welcomed it.
“The kids” raced up to her. Cella, Danny, Trevor and Matt, who looked happy today.
“Mommy, Matt wants to take us to the game room. Can we go?”
“Yes, of course. Thanks, Matt.”
“I love these kids, Mrs. Gorman.”  
All four of them took off.
Brie sipped her champagne as she watched Dylan and Annie dance, witnessed the undiluted joy on their faces, and felt a spurt of envy so acute it embarrassed her. She wanted what they had together. With Nick? It might have been, given time.
The rest of the night passed quickly. When the newlyweds left, Annie’s former in-laws, who’d come up for the wedding, took the boys and had asked Cella, too, to stay overnight with them. Brie felt sad about going home to an empty house. Oh, well. She headed to the coat room.
She’d just gotten on her light wrap when Nick came into the small space. His gaze was so intense, she took a step back. Reaching out, he grasped her hand, opened her palm, put in a card, turned and walked out.
What the hell? The card was a key to one of the rooms at the Inn. He wanted her to go upstairs? With him? But where had he gone? She debated whether she should go along with his silent invitation—for all of ten seconds. Hurriedly, she left the coat room and rushed up the winding oak staircase to number 30. 
Letting herself inside, she saw he’d already been here but now was nowhere to be seen. Champagne, open and chilling, some strawberries, coffee and lit candles had been set out. She crossed to the bar and saw a note. It read, “Thanks for coming. Had to take Matt to his buddy’s. He’s staying the night there. Be back soon.”
Well, the man had gall, she thought. Still, she waited.
She was sitting on the couch sipping the champagne imagining all sorts of scenarios, when Nick barreled through the door. Stopping short when he saw her, he breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Thank God.” He shed his suit coat and ripped off his tie on the way to the couch. Once there, he sat down, took the glass out of her hand, and drew her into his arms.
His assault was so gentle, she shivered with it. His kissed her eyebrows, her nose, each of her cheeks, the indentation behind her ears. At her lips, he whispered, “God. I missed this so much. Missed you, so much.”
“Me, too--” He cut her off by taking her mouth, still with such gentleness she almost couldn’t bear it. She grasped his neck to pull him into a more heated embrace, but he wouldn’t be rushed. His mouth moved to her neck, kissing there, then her shoulder. Brie was swimming in sensations. 
Then he drew back and looked directly into her eyes. Still holding her close, he said, “I’ve been an idiot. First of all, I shouldn’t have thought I was the only one who knew what was best for Matt. My mama says I can be pigheaded sometimes and she’s right. I’m so sorry I blamed you for Matt’s suicide threat. I’m even more sorry I held onto my anger so long. I know why I did, though. I care about you Brie, a lot. I was falling hard for you and then this happened with Matt. I was disappointed, hurt beyond what I should have been, that I reacted like a first class jerk.” His hand cupped her cheek. “Can you forgive me?”
“You needed time to process what happened, Nick. I’ll forgive you if you’ve really forgiven me for what I said.”
“I have. Though I gotta be honest, darlin’, I still think you were wrong to tell Dylan.”
“That’s okay, I can live with that.”
“Good.”  He stood, abruptly, leaned over and scooped her off the couch into a carry. 
“What are you doing?”
“For a smart lady, that’s a dumb question.”
“I’m not the bride tonight, Nick.”
“Hmm.” He nuzzled her neck as he hauled her to the bed. “Not yet. But maybe,” he winked at her “if you perform real well here, sweetheart, we’ll be on our way to that.”
“Oh, if I perform. What about you?”
“I think I’m up to it,” he said, setting her down on her feet.
She pressed against his groin. “I guess you are.”
Staring at her, he whispered again, “I missed you, Brie. And I want you in my life.”
“I want you in mine, too.”
And then she kissed him. Not gentle, not coaxing, but with all the passion that had built up over the last few weeks. 
Nick took the hint and followed her lead.
-o0o-
 
Author’s Note
I enjoy writing about how opposites attract. Perhaps that’s because my own personal hero and I are very different.  It makes for interesting times, but can also cause problems.  I believe, though, that in real life, as in fiction, people can make their relationship work if they try hard enough.
I adore the male character Someone Like You. Nick is a true jock and a great coach. I spent time developing his southern accent because I think southern guys are sexy.  But the best thing about Nick is he values kids above sports, above looking good to others, above his own welfare. Though he might not have known it in the book, he could have lost his job over his actions with Matt.  And Brie’s great.  She’s surprised by her feelings for Nick but she actively pursues a relationship with him. I admired that about her. She’s no wimp—it’s hard to teach in a modern high school if you are—with Nick or with the kids. And once again, the overriding theme in this book, adults helping kids, warms my heart.
As many of you know, I was a very happy teacher for most of my life. I loved the intellectual stimulation, the young, excited teenagers and their brilliant minds, the camaraderie of working with students in extra-curricular activities. I hope that comes across in this series. I’ve also used my philosophy of teaching and some of the innovations I made in my own English classes in the stories. That was truly fun!
Be sure to take a look below at chapter one of Maybe This Time, the third novella in The Educators, about rebel teacher Delaney Dawson and the conservative father of one of her students.  
Finally, don’t forget that part one, Still the One, is available, too.
Kathy Shay
o0o
Contact Kathryn Shay at www.kathrynshay.com (contact Kathryn); www.facebook.com/kathrynshay; www.twitter.com/KShayAuthor
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Chapter excerpt from Maybe This Time
Chapter 1
“Flight 451 from Atlanta to Rochester has been delayed two hours. Repeat…”
Delaney Dawson looked up from her journal and said, “Oh, no! Not again.”
Across the aisle, she heard, “Son-of-a-bitch.”
The curse came from the stranger sitting in one of the seats facing her at the airport gate. She’d noticed him the first time her plane to upstate New York had been delayed and his response had indicated he was booked on it, too. When he gave her a commiserating smile, she noticed the dimples in his cheeks. His chestnut colored hair was messy from having run his hands through.
“Think we’ll get out today?” she asked pleasantly.
“Who knows? Rochester’s weather is absurdly unpredictable.” He stood and took out his cell phone. “I have to make a call.”
Idly, Delaney wondered if she should phone somebody. But other than Lisa, whose wedding she’d attended yesterday and who was now in Hawaii, no one worried about her. For as long as Delaney could remember, except for that one friend, she’d been alone in the world.
She’d be missed at school, of course, where she taught English, but she’d wait to call in until she knew if she was getting out of Atlanta.
Turning back to her journal, she began to write again. Earlier, she’d been musing about her life, feeling nostalgic that Lisa was married, having mixed feelings about turning thirty tomorrow.
You’re not alone now. You still have Lisa. And people at the high school have been nice to you. But mostly, you have all those kids who are counting on you. They love you in their own way.
She fingered the parchment the pages were made of, thinking of Stephanie Grayson specifically, who would miss her if she didn’t show up for work tomorrow morning. Though the girl had let herself get close to Delaney, Steph seemed to have a grudge against the whole world. Truth be told, she reminded Delaney of herself at that age.
Again, she wrote, as she often did, about one of her students:
I need to help Steph more. I have to get her to talk to me about her frustration, her alienation, and mostly, though the kid doesn’t know it, her longing to be a part of something.
So involved in thinking about the sophomore student with pink streaks in her hair (like Delaney used to wear) and a tattoo on her back that her parents didn’t know about (Delaney had two) she didn’t see the bundle of energy barreling down the aisle until he smacked right into her. She flailed automatically. Coffee she’d set on the chair next to her went flying onto her white peasant blouse and spattered on her journal. The boy stopped short. When she looked at him, his eyes were round as saucers and his mouth was quivering.
“Jason, oh, dear, Jason what have you done?” The woman who reached them--the very pregnant woman--was obviously chasing after her child. The kid had won. 
“No worries,” Delaney told them.
“I’m so sorry. My son is a handful.” The woman fumbled in her purse, took out napkins and offered them to Delaney. Knowing he’d goofed up, Jason turned and buried his face in his mom’s skirt. She soothed his hair down and added, “He broke away from me. I can’t keep up with him.” She placed a protective hand on her belly. “These days anyway.”
“No harm done. The blouse will wash.” Delaney set the journal aside. “Really, I’m fine.”
“Can I pay for your book? It’s ruined.”
Giving the mother a rueful smile, Delaney shook her head. She’d ruined plenty of journals in her lifetime of writing by throwing them onto the floor so hard she broke the spine, spilling Jack Daniels on the pages, even burning one. “No need.”
She stood and picked up her carry-on. “I’ll go change.”
She pointed to the boy. “Give your mom a break, kid. No more running away from her.”
Once in the ladies room, Delaney changed into a purple long sleeved T-shirt. Placing the journal in a plastic bag, she headed out of the bathroom and practically bumped into someone—who was holding two cups of coffee. It was the guy with the dimples. “Oh!”
“I was on my way back from making a call and saw what happened. Here…” He held out a cup to her. “…it’s black but I brought cream and sugar.”
She was flustered, which didn’t happen often. “Um, thanks. That’s so sweet.”
“Hey, anybody who was that kind after being drowned with coffee deserves a reward.”
Up close, she could see his eyes weren’t the light brown she’d thought before. They were more green. And he smelled wonderful, like a man who’d just showered.
“I have bad news. While you were in there, the flight’s been delayed another hour. My guess is it’ll get canceled.”
Damn it. She wouldn’t make it to school tomorrow and had a lot planned for the day. “I’ll miss work.”
His expression was filled with concern. “This is the worst possible time for me to be stranded.” He checked his watch. “No use stewing about it. I guess I’ll go get lunch. Want to come?”
“Um…I…” What the hell, why not? The airport was a public place and she was bored and he was awesome looking. 
Though not quite her type, she thought as they made their way to the food court. He wore jeans, sure, but they were neatly pressed and expensive. His shirt was a starched blue oxford under his navy cashmere sports coat. The outfit probably cost more than her blouse, jeans, shoes, bag, boots and the black leather jacket she carried combined. 
“I’m Gage, by the way.”
“Delaney.”
They reached the food court and stopped to peruse the menu of a grill place. From the hotdog stand next to them, she heard, “Don’t wanna have milk.” It was Jason, the little boy who’d run into her.
“Jason, please cooperate. Mommy’s tired.”
Gage said, “It’s going to be a long day for that poor woman.”
“I want Daddy!”  
A tantrum was coming. Delaney worked in a day care trying to put herself through state college and she recognized the signs. 
Suddenly, Jason started to bawl. The woman seemed on the verge of tears. Delaney strode over to them and squatted before the kid. “Hey there, little man, what’s the matter?”
Howls now.
Delaney grasped his shoulders firmly. “Listen, buddy. I have something really fun in my bag. If you stop crying, I’ll show you.”
The kid dialed back to a whimper and a few sniffles. “What?”
“Come see.” She straightened. “I’ll take him to a table while you get your food. You can see us from where you are. I’m Delaney and a teacher, by the way. Honest, I’m a good person.”
“Oh…okay. I’m Marlene.”
As she passed Gage, she said, “I’ll have a hotdog, French fries and a coke.”
He chuckled. “Ah, a health food nut.”
Leading the boy to a table, they sat down. She fished in her huge black shiny purse and pulled out a pouch. 
“What’s that?” he asked.
“My good luck charm.” She opened it and poured several marbles into her hand. 
“I love marbles,” the kid said.
“Me, too. Tell you what. If you eat your lunch and drink your milk, and don’t give your mommy any more trouble, when we go back to wait for the plane, I’ll play these with you on the carpet.”
“’kay.”
In minutes, Marlene brought food to the table and set the tray down. “Thanks so much.” 
“You’re welcome.”
Delaney ruffled the child’s hair. “See you back at the gate. And don’t forget you said you’d play with me.”
“I won’t. I promise.”
Delaney glanced around and spotted Gage paying for food. He’d removed his sports coat and she noticed he had a great ass. And wonderful shoulders.
Well, she thought, this is going to be a pleasant interlude. 
o0o
Gage watched Delaney as he approached the table she’d snagged. There was something about her innate kindness to the mother and child that made him ask her to lunch. She’d helped out a pregnant woman, and he had a soft spot for them. He studied Delaney as he walked toward her. She was medium height and solid, and not his type at all with that wild hair, those skin tight jeans and biker jacket. Still, inside, she was the kind of person he gravitated to.
When he reached her, she said, “Hey. I’m glad you didn’t leave.”
“Nope I liked watching this Good Samaritan help out a pregnant lady.”
He placed her junk food in front of her and set down his grilled chicken sandwich. He had to admit, her food smelled better, especially the red meat. “Here we go.”
“How much do I owe you?” she asked, reaching for her wallet.
“My treat.”
“Thanks, I’m not used to being waited on by men.”
He arched a brow. “Really? I can’t imagine why.” He stared past her. “You got a new friend.” She glanced over her shoulder. “He’s making cow eyes at you.”
She laughed. It was a nice laugh, unself-conscious, feminine. “I guess.”
He winked at her. “I can see why he’s so entranced.”
They talked in between bites. She was easy at conversation, but he noticed she shied away from personal topics. They discussed where they’d flown from: she was at a wedding, he’d been on a hellish business trip that he’d been called back from because of problems at home.
“What do you do for a living?” he asked her.
“I’m a teacher.” 
He thought of the teacher giving his daughter grief.
“You?”
“A lawyer.” He rolled his eyes. “Go ahead with the jokes.”
“Nah, too easy a target.”
“What do you teach?”
“English? What kind of law do you practice?”
“Now, corporate. But I worked at Legal Aid early in my life. Actually, I preferred the variety of that kind of law.”
“Why don’t you go back to it?”
“Do you have all day?”
“I might.” She waved a French fry in the air to indicate their surroundings. “You might, too.”
They finished lunch discussing inane topics and when they returned to the gate, there was still no word on the flight home. Gage checked his iPhone and saw the weather in Rochester was getting worse—no surprise there—but he didn’t tell Delaney. Besides, she was sprawled out on the floor, playing marbles with Jason.
When he approached them, the boy looked up. “Hi, mister. My father’s tall like you. He’s in Afghanistan.”
Delaney and Gage exchanged sympathetic glances. No wonder the mother was frazzled. She was sitting in the row opposite them but she seemed to grow more exhausted each minute.
“Can I play?” he asked.
“Sure.”
He dropped down on the floor and tossed around the marbles. After a while, he noticed Marlene had fallen asleep. Rising, he retrieved his sports coat and laid it over her.
At five o’clock, the plane was officially canceled and arrangements were made to get the stranded passengers to a hotel.
He’d distracted himself during the day, but now Gage let the worry in. His daughter shouldn’t be left alone all night. She was at his house because her mother had dumped her there while Gage was in Atlanta, for God’s sake, and left town. 
Delaney said, “We’ll help you to the hotel, Marlene.”
“Thanks.” The woman struggled to get up. “I don’t know what I would have done without you two all day.”
“I enjoyed myself. And my little buddy here helped pass the time.”
The boy yawned. “I’m tired.” 
Gage crossed to him. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride to shuttle.” With that, he scooped Jason up and settled him on his shoulders. The kid was quiet all the way outside and Gage sat with him on the trip to the hotel.
And paid for their dinner.
And bade them goodnight at seven.
“Hell, I’m exhausted,” Delaney commented when they were leaving the restaurant.
“Too tired to have a drink with me in the bar?”
She looked at him strangely. 
“I’d say we know each other well enough.”
“It isn’t that. In this light, your eyes are the color of my marbles. My lucky charm.”
“Yeah, want to tell me why they bring you luck?”
“Over a beer, maybe.”
They settled in the hotel bar. In the dim light, he began to notice other things about her. How her nose turned up at the end. The feminine curve of her chin. How her big brown eyes held sadness now and again. He wondered why.
“So, tell me about more about you,” he said sipping his Johnny Walker Red.
“Not much to tell. I’ve been a teacher for nine years and it’s my life.”
“It always is with the good ones.”
“What do you mean?”
“Let’s just say I’ve had recent experiences with one who makes tenure a dirty word.”
“Legally?”
“No, not yet, at least. I have a daughter who’s not the high school darling and this guy has made it his mission to prove that to her.”
“You’re married?”
“Divorced.”
“Does your daughter live with you?”
“More than she’s supposed to.” He sighed heavily. “We have joint custody. But my ex drops her off at my place on a whim.”
“And?”
“She feels abandoned by her mother. And since she got into high school, when the divorce happened, she gets into more trouble, it seems, when she’s staying with me.” He shook his head. “It’s why I wanted to get back tonight.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Let’s not talk about our problems.”
“Fine by me. Talking about issues is highly overrated. Why don’t you tell me about your Legal Aid cases, and I’ll share my positive teacher stories and try to change your mind about us as a whole.”
He clinked his glass with hers. “You’re on.”
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Around midnight, when they strolled back to their rooms, Delaney was feeling all sorts of delightful things. After a few beers, she was suffering from lowered defenses, which was probably why she blurted out, “I guess I’ll see the dawn of my birthday.”
His brows shot up. “Tomorrow’s your birthday?”
“Uh-huh. The big 3-0.”
“Ah, you’re a babe.”
“And you’re an old man?”
“I saw thirty years ago.”
She pouted her lips. “I like older men.”
“Well, I’m not that old.” He touched his temple, where some gray was starting to show. “Premature,” he said.
“It looks good on you.”
“I like the auburn color of yours.”
“Yeah, I’ve had streaks in it at one time.”
“Seriously? My kid, too. I have to say it drives me nuts, and I think that’s why she does it. Why don’t you have them now?”
“When I got a teaching job, I stopped with the wild stuff.” She grinned. “Except in the summer. Sometimes I go back to one of the more daring tints.”
“Don’t you see your students over the summer?”
“Nope. I don’t live where I teach.”
They reached his room first and he stopped. “I suppose we should get to sleep.”
“I was thinking of staying up all night. We only have six hours until we have to be back at the airport.”
Leaning against the door, he folded his arms across his chest. It was a nice chest, not too pumped yet solid. 
“But being an old man, you probably can’t stay up like that anymore.”
Gage arched a brow. “You’d be surprised what I can do all night, Delaney.” His voice was a low sexy rumble and there was no mistaking his meaning.
She giggled.
The moment stretched out; the air electrified. “What time is it?” she asked.
He checked his watch. “Just after twelve.”
Turning, she faced him fully. “Hmm, I think a girl deserves a kiss on her birthday, don’t you?”
“I do. I absolutely do.” Straightening, he put his hands on her arms and drew her close. The hallway was deserted, the lighting dim. Lowering his head, he pressed his lips against hers. 
From there it got very wild, very fast.
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Delaney arrived at school early Tuesday morning so she could get her bearings from being absent the day before. As she entered her classroom, she felt an immediate sense of belonging. She decorated for every season and now, winter snowflakes hung from the ceiling, fake snow bordered the blackboard and posters of ski slopes and snow covered mountains with motivational sayings graced the walls. The bulletin boards displayed poetry, essays and projects students had done. Plain and simple, she loved it here. She’d just removed her coat when the wall phone rang. The caller was the principal’s secretary asking her to come immediately to the office. It was urgent, Sheryl said.
Grabbing her purse, she hurried out and down the hall. It was a long enough walk that thoughts she’d promised to keep at bay at school plagued her…
Here?
Oh, God, yes! How did you know?
I feel like I know your body.
You do…oh, Gage, yes. Yes.
The sex in that obscure hotel room with Gage whatever-his-last-name-was had rocked her world. The next morning, she’d been chagrined to have jumped in the sack with him, but that whole night—they didn’t sleep those precious six hours—had been amazing.
“Stop it!” she mumbled to herself when she was almost at the administrative office. “Concentrate on school.”
One of her girls was in early, too, and stopped Delaney in the hall. “Ms. Dawson, did you hear what happened to Steph yesterday?”
“I think I’m about to.”
“She got into it bad with Mr. Speranza.”
“Hell.” Oops, she had to learn to control her cussing. “Pretend you didn’t hear that, Lily. I’ll see you in class.”
At least she knew she why she’d been summoned. Sheryl greeted her then led her to Dylan’s office. She stepped inside and saw Stephanie Grayson, with her usual sulky expression on her face, seated next to a man whose back was to her. 
Dylan Kane, their principal, and the reason that Delaney was at the high school, nodded to her. “Thanks for coming so soon, Ms. Dawson. Stephanie refused to talk until you got here. Please sit.”
As she took a chair next to the girl, she squeezed her arm and glanced over at the man who must be her father. 
“Delaney Dawson, this is Gage Grayson, Stephanie’s father.”
Oh, wow. 
Oh, God. 
Jesus. 
She was in trouble now. The man who explored every inch of her body, more than once, the man who moaned when she touched him, was Stephanie Grayson’s dad?
Well, at least now she knew his last name.
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