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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.
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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.
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.
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?”
o0o
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.
o0o
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.
o0o
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.
o0o
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?
o0o
“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!
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?”
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