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      “Hey, Luchetti! If that’s really your name.”

      Laughter broke out on the playground. Tim glanced up from his own private game of football. In his world he was Brett Favre throwing a touchdown pass to win the Super Bowl.

      He was too young to ever have seen Favre play a live game, but that’s what ESPN Classic was for. And they played a lot of old Packer games on that station, which suited Tim just fine.

      Of course, he never told anyone how much he loved Brett. He lived in Illinois, land of Lincoln and the Chicago Bears. If he said Favre was the greatest quarterback of all time, he just might get a bloody nose.

      Tim eyed the circle of boys who’d suddenly decided to pay attention to him, but not in a nice way, and thought he might end up with a bloody nose, anyway. Even though they were laughing, they looked big and mean and ready to stop laughing real soon.

      Tim had been in this situation before. When bullies came it was best to hide and get small. Except he was gettin’ really tired of hiding. Besides, his father had told him he never had to worry about people hurting him again. Not in Gainsville. Not while Dean Luchetti was around.

      Too bad he wasn’t around right now.

      “My name’s Luchetti,” Tim insisted. “Just like my dad’s.”

      The leader, Jeremy Janquist, a kid so big everyone secretly figured he’d been held back, stepped away from his buddies with a sneer. “He isn’t really your dad. He just took you in when you showed up in the yard.”

      That was kind of true. Except Dean was adopting him, and then they’d be a family forevermore.

      “My name’s Luchetti,” Tim repeated.

      “Say that on your birth certificate, dim bulb?”

      Tim winced, then wished he hadn’t when Jeremy grinned. He had problems in school, not because he was dim, but because he had a tough time payin’ attention. Even if there weren’t so many fun things to see and do in any given day, sittin’ still was hard!

      Tim tried to walk away as his new gramma had told him to do when kids teased, but Jeremy wasn’t the kind of guy you turned your back on.

      “Moron.” Jeremy grabbed Tim’s arm and spun him around. His fingers seemed to crunch against Tim’s bones.

      Tim’s hands automatically curled into fists. He’d lived on the streets before he came to Illinois; he’d faced bigger, meaner kids than Jeremy. If he had to, he could fight. But he sure hoped he wouldn’t have to.

      “Do you even have a birth certificate? I hear you ate garbage. That your mom hated you so much she dumped you in an alley and took off. You made up your first name, stole your last one, and you don’t even know when your birthday is.”

      Jeremy had heard right, but Tim wasn’t going to tell him so. Tim wasn’t going to tell him anything. He tightened his lips along with his fists and counted to ten.

      Sadly his silence only seemed to make Jeremy’s friends brave. They inched closer and started to shout.

      “Loser.”

      “No name.”

      “Stupid.”

      “Hyper.”

      “Drug baby.”

      Tim’s eyes stung with the effort of holding back the rage and the tears. Every single one of those names was true.

      Still, he yelled, “Am not!”

      Someone shoved Tim from behind. He stumbled into a boy directly in front of him who shoved right back. Tim fell, landing on his knees. He scrambled to his feet, knowing if he was down they might kick, or worse, but as Tim got up someone’s shoulder met his face. The bloody nose he’d expected began.

      Tim glanced around to see if the blood would scare them, or only make them madder. Every single boy was bigger than Tim, who wasn’t very big at all. His dad said he’d catch up to all the other kids, just

      look at his feet. Tim’s feet were huge, which was why he tripped a lot.

      “You don’t even have a mom,” Jeremy said.

      “Do, too.”

      She was just . . . gone. Tim didn’t remember a thing about the woman who had left him somewhere, then never come back.

      “Only losers don’t have moms.”

      Tim had Dean—the daddy he’d found when he’d gone on his daddy quest. He had aunts, uncles, cousins and the best gramma and grampa in the world, who lived right across the cornfield. Everyone loved him. On the farm, Tim wasn’t an orphan, he was a Luchetti.

      But most kids had moms, even if she didn’t live with them. They knew their mom’s name, where she was, why she’d left.

      Most kids, but not Tim.

      “I don’t need a mom.”

      “That’s good, because you ain’t gonna get one. Loser.” Jeremy headed for the open area behind the school, where the other boys were playing real football.

      Tim breathed a sigh of relief that he’d avoided getting punched or landing in trouble. Then Jeremy tossed one final taunt over his shoulder.

      “I hear your dad is as big of a dimwit as you are. No one’ll marry him.”

      “What did you say?”

      The playground went silent. Was every kid staring at them?

      Jeremy came back, towering over Tim, wearing a nasty grin that said he’d been waiting for this. “I said your dad is an idiot. The only job he could get is bein’ a farmer, and that’s because his dad gave him the farm. He’s never been married, ’cause he can’t get a girl, and he had to adopt a kid that was as dumb as an old cow, just like him.”

      Tim stopped listenin’ to Gramma Ellie’s advice and moved on to his dad’s. When all else fails . . .

      Tim socked Jeremy as hard as he could in his big, soft belly. While Jeremy writhed on the ground, Tim said quietly, “Don’t ever talk about my dad again.”

      He lifted his gaze and the others shrank back. Tim might be little, but he’d lived in a place where meaner kids than this had tried to do a lot worse. And no one, no one, talked about his dad like that.

      Tim left Jeremy on the pavement with his friends gathered around. He ignored the other children and headed toward the school, where he took a seat against the building and dabbed at his nose with his shirt.

      Someone would come and take him to the principal’s office. They always did.

      Until he’d met Dean Luchetti, Tim had never known love or home or family. He’d do anything for Dean.

      Tim sat up straight. Why hadn’t he thought of this before? He’d prove everyone wrong. He’d find Dean a wife and himself a mother.

      The time had come for the mommy quest.
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        * * *

      

      “Stella? I mean, Ms. O’Connell?”

      Stella lifted her head and waited for Laura Benedict, her secretary, to get on with it. Instead, the woman just stared at her.

      “Yes?” Stella tried to keep the impatience out of her voice and failed.

      She had to remember that she was new here. Well, not new, exactly. She’d attended this school. But she was the new principal of Gainsville Elementary.

      She just needed time to get used to how things were done in Illinois, which was different than they’d been done in Los Angeles. Some of those changes were the result of working in an elementary school in the Midwest, rather than a high school in the center of one of the largest cities in the country, and then again some weren’t.

      “I’m sorry,” Laura said. “I keep forgetting and calling you Stella. It’s just, I remember you that way.”

      Laura had been a year behind Stella at Gainsville High. Now she was the mother of four preteen boys, the wife of a farmer and the secretary at the grade school.

      There but for the grace of God go I, Stella thought.

      Laura had been one of the popular girls. Once slim and lovely, she was now round and cute. She was also happy. Or at least Stella thought she was. She’d seen so few happy people over the past several years.

      “Stella?” Laura made an annoyed sound deep in her throat. “I mean, Ms. O’Connell.”

      “Never mind, Laura. Just tell me what you want.” Her secretary blinked at Stella’s tone. She’d been too abrupt again. Would she ever be able to fit into the slower, kinder, gentler world of Gainsville Elementary? Stella was having her doubts.

      “There’s been a fight on the playground.”

      Stella came to her feet. “Is an ambulance on the way? Were shots fired?”

      Laura’s eyes widened, and she stared at Stella with both confusion and horror.

      “Sorry. Wrong time zone. What happened?”

      “You get to find out.”

      “I do?”

      In L.A. she’d had assistants for that. By the time the students reached her office, they’d not only been interviewed, they’d usually been booked.

      “We’ve got one in the nurse’s office with a bellyache the size of the Sears Tower. The other’s cooling his heels at my desk waiting to talk to you.”

      “Swell.”

      “Just ask him what happened,” Laura said. “Being sent to the principal’s office is enough to get most kids to spill their guts.”

      “Okay.” Stella sat down.

      “Oh.” Laura stopped half in and half out of the door, eyeing Stella’s favorite suit, a light pumpkin shade that brought out the auburn highlights in her short, dark hair and the green in her hazel eyes. “Don’t hug him—he’s kind of bloody.”

      Hug him?

      Stella was still pondering those words when the child walked into her office. He didn’t look scared; he looked like a refugee from her world.

      Short, skinny, with huge feet and knobby, scraped knees, there was something in those blue eyes she recognized. This child had been beat on before.

      Stella frowned. “Have a seat.”

      Someone, probably Laura, had tried to wipe the blood off his face. But noses bled pretty badly, and his white T-shirt was now garbage. She’d have to ask Laura to get him a new one from the donation box. Parents tended to freak out when they saw their children covered in blood.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Rat.”

      “What?” The word erupted from Stella’s mouth—too loud and too sharp for little kids. But this one didn’t even flinch. He’d no doubt heard worse.

      “Rug Rat, really.” He shrugged his bony shoulders, and his hair, which reached past his eyes, slid over the freckles dotting his bloody nose. “But they called me Rat.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Don’t remember.”

      If he was hosing her, he was good. Still, she couldn’t fathom anyone in Gainsville being able to call a kid Rat and get away with it.

      “Laura?” Stella’s secretary stuck her head in the door. “He says his name is Rat.”

      Laura made an exasperated sound. “Tim, do you want to be in more trouble than you are?”

      “No, ma’am,” he answered, but he kept his gaze fixed on Stella’s.

      “Call his parents,” Stella murmured.

      “Already done.”

      If she hadn’t been locking eyes with Tim, she wouldn’t have caught the slight wince.

      “Wanna tell me what happened out there?” Stella asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Who punched you in the nose?”

      “I fell.”

      “Funny, I hear that a lot.”

      “I fall a lot.”

      “There’s a kid in the nurse’s office with stomach issues. Know anything about that?”

      “He fell, too.”

      “Someone’s going to tattle. They won’t be able to help themselves. Then I’ll know everything. You could save us both time.”

      “Someone can tattle, but it ain’t gonna be me.” Tim folded his arms over his chest, revealing livid, finger-shaped bruises on his left forearm.

      Her temper flared. There was one thing that never changed no matter the time zone.

      Some parents liked to hurt their kids.
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        * * *

      

      Dean Luchetti tossed a hay bale onto the wagon and caught sight of his mother waving from the end of the field. His dad saw her, too, and shut off the tractor. Together they removed their seed caps and wiped their foreheads.

      September and the thermometer read eighty degrees. In Illinois, the weather changed as often as the direction of the wind. One of the many things Dean loved about it.

      “What’s the matter, Ellie?” John asked.

      Dean started in her direction. She wouldn’t come out here unless it was important.

      “School called.”

      Dean’s breath caught as his heart took a leap upward.

      “He’s fine,” she said hurriedly, and Dean relaxed a bit.

      With Tim fine was usually the best he could hope for.

      Dean had fallen in love with the little boy almost from the instant they’d met. His mom said they went together like peas and carrots—different, yet somehow they fit.

      Tim had no one; Dean needed someone. When they’d both been diagnosed with ADHD some of Dean’s troubles had been explained, and Tim had found a father who could understand him better than anyone else.

      “What is it this time?” Dean asked.

      “Fight.”

      “Someone hit him?” Dean’s voice was so loud he startled a few birds from the nearby trees.

      “I don’t know who hit who first,” his mom said. “But according to Laura, you should see the other guy.”

      “Really?”

      “Don’t sound so proud. You need to get to school. He’s suspended.”

      “Shh—ucky darns.” Dean had been trying to quit swearing, since Tim repeated everything he said. Giving up smoking had gone a whole lot better.

      “I’ll finish here,” his mom said.

      “Leave it. You can’t lift those bales.”

      Her answer was a snort. “I was lifting hay bales when you were still a gleam in your daddy’s eye.”

      Dean glanced at his father, who was sitting on the tractor staring at the sky, and if Dean knew him at all, wishing for the days when he would have had a lit cigarette in his hand. A heart attack several years back had ended not only his love affair with nicotine, but also with alcohol, red meat and the daily workings of his farm.

      Dean’s mother came from sturdy stock. Eleanor Luchetti had birthed six children in seven years, raising them all with one iron hand while she helped his father with the other. But they were semiretired now, and she had no business out in the heat doing Dean’s job.

      “Leave it,” he repeated. “Tim can help me since he’ll be free this afternoon.”

      “Tim’s in second grade and weighs sixty pounds soaking wet.”

      “But he works like a dog.”

      “He does.” Eleanor smiled. She was almost as crazy about Tim as Dean was.

      “Why don’t you and Dad take a nap?” Dean suggested.

      His parents were notorious for taking naps that involved very little sleep, hence the six children.

      “Before lunch?” his mother said with mock innocence.

      “Go wild. You’ll have the whole farm to yourself.” Dean strode toward the thresher’s cottage on the far side of a cornfield that separated the house where he now lived from the house where he’d grown up. As soon as he entered the yard, a herd of dogs surrounded him.

      His mother was right; having five dogs was pushing it. Of course, they used to have eight.

      “Move your kids,” Dean ordered.

      Bear, one of an original pair of Dalmatians named for the Luchettis’ favorite sports teams, knew that tone. A herder at heart, he ushered his four remaining offspring toward the back field.

      Bear’s love affair with a French poodle had resulted in six fluffy, spotted puppies, known as doodles. Dean had managed to foist two of them off on his brothers. He hadn’t had a speck of luck with the rest.

      The second Dalmatian, Bull, had recently completed an affair of his own with a Mexican mutt by the name of Lucky. Bull had chosen to move to Quintana Roo with the love of his life and their flock of puppies, dubbed mutations since they were so ugly they were cute.

      With the dancing, prancing dogs out of the way, Dean was able to make it into his house. He considered taking a shower, but opted for a quick wash in the sink and a change of his T-shirt instead.

      A veteran principal’s-office sitter himself, Dean didn’t want Tim incarcerated there any longer than necessary, so he snatched the keys to his red pickup from the nail on the wall and headed for town.

      School had been hard on Dean. He’d never been able to sit still, hadn’t cared about reading or math; he’d only been interested in the land and the animals.

      Twenty-seven years ago in their district there’d been no testing, no special classes, no mainstreaming. You either made it through school or you didn’t. Dean had made it, but just barely.

      These days kids had the benefits of special education, extra funding, Ritalin—things Dean had once considered a bunch of namby-pamby nonsense—until Tim came along.

      He wheeled into the parking lot of Gainsville Elementary and hopped out of the cab. The place hadn’t changed much since he’d attended classes here, which meant it had a lot in common with the rest of the town.

      Not that Gainsville hadn’t changed—there was a brand-new hospital and quite a few new businesses— but in truth, the same people ran the place that always had. And if not them, then their kids. Just look at him.

      Dean strode into the building and headed for the office, nodding to the volunteer parent aide seated just inside the door.

      Times had changed since he’d been here last—not a big surprise. Gone were the days when you could just walk off the street and into a classroom to talk to your child. Even in Nowhere, Illinois, they’d had to institute school security.

      Although he doubted Chloe Wrycroft, five foot two and eyes of blue, would be able to stop anyone from going anywhere they wanted to if they wanted to badly enough. Still, she had a high-pitched shrieky voice that had already deafened her husband and would no doubt rouse the entire school if she chose to use it. At least no one would be surprised by an attack.

      The thought was so disturbing Dean shoved it from his mind as he pushed through the door into the main office.

      Laura Benedict lifted her gaze from the computer with a tense smile. Laura was usually so cheery.

      “What happened?” Dean asked.

      She glanced at the closed door that read Principal. Then inched to the counter and lowered her voice. “Near as I can piece together, some boys were teasing Tim.”

      “About what?” Dean asked, but he already knew.

      “Being dumb, being an orphan⁠—”

      Dean cursed.

      Laura flashed him a glare. They’d known each other since they were younger than Tim, and she always spoke to him as if she were his sister. Hell, she spoke to everyone that way. “I thought you were cutting down.”

      “So did I. Where is he?”

      “With her.”

      “You left him alone with Mrs. Little?”

      The principal of Gainsville Elementary resembled Mary Poppins, until she opened her mouth. Then she was more like Attila the Hun. Mrs. Little had frightened the spit out of generations of boys and girls. He didn’t plan to let her continue with his son.

      But Laura was staring at him as if he’d lost his marbles. “Don’t you remember?”

      “Remember what?”

      “Mrs. Little fell off her high heels and ripped her Achilles tendon.”

      “So she’s meaner than usual?”

      “She’s retired.”

      Now that Laura mentioned it, he did recall seeing something about that in the Gainsville Gazette.

      “So who’s in there?”

      As if his question had summoned the occupant, the door began to open.

      “Dean, I thought you knew,” Laura whispered.

      “Knew what?”

      Laura’s gaze shifted and his followed.

      Dean froze at the sight of the woman in the doorway. “Stella,” he said. “What are you doing here?”
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      “Me?” Stella snapped. “What about you?”

      She glanced at Laura, who frowned and said, “I thought you knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “Dad?” Tim said from the doorway.

      Ah, Stella thought. That.

      She’d understood she would see Dean eventually; she just hadn’t figured on seeing him so soon, or so here. She definitely hadn’t figured on him being the father of one of her students. But she should have considered that, if he were, Dean would be the father of a difficult one.

      Nature? Nurture? Either way, trouble usually showed up in the next generation.

      In this case, however, Stella had the distinct feeling the incident with the other boys hadn’t been all Tim’s fault. Not because Tim was adorable, and Dean’s, but because after six years in various school systems, she knew when something smelled fishy even without using her nose. The explanations of every child involved reeked.

      She glanced at Tim, whose blood-stained shirt, which he hadn’t had time to change, made him resemble an escapee from a war zone. Even Stella, who’d already had the nurse determine the boy was fine, wanted to fetch him an ice pack and call 911.

      He crossed the short distance and stood in front of Dean. “I messed up.”

      “What the...?” Dean’s fists clenched; his mouth tightened.

      Stella took two quick steps forward so she could put herself between them if she needed to. If Dean wanted to punch someone, better her than his son.

      He seemed to struggle with his temper. Dean had never been big on patience. She remembered that well—along with too many other things.

      The taste of his mouth, the scent of his hair, the bulge of his biceps against the palms of her hands.

      “Let’s discuss this in my office,” Stella said.

      Dean noticed her defensive position. “Hell.”

      Tim held out his hand.

      Without missing a beat, Dean pulled a quarter from the pocket of his dusty jeans and dropped it into Tim’s palm.

      Noticing Stella’s curious expression, Dean shrugged sheepishly. “Not supposed to swear.”

      The two of them stared at each other, uncertain what to say. Hadn’t they said it all fourteen years ago? Or had they said anything back then besides good-bye?

      Laura cleared her throat. “Jeremy’s parents will be here soon.”

      “Yes. Right.” Stella took a breath to calm herself, then got back to work. “Stay with Mrs. Benedict, Tim, while I talk to your father.”

      As she said the last word, Stella fought a wince at the thought of Dean being with another woman the way he’d once been with her. Not that she hadn’t been with other men, but that was beside the point.

      Distracted, she stumbled over the carpet in her office.

      Dean grabbed her elbow. “Watch it or you’ll end up like Mrs. Little.”

      He released her right away to shut the door, but the slight touch, impersonal as it was, flustered her even more. Her suit coat covered her completely, yet she could still feel the heat of his skin and the scrape of his calluses.

      Once the door was shut, the room was too small for Stella and Dean and all of the memories.

      Of the five Luchetti brothers none could be called homely, however Dean was downright gorgeous. What a waste to keep him down on the farm.

      The sun and wind had drawn lines on his face that hadn’t been there in high school. His eyes were

      still a bright clear blue, his hair dark, his skin tanned. He was tall, lanky, with broad shoulders and rough hands. A hardworking man in a lazy man’s world. Why did she find that more attractive than a college degree and a thousand-dollar suit?

      Stella escaped behind her desk. “Your wife couldn’t come?”

      The instant the words left her mouth, she wanted to take them back. Even though the question was a legitimate one, she had no desire to hear about the woman who’d captured the heart she’d always coveted.

      “I’m not married.”

      Her gaze went to his left hand, but the lack of a ring meant nothing these days. Especially to a farmer who could get such things caught in a machine and lose a finger for such sentimentality.

      “Don’t you have a file on Tim?” he continued. “Didn’t Laura fill you in on what’s been happening since you left?”

      The idea that she would have been gossiping over coffee with her secretary about Dean Luchetti was as insulting as it was mortifying.

      “I’ve got better things to worry about than what you’ve been doing,” she said.

      “Ditto.”

      “Why don’t you save us a few minutes and fill me in?”

      “I’m adopting Tim.”

      Stella frowned. “Adopting? As in, haven’t adopted him yet?”

      “Soon.”

      “Then his name’s not Luchetti.”

      “What?” Dean shouted, and Stella flinched. “Sorry,” he said more quietly.

      Dean had always been loud, boisterous, full of life. That was one of the things she’d loved about him.

      Stella was an only child of older parents. Her household had been so quiet. She’d sapped up the energy and the sheer noise of Dean and his huge family like a camel that had found an oasis in the middle of the Sahara.

      “The kids teasing Tim said his name wasn’t Luchetti.” Stella had gotten that much out of one of Jeremy’s cohorts. “He took offense.”

      “Why shouldn’t he?”

      “He hit Jeremy Janquist so hard the boy couldn’t get up under his own power.”

      “Really?” Dean smirked.

      “It’s not funny. I know you and your brothers thought fighting was entertaining⁠—”

      “What else was there to do on a rainy spring afternoon?”

      Stella’s eyes flicked to his, recalling what they’d done—several times. Her father at the bank working, her mother playing bridge. Stella had been Dean’s math tutor, but he’d been the one showing her a whole new world.

      “Fighting isn’t allowed in school,” she snapped.

      “From the looks of my son, he wasn’t the only kid throwing punches. And if I remember the Janquist boy, he’s a muscle-headed beast who shouldn’t be allowed out of his cage—just like his father.”

      “Be that as it may, they’re both suspended.”

      “Fine by me.” Dean stood.

      “Before you go, we need to discuss those bruises.”

      Dean glanced down at his hands. “Bruises?”

      “On Tim. I’m going to have to call social services.”

      Slowly Dean lifted his gaze to hers. “You think I hurt him?”

      “Did you?”

      “No.” His voice was quiet, but she sensed the fury bubbling just below the surface.

      Stella waited for the panic that had made her leave L.A. The fear of violence that had taken away the job she’d loved, but it didn’t come. She trusted Dean. She always had.

      Nevertheless, her job was to ask the tough questions.

      “There are bruises on his arm,” Stella said.

      “Tim falls a lot, runs into things, too.”

      “That’s what they all say.”

      “Maybe they all fall.” Dean sighed. “Tim’s accident-prone, excitable, rash—a tad hyper.”

      “Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder?”

      “Give the girl a gold star.”

      ADHD explained a few things about Tim but not everything.

      “The marks are on his forearm, and they’re finger shaped.”

      Dean scowled. “Someone grabbed him, shook him?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I never touched the kid, except—” He tilted his head as if listening to a voice no one else could hear. “He took a header off the barn fence. I grabbed him before he kissed mud. Left arm?”

      “Yes.”

      “Guess it was me.” Dean held out his wrists. “Take me away, Miss O’Connell. Or is it Mrs. Something Else?”

      “It’s Ms.”

      Dean snorted. “How’d you end up back in Gainsville? I thought you were going to take the world by storm.”

      “I did.” And that was all she planned to say about that.

      “You’re an elementary school principal?” Dean’s voice was incredulous.

      “You got a problem with that?”

      “No. I mean, well...” He took a deep breath. “You’re a genius, Stella. What are you doing here?”

      She kept asking herself the same question.

      Since childhood Stella had loved books—reading them, talking about them, touching them, owning them—so despite excelling at math and science, she’d gotten a doctorate in English. But what jobs existed around books besides publishing, where you made no money, and law, where you made no friends? Teaching, of course.

      “For the past several years I’ve been the principal of a high school in L. A.”

      Dean made a face. “Rough.”

      He didn’t know the half of it.

      “I always figured you’d wind up a brain surgeon or maybe an astronaut.”

      “You never...?” Stella cut off the question before she could utter it. Of course he’d never asked her parents where she was, or what she’d become. Her father hated Dean.

      She really couldn’t blame him. Coming home early one day with a splitting headache to find the town bad boy with his hands all over your valedictorian daughter would make any man murderous.

      The incident had led to the two of them sneaking around for the rest of the summer, which had only added fuel to the fire in her opinion. She’d been unable to resist the danger, the intrigue and let’s face it, the sex. Dean had not only been handsome, he’d been knowledgeable. Stella hadn’t had sex like that since.

      Not that she hadn’t had sex. She’d even had a fairly serious relationship in grad school—been engaged and everything. But Brad had gotten a job in Texas, and she’d had her job in L.A., and, in truth, her job had meant more to her than he did. Which didn’t make the basis for a good marriage—even without the mediocre sex.

      Stella’s cheeks heated. How could she be sitting here remembering what Dean’s body looked like in the moonlight, what his tongue had tasted like in the dark, while he was waiting for her to explain how she’d wound up as the principal of Dinky Town Elementary in Podunk, U.S.A.?

      “I like helping people,” she said. “I’m good at it, and I’m good at running things.”

      “You always were. Student council, the yearbook, prom committee.”

      She’d had to organize the prom. It was the only way she’d gotten to go.

      “I took a temporary job teaching high school,” Stella continued. “Loved it. Kept moving up and voila—I was a principal.”

      “Doesn’t school start in L.A. right about now, too?”

      “I’m on a leave of absence. My father asked me to take Mrs. Little’s place until a permanent replacement can be found.”

      All of that was the truth, albeit with a lot of omissions. Omissions she didn’t plan on filling in.

      “Don’t you have to have a license in this state for that?”

      “My dad was able to get the requirement waived for the time being.”

      “Helps to have a dad on the school board.”

      “Or hurts,” she said.

      Her father was mortified she’d lowered herself to be a “nose wiper,” as he referred to teachers of every level. A somewhat disturbing opinion for a school board member. However, she’d discovered there were a lot of people who ran for the school board who were more interested in the power they could wield in the community than any good they could do.

      “I’ll make a note of the bruises and their origin in Tim’s file,” she continued.

      “If you have to.”

      “I do.”

      Dean shrugged. “When can he come back to school?”

      “Day after tomorrow.” Stella tilted her head. “Will he be upset?”

      “He’ll be thrilled. I’ve never understood why you people think it’s a punishment to send kids home. The only ones who’d be worried about missing class are the ones who’d never get sent home in the first place.”

      He had a point.

      ‘‘Maybe you should run for the school board,” she said.

      ‘‘Yeah, me and your dad would have a grand old time.”

      Her father did know how to hold a grudge. She doubted he’d ever forgive her for not becoming the first woman president of the United States.

      Stella followed Dean to the door. “If you need anything⁠—”

      He turned and her breasts brushed his chest.

      Taking a step back, she tripped over the same damn lump in the carpet.

      This time he grabbed both of her elbows to keep her from falling. Stella caught her breath, and the movement rubbed them together all over again. His gaze lingered on her lips, and for a second she thought he might kiss her. For a second, she wanted him to.

      He released her so suddenly, Stella had to focus on not losing her balance.

      “I won’t be needing anything from you, Ms. O’Connell.”

      She could still feel the heat of his hands, a sharp contrast to the chill in his voice. What was he so mad about?

      Dean reached for the doorknob, and she flashed fourteen years into their past.

      “You told me you never wanted to see me again,” she whispered.

      He hesitated, and for an instant she thought he might speak. Then he just shook his head and walked out.

      The night before she’d left for college they’d met on the football field to say good-bye. Instead Stella had told Dean she’d stay in Gainsville—marry him, have his children, become a farm wife.

      She remembered the hope and the love that had filled her as she’d said the words, then the mortification and the pain when he’d laughed and said she’d been a fling, nothing more. None of the pretty party girls had been willing to put up with his broody, moody disposition for long. Not when there were four other Luchetti brothers who were a lot less trouble.

      But Stella had been drawn to Dean’s darkness. She’d thought she could bring him into the light. Just as she’d thought she could bring so many others.

      She hadn’t been any more right about them than she’d been about Dean.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, kid, you’re sprung,” Dean said.

      Tim didn’t have to be told twice. He jumped up from the chair next to Laura and danced out the door on Dean’s heels.

      “Am I in really bad trouble?” Tim asked once they were in the truck.

      “Who started it?”

      “Not me. No, sir. Uh-uh.” Tim started bouncing. Luckily the seat belt kept him from hitting the ceiling.

      “Try to walk away?”

      “That’s when I got this.” Tim held up his right arm, where new finger-size bruises had begun to form.

      Dean rubbed his forehead. “How about talking to them?”

      Tim pointed to his skinned knees, then to his bloody nose.

      “The guy gave you a bloody nose, then you slugged him?”

      Tim squirmed, looked out the window, up at the sky, down at his shoes. “Not exactly.”

      “You didn’t slug someone?”

      “I did. But he wasn’t the one who gave me the bloody nose.”

      “What did he do?”

      Tim’s lips tightened, and the mulish expression of stubbornness usually reserved for a plate of brussels sprouts spread over his face. “Don’t matter.”

      “Does. Tell me.”

      “No.”

      “Was he calling you names?”

      “Some.”

      “Sticks and stones, Tim.” Although Dean knew as well as anyone that names could hurt.

      The boy squirmed again—a sure sign that there was either more to say, or he had to pee.

      “What else?” Dean asked.

      “He said you⁠—”

      Dean waited.

      Tim bounced.

      “I what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “This kid said something about me that you didn’t like so you slugged him and got kicked out of school for two days?”

      “So did he,” Tim muttered.

      “I don’t need you to defend me, kid. I’m a big boy now, and I don’t really care what a Janquist has to say.”

      “He said you were stupid,” Tim blurted.

      The cab was silent, broken only by the hum of the tires as they turned onto the gravel road that led to the farm.

      Huh, Dean thought, names could still hurt.

      “Not like I haven’t heard that before.” Dean just hadn’t figured his son would have to hear it.

      “You’re not stupid. You’re not!”

      “Of course I’m not. Neither are you. The people who use words like that are usually scared that they are.”

      Tim’s face scrunched in thought. “You mean Jeremy’s afraid he’s stupid?”

      Dean didn’t think Jeremy had the brains to know what stupid was, but he didn’t say so.

      “Maybe. But I wouldn’t bring that up to his face.”

      “That would be stupid.”

      “Mmm.”

      “So all those guys who call the other guys gay, they’re afraid that they are?”

      Dean shot a quick glance at Tim. “Kids say that?”

      The expression Tim turned Dean’s way was far too wise. “Kids say all sorts of things, Dad.”

      Dean remembered that very well, and most of what they said wasn’t nice. If the public schools weren’t equipped to handle kids like Tim, who needed a little extra help to “get it,” Dean would have been unable to stifle his daily urge to not send Tim there at all.

      “I forgot you had a new principal,” Dean ventured.

      Tim made a face.

      “You don’t like her?”

      “Why? Do you?”

      Way too much, Dean thought.

      He’d never gotten over Stella, probably never would. But he’d been able to go for weeks at a time without thinking of her since she wasn’t around to remind him of all the things he couldn’t forget. Now what was he going to do?

      “We went to high school together,” Dean said.

      “You’re that old?”

      “What?”

      “Ms. O’Connell, she looked old.”

      She’d looked hot to Dean. Sure she’d worn a business suit, but the shade had brought to mind autumn leaves and fields upon fields of pumpkins, a time when she’d just left and he’d been missing her.

      The skirt was short, her heels were high, the sheer stockings only emphasized that her legs went on forever. The V of the jacket had revealed just a hint of white lace peeking out above her incredible rack.

      Dean blinked. His gutter brain was going to get him into all sorts of trouble. Thinking about his son’s principal’s rack—what kind of a father was he?

      One who’d slept with this particular principal more times than he could count. Thank goodness no one knew about that but him and Stella.

      “Ms. O’Connell isn’t old.”

      “You didn’t date her or anything?”

      “What? No.”

      They hadn’t dated; they’d snuck around.

      Her friends had considered him an imbecile, his had thought her a geek. Her mother had glared at him as if he were a coyote loose in the henhouse. And her father . . .

      Stella’s father had had big plans for his little girl— ones that didn’t include her life being ruined by Dean Luchetti. The man had made that quite clear on the single occasion the two of them had spoken.

      So Dean and Stella had spent the summer after graduation lying to their family and friends. The only person who might have noticed Dean’s absence would have been his best friend, Brian Riley. But Brian had been too busy falling in love with Dean’s sister and doing his level best to get into Kim’s pants.

      Luckily the two of them were married now, and Dean didn’t have to kill him. He had beaten the crap out of Brian once he’d learned the truth, which had served to clear the air between them.

      Good thing Stella didn’t have a brother.

      “What kind of lady do you like, Dad?”

      Dean took the turn into the long, rutted gravel lane that led to the Luchetti farm. The pickup bounced along the rough road, nearly tossing Tim into the dashboard. The seat belt yanked him back.

      Tim tilted his head, and his hair swung over one eye. “You do like ladies.”

      “Don’t be a smart guy.”

      The boy grinned. He’d lost another tooth.

      Dean couldn’t remember if he’d paid for that one yet or not. Since Tim had caught him shoving cash under his pillow one night, Dean had begun exchanging a dollar for a tooth whenever one fell out. Not much magic in the transaction, but Tim didn’t seem to care.

      “Man to man, Dad, what kind of lady do you like?”

      Dean immediately thought of Stella’s dark cap of hair.

      “Blond,” he blurted.

      Her long legs and ample breasts.

      “Short. Flat—I mean small.”

      Her college degree and her white-collar employment record.

      “Just a plain, hometown girl.”

      “’Kay. There’s lots of ladies like that around here. How come you never go out?”

      “Most of the women in Gainsville know me.”

      “Then they should love you.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “I love you.”

      Warmth spread through Dean’s chest as it did every time Tim said those words. Considering what the kid had been through before coming here, it was a wonder he could love at all.

      “Same goes,” Dean said. “But I’m not what you’d call a great catch.”

      “You can catch. Real good.”

      Dean parked the truck in front of the main house. Tim loved football— would play every minute of every day if Dean let him. He worried about Tim joining the peewee football team this year. The boy was so small.

      “Not that kind of catch. I meant, I’m not exactly a fun date, or good husband material.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m crabby. I have no patience. And I’m a farmer. I’ll never be rich.”

      “You’re not crabby, you’re funny. You have lots and lots and lots of patience with me. ’Sides, who needs to be rich? We’re happy.”

      Tim threw himself into Dean’s arms, and Dean caught the scent of little-boy sweat.

      Kid smelled just like sunshine.
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