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CHAPTER 1




Tyler Brock’s life had turned into a country music song.

His girlfriend dumped him. His truck broke down. And now he was staring at walking papers from the only job he’d ever loved.

Brandee had called him two nights before, catching him just as he got back to the hotel after a big win against San Francisco. She wasn’t congratulating him on his two-run double in the top of the seventh. Instead, she was bitching again that he hadn’t texted her again at the end of the game. Shit. He’d told her a thousand times that he didn’t text, and that wasn’t going to change, for Brandee or anyone else. 

Goodbye girlfriend.

Before the road trip, he’d parked the truck in the airport parking lot. Got back to it on Wednesday night, returning from California. The engine cranked but wouldn’t turn over. He’d taken a cab home and called the dealer the next morning. There was some recall he was supposed to have received. Probably had received, but he hadn’t done anything about it. It would take three days to get the part, and another day to install it. 

Goodbye truck.

But the girl and the truck, they were nothing, compared to the job. Tyler had taken another cab that afternoon, showed up at the ballpark on time for batting practice. He never made it to the field, though. Skip called him into the office and closed the door, all solemn, like someone had died that afternoon. He told Tyler these were the hardest conversations for a manager to have.

Bullshit. The past three weeks had been full of trade talk. Two teams had bid on him, competing with each other, upping the ante back and forth. In pretty short order, Tyler had known he was leaving Texas. He just hadn’t known where he was going.

Well, he didn’t have to hold his breath any more. Raleigh had bought him, fair and square. They were paying a shitload of cash, plus three players. Tyler should be proud he’d commanded so much, but he just felt rejected. He’d lived in Texas all his life. His mother still lived in the house where he’d grown up, still had his Little League trophies in a case by the fireplace. His five brothers all lived within an hour of the stadium.

But Skip pulled him from that night’s game, with a bunch of bullshit lies about how bad he felt doing it. It’d screw everything up, if Tyler injured himself before making it to his new team. He was due on a plane first thing in the morning, heading out to Raleigh and the Rockets and the first trade of his professional career.

Girlfriend. Truck. Job. All gone. And that was why Tyler Brock was sitting in a ridiculous hipster bar just a couple blocks from the stadium, finishing his fourth beer and spoiling for a fight.

He signaled to the bartender for another as a shout went up from the far end of the bar. Tyler glanced at the television screen in time to see JT Moran whiff on what would have been ball four.

“Pussy Moran!” some guy shouted, and all his asshole friends hooted with laughter.

Tyler knew the type—college guys, getting shit-faced on fake IDs and Daddy’s trust funds. Tyler identified the leader immediately—blond, broad shoulders; he’d probably played tennis for his goddamn prep school.

As the camera showed JT stalking back to the dugout, Tennis Dude kept at it. A blind monkey wouldn’t have swung at that pitch. A Girl Scout could have hit it out of the park. The jackass didn’t even realize he couldn’t have it both ways—the same pitch couldn’t have been shit and set up on a T.

“Goddamn faggot,” Tennis Dude shouted. “Moran should be sent down to the minors for life.”

“Can his ass,” another guy agreed before drinking deeply from his hand-crafted lager. He wore a dress shirt and a blue blazer; he looked like he’d just stepped into the bar from his job as a lawyer, or selling stocks.

“Three million bucks a year, and the moron plays like shit,” the third guy chimed in, the one wearing the backwards baseball cap. “Worst guy on the whole goddamn team.”

That did it. Tyler bulled his way into the middle of the group and announced, “JT Moran is the best right fielder to play for Texas in a decade.”

For a heartbeat, all three guys just stared. They recognized him; it’d be hard not to, with the shitty “career retrospective” the reporters had aired between the third and fourth innings. Lawyer Guy held up his hands, palms out, as he said, “Hey, man. It’s just a game. We have the right to express our opinions.”

Tyler set his mug on the bar, only the precision of the move giving the slightest hint that he was four beers down for the night. “Your opinions are wrong,” he said, directing his words to Tennis Dude. No reason to screw with the other guys. Might as well go for the leader.

That was the first lesson Tyler had ever learned in schoolyard fights, and it translated pretty well to bars. Take down the leader, and the rest of the guys’ll back off, run away like screaming little girls. 

It wasn’t like Tyler wanted to fight. He would have just ignored the dipshits, if they’d been ragging on anyone else. But not JT Not the guy who’d had his back for the five years he’d spent in the majors.

And that wasn’t just the beer talking. Tyler was going to be lost in Raleigh without JT, without the only teammate who knew the truth about Tyler but had never told a living soul. Not since that first day, when they’d both stood in the locker room, staring at a notice on the team bulletin board. Tyler had known it was important, with bold letters and a headline in red. But he couldn’t pin down the words, couldn’t get the text to stop jumping all over the goddamn page.

JT had waited for Tyler to say something. Waited for him to react to whatever was posted there, plain as day. And when Tyler hadn’t said boo, JT grumbled, “Team meeting’s moved to seven. Last one there is volunteered to sit in the team’s booth at the State Fair all day Sunday.”

Tyler had snorted. And hustled off to the meeting with JT. But he’d seen the look in the other player’s eyes. JT knew his secret. JT knew Tyler couldn’t read. 

Not that the guy ever made a big deal out of it. He let Tyler figure things out the way he always had—watching the guys to see what gate they all walked to at the airport, flipping through official forms like he was too busy to study them, just signing wherever someone pointed out a giant X. Tyler wasn’t an idiot, after all. He’d figured out how to sign his own name back in grade school. Numbers hardly ever gave him trouble.

But when he was lost, when there wasn’t any hint about what he was supposed to do, where he was supposed to go? Somehow, JT always managed to be there. He’d make a joke out of it, turn everything into a story. He’d make it sound all casual-like, as he told Tyler exactly what was going on.

And JT wasn’t going to be in Raleigh.

Tyler would be on his own, for the first time in five years.

So maybe he was just ready to beat the shit out of three over-privileged college dudes who thought JT Moran should have taken the base on balls, should have walked to first.

And Tennis Dude wasn’t exactly trying to keep the peace. “Shit, man,” the guy said. “If your boyfriend just lost us the game, that isn’t your fault. You’re not even on the team any more.”

Rage.

Instant, heart-stopping rage, painting Tyler’s vision crimson, folding his hands into fists. This wasn’t the hotheaded push-and-shove of a fight on the baseball diamond, the type of bench-clearing brawl that added up to a lot of hot words and a few sharp jabs with the heel of a hand. This was the white-hot desire to obliterate someone, to make someone pay. 

“What?” Tennis Dude said, laughing. “You’re going to fight me?”

Lawyer Guy tried to intervene, saying to Tyler: “Hey, man, come on. He didn’t mean anything by it.”

But Tennis Dude waved off his friend. “I meant every word I said.” He stepped away from the bar, squaring off in a way that told Tyler the guy wasn’t a stranger to throwing a punch. He probably worked out in some gym with his personal trainer, learned to go after the heavy bag as part of his fitness regimen. That was fine. Tyler wasn’t a stranger to a good fight, himself.

“Come on,” said Baseball Cap. “Jackson, leave him alone.”

Jackson. Tennis Dude. 

Tyler didn’t take his eyes off Jackson as he taunted, “What about it? Going to listen to your friend? Sit down and have another—what? A cosmo? A goddamn appletini?”

“Leave me alone, asshole,” Jackson growled.

“Make me.”

Those two words dripped from Tyler’s lips, burning like gasoline. Make me. The order that had kicked off every playground fight in his childhood. The rebellious demand that had sparked a dozen battles with his brothers. The defiant claim that had kept him after school for countless detention sessions, until he’d finally figured out he’d rather go to baseball practice, to football practice, to basketball if that was the only sport in season, than to sit in a windowless classroom, staring at a clock, and waiting for the bell to ring so he’d finally be free.

His heart pounded. He forced himself to take a deep breath, to steady himself like he was staring down a 100-mile-an-hour fastball. He was all too aware of the alcohol pumping through his veins; he couldn’t move as fast, strike as accurately as if he were stone, cold sober. But things had gone too far for him to back down now. Way too far.

Jackson swung first.

Tyler ducked away, catching the worst of the blow on his biceps. The guy was stronger than he looked. Tyler swung a quick left hook, automatically folding his thumb over his knuckles instead of inside his fist, to keep from breaking it. The blow glanced off Jackson’s forearm.

Tyler heard a woman scream. Lawyer Guy started swearing. Someone shouted, “Call 911!”

Jackson threw another punch, connecting directly with Tyler’s jaw, hard enough to make him see stars. The blow unlocked something in Tyler’s brain. He forgot about being a professional baseball player. He forgot about drowning his sorrows, about drinking away his last night in Texas. He forgot about everything except beating the living shit out of the guy in front of him.

The bartender and the bouncer finally wrestled them apart. But not before Jackson’s nose was broken, gushing blood. Not before Tyler’s knuckles were bruised and bleeding.

And not before the wail of a siren silenced every last voice in the bar.

* * *

Emily Holt sat in her best friend’s office, wondering if she was making the biggest mistake of her life.

“Anna, the guy’s a criminal.”

Anna Benson shrugged. “He’s a ballplayer. They all get into trouble at some point. Besides, you’re a social worker. Isn’t it your mission to get troubled souls back on track?”

“It was my mission to help victims of abuse rebuild their lives, until the hospital laid me off!”

Anna’s face grew serious. “That’s why this is so perfect. You need to get back on the horse, get back to work. And Tyler needs this chance. I need this chance, Em.”

“But the guy was in a bar fight! He pleaded guilty to assault!” Emily couldn’t put into words how much the thought disgusted her. After spending a couple of years counseling women who’d been beaten by the men in their lives, she had no sympathy for a man who used his fists when he got angry. Angry and drunk. 

Anna shook her head. “It’s not like that. The other guy threw the first punch. Brock only took the plea because he had to wrap things up in Texas. We need him here, to start playing tonight.” Anna softened her voice into the cajoling tones she’d used for the past seven years, whenever she needed something special from her best friend. “Come on, Em. They wouldn’t have let him off with community service if he was a threat to anyone.”

Say that to the guy he beat up! That’s what Emily was going to say. But she didn’t get the words out of her mouth before there was a sharp double knock on the office door.

“Come in,” Anna called, casting an apologetic look at Emily. 

Emily knew that look. It meant Anna had decided to act first and ask forgiveness later. Same thing she’d done countless times back at the University of Michigan—dragging Emily out on terrible double dates, securing off-campus housing where the pipes froze in the first winter cold snap, pushing Emily into study groups that just happened to include Anna’s crush-of-the-moment. The two women had met during Freshman Week at the University of Michigan—two North Carolina girls astonished at how far they were from home—and they’d immediately become fast friends.

So Emily wasn’t surprised when the office door opened and two men walked into the room. She even smiled and nodded at the first guy—Zach Ormond—although he only had eyes for Anna. Emily couldn’t help but glance at her friend’s hand, at the sensible, square-cut diamond that glinted on her ring finger. Anna and Zach had been engaged for less than a week, but it already seemed like they could read each other’s minds.

That sort of familiarity, that sort of love didn’t seem possible. At least not to Emily. She’d never felt anything close to it before. Sure, she’d had more than her share of boyfriends. She’d gone out on countless dates. She’d even had a couple of long-term relationships, if a month or two counted as long-term. But she’d never felt the absolute trust, the sheer certainty that shimmered off her best friend now.

Emily turned away, her throat thickening with unexpected emotion. And she found herself face to face with Tyler Brock, Criminal Mastermind.

Okay. Not a mastermind. A mastermind didn’t start a bar fight on his last night in town. A mastermind didn’t get slugged in that fight, leaving a pretty remarkable purple bruise along the left side of his jaw. A mastermind didn’t plead guilty in frantically short order, accepting the court’s full sentence, so he could resolve the matter before he moved halfway across the country to his new job. And a mastermind definitely did not scramble for the first community service job tossed his way, desperate to serve his time and erase his criminal record forever.

But suddenly, looking at Tyler, Emily found that not one bit of that mattered. Because the man who had followed Zach into Anna’s office stole her breath away, boiling off every protest left in her arsenal. 

It wasn’t just those chocolate eyes, so dark that his pupils seemed to disappear. It wasn’t only the unruly black hair, the tousled waves that invited her fingers to tease them back into order. It wasn’t even the edges of the tattoo that peeked from beneath the sleeve of his tight black T-shirt, the tribal markings leaving sharp black points against his tawny skin.

It was the grin. 

By rights, she reasoned, Tyler should have been nervous. He was meeting the woman—Anna—who was for all intents and purposes the owner of the Rockets baseball team. He’d arrived in Raleigh under a cloud, detained by the legal system for two full days when he should have been playing first base for his new club. The media had been howling since the deal was announced—first with glee, then with bitter condemnation. He’d been called a hothead, a bad boy, a head case just waiting to fall apart at the first sign of serious pressure on his new team.

But with that one grin, he made it clear that none of the media frenzy mattered. Nothing would get in the way of Tyler Brock being Tyler Brock. The painful-looking bruise along his jaw only heightened his devil-may-care appearance. As he shook Emily’s hand, Anna made a bemused introduction. 

Emily told herself not to make anything of the contact that jolted her heart like a live wire. Her fingers always tingled when she met someone new. Her palm always felt like it was basking in the sun. Her heart always leaped in her chest, strangling her words, flooding her cheeks with a raging blush. 

Emily lied to herself a lot. At least when it came to the men in her life.

“Pleased to meet you,” she said. Good. Her voice didn’t betray her. 

Anna wasn’t nearly as affected by her new acquisition. She got right down to business. “Tyler, as you know, the court in Texas has transferred administration of your case to a judge here in Raleigh. Fortunately, the Rockets have some fans on the local bench. We can help you find appropriate community service, so you can complete your sentence and get this entire matter behind you.”

Tyler shoved his hands into his pockets. The action made his shoulders ripple—shoulders that were emphasized by the tight lines of his shirt. He had to realize what he was doing. He had to know he was making Emily’s belly swoop low, as if she’d just plunged down the slope of the world’s highest roller coaster.

Anna continued, as if she were impervious to the sinful waves of attraction washing off the ballplayer in front of her. Which, come to think of it, she probably was, with her own true love watching attentively at her side. “The team thinks it’s important, Tyler, for your community service to be highly visible. We need you helping the citizens of Raleigh, showing that you have the best interests of your new home in mind. I’ve asked Emily here because she has a project that meets all of our needs.”

Anna flashed her a broad smile, gesturing with one open hand as if to say, “The floor is yours.” Emily barely resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose, to roll her eyes, even to stick out her tongue. Wasn’t it just like Anna to put her on the spot like this? 

But truth be told, Emily had played plenty of her own manipulative games in the past. Just a few weeks ago, she’d forced Anna and Zach into a conversation that neither of them had wanted to have—and look how things had turned out there! She might as well embrace the opportunity Anna was giving her. 

Easier said than done. Her cheeks were on fire. She wanted to run her fingers through her hair, but she knew that would make her look like she was five years old—the curse of having shoulder-length blonde curls. She’d give anything for something to hold in her hands, something to keep her fingers busy.

But three pairs of eyes were on her. She could ignore Anna and Zach. But not Tyler. He might be the one person who could help her achieve her dreams. She took a deep breath and forced herself to look directly at him as she explained. 

“About a year ago, my Aunt Minerva passed away,” she said. “Aunt Minnie was…a strong-willed woman, bless her heart.” She paused, to see if Tyler understood that Minnie had been an unrepentant pain in the ass.

He nodded, his lips twitching. And suddenly she wanted to keep on talking, to ramble on forever, if that’s what it took to make him smile again. 

“Long story short, Minnie wanted her fortune to help veterans and their families. She left me her house and her bank account, but only for one year. After that, her executor will decide if I’ve used her legacy sufficiently. If I haven’t, I’ll have to move out of the house, and any remaining funds are forfeit to a rescue program for cockatiels.”

“Cockatiels.” He stretched the word with a soft drawl she hadn’t noticed in the flurry of their introduction. “Doesn’t sound like she was serious.”

“She was deadly serious,” Emily assured him. “She owned one of those birds, loved it more than her human family. The damn thing terrorized me every time she let it out of the cage.”

“So, she was trying to motivate you.” There was that hint of a smile again, causing something to spiral loose deep inside her.

“And it worked,” she said, reminding herself to focus. Anna might have dragged her here against her will, but she’d be a fool to let this opportunity go by. The sexy, wayward baseball player in front of her just might be the key to meeting Minnie’s impossible demands. “I’ve spent the past year trying to figure out what to do with the money. I meet with Ethan Samson, Minnie’s executor, once a month, every month. First, I was going to open a day care center, but Mr. Samson ultimately decided there were plenty of options for child care on and near the base. Then, I was going to open a library, but Mr. Samson shot down that idea, saying Wake County’s public libraries are more than sufficient for our veterans’ needs. For three months, I was going to build a health care clinic, but there’s the VA hospital right here in town.”

Emily let some of her frustration wash into her words. She’d worked hard on each proposal, done her research about the community, about its needs. Mr. Samson was a fussy old man with as much imagination as a stick.

“Sounds like you’re running out of time,” Tyler said.

“I am. And I’d almost be willing to give up, to walk away from the whole damn thing, except I finally hit on an idea that works. Mr. Samson signed off on it last month.” She took a deep breath, still not used to sharing her concept with strangers. “I’m converting the building into Minerva House. It’ll be a clearinghouse for veterans’ spouses, a one-stop center to get the support they need. We’ll have a resource room with computers and a separate classroom space, for group training sessions. We’ll have a lending library for all sorts of specialized books—everything from cost-efficient household management to non-traditional education to mental health care. We’ll have quiet rooms, where people can meet with others in similar situations, a safe space to talk about the challenges everyone is facing. And we’ll have a room for kids, with educational toys and projects, all sorts of things to keep kids interested while their parents take advantage of everything else we offer.”

“So, basically, you’re taking all the individual things this Samson guy wouldn’t accept and combining them into one. You’re doing a day care center and a library and a health care clinic.”

He was laughing at her. Her cheeks heated and she glanced at Anna and Zach, but she kept her voice even as she said, “If the shoe fits… I’m trained as a social worker. I know how to work systems, how to get people the individual care they need. Minerva House will give me a base of operations, a jumping-off point for everyone.”

“Sounds like you have your work cut out for you.”

“I do. I have seven weeks left before Aunt Minnie’s deadline.”

“Seven weeks before everything goes to the birds.”

Yeah. He was definitely laughing at her. But she forced herself to shrug like she didn’t really care. “Because Mr. Samson dragged his feet for so long, I can’t get a reliable contractor to take on the job in the time that’s left.”

“And how am I supposed to help?”

“I have a handyman who can do most of the work. But he needs another pair of hands for a lot of it. The house is a gorgeous old colonial, but Aunt Minnie didn’t put much into it for…decades.” Ever, she thought. 

Emily had been living in the house for a year, and she was used to its eccentricities. So what if it took the water fifteen minutes to heat up for a shower? What if a strong north wind sliced through the gaps between the windows and their sills, forcing her to sleep beneath a pile of blankets in the king-size bed on the second floor?

She continued. “There’s a lot of straightforward physical stuff that needs to be done—upgrading the electricity, reworking the plumbing. The floors need refinishing, and the house has to be painted top to bottom.”

“And you think I’m the man for the job.”

She thought he was the man for some job. She bit her tongue to keep from making that utterly inappropriate suggestion. Instead, she nodded toward Anna and Zach, who had observed their entire exchange with palpable amusement. “They think you’re the man for the job. If things were left to me, I’d hire a second handyman.”

Anna waved off her skepticism. “Tyler owes the court one hundred hours. He has three months to complete his service, but there’s no penalty if he wraps things up early.”

* * *

That was Tyler’s cue to say how hard he was willing to work. But instead he found himself saying, “Sorry. Sounds like you need someone else to do the job.” He saw Ms. Benson frown, and Ormond looked pissed, but they’d have to get over it.

Sure, Tyler could do the handyman crap. He’d learned all that and more, working with his daddy. One advantage of having a hard-ass father who made him do his chores before he could get out of the house for practice, day in, day out, the entire time he was growing up.

But what would happen after the painting was done? If he still owed time, she’d ask for help setting up the computers. Putting books on shelves. Doing a hundred things he couldn’t do.

Shit. If he was going to fuck up, he might as well do it right now, instead of letting six weeks go by. Instead of letting Emily Holt get to the very edge of her deadline, then telling her she was screwed.

Because suddenly, inexplicably, he really didn’t want to disappoint Emily Holt.

Not when she was standing there, looking like he’d just taken away her favorite stuffed animal. Not when her eyes were welling up with sudden tears, when she was staring straight ahead with an obvious determination not to blink. Not when her lower lip was trembling.

And that was a damn sexy lower lip. He could picture himself reaching out to touch it with his forefinger. Her mouth would be warm, hot, like her palm had been when they’d shaken hands. 

Community service was supposed to be a punishment. He knew that. It would force him to take time away from the ballpark, from the team, from settling into his new life in Raleigh.

But community service didn’t seem nearly as bad, if Emily Holt was his jailer. 

There. She was pulling herself together. She barely took a heartbeat to press her manicured nails right beneath her eyes, obviously forbidding herself to cry. She licked her lips—damn!—and she raised her chin with a look of defiance that was only underscored by the shake of her blond curls.

“Mr. Brock, I understand if you’re not interested in helping out with Minerva House. It really wasn’t fair for Anna and Zach to put you on the spot this way.”

There was fire beneath her words. Pride. She was blushing again, and the color looked good on her cheeks.

Shit. He’d just have to make sure the hundred hours ended before the physical work was done. Shoving down his own nerves, the flash of cold fire that ate away at his gut when he thought about all those computers, all those books, he said, “Shoot. I’ve got to do something to satisfy the court. We can make this work. Just don’t call me ‘Mr. Brock.’ I’m Tyler.”

Her sudden smile caught him by surprise. She wasn’t just some random woman who could sign his papers and get him out of jail, free. She was beautiful. Beautiful enough that his jeans suddenly felt too tight. Eager to disguise his cock’s version of being a reliable worker, he stepped forward and offered up a handshake. “I’m game, if you are.”

* * *

Game. Emily’s girl parts jumped at the word. But she was building castles out of a scattering of words. Tyler wasn’t inviting her to play. Not in the way her pounding heart wanted to, anyway.

She had enough presence of mind to shake on the deal before she turned back to Anna’s desk and accepted the paperwork Zach handed her. There was a log to monitor Tyler’s hours, and a draft affidavit to submit to the court, along with half a dozen other forms.

Anna frowned as Emily started signing the official pages. “I don’t want things starting off on the wrong foot,” she warned Tyler, sounding every inch the team owner. “Just last year, Rick Thomas got community service after his DUI. When he failed to complete his hours, he ended up in jail. For his full sentence.”

“That won’t be a problem here,” Tyler said.

“Your new contract is contingent on your completing this service.”

“I will,” Tyler said, his voice tighter than before.

“We’ll have to satisfy a judge, once you’ve finished all one hundred hours.”

Tyler swallowed hard, bowing his head and looking humble. “You don’t have to worry, Ms. Benson. I won’t embarrass you or the Rockets in front of any court.”

Emily heard the promise, and she saw Anna nod in tight acceptance. All the while, she kept thinking, one hundred hours. One hundred hours, to spend in the company of the most gorgeous man she’d seen in ages. One hundred hours, to get her own life back on track, to finally put her lay-off behind her and get back to her social work career. One hundred hours to finish Minerva House.

It seemed like all the time in the world. And like it could never be enough.




















CHAPTER 2




This was bullshit. 

Tyler was lost in the middle of Raleigh, even though he’d done exactly what he’d always done in Texas. He’d listened carefully when Zach Ormond gave him Emily’s address. He’d repeated it back, setting it in his memory. He’d spoken it into his phone the first chance he got, clearly and precisely, and he’d watched the map spin out across the Raleigh metro area.

And he’d gotten hopelessly lost driving the goddamn surface streets to goddamn Aunt Minnie’s goddamn house. He’d stopped at a gas station for directions, then asked some woman who was walking along the sidewalk with a baby stroller that looked like it had a better chassis than his crappy rental car. When he finally pulled up in front of the house, he was fifteen minutes late.

Way to make a great first impression.

He swore and parked behind a white panel van. Rolling out of his car, he squared his shoulders and checked out the place. It needed a lot of work. The windows were canted in their frames, and all the exterior paint was peeling. He reached for the doorbell and found a bunch of curling wires, tipped with filthy plastic caps that looked like they’d been there for twenty years. He picked up the heavy brass knocker instead and let it fall a few times. 

The door flew open, and he was face to face with Emily. She was even prettier than he remembered from Ms. Benson’s office. Her blond hair was tangled, like she’d just climbed out of bed a few minutes before. Her green eyes sparked the instant she saw him. She caught her breath in a little sigh, and he could just make out the white line of her teeth as she caught her bottom lip. That plump bottom lip. That extremely kissable bottom lip. 

He grinned and gave her a mock salute, saying, “Tyler Brock, reporting to duty.”

“You’re late,” she said.

So much for kissable. She was pissed off. Well, kissing was a bad idea anyway, when the woman in question had control over his entire future. It was better to play by the rules. He’d show up, put in his time, be done with the damn community service and back to what mattered—baseball. Even if his dick had a distinctly different idea of how he should spend his first few days in Raleigh. Shifting to ease the distinct pressure he felt down below, he shrugged. “I got lost. Haven’t learned my way around town yet.”

She sighed and stepped back. “Well come in. There’s no reason to air condition all of Raleigh. We’re working in the living room.”

He stepped inside the dark foyer. A massive staircase hulked in front of him, spinning up toward a second floor lost in shadows. He could make out four large rooms on the ground floor, two on either side of the hallway. The closest ones had windows facing the street. They were gloomy with faded wallpaper. Each had a dusty hardwood floor, marred with scuffs and dull with age.

But a man stood in the room to his right—Emily’s famous handyman, by the look of his spattered T-shirt and jeans. The guy was snapping a tape measure back into its plastic housing as Emily guided them into the room. “Tyler Brock,” she said by way of introduction. “This is Will Martins.”

Will looked startled; he clearly recognized Tyler’s name. Next would come the pleased smile, then a couple of questions about the game. That’s how these conversations always went.

Emily broke in before Will could say a word, explaining to the handyman, “Tyler will be helping out around here for a few weeks.” The guy shrugged. He seemed used to taking orders from nervous, temperamental homeowners. Emily nodded tersely and said, “I’ll let the two of you get to work. I have some things to take care of back in my office.”

“I’ll holler if I need anything,” Will said. His easy North Carolina drawl did nothing to raise a smile on Emily’s face. Tyler wondered if it was possible to raise a smile on Emily’s face, at least today. 

She’d certainly seemed willing enough back in Ms. Benson’s office. Probably still would be, if he hadn’t screwed up getting to the house on time.

Before he could decide whether it was a good idea to follow her to the back of the house, whether he really should offer another apology or if his cock just wanted another chance to make its demands known, the painter said, “What sort of woman gets a professional first baseman to work as her handyman?”

Tyler offered up the easy shrug he’d rehearsed in his own mind. “We’ve got a mutual…acquaintance. Emily needed some help, and I have some spare time, so… How can I help?”

Will looked like he wasn’t buying the story, but he wasn’t about to pass up a chance to shoot the shit with a real ballplayer. He gave a cursory nod to the sagging millwork on the far wall. “We’re tearing out those cabinets. Not saving anything, just taking ’em to the dump. Come on. You can help bring in stuff from my truck.”

The heat and humidity slapped Tyler in the face the instant he stepped out on the porch. Apparently oblivious to the North Carolina summer, Will led the way to his van. He keyed open the back door and started to shift a collection of pry bars into a five-gallon bucket.

“So, they weren’t lying on the news,” the painter said. “You really were in a bar fight.”

Tyler shrugged, rubbing his hand across the painful bruise on his jaw in reflex. “You should see the other guy.”

Will laughed. “They putting you on the disabled list?”

“No DL for me. Have to work for a living, like every other honest man. God, it’s hot out here. And a lot more humid than Texas.”

The painter reached into the truck and tugged on a cooler, sliding it even with the bucket. Pushing back the lid, he fished around in some ice water until he found two bottles of water. “Here,” he said. “Demo’s thirsty work.”

Tyler grinned as he cracked open the bottle, saluting Will as if he’d just bought the first round in a bar. Both men moved around the side of the van, finding the deepest shade while they drank. 

Will shook his head. “Tyler Brock… You really got screwed in that last game against San Francisco. There’s no way you were out at third!”

“The ump sees what the ump sees,” Tyler said, trying to sound philosophical. But Will was right. The call had been crap. 

The painter launched into a spirited discussion of the piss-poor job the umpires had done all season. Half a dozen games had already turned on bad calls in late innings. 

Tyler agreed. “The real problem is the guys who can’t get it into their heads that the game isn’t about them. They’ll toss a player for looking the least bit sideways at a crappy call. Won’t even let you ask if a pitch was a ball or a strike.”

“You got tossed, what, two weeks ago? Against Philly, wasn’t it?”

“Against Philly,” Tyler agreed. 

Will swore enthusiastically about the city of Brotherly Love. Tyler drank deeply before he started to offer his own opinion about which teams in the league had the worst management, the dirtiest players, the most obnoxious fans. 

Half an hour later, they were disagreeing good-naturedly about Texas’s chances of making it into the post-season. “Maybe if they had Ormond down there catching,” Will said. “But once he retired and decided to stay in town—”

Tyler interrupted. “They can get by on their own catching staff. It’s the bullpen that needs help. A left-handed—”

“Gentlemen!”

Both men jumped like kids caught smoking cigarettes in the school bathroom. Tyler whirled around to find Emily Holt standing by the back of the van. 

“Sorry,” Will said, and immediately pushed past him. He made a lot of noise gathering together his tools. More noise than was strictly necessary. Enough noise to cover up the sound of Emily’s tirade as she pulled Tyler toward the driver’s door of the van.

* * *

“Don’t do this to me,” Emily said. Anger tightened her throat, and her words came out a lot shakier than she meant them to.

“Do what?” There was that easy smile, the one she’d seen in dozens of online photos the night before. She’d never admit how many hours she’d spent looking up exactly who Tyler was, trying to figure out exactly what she’d gotten herself into. The guy had to know precisely what he was doing. He had to understand how her heart skipped a beat as he looked down at her, how her lungs forgot how to breathe.

The thought that he delivered that smile all the time to a million different women forced some of her rage back into her words. “Don’t screw this up, Tyler. You know I have to report on the hours you’ve worked. I have to swear in a court of law that you’ve completed your community service.”

“I’ll work my hours,” he said, unperturbed. Damn, his voice was smooth, like an aged bourbon, soft and husky. It was a voice that belonged in a bedroom, a voice that should never rise above the most seductive whisper.

“Stop it!” she said. “I’m not one of your squealing baseball fans, waiting outside the stadium after a game. Just stop it!” she said again, pulling away as he tried to settle a pacifying hand on her arm. “I agreed to do this because Anna’s my best friend. She needs you on her team. I don’t care what happens to you, Tyler Brock, but I’m not about to let my best friend fail because you can’t complete your sentence.”

He looked shocked. Stunned. Like no one had ever failed to swoon before those storm-dark eyes, no one had ever resisted the chance for Tyler Brock to smile his easy, aw-shucks grin. 

“You’re right,” he said, his voice truly dipped in remorse. “I wasn’t thinking.” 

He refused to meet her gaze. He actually seemed upset, no, devastated. It was like she’d popped some invisible balloon that had hovered between them. She’d destroyed his confidence, shredded the swaggering attitude that had melted her the first time she saw him.

And that was why she was still a virgin. 

The thought almost made her reel. She was living the same pattern, over and over again. A guy liked her. A guy did his level best to seduce her. A guy got her this close to losing control.

And then she snapped back to reality, like a binder clip clamping down on a stack of papers.

The first couple of times it had happened, she’d been proud of herself. She’d known her parents would approve. Even Aunt Minnie would be proud. Emily had let logic rule over her emotions. She’d remained in control despite the fire of hormones, the roller-coaster swoop of desire. She’d sent home her disappointed dates, knowing she’d been true to her own beliefs.

But Caden Holloway hadn’t gone home quietly. The day after prom, half the class was calling her Bluebell. She knew it was because she’d left the high-school quarterback with blue balls. His only revenge was taunting her with a nickname she hated, a sweet-sounding joke that made her hate the end of her senior year.

In college, she’d done a lot of dating. She eased her restrictions—a lot. There were plenty of ways to have fun that didn’t involve actual intercourse. But whenever she’d felt herself slipping out of control, she’d stepped away. She’d always preserved the Virgin Technicality. Even if she’d ended up with an ironic reputation as the girl who broke a million hearts.

And here she was, twenty-six years old, throwing up that familiar wall all over again. Tyler Brock could smile, and he could glance up at her through his eyelashes, and he could look all rueful and remorseful and downright pitiful with the bruise that spread across his cheek. 

But that inner part of her, the brake on her emotions, said no. It ordered her to get back to business. It said she had to forget about the flirtatious flicker between them and remain absolutely calm. As always, it was easier to go through life as Bluebell than to face the consequences of losing control. It was easier not to trust that some guy—that Tyler—would be there in the morning. Easier to stand on her own two feet.

“All right, then,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am. I just need to get settled here. Just need to learn my way around.”

There was something about the way he said the words. He sounded so…lost. Not just confused about the city streets, but that was part of it. His entire life had been turned upside down. He’d moved halfway across the country on a few days’ notice, was probably living out of a suitcase. He was working for a team that had been his sworn enemy a week ago.

She sighed and let her social worker instincts take over. “Let’s just make sure this works,” she said. “Get through this community service, and you’ll never have to worry about it again. Let’s start by getting back to work.” 

She led the way up the steps and into the house. The air conditioning hit her like a satin sheet, and she nearly sighed in relief from the soaring temperature. Instead, she said to Tyler, “Can you grab one of the paint samples from the kitchen? They’re laid out on the counter there. I’m going with Cappuccino Creme. The labels are on the back.”

His jaw tightened, the instant she named the color. So, Mr. High and Mighty Baseball King didn’t like being sent on errands. Well, he’d better get used to it. It was going to be a long hundred hours, if he planned on spending the entire time chit-chatting with the handyman and getting that strained look across his face whenever she asked him to do the least thing to actually help her out.

Feeling like some sort of Ice Goddess, she planted her fists on her hips and said, “Now, please? We really need to get this room done, before we move on to the rest.”

* * *

Cappuccino Creme. 

What the hell was that going to be? There were four pieces of drywall on the kitchen counter, each painted a different shade of beige. As he stared at the samples, his pulse sped up. This was like all those projects in elementary school—the idiotic worksheets where he was supposed to color in some stupid bat or cat or hat, the spelling homework where he was supposed to underline the mistakes in words. Cold sweat pooled in his armpits, and he wiped his palms against his jeans.

The first sample was practically white; just a hint of color darkened the surface. No way he’d call that Cappuccino. He’d gamble the assholes who named paint colors thought the same way.

Same thing with the fourth sample. It was dark brown. Too heavy for that front room, anyway. It would make the place look like a cave. Emily wouldn’t have settled on a shade that dark.

That left the two middle ones. Did Cappuccino Creme mean the foam on top of the coffee? Or did it mean the milky drink beneath? Was it the second panel, or the third?

Gritting his teeth, he turned the boards over. Emily said they were labeled on the back. He squeezed his eyes shut, then forced himself to open them, to study the wavering letters. Cappuccino, she’d said. C—. He recognized the curve of the C. Another one, in the second word. Creme.

A wave of relief washed over him. This had to be the sample. 

But then he glanced at the other piece. C. Another C. Jesus. Just his shitty luck the other name started with two Cs as well.

Well, he’d bluffed his way through twelve years of school. Those teachers had wanted to pass him, had done everything they could to move him up the ladder, year after year. He just had to make Emily want to help him out the same way. He picked up the two samples and carried them down the hall with all the authority of a man offering an opinion.

She looked up the second he stepped into the room, cutting off whatever conversation she’d been having with Will. Her raised eyebrows registered surprise. He had to answer her immediately, before she even started to doubt.

“I know you said you had your mind made up. But with the strength of the sunshine coming in that front window, I thought you really might want to reconsider.” He leaned the panels against the cabinets they were about to tear out, planting them squarely in the bright splash of sun.

“I don’t see—”

He had to talk fast. Had to convince her. “Hold that thought. Look at them there. But now look at them over here. In the darkest corner of the room.” He picked up the two boards and moved them to the far corner, to the deepest shadows in the space. “See?” he asked, as if his point was clear as the stitches on a brand new baseball. “You’ve got to find the right balance, for the sun and the shade.”

Will was nodding now, helping him out, even though the guy didn’t know it. The handyman took a step to the side, tilting his head to an angle that made him look like a hunting dog homing in on a fresh scent.

“I looked at them earlier,” Emily insisted. “Today and yesterday. In morning light, and in the afternoon. Last night, too, with just the overhead on.”

Tyler made himself shrug. After all, he didn’t really care which color she chose. He’d just needed an excuse to bring both of the boards into the front room. “Whatever you say.” But he let the words trail off, turned them almost into a question.

“I say Cappuccino Creme. The Caramel Cone is too dark.” 

Ouch. She was pissed. She thought he was challenging her authority, refusing to help out. Like he really gave a damn what color she chose. Let her paint the entire goddamn house black, for all he cared.

She turned to Will, obviously shutting down any more discussion on the matter. “Can you pick up the paint today?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” the guy said, managing to sound one hundred percent respectful. “But we won’t be ready to paint for a few weeks, at the earliest.”

Emily didn’t like that at all. She sighed in exasperation and said, “I need to show some progress when I meet with Ethan Samson on July 15. That’s only eight days away.”

Tyler finally understood what was really going on here. His daddy had told him homeowners were always like this—they focused on the paint, on the finishing. Not on all the steps between here and there. It would only be worse, with her worrying about meeting the requirements of her aunt’s will.

The handyman nodded. “You’ll be able to show him progress.” 

If you get out of here and let us get back to work. That’s what the guy didn’t say. Tyler watched Emily hear the message, though. She turned on her heel and stormed down the hallway toward her office.

* * *

Why was she so upset about the color of paint? She knew Will was right. It was too early to pick up the Cappuccino Creme.

But choosing a color was something she could do. She didn’t have the brute strength to rip out cabinets. She didn’t know how to run electrical wires, how to install plumbing. She didn’t have the skills to fix the sagging window sills.

And with five weeks left until her deadline, she was terrified to think of all the other things on her plate—lining up the specialists to speak, figuring out the resources to include online and in the library, coordinating classes with the university…

Why hadn’t she pushed things with Mr. Samson months earlier? How had she let herself get backed into this corner?

Seven weeks to complete a year-long project. And if she didn’t succeed, she’d be totally lost.

She’d be out of a job—back to clicking on want ads for social workers, vague pleas for positions that would bore her in less than a month, if they didn’t bankrupt her first with their lousy pay. 

She’d be out of a home, too. She’d settled in the upstairs rooms here in Aunt Minnie’s house, moved in all her belongings and stopped paying rent on her crappy little studio apartment. 

It had been one thing to lose the job at the hospital. Their funding had been cut. They hadn’t wanted to let her go, but there was nothing they could do.

If she screwed this up? Failed to meet the terms of Aunt Minnie’s will? Then she’d be falling flat on her face, entirely by her own incompetence. She’d be shouting to the world that four years at Michigan had been a waste of time and Minnie’s hard-earned money, that she was unable to support herself, unable to contribute anything of value to the city she’d always called home. And all of Aunt Minnie’s fortune would go to a flock of freaking cockatiels.

She jumped at a knock on her door, and then she called wearily, “Come in.”

She was expecting Will to apologize for his part in leading Tyler astray. Instead, she found herself looking up at Tyler himself, at his cocky grin, and his unshaved jaw, with its seductive line of scruff barely disguising his bar-room bruise.

“Have dinner with me,” he said.

“What?” She was so surprised by the words, she couldn’t think of a proper response. 

His very presence cut through the vicious cycle of her self-condemnation. His question dissolved the doubt that grabbed onto her when she least expected it, that kept her from sleeping until the early morning hours, most nights.

And, if she were going to be completely honest with herself, that was the other reason she’d been so upset out there in the living room. She didn’t like the feeling that Tyler Brock made her lose her focus on Minerva House. She didn’t like the fact that she was imagining leading him to the staircase, guiding him down the hall to her bedroom. 

This was a business arrangement between them. He was a ballplayer, a guy with a criminal record. She was an idiot to imagine any of the things that had kept her tossing and turning in her king-size bed for the better part of the night before.

“Have dinner with me,” he repeated. “We started off on the wrong foot here. I was late, and I spent too much time talking to Will, and I should have just brought you the panel you asked for. Three strikes. But you’re the ump here. You can give me another chance. You don’t have to call me out.”

Dinner was a bad idea. She had to monitor this guy for the court, for God’s sake. But despite her best intentions, she heard herself asking, “When?” 

“Tomorrow night,” he said immediately. “We have an afternoon game, so I’ll be free.”

She should say no. She should keep everything absolutely above board. But she couldn’t help but see the hopefulness in his eyes. He wanted her to agree. He needed her to forgive him. And she couldn’t forget those images that had drifted through her torn and ragged dreams the night before.

“All right,” she said. “Tomorrow night.”

“I’ll pick you up at seven.” 

And she wondered if her smile was as broad as his when she nodded yes.




















CHAPTER 3




The next day, Tyler pulled his car into the player’s parking lot and hustled through the ballpark, determined to get to batting practice on time. He’d spent two hours over at Emily’s, finishing the demolition of the cabinets. It had felt good to pry the rotten wood from the walls. Better to chuck the shattered pieces into the Dumpster Will had rented. The guy hadn’t even complained when Tyler ducked out to get to practice, leaving him with a lot of sweeping to do. 

Five hours down. Ninety-five to go. This community service thing wasn’t so bad. 

Especially when Emily was running behind, as she had been that morning. When he’d arrived, she’d been hunched over some how-to book in the kitchen, clutching a coffee mug between two hands, like she was praying to the god of home repair. She’d been pre-occupied enough that she hadn’t realized her bulky terrycloth robe had slipped open at her waist. Hadn’t realized, that was, until she caught his less-than-benign gaze down the front of the pink T-shirt she’d worn to bed the night before.

He grinned, recalling the challenge in her eyes as she set down her coffee and very methodically knotted her bathrobe closed. A double knot. Cinched tight, to prove she meant business.

She’d been upstairs when he left. Taking a shower—not that he needed that image to distract him as he drove across town.

He shook his head. Time to suit up. Get to batting practice. Win the game. Then take Emily to dinner. Maybe he’d even find out how far her blush could spread…

That pleasant speculation ground to a halt as Tyler turned the corner into the locker room. A bulletin board occupied prime real estate on the wall. There were the usual government publications stuck to the cork—things that Tyler had seen in every locker room he’d ever visited, from the minor leagues on up. But centered on the board, pinned by a bright silver thumbtack that gleamed like a spotlight, was a new announcement, one that hadn’t been there the day before.

Shit. 

Well, no one else was around. He could take his time studying the damn thing. Maybe figure out a word or two. Decide if he needed to worry.

Taking another quick look over his shoulder, Tyler forced himself to draw a deep breath. That’s what they’d taught him to do, back in first grade, when he got all flustered for not being able to make out the words. He squinted his left eye closed. Sometimes that made the letters stop jumping. He thought about raising his hands, curving his fingers into a frame so he could study each individual word. That used to help. Back when he still tried to read.

Someone coughed behind him.

Tyler whirled around, shoving his hands in his pockets like a shoplifter dragged before the cops. Nick Durban was standing close by, smiling broadly at the announcement on the board. The second baseman was clearly pleased, which meant that Tyler should act happy. 

“Well, that’s good news,” Nick said.

“Yeah,” Tyler agreed, fishing out one of his age-old strategies for getting by. “What’s the story behind it?”

Nick shrugged. “Last month, team management said we had to buy all our own food in the clubhouse. It was part of a dispute with Ormond. Near as I can tell, it didn’t have much of an effect on him, but it sure pissed off a lot of other guys.”

Tyler nodded, like he’d known that all along. “Management,” he said, letting the word trail off in a player’s eternal disgust.

“Half the guys were sure they’d keep the restrictions in place, just because they could.” Nick tapped the board. “It’ll be nice to get back to normal.”

So. The paper said the team would pick up the tab on clubhouse food. Good to know. And that’s the way things usually worked out for Tyler. He could figure out what was going on from context. He could get all the information he ever needed, without forcing himself into one of those pounding headaches that ached for days.

“Hey,” he said as he followed Nick into the locker room. “Can you recommend a decent restaurant around here? I’m taking someone out to dinner after the game.”

Nick stopped in front of his locker. “Most of us spend a lot of time at Artie’s. It’s a steakhouse, about fifteen minutes from the stadium. Up on Renton Road.”

“Artie’s,” Tyler repeated, making sure he wouldn’t forget the name. “On Renton.” That would be enough for his phone to find him directions. “Sounds great.” 

And a steakhouse was great. In a steakhouse, he never needed to worry about the menu. Sure, he could look at the damn thing, study all the specials and the fancy drinks and whatever. But all he really had to do was ask what they had on tap, and order up a rib-eye. 

A band of tension he hadn’t known he was carrying eased between his shoulder blades. After the game, he’d hit the showers, drive back to Emily’s, then on to Artie’s. 

Earlier, he’d been intrigued by the idea of eating dinner with Emily. Now he was actually looking forward to the experience. All he had to do was get through nine innings of baseball.

* * *

Emily watched the end of the Rockets’ game on the TV in her bedroom as she tried on every item of clothing in her closet.

Okay. Not every item. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t need a floor-length ball gown for wherever Tyler was taking her. And it was too warm for a wool jacket. But everything else was fair game.

She could wear a business suit. Tell him she’d just come from a meeting at the VA hospital about Minerva House. Let him know she was a professional, a hard-working woman who knew her way around a boardroom. That might counteract the grin she’d caught on his lips that morning. What had she been thinking, coming down to the kitchen in her bathrobe? She wasn’t a teenager hanging out in her aunt’s rambling old home any more. She was living on the premises of Minerva House, and she’d better start acting like it.

Okay, a suit was laying it on a bit thick. Maybe she should go for the other extreme—jeans and a T-shirt. Remind Tyler that she was a hard worker, a practical girl, a woman who was busy with the infinite details of the House, pulling her own weight even as he worked with the handyman in the front room. 

But would jeans be appropriate for wherever he took her? Even if the restaurant let her in, was that what she wanted to say—she took this dinner for granted, and it was no more important to her than a run to the grocery store or a trip to post office? 

A summer dress, then. There was the emerald green one that people always said brought out the color of her eyes. Sure, its scooped back meant she couldn’t wear a bra, but what difference would that make? It was a fun dress. A date-night dress.

Which left her wondering all over again—was this a date? Or was it a peace offering? A chance to get back on the right foot after Tyler’s disastrous late arrival the day before, after his less-than-professional ogling over her morning coffee.

Not that Tyler had been the only one ogling. Emily had to admit she’d taken a few passes by the living room as the guys worked that morning. Watching Tyler’s muscles flex as he worked the pry bar, she’d had no trouble at all imagining the smooth planes of his abs beneath his T-shirt, and she’d startled herself by wondering if he wore boxers or briefs beneath those faded jeans.

She shook her head and dragged her mind up from the gutter. Boxers, briefs, what did it matter? She was supervising Tyler’s community service, the community service of a man who had been arrested for starting a bar fight, slugging it out with three other guys. 

She and Tyler were going to dinner. Nothing more.

Nothing less.

She finished her hair and makeup before she pulled on the emerald dress. After a critical review in the bathroom mirror, she ordered herself to slip on her heels, to pick up her clutch purse, and to stop acting like a breathless high-school girl.

Like Bluebell.

Damn. Why did she have to think of that? Why did she have to bring Caden Holloway’s cruel insult into what could have been a perfectly innocent evening?

She shook her head and forced her attention back to the TV. She was surprised to see that the game was over. The Rockets had won by a comfortable three runs. Emily watched the post-game interviews, realizing she was a bit disappointed that Tyler wasn’t singled out for a chat with the on-field reporter. Rolling her eyes at herself, she turned off the TV and headed down to her office to work until he came to pick her up.

First matter of business: a one-page flyer that could be posted on every bulletin board in the VA hospital. Emily had been struggling with the wording, trying to balance a zippy message with the very real need to explain the wealth of resources that would be available at Minerva House. She’d reviewed various designs over the past week, combining them, redesigning them, simplifying them all over again, until she was sick of the advertising copy.

And this time was no exception. On her computer, she changed the lettering to a royal blue, thinking that might draw the eye. The color made her think of the uniforms the Rockets players had worn that afternoon—alternates that included deep blue tops. “Pajama tops,” Aunt Minnie used to call them, sniffing at anything other than pinstripes.

And what did Tyler Brock wear to bed? Somehow, he didn’t seem the type of guy who’d spend a lot of time in formal PJs. He was more a boxer shorts sort of guy. Boxers and a wicked smile…

Emily tossed her head, forcing her attention back to her work. Maybe the problem wasn’t the color of the type. Maybe it was the graphic. Her current design had two hands holding a book. The image was stiff, formal, as if the book were some sort of precious Bible. Maybe she needed different hands.

Tyler had beautiful hands. She couldn’t help but notice them the day before, when he’d moved around the paint samples. And again, that morning, as he’d folded his fingers around his pry bar. She’d swallowed hard watching him flex those fingers—imagining the delicate work they could perform along a hidden zipper, touching the edge of lace that skated across the top of her panties.

No! She was not going to imagine Tyler Brock’s hands.

Not his sleepwear, not his hands, not anything about him. In fact, it would probably be a lot more appropriate for her to call him, to tell him that dinner was a bad idea, that she’d thought it through and realized she had an obligation to the court, to Anna, to Tyler himself.

But she didn’t reach for her phone. And she’d long since given up pretending she was getting any work done, when the heavy knocker rose and fell on the front door.

She forced herself to take three deep breaths before she moved down the long hall. This was an ordinary dinner, like any other meal. He hadn’t meant anything more by it when he’d asked her out. She was building castles in the air, letting him get past all her years of dreams, of fantasies, letting herself think there was anything special about him, something that might make him the one.

She smiled, though, as she opened the door. “Hello,” she said, shocking herself by turning the word into a throaty purr.

* * *

“Good evening,” he said automatically, but he felt his eyes go wide. His pulse leaped to double-time.

This wasn’t the uptight woman he’d seen in Ms. Benson’s office, the one with a computer tote and a notepad all ready for use. This wasn’t the pissed off supervisor he’d faced the day before, the woman who was supposed to clock him in and out, who was supposed to monitor every second of the time he spent on her project. This wasn’t even the sleepy homeowner he’d surprised in the kitchen that morning.

Emily Holt looked like the woman he’d imagined while he’d been showering after the game. There was that voice, the one that vibrated along a direct line to his crotch. And her smile was perfect, her lips curved into an invitation that only an idiot would ignore.

An idiot, or a man serving a court sentence.

He settled for brushing an imaginary kiss across her cheek, not even letting his lips actually touch her skin. That didn’t keep him from catching a whiff of something—her perfume, or her soap, or her shampoo. She smelled like strawberries, hot and full of juice under a summer sun. He had to clear his throat before he stepped aside, gesturing for her to lead the way to his car.

He held her door for her, waiting for her to pull the seatbelt across her lap before he closed her in. Walking around the vehicle, he cursed himself for thinking this was a good idea. What the hell were they going to talk about? What could he possibly say to a woman like Emily Holt, for the hours it would take to order and eat a steak dinner?

She made it easy, though, as he shoved the key into the ignition. “Not exactly the type of car I thought a major-league baseball player would drive.” 

He grimaced as the underpowered engine caught. “I’m more of a truck guy. Mine broke down, though, right before I left Texas, and I haven’t had time to buy a new one here.”

“It’s hard to move at the drop of a hat, isn’t it?”

He shrugged. “Part of the job.” He sounded like he meant it, even though this trade was the first of his career. “Have you moved around a lot?” He caught his breath, waiting for her answer. Because he truly wanted her to say that she did not, that she was going to be in Raleigh for a long time.

“I used to. My parents are missionaries in Africa. I traveled with them until I turned thirteen.”

“What happened when you turned thirteen?” Shit. He shouldn’t ask that. It might be something personal.

But she laughed. “I put my foot down and said I didn’t want to live overseas any more. Now, my arguments seem really immature, but at the time I thought I’d made a perfect list. I needed to position myself to apply to the best college I could get into. I needed a school with extracurricular activities. I needed to play team sports. I needed to get a paying job, to show that I could handle the responsibility.”

“So your parents moved back here?”

She shook her head. “They sent me to live with Aunt Minnie. Served me right, for being such a pain.” But she laughed when she said it.

“Where’d you end up going to college?”

“University of Michigan. That’s where I met Anna Benson. How about you?”

It was an old question. One he was used to not answering. He didn’t even have to admit anything he wanted to keep secret. “I didn’t go. I was drafted by Texas straight from high school.”

There. It was easy talking to Emily. Maybe because her best friend was baseball royalty. Maybe because she was just a relaxed person. Maybe because she’d learned some trick in all those years of traveling with her parents, some magical skill that made it easy for her to meet new people and make them feel comfortable. But the conversation flowed all the way to the restaurant, even when he had to spare a little thought for the directions his phone kept calling out to him.

And Nick Durban hadn’t led him astray. Artie’s looked like an old farmhouse sitting at the top of a hill. Lights glowed on the front porch, welcoming newcomers. The host greeted them as if they were long lost friends, introducing himself as Artie before he guided them past the bar, past a room filled with something that looked like a family reunion, past a tiny alcove with burgundy curtains where they could have sat at a four-top and felt like they were miles away from anywhere—and anyone—else.

What the hell was he thinking? He wasn’t taking Emily anywhere. This was a professional dinner, a formal thank you for helping him out, for letting him get back on track with the Rockets.

He managed not to look too hard at those curtains, not to imagine too clearly just what he could do behind them.

Instead, he accepted a table by a huge bay window, one that looked out over the gardens at the back of the farmhouse. In the summer twilight, he could make out neat rows of beans and staked tomatoes, sprawling vines that could have been cucumbers or squash or half a dozen other things. His mother had sent him out to the family garden often enough, giving him the largest bowl she owned and telling him to pick enough beans to satisfy all five of his brothers and himself.

Sunset painted the sky crimson, adding a flush to Emily’s cheeks. It looked good on her, made him want to see what the rest of her would look like in that soft pink light…

Down, boy.

Artie left a couple of menus and a heavy leather-bound wine list. “Make sure you save room for pie,” he said. “We’ve got cherry, peach, and blackberry tonight.”

Nick had definitely not led him astray. 

Tyler leaned back in his chair. “So. Was it tough, growing up as a preacher’s kid?”

Emily looked at him with a practiced smirk. “Not at all. I just chose not to follow all the rules.”

Damn. There was an invitation there. An invitation a hell of a lot more blatant than the glimpse she’d given him under her robe that morning. He’d be an idiot not to follow up.

He’d be an idiot to endanger his community service, to screw up his sentence and his entire future with the Rockets. He shook his head and said, “I’m guessing there’s a story or two there.”

Her grin was automatic, but he thought he read more beneath it—a tremor of disappointment. Like she really wanted him to follow up on all those rules she chose to break.

“Did you have any questions about the menu?” Saved by Artie himself.

“I don’t think so,” Tyler said, annoyed that he sounded grateful for the interruption.

Artie turned to Emily. “What can I get you? The filet is gorgeous tonight.”

Emily shook her head, a tight little motion that Tyler was coming to realize meant she had her mind made up. “I’ll have a baked potato, with butter and sour cream, and a side order of asparagus.”

“And for your entree?” Artie pushed.

“Nothing, thank you. That’ll be good for me.”

“And for you, sir?”

“A rib-eye. Rare as you can make it. Loaded baked potato. And what do you have on tap?”

They negotiated a beer, and a glass of wine for Emily. It wasn’t until Artie left the table that Tyler said, “A potato and asparagus?”

She shrugged. “I’m a vegetarian.”

“Jesus!” And then he thought better of cursing in front of a missionary’s daughter. “I mean, damn. I mean, I should have asked. I didn’t even think—”

Of course he hadn’t thought. He’d been too worried about what would work for him. About how he could keep his secret, how he could impress Emily, without ever letting her know he was too stupid to read a menu.

* * *

“It’s all right,” she insisted. “Really. I’m used to piecing together dinner in all sorts of restaurants.”

She’d had years to become an expert. Ever since she’d seen that goat slaughtered in the first village where her parents had served. The locals had meant it to be a treat, but she’d refused to let one bite of the stewed meat pass her lips. Almost eighteen years later, her food choices were completely automatic.

Until she saw people get flustered like Tyler was right now. “Please,” she said. “If you make a big deal out of it, then I will feel bad.” 

To make her point, she settled her palm on top of his hand. She meant it as a casual gesture, just a quick pat. But she felt him stiffen beneath her touch. His reaction closed a circuit, and she was jolted with the same energy, almost like he’d gripped her wrist at the instant he shoved a fork into an outlet.

“All right,” he said after what seemed like a century. “But you choose the next place we eat.”

“Fair enough,” she said, trying to laugh. She didn’t want to admit she was thrilled there’d be a next place. She pulled her hand back, settling it in her lap and trying not to flex her fingers in memory of the power she’d just felt. “So,” she said, determined to get them back to easy conversation. “Tell me about your family. No missionaries, I take it?”

He laughed. “Hardly. My people are from Central Texas. My father was a carpenter by trade. A plumber and an electrician on the side, pretty much whatever anyone needed to get their house up and running. He made me and my brothers come along whenever he needed another hand.”

“So you come by your community service naturally.” She tossed off the words, not meaning anything by them. But from the way he sucked air between his teeth, she knew she’d hit a raw nerve.

“Daddy died about three years ago. A heart attack. Just dropped dead in the middle of a job.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said. She knew the words were meaningless, that they could never offer true comfort. They were a reflex, though, something she had to say.

He shrugged. “It was a bad time for all of us. I’m glad I hadn’t been traded yet. I got home often enough to make a difference.”

“I’m sure your father was very proud of you. Proud of your playing for Texas.”

Another cloud ghosted across Tyler’s face. There was something there. Some regret. Something he wished his father had said, or that he’d said to his father. Something he wished he’d done. But the sorrow was gone almost as quickly as it had appeared.

“Central Texas,” she said. “And five brothers. Sounds completely different from my life.”

And that was all it took. They were back to talking. He told her about his rough and tumble days as a kid. He and his brothers sounded more like puppies than human boys. Puppies that managed to get themselves in a lot of trouble—on railroad tracks as they challenged each other to cross trestles, in dry gulches as the season’s first rain swept through, in a hundred and one small ways that added up to heaven for some very bad boys.

In exchange, she told him about her own childhood. About living in the African villages where her mother and father worked. About coming home to North Carolina and scandalizing her aunt by eating with her fingers from would-be communal cooking pots, about walking barefoot through the neighborhood as if Minnie couldn’t afford to keep shoes on her feet.

Somewhere along the way, the restaurateur brought out heaping platters of food. Tyler’s steak was as rare as he’d ordered, and the accompanying baked potato looked like it was half the size of Idaho. Her own meal was good, the vegetables simple, but served with ample amounts of sweet butter. Someone had thoughtfully sliced a tomato beside her asparagus, adding a few simply carved rounds of cucumber and radish too.

But she could have been eating sawdust, for all she cared. The conversation was infinitely more interesting than the food. The conversation, and the surprising way her insides melted every time Tyler fixed her with his gaze.

It wasn’t just the frank sexual interest she saw there. She knew that reaction. She’d seen it plenty of times before, from the night she’d been christened Bluebell, to boys she’d dated in college, to the handful of men she’d seen since coming back to North Carolina.

No, Tyler looked at her like he cared, like he was listening to every word she said, like he was memorizing them. There was an intensity about him, a jagged energy that sparked through everything he did. Sitting beside him, she felt like she was standing on a flat plain just as a thunderstorm swirled over the horizon. The short hairs on her arms stood at attention. There was excitement hovering just beyond her grasp. Excitement and just a bit of danger, too.

The proprietor returned when their plates were empty, apologetic for the interruption. “Pie?” he asked.

Tyler quirked a question toward her with his eyebrows. She nodded and proposed, “Peach? To share?”

“Peach it is,” he said to the waiter.

“With ice cream!” she chimed in, too comfortable to worry about all the proper ways a girl was supposed to behave, all the limitations she was supposed to put on her own appetite.

“Is there any other way?” Artie asked, winking.

The slice of pie turned out to be large enough for the two of them plus half a dozen friends, if they chose to invite any. There weren’t any other diners to recruit, though. Somehow, the restaurant had emptied out while they sat there. With a shock, Emily realized it was well after ten o’clock.

Tyler laughed at her surprise. “That’s what happens when you don’t start dinner till nearly eight. Perils of being a ballplayer.”

“Tell me about that. What other ‘perils’ do you face?”

“Oh, the trauma,” he moaned, but he laughed. “Long plane trips. Lonely hotel rooms. Lousy restaurant food—not like this—and no one to share it with.”

“Sounds terrible,” she said wryly.

“But I get to play ball for a living so I won’t complain.”

She laughed. In fact, she realized she’d been laughing all evening. Her cheeks ached from smiling so much. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had amused her like that, had let her relax and just enjoy his company.

“We should let these people go home,” Tyler said, nodding toward the door to their now-private dining room. He was right. The staff must be waiting for them to clear out.

As if by magic, Artie reappeared, seeming to produce the bill from thin air. Emily reached for her purse, only to be stopped by Tyler’s amused smile. “Don’t even pretend you don’t understand an invitation when you hear one. I asked you to dinner. I certainly don’t expect you to pay.”

When a man asks you to dinner, he has one thing on his mind.

That was Aunt Minnie’s voice. That was the rule Emily had heard from the first time she came home begging to go out on a date with a high-school classmate. Dinner, a movie, a trip to the mall… According to Minnie, men offered their wallets for one thing, and one thing only.

And watching the casual way that Tyler signed the credit card receipt, not even bothering to read the bill, to make sure it was correct, Emily had to say she wasn’t concerned about her aunt’s acerbic observation. Tyler might have one thing on his mind, but that thing was absolutely front and center in Emily’s mind as well.

Tyler held her chair as she rose from the table. He slipped easy fingertips under her elbow, gently guiding her through the restaurant, out the door, to his car, which sat alone in the parking lot. He stood closer than he needed to as he opened her door, and she felt the heat of his body as she eased past him to take her seat.

Her lips tingled in anticipation of the kiss he would give her when they arrived at her house. Her lips hadn’t tingled since… Ever. 

And for the first time since meeting Tyler Brock, she imagined telling him her secret, telling him she was a virgin. 

Oh, she wouldn’t do it. She knew that. She’d made the mistake of telling another man, a guy she’d trusted, her One False Love, as she’d taken to calling him in her most sardonic moments. One False Love was a guy she’d dated for almost six months. She knew she’d never loved him, but she’d begun to think she wasn’t ever going to love anyone. Not like that. She’d been ready to use her One False Love to just get past the whole virginity thing and join the not-so-secret society of women. 

But when she told him, he freaked out. He remembered a business meeting, something he needed to be up for early the next morning. It was like he thought she was putting the weight of the world on one roll in the hay, like she was trying to sleep with him, marry him, and rope him into fathering a dozen children, all in one night.

He broke up with her by text the next day. One False Love. She wasn’t going to make that mistake again. Not ever.

The street was quiet when Tyler braked to a stop in front of Minnie’s mansion. Emily suspected crickets were chirping, but she couldn’t hear them over the pounding of her heart as she got out of the car. She did feel the breeze teasing at her dress, sparking little shivers down the inside of her legs. 

Or maybe that wasn’t the breeze. Maybe it was the man beside her making the sparks fly as he walked her to the front door.

He stopped on the top step. If he’d had a cap, she was pretty sure he’d be crushing it in his hands, turning it over and over as he scuffed his toe against the porch. “Thank you,” he said. “I had a lovely evening.”

How formal. How sweet. How very not the image she had in her mind of the man in front of her. Because she definitely wasn’t thinking about sweet at the moment. She was thinking about how that stubble of beard would feel against her lips. She was thinking about how rough his hands would feel as he unbuttoned the top of her dress. She was thinking about how his erection would feel through his trousers as he leaned into her, as he pinned her against the door with the full weight of his body.

And then she wasn’t thinking at all.

Her hand found his, like it had a mind of its own. Her fingers laced between his and she flexed her wrist, pulling him toward her.

His lips were warmer than she’d imagined. Smoother. He tilted his mouth to a better angle, and she felt his free hand at the back of her head, cradling her, tangling in her hair to keep her exactly where he wanted her.

The velvet touch of his tongue made her tremble, and her fingers tightened around his. He laughed, amusement curving his lips even as she opened her mouth to his.

She’d been kissed before, countless times. But she’d never been kissed like this. She’d never been kissed by a man who seemed to be memorizing her, who seemed to be reading her every response, absorbing her, reflecting her back to herself. 

This kiss was infinitely more than lips on lips, tongue against tongue. This kiss was a full-body experience. He pulled her against his chest; she felt his heart beating through his shirt. His hips rested against hers; he was obviously not ashamed of his full response to her, of the hardness that pressed against the cotton of her skirt. He’d moved deliberately, with full awareness of his body. Of hers.

She suspected Tyler Brock was a man who did everything for a reason.

And that realization sent her crashing out of the heady embrace, out of the magic of his kiss. Because if he did everything for a reason, then he’d gotten into that bar fight for a reason. He’d been responsible when he folded his hand into a fist and smashed it into the jaw of an innocent guy who was just having a couple of drinks with a friend.

He’d pleaded guilty. He’d been sentenced to community service. The community service that she was responsible for monitoring, that she had to certify to a court.

And that was why she had to force herself to take a step away.

She felt the door behind her. Solid. Strangely cold in the July night.

His palm was warm against her jaw. “What’s wrong, Em?” he asked, his fingers fluttering against the pulse point beneath her ear. His voice pulled the taffy of her insides.

She turned her head to the side. “This was a bad idea. My fault, but a bad idea. I need to fill out a report to the court. I need to testify when you’ve worked your hours.”

She saw him consider arguing, his face tightening in protest.

But he respected her more than that. He collected himself quickly. He stepped back and let the breeze slice between them. He ran a hand through his hair, looking like a chastised little boy, like the Texas youth who had scrambled from one wrongdoing to another.

She forced herself to think like a social worker. To think like someone with an obligation to a court of law. “What time will you get here tomorrow?”

He shook his head. “I’m flying out to Chicago in the morning. We have ten days on the road.”

Ten days. That sounded like forever.

She locked her knees and stood straight. Ten days was exactly the break they needed. Ten days would remind both of them what they had to do together, what they had to accomplish. “I shouldn’t keep you, then. You’ll have to get up early, to get to the airport.”

She wanted him to correct her, to say he wasn’t in any rush. He had plenty of time before he had to meet up with the team.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and turned on his heel, walking down the steps like a man on a mission. 

“Hey,” she called out. Only the fact that he froze let her know he was as unsteady as she was. “Thanks for dinner.”

He shook his head. “You’re welcome.” And he hurried to the car before either of them could say something else they’d regret.

He didn’t start the engine, though, until she took her key from her purse. He waited for her to fit the metal into the finicky lock. He watched as she pulled the door to her, turning with the well-practiced twist that released the tumblers. She felt his eyes as she extracted the key, as she opened the door, as she crossed over the threshold and into the cool darkness of the deserted house.

Only after she closed the door did he key the ignition. The low rumble sounded unhappy, dissatisfied. Or maybe that was only the vibration in her thighs, reporting back to her that she’d made a foolish mistake.

She slid down the length of the door until she sat on the floor, her head leaning back against the wood. Staring into the living room, she was haunted by the gaping space that had once held Aunt Minnie’s shelves, the woodwork that Tyler had ripped out that very morning.

She knew she’d done the right thing, sending him home. She’d been the grown-up. The responsible one. Just as she always was.

Then why did it feel like something inside of her was breaking?




















CHAPTER 4




On Thursday evening, the Rockets played in Chicago, losing a heartbreaker in the bottom of the ninth. Emily thought about calling Tyler to offer her condolences, but she wasn’t sure exactly what she’d say. And she wasn’t sure exactly how he’d answer. But she stayed awake until three in the morning, planning all the conversations they could have had.

On Friday night, the game went into extra innings. When the marathon ended with another Chicago win at one in the morning, Emily could barely keep her eyes open, much less sound witty and entertaining over the phone. If, that was, she even called Tyler. Which she knew she shouldn’t do. Couldn’t do. Wouldn’t do.

On Saturday afternoon, Chicago swept the series, vanquishing the Rockets in a devastating game that barely lasted two hours. Emily watched as the camera panned over the ballplayers’ faces. It lingered on Tyler, who had failed to even get on base. His shoulders slumped as he dragged himself off-screen, into the clubhouse, she assumed. She wanted to call, but she couldn’t imagine what she could say that would make a difference. 

As part of their grueling schedule, the team had the nationally televised Sunday night game, against St. Louis. Emily told herself she couldn’t watch. She felt like she’d been the source of all the team’s bad luck. They’d certainly begun to slump the instant she started scrutinizing their games.

But she couldn’t help herself. She turned on the TV, keeping it as background noise while she worked on the Minerva House website. And somehow, the Rockets’ luck turned. The team seemed to have been refreshed by its flight from the Windy City. The players were energetic, enthusiastic, and they won by an easy five runs.

Before she had a chance to talk herself out of it, she picked up her phone and dashed off a text to Tyler. “Great Game! Hope the rest of the road trip goes as well!” She added her name and hit Send, then told herself to get back to work. It wasn’t like the guy was standing by, waiting for her message. It wasn’t like he was going to text her back from the locker room.

Her phone rang.

Her pulse soared when she saw the call was from Tyler. With the second ring, she asked herself what she was doing. She was the one who’d sent him packing the week before. She was the one who had promised to be mature about this whole thing, to be the adult. With the third ring, she thought about burying the phone beneath the couch cushions, drowning out the ringtone so she could pretend she’d never heard the call.

She answered before the fourth ring. “Hey,” she said.

“Emily?” He sounded surprised. There was a lot of noise behind him, the shouts of men, the bustle, she assumed, of the locker room after the game.

“Um, yeah.” She squinched up her eyes, regretting her impetuous text now more than ever.

“How did you get this number?” His voice had turned hard. Angry.

“From the paperwork,” she said. “The forms you filled out with the court.”

“Dammit,” he muttered. “Just a second.” As she winced at his exasperation, the chaos around him dropped out. He must have found some private office, closed some door. “Sorry,” he said. “I really hate texting. I figured I’d return your call instead.”

“I just wanted to congratulate you on a great game,” she said. “I won’t keep you.”

“I don’t mind being kept.” Did he have any idea what that little growl did to her? His tone—forget about his words!—tightened every muscle in her belly. She ran her fingers through her hair, grateful he couldn’t see the flush that heated her cheeks. “Where are you?” he asked. “What are you doing?”

She was sitting at her desk, blinking at a computer screen, wearing a ragged T-shirt and faded pajama bottoms. “I’m upstairs. In bed,” she said, surprising herself with the lie.

“I haven’t been upstairs.”

Well, what had she expected? Of course there was a teasing note in his voice. She’d practically announced she was wearing her best lingerie, sprawled across a dozen pillows, licking her lips as she prepared to tell him all the wicked things she’d do with him if he were there.

Which he wasn’t. And which she couldn’t do, even if he were.

She sat straight in her chair and cleared her throat. “You should get back to the team,” she said. “I shouldn’t have called.”

“You didn’t,” he reminded her, with enough insinuation that she caught her breath.

But she shook her head. “Nothing’s changed since Wednesday. This is still a bad idea.”

“Don’t I get a vote on that?”

“Maybe later. After you’re through with your service.”

“There are all sorts of services I can provide.”

God. With that tone thrumming through her, she had no problem imagining exactly what he meant. “Tyler…” she breathed. And then, because she knew she was right: “Please.”

He waited for nearly a minute, the silence stretching between them until it was a tangible thing. And then he said, “All right, beautiful. Have it your way. Goodnight.”

She swallowed hard, trying to wash away the sparkle of excitement his whisper raised down his spine. “Goodnight,” she said. And she hung up the phone before she could change her mind, before she could undo all her hard work with a single flirtatious phrase. 

But that didn’t keep her from replaying the entire conversation in her head, over and over and over again. Beautiful. No one had ever called her that. Not like Tyler had. Not like Tyler meant. The word tickled inside her, making her smile, even as she told herself she was being ridiculous. She fell asleep wishing she’d made a very different decision.

* * *

He was slipping into the rhythms of the new team. He was starting to understand the unspoken language of the club—when Coach was swallowing anger, when he was merely being quiet. Tyler’d already figured out the bonds between most of the guys—who was always up for a few hands of poker to unwind after the game, who was going to order the first round of drinks in the hotel bar, who was going to slip away early, shrugging and saying he had to call his wife, talk to his kids.

But that feeling of belonging didn’t keep him from reaching out for Emily after Monday’s game. He called and let the phone ring four times before it slipped over to voicemail. Just to be certain, he dialed again, but she didn’t pick up.

He couldn’t be certain, of course, but he could picture her sitting in her office. She had a pen in one hand and was tapping it against her bottom lip. She was staring at the phone, that tiny smile firming up her lips as she shook her head and arched her eyebrows.

She was doing what was right. What was proper. And damn, if that didn’t drive him totally batshit. He shuffled off to the showers, then took a cab back to the hotel. The guys were already hanging out in the bar. He considered it a victory that he settled for two beers and didn’t call her again.

But he tried again on Tuesday. And on Wednesday, he refused to give up. Every fifteen minutes, he hit the redial button, determined to talk to her, even if he had to wake her out of a deep sleep.

She answered on the fifth try. “I shouldn’t be doing this,” she said.

His throat went dry as cotton. This was worse than asking some cheerleader to the high-school prom. This was as bad as being asked to read out loud in class, before he’d found a way to ditch the classes that would put him on the spot, before his teachers had decided to just let him go.

He cleared his throat and said, “I thought you were avoiding me.”

She hesitated, for long enough that he thought the call might have been disconnected. “I was,” she said at last. “But I’m not now.”

“Good.” He closed his eyes, and he could picture her, sitting across the table from him at Artie’s. He could hear her laughing at one of his stories, felt his easy relaxation as he’d responded to one of hers.

There were a dozen things he wanted to ask her. What was she wearing? Had she dreamed about him, the way he’d dreamed about her? Did the fact that they were talking turn her on, make her feel like—

She’d never pick up the phone again if he said any of those things. So he settled for, “How’d the meeting go with what’s-his-name? Aunt Minnie’s bulldog?”

“Oh!” He’d surprised her. And he discovered that her little gasp of astonishment was almost as fulfilling as all the other sounds he wanted to coax out of her. “You remembered!”

Who was he kidding? Surprising her wasn’t one hundredth of what he wanted to do with her. Or rather, it was everything he wanted to do with her—but not by asking about her crazy aunt’s will.

“Mr. Samson was pleased with the progress we’ve made. All of the demo is done.”

“Listen to you,” he said, laughing. “You sound like a pro.”

He could picture her proud smile as she said, “I drew up a schedule. Showed him how everything can get done on time, with you helping out. He signed off on that. And I think he was actually impressed by my flyers.”

“Who wouldn’t be impressed by your flyers?” It was a stupid thing to say. A ridiculous joke. But he heard her amused laugh, and he was pretty sure she was blushing.

Nevertheless, she stuck to business when she replied, saying something about the publicity she was planning, about ads she was placing in the local newspaper. After meeting with what’s-his-name, she’d met with her accountant. She had another meeting with one of the bigwigs at the university tomorrow.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I must be boring you to tears.”

“Never,” he said, and he was surprised to realize he meant it. “I can’t believe how much you’ve done in such a short time. You’re good at this.”

“I’m not,” she protested. “I’m only doing this because they fired me from my last job.”

He heard the bitterness in her voice, practically felt her wince. “You were laid off. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know they say that whenever people are laid off. But no one else was let go in the rest of the office. They didn’t kick anybody else out. I just keep thinking about my clients, about the women I was supposed to help.”

“You did help them as much as you could, for the time you were given. And now you’re helping even more people with Minerva House.”

He thought he heard her sniff. Shit. He’d been trying to make things better, but he’d made her cry instead. But she said, “Thank you. I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

He made his voice as gentle as he could. “You should. You should be easier on yourself.”

Yeah. She was definitely crying. Dammit. “Or what?” she whispered.

“Or I’ll catch the next plane out of Kansas City and come home to repeat it until you decide to listen to me.”

Home. Raleigh wasn’t home. Not yet. But she didn’t know that. She said, “Is that a promise?”

“Do you want it to be one?” He caught his breath, waiting for her answer.

“Yes,” she said. “I do.”

God, he wanted to be on that plane. He couldn’t do it. They both knew that. He had to settle for saying, “It’s late back there. Go to bed. Get some sleep. And things’ll be better in the morning.”

“They’re already better now.”

The words filled him with pride. This wasn’t the easy accomplishment that came from the game, from hitting a ball over the fence, from digging for a nearly-impossible catch and coming up clean, with the ball in his glove.

Hearing Emily’s words, picturing her smile, was like sex. Like he’d played her body, found the specific things that drove her wild, made her shout his name as she came harder than she’d ever come before.

But he’d done it without laying a finger on her. He’d done it without giving in to the dozens of dirty dreams she’d given him for the past week. And there was something about that power, about that trust that made him want to solve all her problems for the rest of her life.

“Good night,” he whispered, because he didn’t trust himself with what he’d just discovered.

“Good night.” 

They both laughed when neither of them hung up the phone.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said.

“I’ll be waiting.”

He counted to three, and this time, they both hung up.

So he called her on Thursday. Friday and Saturday too. They talked about the games he’d played, about a problem Will was having with the floorboards, about reserving a power sander to finish the job. They talked like they’d known each other for years instead of for weeks. And when Saturday night turned over to Sunday morning, when they were both biting back yawns and pretending they weren’t talking through set jaws, she said, “Come over here tomorrow. After you get home.”

“It’ll be late. Maybe midnight.”

“I’m a big girl. I can stay up late.”

“Nothing’s changed, Emily. You’re still going to tell me this is a bad idea.”

He could hear her breathing, and he wished he’d just kept his mouth shut. What was the big deal? He’d go by her house. Get laid. He’d done that plenty of times before, without turning it into a federal case.

But that was exactly the problem. It was a federal case. Or a state one, anyway. A state case, in front of a state judge, who had handed responsibility for his sentence to Emily.

“It’s a bad idea,” she agreed at last. “But a lot has changed. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

He hung up the phone before she could change her mind. One night. One game to play. One flight across country. Tomorrow night was never going to get there. 

He pounded his pillow and told his imagination to stop spinning out its reels of Emily fantasy footage. Shit. He might as well take a cold shower. Otherwise, he wasn’t falling asleep any time soon.

* * *

Emily looked at the clock on her nightstand. 11:57. Exactly three minutes since the last time she’d checked. 

She picked up her highball glass and tilted her head back to get the last drops of vodka around the ice. 

How many drinks was that? Who was counting? She’d spaced them out over the evening. She could have one more, just another drop of courage. Tyler could get there any time.

She held onto the bannister as she made her way down the stairs. The hallway swayed a bit as she headed back to the kitchen. Fresh ice cubes clinked into her glass. Vodka, a finger’s worth. Two. What the hell? Three. She added a splash of tonic water and squeezed in a generous wedge of lime.

There. That was better. She sipped again, letting the icy fire sooth her.

Her feet were freezing on the linoleum floor. Of course her feet were cold. She was wearing the skimpiest of camisoles, a froth of ecru lace and spaghetti straps. The matching panties certainly weren’t going to stave off any chill.

Looking at her outfit, she felt astonishment all over again. She’d bought these clothes that afternoon, bought them for Tyler. She’d bought them so he could see her like this—not in any of the other panties and bras she owned, not in anything she’d ever worn for herself, for anyone else.

This was different.

Tyler was different.

The logical part of her brain—the part that made her graduate magna cum laude from Michigan, that made her interview for and get a rare job in a crowded field—that mechanical voice told her she’d only known Tyler for a short time. Less than three weeks. And she’d only seen him for half of that, because he’d been on the road.

But for the first time in her life, Emily was listening to the other part of her brain. She was listening to the voice that said there was something special with Tyler. She’d felt it from the moment he walked into Anna’s office—the sheer magnetism that made her feel like an iron needle spinning toward him as he moved across the room. 

That was the voice that had urged her to take on monitoring his community service, because otherwise she’d walk away from him and never see him again. That was the voice that had whispered for her to accept his dinner invitation to Artie’s. That was the voice that had mewed from the back of her throat when he walked away from her front door, when she sent him away after dinner. And that was the voice that had ratcheted higher and higher, controlling her breathing, controlling her thoughts as they talked on the phone. 

Tyler knew her. Tyler understood her. She found herself telling him things she’d never told another living soul—doubts about her job, about her abilities. Dreams for her future. Desires for the way she wanted to live her life, for who she wanted to be.

And every outrageous thing she told him, he accepted. She loved the simple confidence in his voice. He believed in her. He trusted her. And his faith gave her permission to trust herself. 

She hadn’t felt that permission in weeks. Months. Since she’d been called into her boss’s office, blindsided by his announcement that he was letting her go. It wasn’t until the past week—when this funny, sexy man told her so—that she realized she’d been thinking the wrong things for ages. She wasn’t to blame. She hadn’t failed. She was the same overachiever she’d always been, and getting laid off didn’t change that.

Sure, there were a million conversations she and Tyler had not yet had. But they could have them. They would have them. Especially after she got rid of the one barrier between them. The Virgin Technicality.

She gritted her teeth and downed the rest of her drink. The vodka shimmered through her like water over silk, hot then cold. Before she could decide whether to make herself another, there was a knock at the front door.

This was it. 

This was her chance to redeem the embarrassment of that night two years ago when One False Love had fled like she had some sort of plague. This was her chance to undo the decisions she’d made in high school, in college, all the nights of her life.

All she had to do was answer the door.

Her heart hammered as loud as the deadbolt as she flipped the lock open. She thought about hiding behind the door, about letting it shield her. But that wasn’t what this night was about. That wasn’t why she’d asked Tyler to come to her.

She planted her feet against the slight spin of the room, and she opened the door.

The shock on his face was transparent. His eyes grew huge, and she heard his breath catch in his throat. She saw the muscles of his belly tighten under his T-shirt, saw the flicker as his fingers tensed. “Jesus, Emily,” he breathed.

She wanted to cover herself. She wanted to fold her hands across her breasts, arch her palms over the nearly exposed juncture at the top of her thighs. Her feet ached to escape into her office; her entire body longed to flee.

But her brain didn’t want her to go. Her mind wanted her right here, right now, with this man beside her.

Tyler glided over the threshold. He apparently had the presence of mind do to what she did not—he closed the door and shot the bolt, all in one smooth motion. “I was going to bring you something,” he said. “Stop for flowers. But there wasn’t any place open after midnight on Sunday.”

“I don’t need your flowers.” That voice didn’t belong to her. Those fingers didn’t belong to her—the ones that were closing around his hand, bring his palm to her chest. To her breast.

His fingers traced over the camisole’s lace, igniting a song inside her head, a humming that synchronized with the wavering edges of the room. Without thinking, without planning, she arched toward him, wanting to feel more than that one finger, wanting to sense more than that one line of lace.

And he understood exactly what she needed. Through the satin of the garment, he brushed against her nipple. The rush of sensation lanced through her, from the tight bud that he caressed, through her belly, into the mysterious warmth that throbbed between her legs.

His lips followed where his palm had gone, suckling through the fabric. His hands spread across her back, supporting her as she yielded to the sensation. Her hair was trapped beneath his fingertips. Her neck arched like a bow.

He shoved at the cami, pushing it up to her neck. In the same motion, he moved his head to her other breast, tongued the aching nipple that had been ignored for so long. The feeling was sharper, deeper, now that she was no longer protected by the cloth, and a gasp of pleasure forced its way past her lips.

The sound embarrassed her. She’d never exposed herself to a man this way, never been as explicit about what she wanted, and when and how. Sure, she’d made out with any number of boyfriends—friendly groping on a couch, heated fumbling with zippers, with inconvenient folds of cloth. She wasn’t totally inexperienced with what one person’s hands could do to another. Even with what mouths could do.

But this was the first time she’d ever offered herself up for a man, the first time she’d ever made herself this vulnerable. And if she didn’t do something now, she was going to lose her nerve completely. She was going to chicken out and cover herself and retreat into the safety she’d preserved all the rest of her life.

And she didn’t want that.

Not any more. Not with Tyler.

She closed her fingers around his wrist, pulling his hand to her side. He looked at her from eyes gone smoky with desire. “No?” he asked, and she felt him start to back off, a look of confusion beginning to twist those incredible lips into a frown.

“Not here,” she whispered.

And she led him up the stairs.

The sweeping staircase looked like something out of a movie set. It was designed for Scarlett O’Hara to stand at the top, for white-clad society girls to pose for their debuts. But Emily didn’t let that stop her as she steadied herself against the classic railing. Taking a deep breath against the vodka-infused waves in the air around her, she led Tyler to her bedroom. 

She’d lit candles. Nearly a dozen, glinting off the giant mirror suspended over the dresser that had been in her family for generations. The fat white columns glowed, perfuming the air with a hint of vanilla. 

She’d stacked decorative pillows in the corner—arranging them and rearranging them in an effort to make everything look casual. The first time she’d prepared the room, she’d turned back the comforter and sheet in a precise, demure line. After her first vodka tonic, though, that had looked too careful, too precious. She’d tangled the comforter and left it looking like the lair of some feral beast.

And two hours and many drinks later that was exactly how she felt—like a wild animal.

Her heart pounded, far faster than climbing any sweep of stairs could account for. Her head spun as her thoughts leaped from the candles to the bed sheets to the damp curls of hair against the nape of her neck. She licked her lips, but barely felt the motion; her entire body hummed as if she’d brushed against a generator.

She couldn’t delay any longer. She had to look at Tyler. Had to admit that she had drawn him here, that she was the one who was leading every step of this dance. 

Possessed by a power she’d never felt before, she prowled over to the bed. It felt completely natural to kneel amid the froth of sheets, to arch her back and smile an invitation. Tyler’s eyes flared with hunger as one strap of her camisole slipped from her shoulder.

She beckoned with one finger—commanding, promising. He closed the distance like a man in a dream.

Her fingers burned as she worked his belt buckle. The metal tongue slipped free like a charm. She loosened the leather and eased it out of a couple of loops, watching Tyler’s eyes close, studying the bob of his Adam’s apple as he leaned his head back. One more loop, easing, teasing, and then she whipped the rest of the leather free.

He started at the sound, a jerking motion that threatened to pull him away from her. She couldn’t have that, though. Not when she was finally on the verge of getting what she truly needed. 

She looped the belt around her neck, pulling it tight enough that the dark leather would stand out against her flesh. There were no holes for the metal tongue, no way to keep the belt close. But she took the free end and slapped it, once, twice, a demanding three times against his jean-clad thigh. 

He groaned and trapped the belt between her fingers and the sturdy layer of denim. She traced the edge of the leather with one scarlet fingernail, pressing hard enough into his twitching muscle to draw a gasp from his throat. She used his momentary distraction to free her hand, to slip her fingers into the waistband of his pants, to tug loose his T-shirt. His belly was as toned as she had imagined—hard lines that tightened when she spread her painted fingers across his abs.

And there was the line of dark hair, the arrow that led her back to his jeans, to the button fly that was straining taut. Her fingers were less nimble than they would have been a drink or two before, but she managed to twist the buttons free. Each one ratcheted up the tension—in Tyler’s clenched fists, in her own caught breath as his belt slipped loose across her throat. She eased her hands between the fabric and his body, protecting him even as she pulled him closer.

Finally, the pants were undone, the flaps hanging open, exposing the generous bulge beneath. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she hooked her heels behind his calves, forcing him closer. The motion anchored her, made the room stop wobbling on its axis. She settled a feather kiss at the crown of his boxers, flicking her tongue against his flesh even as her fingernails dug into his hips.

“Emily,” he breathed. “I—”

But anything else he planned on saying was lost as she slipped her hand inside the slit at the front of his shorts. The hard length of him was raging to escape. She barely had to guide him, scarcely had to run her quivering palm to the tangle of curls at his base, and he was free.

She had to taste him. She had to feel his hard warmth against her lips, let him fill her hot, ready mouth. Her fingers automatically curled around him, cupping his balls, and he shuddered so hard she had to pull back. Deliberately, as slowly as she could, she traced one throbbing vein with a crimson nail.

When she had the full measure of him, when he was quivering with expectation, she returned to her original intent. She licked her lips, moistening them before she closed over him. At first, she took just the tip, savoring the moan that rose deep in his throat. She tongued the ridge of hard flesh, the collar of excitement like the leather collar of his belt. She took her time exploring him, studying him as if he were some wild new creature, some exotic species she’d never seen before.

The taste of him intoxicated her more than the vodka ever had. She had to have more of him, had to drink in more of his searing flesh. She flicked her tongue against him as she moved down his length, feeling him grow impossibly longer, harder.

He made her powerful. He gave her confidence. He lent her the courage to do all the things she’d ever dreamed of doing with a man, all the things her parents and Minnie would have called dirty and dangerous and wrong.

Tyler Brock was different, with his devil-may-care attitude and his laughing contempt for the rules. He was a bad boy, and he made her want to be a bad girl, in the best of all possible ways.

She took him deep. The old Emily would have been frightened by the length of him. But the Emily he had awakened knew she could handle him, knew she was made to match him in every way that mattered. Her fingers tightened on his hips, setting the rhythm, capturing the wild strength of him, and staying completely in control.

* * *

Tyler’s thighs trembled with the shockwaves vibrating off his cock. Emily was incredible. 

When he’d met her, she’d seemed like such a proper girl, like some gunslinger’s straight-laced schoolmarm. Now, though, the moonlight streamed through the sheer curtains, turning her into something daring, something dangerous. His belt circled the soft white flesh of her throat, a shocking reminder that she was nothing like she’d first appeared. Each time she sank her lips to the base of his cock, the leather shifted, slipping around her neck until he could almost imagine that she was pulling the strap tight beneath his balls.

That image nearly pushed him over the edge. He was so close, barely balanced on the edge of sanity. But he didn’t want to come, not like that. He needed to feel his cock inside her, to drown in the sweet folds still covered—barely—by those scraps of lacy cloth.

His fingers closed around her shoulders, stilling her. He felt her confusion, her momentary uncertainty. Before she could translate anything into words, he slipped his cock out of her mouth—that incredible mouth—and he edged beside her on the bed, pulling her down beside him.

His fingers were drawn to her heat. He stripped away her panties, tugging them past her knees and over her ankles with all the impatience of a man who couldn’t last much longer. He stroked her once with two fingers, as slowly as he could manage, counting out the raging pulse in his cock. 

She was slick. Ready. Burning as hot as he was, even hotter. 

“Emily,” he breathed. He had to scramble for his wallet, find a rubber. He needed to hold steady for one more minute. One more torture, as he imagined her fingers skimming the condom over his throbbing dick. He caught her lips and plunged his tongue deep, transferring from one raging need to another.

 Vodka. Bitter tonic. Lime, tangy on the corners of her lips.

She tasted like a desperate high-school student, a girl who’d raided her parents’ liquor cabinet and drunk everything in sight because she might never get the chance again. Stunned, he pulled back, letting her head fall back against the crook of his arm.

She gasped a protest, twisting in the sheets and trying to pull him closer. He smelled the liquor on her breath then, so sharp and heavy that he couldn’t believe he’d missed it before.

He eased back, putting his weight on one elbow as he slipped further from the magnetic heat of her thighs. She turned her face to him, looking at him through hooded eyes. “Tyler,” she whispered.

She no longer sounded like the vixen who’d greeted him at the door. This Emily was confused, suddenly unsure of herself. She reached for his dick, but he snared her fingers before she could discover his hard-on was gone.

“Tyler,” she said again, and this time she sounded scared. “What’s wrong? Didn’t I make you feel good?”

Now that he was lying beside her, he could hear the alcohol in every word. 

God knows, he wasn’t a saint. He’d shared plenty of beds with girls who’d been partying—alcohol, sure, and sometimes more. But those girls weren’t Emily. They’d been games. Distractions.

And those girls had been absolutely certain about the decisions they were making. He wanted to say the same of the woman lying beside him. He wanted to believe that the animal attraction between them was real.

But he couldn’t say that for sure. He couldn’t be certain this was what Emily really wanted. Not when she’d said no before. Not when she’d been so certain. Because if she woke up in the morning and regretted having let him into her life, her home, her body, something inside him would snap.

She was still looking at him. Still waiting for his answer. But now her eyes were shiny with tears.

Shit. He was totally screwing this up. 

He brushed her hair off her face, careful to use the palm of his hand because even now he didn’t fully trust his fingers to follow his commands, to refrain from doing everything he truly wanted to do. “You were wonderful,” he finally said. “You are wonderful. But you’re also very, very drunk.”

“I had one drink before you got here!” she protested. But even as she looked indignant, she avoided his eyes. “Okay,” she said into his skeptical silence. “A couple. A few.”

With each admission, his heart sank lower. If she needed to get tanked just to screw around with him… He must have misunderstood everything that was going on between them. He sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, pulling the sheets across his lap.

Her hands were tentative on his shoulders, fumbling awkwardly as she fought to remove his T-shirt. The woman who had greeted him at the front door had completely disappeared—the sexy woman, the one who knew exactly what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go for it. The girl who was left behind was nervous, afraid, but she said defiantly, “I can do what I want to, you know. I can make my own decisions.”

He half-turned and caught her hands between his. “You can,” he agreed. “But I don’t trust your decisions when you’ve had this much to drink. I don’t want you to hate me in the morning.”

“I’d never—” But she stopped herself. 

She wasn’t an angry drunk, thank God for that. But God, she was a sad one. Or maybe she was just embarrassed. Tears squeezed past her lashes, and he felt like the world’s biggest dick.

“Come on,” he said. And then he reached for his belt, gently slipping the leather free from her throat. She started to cry for real then, tears rolling down her cheeks, little sobs catching in her throat. “Come on,” he said again. “Don’t do that.”

When she heard the belt hit the floor, she actually whimpered. He was such a shit. It took him a moment to find his boxers, to pull them on, along with his pants. He stood and worked the top button. That left him facing the bathroom door. 

He could see a glass in there, beside her toothbrush. He rummaged in the medicine cabinet and found a bottle of Advil. He shook out a couple and brought them to her, along with water. “Swallow these,” he said to her back.

She shook her head.

“You’ll feel better in the morning. Take it from me. I know.”

She turned just enough to take the water and the pills. 

“There you go,” he said as she swallowed. He refilled the water when it was empty. “Drink that, too.”

Now, she gulped like a little girl, holding the cup with both hands. Her eyes were huge. Vulnerable. 

He took the cup and set it on her nightstand. “Okay,” he said. “Lie down now. You need to get some sleep.”

She shook her head. “I can’t—”

“You can,” he said. And to reinforce the words, he put his palms on her collarbones. She flinched, but he didn’t relent until she turned toward her pillow. She put her back to him and curled up on her side.

Something twisted inside his chest. He reached for the sheet and the white cotton blanket, pulling them both over her bare legs. She stiffened at first, but he persisted until he tucked the edges in under her chin.

She whispered something, so soft he couldn’t make out the words. “What?” he asked, keeping his own voice as low as the flickering candlelight.

“I’m sorry,” she said. And even softer: “I’m an idiot.”

“Hush,” he said, and he tucked the blanket in a little tighter. He moved to the dresser then, carefully blowing out the candles. The ones on the side table, between the heavy chairs. The ones on the far nightstand. The one closest to her.

Her breathing was still uneven, like she was fighting not to sob. He lay down beside her, careful not to pull the blanket free from her shoulders. 

“I’m so, so sorry,” she whispered.

“Go to sleep,” he said. “Everything will be fine in the morning.” But she didn’t stop crying until he eased his chest against the curve of her back. With the blanket between them like a wall a mile thick, he folded his arm across her belly and pulled her back against him. 

It took a long time for her to fall asleep. Longer still, before he was able to doze off himself. Even then, he woke up a dozen times during what was left of the night.




















CHAPTER 5




Someone was drilling into the center of Emily’s skull. When she opened her eyes to identify the perpetrator, she immediately realized what a foolish mistake she’d made. Sunshine streamed through the sheers, lancing straight through her eyes to the center of her brain. She swallowed hard, only to discover that her mouth had turned to sand. 

And then all the pieces came together.

She scrunched her eyes closed and pulled the sheets over her head. She’d made an idiot out of herself. A drunken, slobbering idiot. 

And more than that, she’d finally confirmed that Caden Holloway was right. She was Bluebell. She was a heartless tease who had lured Tyler upstairs with the promise of something she’d actually been unprepared to give him.

Except that wasn’t really the truth. She’d been ready to give it. Ready to get rid of the burden she’d been carrying around for years, the virginity that seemed to exist for the sole purpose of mocking her.

Tyler had rejected her.

Oh my God. Had she really answered the door wearing that? And had she really put her mouth there? And had she really played with his belt, worn it that way, turned herself into some flesh-and-blood version of a giant rubber doll?

She eased her eyes open the narrowest of slits. She was still wearing her camisole. She looked a little more. Her camisole, with watermarks across the front, left behind by Tyler’s hungry mouth. Mortified, she slipped her hands down the front of the garment, regrettably confirming that her panties weren’t there. He’d ripped them off of her; she remembered that now. He’d torn them away when he thought he was going to—

She moaned against the throbbing in her head, but she forced herself to sit up.

There was a full glass of water on her nightstand. Next to it stood a bottle of Advil, the child-safe top conveniently removed. She downed two, washing them over her furry tongue with the water.

As she swallowed, she remembered Tyler dosing her the night before. She remembered his pulling the covers up to her shoulders, spooning behind her and pulling her to his chest. His arm across her belly had been the only thing that stopped the room from spinning. The warmth of his body through the sheets had anchored her, steadied her, had made it possible for her to sleep.

She stayed in bed until the painkillers worked their magic, sanding away the roughest edges of her headache. Setting her jaw, she stumbled into the bathroom, turning on the shower and setting the temperature one degree short of lobster-boil. As the water heated up, she tugged the camisole over her head and bunched it into a pitifully small beige wad. She dropped it into the trashcan. She’d never consider wearing the thing again.

The shower scorched away the worst of her hangover, forcing the fug of vodka and embarrassment from her pores. She shampooed her hair twice before working in her best conditioner. She only rinsed her hair clean when the hot water started to run out.

Tucking a towel around herself, she faced the bedroom once again. The burned out candles stared at her, their curling wicks like black eyes. She forced herself to walk to the far side of the bed, to collect her delicate panties, to crumple them and toss them in the same wastebasket that held her cami.

Craving comfort, she pulled on her heaviest pair of sweatpants. It might be the middle of summer, but she wanted something soft, something bulky, something that would deny any shape of her body. She found a Rockets sweatshirt on the top shelf of her closet and tugged it over her wet hair.

She paused with her hand on the bedroom doorknob. Will Martins had to be downstairs. He was supposed to be sanding the floors, an all-day affair certain to fill the air with noise and dust. The last thing she wanted to do was listen to that. 

No, the last thing she wanted to do was chat with the jovial handyman. She winced, just imagining how loud his voice would be as he boomed his usual greeting, as he gave her the third degree about how she’d spent her weekend.

But hiding up here wasn’t going to make anything better.

She gritted her teeth and slinked down the stairs. How was it possible to make a walk of shame in the privacy of her own home? 

Of Aunt Minnie’s home, anyway. The house wasn’t hers. Not yet. 

And judging from the lack of a handyman in the dining room, it wasn’t going to be hers anytime soon. Emily shook her head at the silent house. She’d dreaded seeing Will, but she needed him to be there. Time was of the essence, if she was going to open Minerva House by her aunt’s deadline.

Transforming some of her self-loathing into frustration with the tradesman, she stalked into the kitchen. The nearly-empty bottle of vodka sat on the counter, glinting with condemnation. A dried out sliver of lime gaped from the cutting board. A crushed bottle of tonic water lay on its side.

Had she really left everything sitting out like that? Great. She was regressing to her college days. No. She’d never gotten that drunk in college.

She glanced at the clock and was astonished to see it was five minutes to noon. She’d lost an entire morning. Fine. She’d make herself lunch then get back on track. 

But the queasy somersault of her belly told her there was no lunch in her future. She settled for filling the teakettle and putting it on the stove. A bracing cup of English Breakfast—that was the only thing her aching body could begin to consider.

As she waited for the water to boil, she picked up her phone. There were two messages waiting.

She pressed the button and listened to the first. “Hey, Em.” It was Anna. With a shock, Emily realized she hadn’t spoken to her best friend in days—which Anna was acknowledging in her spirited message. “Sorry I’ve been so scarce. Things have been crazy with the team and getting Zach settled into his new job. Gramps is screaming bloody murder from the rehab facility. Why don’t you come to the game tonight? With any luck, we can grab a drink after and catch up. I’m leaving tickets at the box office—see you at seven!”

Emily shook her head. She couldn’t imagine grabbing any sort of drink, ever again. But it would be good to catch up with Anna. She pressed the button for the other message. “Hey, Ms. H.” It was Will; she’d recognize the handyman’s rumble anywhere. “Tyler said you were in a meeting all morning. Call me when you’re done, and I can get started on the floors in the dining room.”

Tyler said…

That must mean that Tyler had waited around to talk to the guy. He’d spent the night, while she’d been sleeping off her overindulgence. Great. This day was getting better and better.

But it had been nice of him to send Will away. Tyler had given her several hours to sleep. To recover. Not that she’d ever find the nerve to thank him.

Gritting her teeth, she returned Will’s call, keeping the conversation short because she had no idea what “meeting” Tyler had dreamed up to pre-empt the handyman’s work. Will said he’d arrive shortly.

The kettle whistled, and Emily brewed herself the strongest cup of tea she could imagine. The thought of sugar or milk turned her stomach, so she sipped it black, willing herself to accept the bitterness. It was what she deserved. A punishment for what she’d done the night before. For what she’d tried to do.

The doorbell rang when she was only halfway through the mug. Somewhat grateful, she set the bitter brew on the counter and answered the door. “You really did get here fast—” she said, before she realized she wasn’t speaking to Will.

Instead, she was speaking to a young man. A young man in torn jeans and a green-stained T-shirt. A young man half-hidden behind the largest bouquet of flowers Emily had ever seen. There had to be four dozen stems, all calla lilies. The blooms ranged in color from peach to burgundy, each the length of her ring finger. Together, they were breathtaking—a wild forest of color that whispered of sensuality.

“Ms. Holt?” the man asked from behind the flowers.

“Um, yes?” 

“Sign here, please.” They executed a complicated ballet, transferring the vase—lead crystal, she realized, from the weight of it. The delivery man offered her an electronic tablet, and she scrawled something that might have been her signature if she hadn’t been so overwhelmed. He hurried down the steps to his van before she could say anything more.

Stunned, she carried the flowers into the kitchen. A card nestled in the heart of the arrangement, speared on a clear plastic fork. With trembling fingers, she slipped open the envelope.

“Thanks for the warm welcome home,” it said, in the impersonal letters of a computer printout. And it was signed “T.”

Warm welcome. Well, that was one way of looking at it. Even as she buried her face in the flowers, her memory flashed on the heat of Tyler’s mouth on her breast. On the feel of his belt against her throat, raw and sexy.

She winced in reflex. But when she opened her eyes, the flowers made her realize that maybe she hadn’t managed to ruin everything between them. She carried the flowers to her office and placed them in the center of the credenza that faced her desk.

She had to thank him. She had a decent idea of what such a bouquet must have cost. Sure, the guy was a millionaire baseball player, but this extravagance was overwhelming. Especially when she should be the one apologizing to him.

She retrieved her phone from the kitchen. It should be enough to text him. Just a quick thank you. Maybe send a photo of the arrangement.

But Aunt Minnie would haunt her forever if she took that coward’s route. She set her jaw and pressed the button to dial Tyler.

* * *

Tyler guided his new pick-up truck into a convenient parking spot in the garage of the Whitmore condo building. He’d just finished the paperwork on the vehicle an hour earlier, signing where the eager salesman told him to sign, initialing a dozen different forms. The guy assured him everything was much simpler because he wasn’t financing the truck, but he’d be damned if there’d been anything simple about it.

Still, it felt good to have his own wheels. That rental car had been driving him nuts with its little lawnmower engine. Now, if he could just find time to meet with a real estate agent, to find a place to live, things would almost be back to normal. The team was generous, putting him up in this high-rise condo, but the place was boring. The carpet, the couch, the curtains—everything was a different shade of beige.

Beige… Like the scraps of cloth Emily had worn last night.

As if on cue, his phone buzzed. He looked down and picked out the first three numbers. Sure enough, it was Emily—like thinking about her, remembering her hot mouth around his cock, had made her call.

He answered from the cab of the truck. He was pretty sure this wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have in public. Not if anyone else was standing around the lobby, innocently picking up their mail.

“Hey there,” he answered, smiling around the words.

Silence.

He pulled the phone away from his ear, confirming the call was still connected. The counter flashed its numbers, measuring out the seconds. “Emily?” he finally asked.

She made a funny little sound, something between a cough and a laugh.

And Tyler knew what he had to do. Talk to her. Keep on talking, until she was ready to answer back. It was like the time his youngest brother had scared Miss Fitz up the live oak tree in the back of the house. Everyone else had been shouting out ideas about how to rescue the cat—calling for a ladder, shouting for a can of tuna fish. He’d been the one to climb up there, to talk to the terrified animal until she finally dared to take a step closer to him on the branch, another, and another, until he could finally gather her up and carry her down to safety.

“Now I can tell you didn’t take my advice,” he said. “If you’d drunk the water I left by your bed, you wouldn’t have that frog in your throat. They say you should have a full glass of water for every ounce of liquor. But that might keep you busy till sometime after midnight tonight. A few gallons of water, and maybe an entire bottle of Advil. I didn’t check how many you had left. If you run out, you can probably find some pharmacy to deliver. Or maybe one of those services that brings groceries to your door. Maybe—”

“Thank you,” she interrupted, and he was relieved to hear a laugh behind the words. “The flowers are beautiful.”

“Flowers?” he asked, as if he’d never heard of such a thing. 

“I’ve never had a guy do anything like that before,” she said.

“Sounds like you haven’t been with the right guys.” He leaned back against the headrest, breathing deeply of the new-car smell. Her tension vibrated over the airwaves, and he could picture the uncertain frown twisting her lips.

“Seriously,” she said. “I should be the one giving something to you.”

“You gave me plenty, babe.” Even as he said the pet name, he felt her fingers digging into his hips. His cock twitched, ever hopeful against his button fly.

“We both know that isn’t true,” she whispered.

“I’m the man who got to see you open that door last night. I’m the guy you brought upstairs.” I’m the guy who got the best head of his life, he wanted to say, but the words sounded too crude, too much like something that would scare her off forever. “It’s not your fault I put the brakes on, beautiful.”

“But it is,” she insisted. “If I hadn’t been sloppy drunk—”

“If you’d been sloppy drunk, nothing would have happened last night. I would have known from the second I got there that you weren’t ready.”

“But I was!” she wailed.

“Mm-hmm,” he agreed. But he let the silence remind her that she was the one who’d poured herself all those drinks. She was the one nursing what had to be a killer hangover today.

“Maybe…” she trailed off.

He had to rescue her. “Maybe it was too far, too fast. We both know I’ve got a lot of my sentence left to serve.”

“Yes!” she said, and he had the distinct feeling she was grabbing on to a lifeline.

“Maybe when I’m no longer a threat to public safety, things will be different.”

“You’re not a threat—”

“No,” he agreed. “I’m not. But you’re not really going to believe that till my one hundred hours are done. And that makes me the world’s biggest idiot.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I waited on your front porch until Will got there this morning. I sent the guy away, because I thought you needed the sleep. I should have let him come in. We could have sanded the entire dining room. The living room, too. Maybe even the back rooms. We would have made a hell of a lot of noise, woken you up way before you were ready, but I’d be five hours closer to ending my sentence.”

Her laugh made his own lips curl into a smile. “I don’t know,” she said. “The way my head was pounding, I might have forgotten to record the hours.”

“That,” he said, “would be something I could never forgive.”

That time, they laughed together. She caught her breath and said, “Hey.”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for the flowers. Really. They mean a lot to me.”

“So did your welcoming me home.” He held the phone loosely against his ear. He wasn’t surprised that she stayed silent. “Really, Em,” he said.

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you have to get back to work. Do whatever you’re doing to get Minerva House ready. And I’ll talk to you after tonight’s game.” He waited, but when she didn’t recite all that, he said, “Okay. That’s your signal to hang up.”

“You hang up.”

“Not this again. I’m not even on the road.”

“I know,” she said, and he could tell she was smiling. “In fact, I’m going to the game tonight. I’ll be in the owner’s box with Anna.”

His heart clenched tight in his chest. “Tonight?”

“See you there.”

Then, she did hang-up. And he was left feeling more nervous than he had since his first Little League game.

* * *

Emily nursed her Coca-Cola, grateful for the crushed ice that mostly filled her cup. It took a supreme effort, but she managed to ignore the smell of hot dogs and popcorn, the ballpark food that everyone around her was enjoying with abandon. Anna slipped into the seat next to her during the break between the top and the bottom of the second inning.

“You’re not eating?” Anna asked.

Emily shook her head and stole another sip of soda. “Not today.”

Anna laughed. “I know that look! Or more precisely, I know that tone of voice. Let me guess. Chocolate martinis?”

Emily groaned. “Vodka tonics. Extra lime.”

“Who were you out with? And why didn’t you call me to come along?”

“I couldn’t call you. You’re practically a married old lady.” But Emily couldn’t help but glance toward the dugout. Tyler was in the on-deck circle, swinging a weighted bat and looking like he was posing for his picture on a baseball card. 

Anna looked shocked. “Oh. My. God. You and Tyler?”

“Hush!” Emily practically leaped out of her chair.

“Don’t tell me to hush!” Anna leaned closer. “You’re not saying I’m wrong.”

Emily found the hem of her T-shirt fascinating. She picked at the stitches as if she might discover a cure for cancer among the threads. “I don’t know what’s going on. I mean, I thought I knew, before he sent me the lilies—”

“He sent you flowers?” That was loud enough for half the people in the box to turn around. Emily sank deeper into her seat, wishing she could disappear. Before she had to answer, though, the umpire settled into place behind the plate, gesturing impatiently for Tyler to step into the box. 

He took his time digging in, planting first his right foot, then his left. He dipped the bat toward second base three times in rapid succession. He pulled it back, holding it nearly upright, like a giant exclamation point over his right shoulder.

Emily leaned forward. She’d never been a huge baseball fan, but she’d watched plenty of games with Anna. Her eye had gotten better; she could see the difference between balls and strikes, read the different pitches by the time they reached the plate. 

That fastball, for example. The one Tyler was just behind, for strike one. The ball that followed, intended to brush him back from the plate. Another fastball, one that Tyler just got a piece of, enough to send the ball flying into foul territory down the first base line. And that curveball, the one that didn’t break until the very last moment, leaving Tyler swinging like he was going for a grand slam, even though the bases were empty. Strike three. He stalked back to the dugout.

Anna made a quick notation on her score sheet, tapping her purple pen against the paper as the next batter came up. Emily pretended there was nothing more fascinating than watching the left fielder strike out on three fastballs. Unless it was the second baseman, who worked his way to a full count before he struck out.

By the time the inning was over, Anna was eyeing her with a look as sharp as the hash marks she’d made on her paper. Emily considered saying she needed to go to the bathroom, but she was pretty sure Anna would just follow her there. She was certain, in fact, when Anna said, “Spill. Tell me everything.”

“There isn’t anything to tell!” Emily lowered her voice. “He came by after the team got back from Cincinnati. I was nervous about seeing him. I had a couple of drinks before he got there, on an empty stomach. In the end, nothing happened.” 

Anna looked skeptical. 

“Nothing!” Emily protested.

A furrow of concern appeared between Anna’s eyebrows. “Seriously, Em. I’m surprised. He isn’t like any of the guys you’ve dated before.”

“No. He isn’t.” Emily confirmed the words she’d already told herself a thousand times over.

“Do you think it’s a good idea? I mean, with the community service and everything…”

“No, I don’t think it’s a good idea!” Emily surprised herself by her vehemence. “I don’t think it’s a good idea at all! I’m pretty sure I drank half a bottle of Ketel One because I knew exactly how terrible an idea all of this is!”

Anna sat back, obvious concern pulling her mouth into a frown.

“You don’t have to do this, Emily. The team can find someplace else for Tyler to serve his sentence. It doesn’t have to be with you, if you really want to go ahead with this.”

Someplace else. The words hovered there, like a gift. If Tyler served his sentence someplace else, then there wouldn’t be any ethical barrier to a relationship between them. If she didn’t need to track his hours, didn’t need to at least pretend to be an unbiased observer, then she’d be free to find out if there really was anything between them, if there ever could be.

But Emily knew all of that was an elaborate lie. She’d already decided she didn’t care about the ethics of monitoring Tyler’s community service. She’d been willing to take the chance of messing that up. Her problem was something Anna couldn’t fix, even if she’d known the truth. Emily’s problem was figuring out what she wanted to do with her own body, when she was ready to let go of the Virgin Technicality. 

But the thought of losing Tyler dismayed her. If he weren’t required to show up at her house for community service, he’d find other ways to use his time. He’d find other women who were more willing to follow through on what they promised. 

She felt her cheeks heat. Her blush must have been visible, because Anna put a hand on her wrist. “Say the word, and I’ll set something else up immediately.”

“No,” Emily said, too quickly. 

The Rockets were back in the field. Atlanta’s strongest batter dug in behind the plate. Anna seemed reluctant when she turned her attention back to the game. The batter swung at the first pitch, sending a screaming line drive to first. Tyler had to leap from the bag, stretch his arm directly overhead, but he came down with the ball in his glove. 

From the box, Emily could see his easy smile as he tossed the ball to the second baseman. She made out the victorious flash in his eyes as he settled back on the bag, ready for the next out. She saw the way he eased off, taking a few steps to his right to put himself in a better position to catch the next ball hit.

And she saw his quick glance to the owner’s box, the tight nod as he found her in the front row. He touched a single finger to his baseball cap, and she knew he was as aware of her as she was of him.

“No,” Emily said to Anna again. “Don’t change a thing.” She had the rest of his sentence to figure out what she wanted from Tyler. What she wanted from herself. It was time to ask herself the hard questions, and to listen to every answer.




















CHAPTER 6




Emily stared at the spreadsheet, unable to believe the totals displayed on her computer screen. Eighty-three. Tyler had already put eighty-three hours into Minerva House.

She shouldn’t be surprised. He’d helped Will refinish all of the hardwood on the ground floor—sanding and finishing and sealing all four public rooms, along with the hallway. He’d painted the newels on the staircase, taking care that no drips marred the uprights. He’d installed the new wiring for the overhead lighting, and he’d tested the new circuits. 

Of course, he’d also cajoled her into counting the hours he’d waited for the county inspector. And he’d ducked out of other things she’d asked him to do—organizing books on the shelves in the front room, sorting the brochures she’d picked up from the printer. He’d absolutely refused to go online when she asked him to double-check the website, saying he had to run errands before he hit the road.

She’d been frustrated, but she’d gotten over it while he traveled, first to Miami, then Atlanta. They’d talked every night—sometimes until two or three in the morning. Yesterday had been a rare travel day. She’d thought about inviting him to stop by after he got back from the airport, but she’d decided not to. After their earlier fiasco, an invitation like that would come with too many strings attached.

A week apart had been just the thing she needed to get over his stubborn refusal to complete the assignments she wanted him to do, the things that weren’t high on his personal to-do list. And Emily had to admit she was eager to see him. It certainly wasn’t the same, watching him on TV. He might have hit a game-winning home run in Florida, and a grand slam in Atlanta. He might be in the middle of a hot streak, with the cameras loving him every time he stepped to the plate.

But Emily was interested in a lot more than his batting average when she opened the door on Tuesday morning.

He leaned against the door jamb. “Hey, beautiful.”

She ran her fingers through her hair and watched the motion kindle a hunger in his eyes. “Quit it,” she said. “Will’s right inside.”

“Then maybe you should step out here, on the porch.”

“Like that’s any more private.”

“There’s plenty of room in the bed of my truck.”

All she heard was bed. That was enough. She blushed, and he laughed.

Cursing her fair skin and her shy reflexes, she held the door open wider. “Get in here. There’s a lot of painting to be done.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He didn’t have to brush against her when he passed over the threshold, but he did. He didn’t have to let his fingers catch on the hem of her shorts. He didn’t have to pause, leaning close, as she caught her breath sharply. And he didn’t have to chuckle, deep in his throat, as she sighed when he stepped away.

“Hey, Will,” he called as he entered the living room. “Primer already done?” 

“Just waiting for you to add the first coat,” the handyman said from his stepladder. “This is the last of the cutting in.”

She tried not to feel jealous as the men fell into an easy conversation about last night’s game. The umpires had made some terrible calls, mostly against the Rockets. Emily knew, because she’d watched every minute. But she left the men to their discussion and padded back to her office.

Three weeks until Mr. Samson made his final decision on Minerva House. Three weeks until she showed him the final version of her attempts to build a community for returning soldiers and their families.

That reminded her. She still needed child-size furniture for the Fun Room, the space that had once been the dining room. She wanted to get a table that was low to the ground, along with four miniature plastic chairs. A chest, too, something that could be filled with blocks and dolls and other toys for imaginative play. As her concept for the House had grown, the Fun Room had become increasingly important. Kids needed to be kept occupied so their parents could do the hard work of acclimating to stateside life.

Consulting her computer, she wrote down everything she needed. Tyler could pick it up on his way over tomorrow. She folded the paper and wrote his name on the outside. On a whim, she added a pair of interlocking hearts. 

Sure, it was silly. But silly felt good. It felt right. She’d leave the list on the passenger seat of his truck and make him think it was a love letter, at least until he opened it. It would serve the guy right, teasing her like that on her own front porch.

She was still grinning, when the phone rang. 

“Emily! Jamie Martin here. I’m glad I caught you in your office.”

Emily smiled at the enthusiasm in the photographer’s voice. “What’s up?”

“My schedule shifted unexpectedly. I can fit you in for those headshots we talked about, if you come by this morning.”

“This morning?” Emily heard the alarm in her voice, as she looked down at her shorts.

“I know you want everything for the website before your big review September 1st.” The photographer was clearly used to reluctant subjects. Her voice carried the perfect amount of cajoling.

Emily sighed in resignation. “Give me half an hour.”

“It’s not like you’re going to your execution.” Jamie laughed. “You’ll see. We’ll have fun.”

“I can’t wait,” Emily said dryly, but she was smiling. 

“Just bring a few outfits. We’ll figure out what works best.”

Emily had already selected appropriate clothes; she’d ransacked her closet half a dozen times to choose the outfits that hung on the back of her office door. “Got it. See you in a few.”

As Emily hung up, her gaze shifted to the stack of filing on the corner of her desk. Every day for the past two weeks, she’d promised herself she’d get it done. She’d even scribbled notes to herself on the corner of every page, instructions about which folder should hold each paper. The photographer’s sudden schedule change was going to make Emily skirt the responsibility once again. She’d lost too much sleep worrying about the task. This really, truly had been the day she was going to get it done. Damn.

“What’s wrong?”

She jumped like a cat caught on the kitchen counter. Even as she trapped a little shriek against the back of her teeth, she realized Tyler was standing in the doorway.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

She laughed a little. “I was just thinking.”

“About what?” She couldn’t put her finger on it, couldn’t say exactly what made it sound like he was asking about her sexiest daydreams. But all of a sudden, she was thinking about him, picturing him with his shirt off, standing there and offering her a lot more than community service hours.

She shook her head and forced her mind back to business. “About how I’m going to get all this work done.”

“Maybe we could take a drive over to my place,” he suggested with a sly smile. “It doesn’t smell like paint. I could help you forget whatever has you so worked up.”

Worked up. That was one way of putting it.

She firmly set aside the mental picture of Tyler Brock, hot and sweaty, administering his private brand of therapy. “I am not taking a drive with you anywhere,” she said with a smile. “In fact, why don’t you stay here and finish my filing? Then, I’ll be able to get a decent night’s sleep.”

“You haven’t been sleeping well?” he asked innocently.

“Don’t start with me!” She picked up her purse. “There’s the filing. The folders are all in the top two drawers.”

“But—”

“No,” she cut him off. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“Emily—”

“I’m not listening!” She laughed as she edged past him. But she couldn’t keep from her own bit of teasing, leaning just that much too close as she collected her clothes for the photo shoot. She felt him catch his breath, but she was halfway to the front door before he could say anything else. 

She didn’t have to sway her hips quite as much as she left the house. But it felt damn good to do it. Especially when she left her “love note” for Tyler on the front seat of his truck. She smiled all the way to Jamie’s studio.

* * *

Was she trying to drive him crazy?

It she’d only met him at the front door wearing those short shorts, that would have been bad enough. If she’d only joked with him, promising a thousand things with all the words she didn’t say… If she’d only let his fingers brush against her thigh… If she’d only jumped when he found her in the office, looked at him with that mix of hunger and surprise, walked out that front door, twitching her pretty little ass from side to side… 

All of that would have been enough to drive him up the wall. 

But no. There was more—that constant promise between them. The tease that kept them both on edge. Seventeen more hours of community service, and they’d be free to finish what they’d started that night in her bedroom. 

He hitched at his jeans, trying to relieve the pressure at his crotch. 

And then he stared at the stack of papers she’d left on her desk. What the hell was he supposed to do with those? Filing. It would be bad enough if he could read the damn things. 

But he had to do it. If he didn’t, Emily would find out. If he didn’t, he’d blow his whole community service gig and shake her faith in him, besides.

Shit. With all his experience avoiding situations exactly like this, he should have figured out a way around the project. Maybe he could get Will to do it. Tell the handyman… 

Right. Like that was going to work.

Feeling like a man facing a pit of poisonous snakes, he set his jaw and walked over to her desk. She’d written notes on each page. Must be the files she wanted the papers to go in.

He tugged on the top drawer of the filing cabinet, jerking it toward himself with enough force that he almost pulled the whole thing over. His heart was pounding hard enough to make him pant. He wiped his palms against his jeans and picked up the first page.

E. The letter was right there, clear as a hung curveball.

He licked his lips. The filing cabinet had to be in alphabetic order. He squinted at the folders. Sure enough, there was the E. Fifth one in.

He jerked the file from the drawer and swore when a dozen pieces of paper started to spill. He tried to grab them, to keep them from falling, but he only succeeded in scrambling all of them. 

Goddamit! Now they were all out of order. Even if he wanted to figure out where the E paper in his hand went, he couldn’t. He’d have to sort the rest of them. Have to match them up.

Sweat pooled in the small of his back, the cold trickle of failure. Christ. Why hadn’t he told her he couldn’t do this? Made up a lie? Told her he had to get to the ballpark?

He tossed the pages on her desk. E. He squinted at the next letter. Tried to force it into place. It twisted around itself, flipped upside down. 

He stared at the stack of documents. He’d be here for the rest of the day. Rest of the night. Sure. Emily would let an idiot like him stick around for the night.

Swearing, he shoved all the papers into a single file—the old ones he’d spilled and the new ones she’d asked him to file. He left the entire goddamn mess in the center of her desk and stormed down the hall to his truck.

“Hey!” Will called out from the dining room. “Aren’t you going to finish the trim?”

“Can’t, buddy,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Gotta get to the ballpark. They just called a team meeting.”

His heart thundered as he slammed the front door. His stomach burned like he’d swallowed a flaming brick. Trying to read hadn’t made him puke since he was ten years old. He leaned his head against the steering wheel. Deep breaths. Eyes closed. Calm down. Don’t think. Just breathe.

When he opened his eyes, the entire world was tinged with a light green glow. That was just from the sun shining in his face, through the red of his eyelids. He was fine. He rubbed his eyes, hard. 

And then he noticed the note on the passenger seat. The paper was plain white. He saw his name, in all capital letters. Two hearts beside it.

Swallowing the acid that rose in his throat, he flipped open the paper. It was signed E. Same as the goddamn page he’d tried to file.

E for Emily.

Emily, his name, and hearts.

She’d continued the same game she’d started that morning, the flirtation that had been fun until the moment she left him alone in her office. He crumpled the paper into a ball. 

He better get the hell out of the driveway, or Will was going to come looking for him. He’d said he had a meeting at the ballpark. Might as well head over there. Couldn’t hurt to see one of the trainers. Get a massage, work on that tight hamstring. If only the team docs had something that could cure the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

* * *

Emily stared at the papers spilled across her desk. 

What game was Tyler playing? Sure, office filing wasn’t his favorite job, but what the hell? 

She couldn’t believe he’d actually sabotaged her hard work by ransacking her existing files. He probably thought he was being cute. He’d piss her off, and she’d demand he come back and clean things up. 

But she didn’t feel like playing. Not with three weeks left before her Minerva House deadline. Not when she’d spent the entire morning smiling and posing and feeling like an idiot having her picture taken again and again and again. Not when she felt most like an impostor, pretending she was a competent businesswoman, launching a major mental health enterprise on her own in seven short days.

And here was something else she was screwing up—monitoring Tyler’s community service. She shouldn’t count the time he waited for the inspector. And she definitely shouldn’t count the hours he’d spent messing up her previously filed papers.

The more she thought about his sabotage, the angrier she got. Their flirtation that morning only emphasized the lies she’d been telling herself. How was she supposed to get up in front of a court and say Tyler had served his time?

It wasn’t just the sentence getting to her. He knew how stressed she was. He knew she was running out of time to meet Ethan Samson’s demands. She’d told him she’d lost sleep over the simple project she’d asked him to help with.

Gritting her teeth, she turned on her heel and strode down the hallway. “Will?” she called. “Did Tyler say when he’d be back?”

The handyman looked up from the trim he was painting. “Nope. He tore out of here about ten minutes after you left. Said he had some sort of team meeting.”

Team meeting, my ass. And he’s probably thinking I’ll count three more hours toward his total.

But all she said out loud was, “Thanks.”

Tyler didn’t answer when she phoned him, and his cheerful outgoing message merely stoked her frustration. Staring at the scrambled files, she snapped into her phone. “This isn’t working for me, Tyler. We need to talk.” 

She couldn’t confront him here, though, in Aunt Minnie’s house. He’d turn it into a chance to play, a challenge to distract her. She firmed up her tone. “Meet me for lunch tomorrow. Noon, at Callie’s Café. Don’t be late.”

She slammed down the phone and started on the filing.

* * *

Emily slipped into a booth at Callie’s, positioning herself so she could see the door. The cafe always cheered her up, with its bright green and yellow wallpaper.

Which was fortunate, because she needed some major cheering up. She’d barely slept the night before, worrying about this meeting. After twisting in her sheets for hours, she’d finally turned on her light at four in the morning, sitting up in bed to write down her thoughts. 

She needed Tyler to work with her on this. She needed him to prioritize completing his community service. It was like completing his sentence would make a statement about their entire relationship. He had to want to succeed—and that was completely separate from how badly she wanted him to support Minerva House. To support her.

She glanced at her phone. He still had five minutes before she could call him late.

And she felt the tiniest bit relieved, when he walked through the door as she returned her phone to the table. At least he’d taken her seriously about the time.

He slid into the booth opposite her, an easy smile on his lips. “I’m guessing this place is a little short on rib-eye steaks.”

“You’d guess right.” Damn. That came out sounding a lot more bitter than she’d planned. She set her jaw and forced herself to stop playing with the paper wrapper from her straw.

The waitress came by. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked Tyler.

He nodded toward Emily’s glass. “Tea would be great.”

“And do you know what you want to eat?”

“He hasn’t had a chance to look at the menu yet,” Emily said, more annoyed than the question warranted.

“No, I’m fine,” Tyler contradicted her. “Go ahead and order, and I’ll figure out what I want.”

She frowned. She didn’t like him telling her what to do. Not today. Not when she had to make him understand how important this conversation was to her. But that wasn’t the waitress’s fault. “I’ll have a Sunshine Salad,” she said. “Dressing on the side.”

Tyler closed the menu. “Make that two.”

Great. She wasn’t any happier when he agreed with her.

They sat in silence until the waitress brought him his tea and topped off Emily’s own nearly-full glass. Then, she was out of excuses. She fortified herself with a deep breath and said, “Tyler, this isn’t working for me.”

She saw him start to say something sly, and her pulse picked up as if he’d actually delivered the flirtation. But she tamped down the reaction, just as he swallowed hard and looked at her with those hot fudge eyes. “What isn’t?”

“The community service thing. You’re putting me in an impossible position. I have to report on you. Whether I have good news or bad, the court will make me swear to a statement. And when you pick and choose from your assignments…when you ignore my instructions and just leave piles of paper on my desk—”

She realized her voice had gone sharp, and she washed away the rest of her complaint with a healthy swallow of tea. 

His face had slammed shut. His fingers curled into fists. His lips set into a tight line, clasped so tight they were almost gray. It didn’t take a mind-reader to know how angry he was with her. 

Dammit. She knew better than this. She’d majored in psychology, for God’s sake. She knew demanding to see him would be a threat, and her tone made it even worse. Her words had to feel like an attack.

She took a deep breath and started over again. “When you ignore my instructions, I feel like you don’t care about your community service.”

“I care.” His voice was dangerously low, as if he were holding back a thousand other things he wanted to say.

“When I saw those papers on my desk yesterday, I felt like you were deliberately ignoring me.”

“What about when you saw the new floors, Emily? What about when you saw the new wiring for the overhead lights? When you read the inspection certificate from the county? How did you feel then?”

She nodded, trying to rein in her own frustration. “I felt like we were playing on the same team. But not when you slack off with the other stuff—organizing the books and the flyers, and checking out the computer site. You owe a hundred hours, and every one of them has to count. If I tell the court you were great for the first eighty, but then you decided you were done, they’ll throw a fit. Don’t ask me to sign off on that.”

She gave him a chance to answer, but he didn’t even try. Fine. Maybe they’d do better if she moved on to another project. If they just agreed to disagree about the filing and the rest of it. She sighed and asked, “Did you at least pick up the kids’ table?”

“The kids’ table?” It was like she’d suddenly spoken to him in Ancient Greek.

“The table and chairs, along with the toy box. Didn’t you get the note I left in your truck?” The note with the hearts. The note she was seriously regretting right now.

“I got it,” he said quickly. “I got it, but…”

But what? she wanted to shout. But I didn’t care enough to swing by the store. But I didn’t feel like doing it. But I thought I knew better than you do about how to set up Minerva House, about what you have to do to succeed.

Before he settled on an answer—one she knew she didn’t want to hear—the waitress brought their salads. Emily used hers as a distraction, poking her fork into the mixed greens. She focused on distributing the dried apricots, the pistachios, the golden raisins and slivers of almonds. 

Tyler looked disgusted as he dumped his entire bowl of dressing over his greens. He lifted a huge bite of lettuce to his mouth and chewed like a child holding his nose through a plate of pickled beets. She was a little surprised when he bothered to take another bite, but then she realized he was avoiding answering her.

“Don’t ignore me, Tyler,” she warned.

He swallowed grimly and pushed his bowl halfway across the table. “I’m not ignoring you.” He gulped at his tea. “Emily, I haven’t been honest with you. I haven’t been honest with a lot of people. You deserve to know—”

“Why, if isn’t Bluebell herself!”

Emily jerked back in her seat, suddenly aware that she’d been leaning across the table, that she’d been reaching for Tyler’s hand. The look in his eyes was pure pain. Whatever he had to say was tearing him apart. It wasn’t just an excuse about paperwork, about children’s furniture. He was bracing for something terrible.

But none of that mattered.

Because Emily recognized the voice that called across Callie’s Café. Reflexively, she lifted her chin and pasted on her best Southern smile. But her stomach plummeted to her toes as she turned to face her worst nightmare.

The past seven years hadn’t been kind to Caden Holloway. His hair had organized a rapid male-pattern retreat. His days at the country club hadn’t served him well. His face had the leathery look of a man who spent far too much time in the sun, and his watery eyes testified to too many hours at the nineteenth hole. His sky-blue polo shirt was tucked into bright green pants, and he could have used a size larger in both garments.

“Caden,” she said, hoping her greeting was chilly enough to send him on his way. 

But she was pretty sure her hopes were futile. Caden had an audience—three other guys who all looked like they’d started the day with a Bloody Mary brunch. At least that’s what she gathered from the dull expressions on their faces and the spill of tomato juice on Caden’s shirt.

Her nemesis shoved an elbow into the ribs of his nearest buddy. “Bobby,” he crowed. “Here’s Blueball, er, Bluebell Holt. You remember. I told you about her.”

Emily felt the blood drain from her face. It was bad enough that Caden had given her the embarrassing nickname. Worse that he’d obviously turned her into a dirty joke for his golf buddies. But that Tyler had to overhear the dig…

She couldn’t look across the table. She certainly couldn’t look at Caden’s slavering companions. And she could only stare at her salad for so long.

Impossibly, her agony was interrupted by Tyler easing out of the booth. “Hey,” he said, just like Caden had started a civil conversation. “Tyler Brock.” He held out his hand, like he was honestly interested in making a polite introduction. 

Emily would have given just about anything to disappear into thin air.

* * *

The shitbird was grinning like a dog rolling in dead ’possum. “Caden Holloway,” he said. His handshake was too firm, like he was trying to prove something. 

Tyler knew the type. The guy would screw around for a while, finally ask his buddies to take a picture of the two of them. He’d fish around for free tickets to a game. Act like there was something in it for Tyler.

The hell with that. Emily looked like she was staring at a ghost. And that was before Tyler told her the truth about himself. He was still jumpy with the adrenaline from that near-miss.

“Everything okay, Em?” he asked over his shoulder. 

“I’m fine,” she said. But he could see freckles on her cheeks, freckles he’d never noticed before because now she looked pale enough to faint.

He turned back to the jerkoff. “Sorry, buddy. We’re having a private lunch.”

Holloway elbowed one of his friends. “Private,” he said, making the word sound like an order in a whorehouse. The asshole jerked his chin toward Em. “So, Bluebell. Lotta water under the bridge, huh? Guess a guy has to be a big baseball star to spend some private time with you these days.”

Tyler stepped to the side, purposely blocking Emily’s view so she didn’t have to respond. He had no idea what exactly the cocksucker was talking about, but he got the gist. Despite the left-over energy pumping in his veins, he managed to keep his voice even when he said, “You and your friends would be happier eating lunch somewhere else.”

“Or what?” Holloway was like a blind hound, too stupid to realize the buzzing sound in front of him was a wasp’s nest. 

His friends, though, were faster on the uptake. “Come on, Caden,” one of them said. “The food here is shit, anyway. Let’s go back to the clubhouse and get another round of Bloodys.”

Holloway took a step back. Maybe he wasn’t as dumb as he looked. But then he craned his neck to look at Emily. “Okay, Bluebell. I get it. Your little prick-tease in high school was good enough to get you a free dinner. But you’ve really upped your game. Now you have a pit bull fighting your battles. Do you actually put out for him?” 

He heard Emily gasp. He saw Caden’s friends step back, silently admitting their buddy had gone too far. He tasted salt and iron at the back of his throat, the ghost of schoolyard fights. 

He didn’t even feel his fingers twisting the pussy’s shirt. All he knew was that he smelled fear-sweat and onion-breath, sour enough that he wanted to slam the asshole’s forehead into the edge of the table. Better to punch him in the gut. Teach him a lesson about how to talk to a lady. 

Tyler’s fingers curled into a tight fist, and the motion felt right, like finding a ball with the sweet spot of the bat. He imagined his arm pulling back. He pictured his body twisting, harnessing momentum. He knew what it would feel like when his knuckles exploded against the meat of the softer man’s belly, against the padded bone of his jaw.

But he couldn’t do it.

No matter how much the fucker deserved it, Tyler couldn’t beat his face to a bloody pulp. Because he’d be back in a courtroom faster than he could say his name. Because Emily would have to testify against him on the witness stand. 

Because it was wrong.

With a fierce push, he shoved the guy back a couple of steps, out of arm’s reach. Tyler jerked his hand into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He tossed a couple of bills onto the table.

“Let’s go,” he said to Emily. 

He couldn’t look her in the face as he helped her from the booth. He pretended that his short, sharp breaths didn’t fill his lungs with the strawberry scent of her hair. He kept himself squarely between her and the frat boys, not relaxing until he’d taken her keys, opened her door, watched her settle behind the wheel of her car.

She stared straight ahead, her jaw set like stone. Her cheeks were still pale, like she was washed in milk. She gripped her steering wheel and blinked hard, her hands trembling. She didn’t look at him, didn’t speak. He couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed, or if she was afraid of him, afraid of what he’d almost done back there.

“I’m sorry,” he finally said, the words cutting his throat like glass. “I shouldn’t have… I needed to…”

He reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, but she flinched. And that’s what broke him.

He shoved her car door closed and stomped to his truck. He slammed his own door shut and rammed his key into the ignition, twisting it with enough force that it nearly broke off. He threw the truck into reverse and cleared the parking space before jamming the gearshift into first.

He waited then, hands trembling, foot shaking on the brake. For a second, he thought she was going to get out of her car, cross the parking lot and sit beside him.

But she didn’t. 

Instead, she started her own car and backed out of her space, as carefully as if she was doing heart surgery. And she didn’t look back as she drove away.




















CHAPTER 7




She wasn’t surprised when the knock came.

It was nearly midnight. She’d watched the Rockets lose, a ten-zip shut-out, made even more miserable by an hour-long rain delay. After the bitter end, she’d turned off the television and gone down to the kitchen to make herself a cup of peppermint tea and sit on the couch in the dark Resource Room. She stared at the gleaming bookshelves and thought about how much work she still had to accomplish in the next three weeks.

When the brass knocker fell, she put her empty mug on the gleaming hardwood floor. She opened the door and stepped aside, refusing to meet Tyler’s eyes as he slipped in. She closed the door after him and shot the bolt, fastened the security chain as if there were something especially dangerous to keep outside.

But the danger wasn’t outside. It was in the room.

Not danger, like she feared he would hurt her. No matter what he’d done that afternoon, she knew there was no chance of that.

But there were other types of danger. The danger of losing control. Of losing her way. Of not being able to say what was right and what was wrong and what she wanted from this impossible man.

She retreated to her corner of the couch, pulling her feet up to rest her chin on her knees. He paced the room like a feral cat for a full minute before he threw himself into the other corner of the couch.

“I didn’t hit him,” he said.

“I know.”

“He would have deserved it, if I had.”

She shook her head.

“What the hell, Em? What happened with you two?”

She shook her head. “It was a long time ago,” she said, even if she didn’t really believe that. She forced herself to meet his gaze. “Don’t make this about Caden. You and I had problems even before he got to Callie’s today. You dropped the ball, Tyler. On the kids’ furniture. On the filing. On anything that isn’t your choice, exactly what you want to do. And when I called you on it, you practically knocked out a guy—”

“An asshole—”

“A guy,” she repeated, “you’d never even met before. You can screw up your own sentence, and I can’t do anything about it. You can forfeit your community service and start a public brawl and head back for general sentencing. But I feel like you’re trying to bring down Minerva House too.”

“That’s not fair—”

She waved her hand, taking in the room around them. “I thought you understood why this is so important to me. I thought you wanted the court order to work. But now, when you’re getting close to the end… What is it? Are you bored? Are you trying to sabotage yourself, or just me?”

“That’s not it!”

“Then what? What made you draw so many lines in the sand?”

* * *

The question hung there. He could tell it cost her a lot to ask. From the look on her face, she was terrified of the answer, terrified he was going to say he didn’t want to help her, didn’t want to be with her. 

And so he had to tell the truth. Even if it sliced him up inside. Even if the three words ripped his guts open and spilled them across the floor. For the first time in his life, he said, “I can’t read.”

“What?”

Jesus Christ, she was going to make him say it again. “I can’t—”

“No, I heard you,” she cut him off. “But… I just… You graduated from high school, right? Before you were drafted by Texas?”

He was light-headed, like he’d just been bulldozed by a batter running through the bag. The roof of his mouth burned, and he realized he was close to hyperventilating. He had to move, had to pace, if he was going to have a prayer of making her understand.

“They tried to teach me,” he said. “Back in elementary school. Middle school too. I flunked out of fourth grade, and my mother cried for a week, but Daddy went down and talked to the principal. He brought in my Little League coach and everything. They reached some agreement, and I moved up to fifth grade with all the kids I knew. Daddy said he’d skin me alive, if he ever caught me being that lazy again, and that was the summer I learned how to lay tile. Part of my punishment for slacking off.”

“But how do you… You have to sign contracts, don’t you? For an awful lot of money?”

“My agent goes through them before I ever see a thing. I sign where he tells me to sign. He earns his five percent, and he doesn’t ask any questions.” The words were bitter in his mouth.

“How do you get through…everything? Reading a map? Ordering off a menu?”

“I end up eating a crapload of salads I don’t want.” He tried to make it a joke, but she wasn’t laughing. “That’s why I thought Artie’s would be such a great place that first night. Nothing goes wrong, ordering in a steakhouse. Unless you bring a vegetarian to the party.”

Dammit! That was pity on her face. Like he was something broken. Damaged. He’d spent his entire life hiding the truth, making sure no one ever shot that kind of look at him. Sure enough, she said, “You poor thing. I can’t believe your parents would let that go on, year after year. Your teachers. Your coaches…”

“Look, it’s not anyone’s fault. My daddy had it right from day one. I’m a lazy son-of-a-bitch. Too stupid to do more than swing a bat for a living.”

“That’s not true!” she gasped like he’d slapped her.

But it was true. He’d heard the words for as long as he could remember. Shit-for-brains, his daddy called him, almost as often as the old man used his real name. How many times had he been punished for “forgetting” to do his homework? How many times had he been laughed at by his brothers for bringing home Cs, Ds, Fs on his report card? 

Emily still stared at him, her eyes wide in the dark room. She still hugged her knees like she needed to protect herself. No. Like she wanted to protect him. Like she wanted to help him, even though there wasn’t a thing in the world anyone could do.

So he wasn’t surprised when she said, “You’re not stupid.”

* * *

He wasn’t. He must have created dozens of coping mechanisms. His memory skills had to be off the charts—she’d heard him repeat names, phone numbers, addresses, never realizing he was bypassing the need to read them later. Whatever disability he had, it hadn’t kept him from the detailed work of renovating the house. 

Why should it? The man’s hand-eye coordination was unequaled. He hit hundred-mile-an-hour fastballs every single day.

“It has to be dyslexia,” she said. She’d come across plenty of cases of the learning disability in her social work. In college, she’d even volunteered at an after-school program for kids with low self-esteem. One of their major goals had been identifying DRDs, developmental reading disorders. 

Sort of made her feel like an idiot, missing all the signs here.

Tyler paused in pacing long enough to shrug. “My mother said that, early on. They kept me after school every day in second grade. We worked on sight words, phonics, all that stuff to get me over the hump.”

“What happened?”

“I learned better ways to fake it.”

His bitter admission twisted her heart, even as she protested. “But there are new things now! Dr. Raster has a pilot program where he’s teaching dyslexic kids how to read ebooks.”

“Who?”

“Hugo Raster. One of the consulting docs at the hospital, at my old job. He’s putting ebooks in special fonts, flashing a word at a time on the screen. It’s working for a lot of kids.”

“Great for them.” 

She heard the dismissal in his voice. How many gimmicks had he tried in the past? How many teachers had tried to unlock the closed-off parts of his brain? And how many times had he been defeated, left feeling even more stupid, even less capable than when he started?

But she’d seen the work Dr. Raster was doing. She’d collected information about it for Minerva House clients. 

“I have flyers,” she said. Even as the words slipped out, she knew she was oversimplifying things. She might be eager to share new resources, but Tyler’s hopes had been dashed too many times. 

She wouldn’t give up, though. Not without a fight.

She crossed to the brightly colored wall display and selected the appropriate piece of paper. It was so easy for her—even with a dozen other papers from the hospital offering related services to families in need. What would it be like, to never be able to read those words, to never be able to skim over a headline, a menu, an ad?

She turned toward Tyler and found him staring at her, the smallest of smiles edging the corners of his lips. “What?” she asked, confused by his change of mood.

“When I walked in here, you thought I was some sort of wild animal, probably better off in chains. Now, you’re doing everything you can to help me.”

“I didn’t think you were an animal!” Her protest was automatic. But she had been afraid. Afraid for what he would do to himself, to his future, because he couldn’t keep his temper under control. 

Now that she knew his secret, though, so many things made sense. Of course he was angry. The world scraped against him a thousand different ways before breakfast, throwing information at him that he could never comprehend.

“Please,” she said. “Call Dr. Raster. Just talk to him once. If it turns out to be a waste of time, I’ll never mention it again.”

She saw the wariness on his face, uncertainty tinged with embarrassment. But she saw something else there—hope. Tyler wanted something to change. He wanted to get past the wall that had fenced him in his entire life.

As a social worker, that was the thing she looked for. Her clients might have complex problems, complicated lives that could never be fixed by a single program, by a solitary intervention. But when they wanted to change, she was able to help them. She could guide people in taking a first step, steady them as they prepared to take another. 

Tyler took the paper.

She felt a rush of joy. This was what she’d trained for. This was why she’d chosen her career. 

He folded the flyer twice and slipped it into his back pocket. “I’ll call in the morning,” he said, holding her gaze like he was swearing to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

“Thank you,” she said. Two simple words, but they carried a boatload of meaning.

“But now you have to tell me something.” His voice was low, determined, and she realized he’d been waiting to say that one sentence since he’d walked through the door. The air thickened between them.

She forced herself to ask, “What?”

“What was that guy’s problem today? Why does he call you Bluebell? And what the hell did you ever do to him?”

Her belly swooped, a sickening cascade like an unexpected glimpse off the roof of a twenty-story building. For just a moment, she was back in her high-school cafeteria, listening to Caden taunt her in front of all his friends. She was poised there, embarrassed and afraid, teetering on the edge of every messed-up relationship she’d ever had, on the threshold of all the sex stuff that had twisted and doomed every relationship of her adult life.

But she couldn’t blame those solely on Caden. Or her missionary parents. Or crotchety, conservative Aunt Minnie. She was responsible for the choices she had made.

But was she nuts, because she wanted her first time to be with someone she loved? All the playing around, that was fun. It felt good. But it wasn’t important the way losing her virginity was.

Just thinking the words made her feel old-fashioned. None of her girlfriends had these problems. She was a freak.

And even now, she couldn’t explain herself to Tyler. Because she’d realized something when he stood there, facing down his demons and speaking the most difficult words he’d ever said. She’d discovered the truth: She loved him.

She loved him, and she wanted him to be the one. She loved him, and she couldn’t risk freaking him out, couldn’t chance his walking out of her life forever. The only thing that mattered was taking him upstairs, bringing him into her bed. Getting past the Virgin Technicality forever.

But he was still waiting for an answer about Caden, so she shrugged. “He was the high-school quarterback, and I was on the dance team. He asked me to prom—paid for tickets, and a limo, and dinner at the fanciest restaurant in town. And a hotel room after the dance. But I wouldn’t go to bed with him. And by Monday morning, half the guys in school were calling me Bluebell.”

She saw Tyler translate the slur. Saw him register the confusion she’d felt, her long-ago pain. Saw—impossibly, unbelievably—a look in his eyes that might be the same as the one she felt for him. And that confirmed that she was finally making the right choice.

She crossed the room and stood in front of him. She settled the palm of her hand over his heart, feeling the steady thump of his pulse through her fingertips, through her entire arm. “Thank you,” she said.

“For what?” His voice was barely a growl. She felt the tension behind his words, sensed the way he was barely reining in his instincts.

“For trying to protect me today. I can’t approve of the way you did it. If you’d swung at him, you’d be back in court, and all your community service would mean nothing.”

“Not nothing,” he said. “It’s meant being with you.”

His fingers closed over hers, and he brought her palm to his lips. She was trembling; he had to feel it. In fact, he grinned before he darted his tongue against the pulse point in her wrist.

The touch sent shockwaves through her body. She needed to feel more of him, needed to have his lips on hers. She clutched him thirstily, tugging his shirt from his jeans.

She was starving, and he was a buffet spread in front her. Her hands couldn’t get enough of his rock-hard abs. She flattened her palms against his belly as if she could absorb the essence of him, as if she could drink him through the surface of her skin.

He hissed as she raked a fingernail down the hard line of his ribs. He grabbed for her wrists, laughing, playful, but she pulled her hands up, skimming his shirt over his head in a single motion.

He was gorgeous, standing before her, his body sculpted in the dim light. His hair curled like he’d come to her through a storm; his eyes were pools of darkness that drank her in, consuming her even as they left her whole.

She raised one finger to his biceps and traced the sharp line of his tribal tattoo. The jet-black points looked like thorns against his flawless skin; they ripped at him with all the hidden pain he’d carried for so many years. Her heart twisted at the thought of how alone he’d been for so very, very long.

She bent her neck and kissed his tattoo. Tenderly. Lovingly. As if she could heal his heart by caressing his flesh.

And he curled his fingers in her hair, gathering it close to her nape, tugging just enough to arch her neck back against his forearm. She felt exposed, naked, even though he hadn’t touched a stitch of her clothing. 

He ravished the hollow of her throat. She felt the searing heat of his lips. She jumped as he nipped her, immediately drowning the frisson of pain with the pressure of his tongue. The whirlwind of sensation twisted through her, turning her knees to water.

But he was there for her. He was always there for her. Ready to fight a bully, ready to renovate a house. Whatever it took, Tyler would keep her safe.

Her fingers moved like poetry, unfastening his belt and letting it fall to the floor. His buttons fell undone as if she’d charmed them open with some secret spell. She couldn’t say whether she tugged at his pants, at his boxers, or if he shed the clothes himself, but she caught her breath when she saw him standing before her—proud, completely naked, utterly unashamed.

Because he’d already bared more than his body. He’d told her his greatest secret. He’d shared his most solemn truth with her, and after that, there could be no hiding behind fabric and social convention.

In absolute silence, he reached for her. His fingers twitched open every button on her blouse. His palms slid the cloth over her shoulders, let it fall to the floor on top of his tangled jeans. He worked the tiny hooks on her bra and slipped the straps from her shoulders, sending it to join her shirt.

She caught her breath when he worked the button on her pants. She held it, as he stripped away panties and jeans in a single, flawless motion, clearing her hips to puddle around her ankles.

His mouth fell on hers as he dug his fingers into her sides. He was holding her, supporting her, throwing her a lifeline. She slipped a hand around to the back of his neck, and he took that as some sort of signal. He slanted his mouth across hers, found the perfect angle, drove deeper as he stole her breath, stole her last sense of right and wrong.

His erection pressed between them, hard against her belly, demanding. She folded her free hand around his thickness and tightened her fingers as she slid down his shaft. Her touch made him even harder, even longer, and he growled deep in his throat. The sound vibrated against her lips, shuddered through her entire body, and she stroked him again, from base to tip, her grasp tight over his entire velvet length.

He returned his kiss to the hollow of her throat, briefly this time, and then he traced a line with his tongue, tracking between her breasts, darting into her navel. On his knees, he nuzzled at the top of her thighs, sparking a thousand flares with a quick flicker of his tongue.

She trembled on legs that had forgotten how to stand. She teetered on the balls of her feet, nearly falling, until she set her hands on his shoulders.

Another flick of his tongue, another jolt from her clit. She moaned and might have tumbled forward, if she hadn’t clutched his hair with one hand.

Even as he spread one palm across the small of her back, he reached with his other, digging into their pile of abandoned clothes. Through slitted eyes, she barely made out his fumbling with his jeans, his wallet. The same wallet where he’d stored the flyer she’d given him.

She saw his fingers dart inside, and he came out with a single golden coin. No. No coin. A circlet of foil, a rubber more valuable than any pirate’s doubloon.

He darted his tongue against her one more time, slipping past her button of pleasure to stroke her softest folds. She tightened her fingers in his hair, vaguely aware that she must be hurting him, that she was holding on too tight, pulling too hard. She didn’t want to hurt him, didn’t want to fall.

And he solved that problem. Standing, with his chest against hers, with his legs between hers, with the full length of his arousal pressed against her flesh, he guided her back to the couch. He eased her down on the pillows, shoving aside the lambs-wool throw she’d put there for decoration. He shifted her left leg, using one firm finger to track the long line from her ankle to the back of her knee, to her thigh.

She arched to meet him. She needed to feel that finger, needed to shudder against him, against the palm of his hand as he cupped her.

But no. She wanted more than his hands. She wanted him to fill her, to break her, to tear away the virginity she’d kept for this precise moment. 

“Tyler,” she moaned. “Now.”

* * *

He hadn’t thought it was possible for him to get any harder. But when he heard her say his name, hungry for him, desperate, he almost lost control. He barely had the presence of mind to rip open the foil square, to roll the rubber over his cock. 

He slipped one finger into her, a second. She was slick, ready. He shifted on the couch, poised his throbbing dick at her molten entrance. She bit down on her lip, arching her neck as she shifted her hips to cradle him even closer. He plunged home, sheathing himself in her heat.

She cried out.

Not the sound of a woman in pleasure. Not the sound of an eager partner, grateful for his size, begging him to use it.

He was hurting her. And even as his reeling brain shouted out that warning, he recognized the truth. Her tightness. Her muscles clenched around him, not in pleasure, but in shock.

“Em,” he said, barely whispering the words against her throat as she was pinned beneath him. “Is this your first time?”

Her eyes were closed. In the dim light, he could just make out a glint of tears beneath her lids. Her teeth still caught her bottom lip, turning it nearly white in the darkness. 

She turned her face away and nodded.

Christ. If he’d known… If she’d told him… He could have… He should have…

Her pain was soaking into him, making him go soft. He started to pull out, to spare her more, but she caught her breath and said, “No! Don’t!” Her fingers burned where they’d tightened on his back. “Finish,” she whispered.

She didn’t know what she was asking. He didn’t know if he could. He eased back, taking his weight on his left elbow, and she caught her breath hard. He knew he was hurting her more.

He slipped his index finger into his mouth and wet it. Bending down to kiss her hard, he slipped his hand between their joined bodies. He flicked his slick finger against her clit, once, twice, a third time, matching the rhythm with his tongue against hers.

She responded to the sensation of his mouth and his hands. The tension eased from her muscles; she seemed to let go of her pain. She shifted her hips, taking him deeper. 

The motion let him slip his thumb against her clit, and she moaned, not in pain, but in returning pleasure. He took his time then, restoring her excitement. He rocked against her, cupped her hard, pushing her ever closer to release. With finger and thumb and a cock that wasn’t completely sure it was up for the job, he brought her to the edge. One stroke. Another. A third, long and slow and firm. 

She came. 

Gasping, sighing, crying out, she collapsed around him. Her thighs released their tension like electric lines torn down in a hurricane. The sharp arch of her neck softened into a gentle curve. She called his name like she was searching for him in a storm, and her muscles clenched around his cock, tighter than he’d ever been gripped before.

Her confession had almost unmanned him, but now he was harder than he’d ever been in his life. He fell back into the rhythm that had freed her, let himself pump to a thunderous climax of his own.

But he couldn’t quiet the alarm in the back of his brain. He’d hurt her. Hurt her, because she hadn’t told him the truth. Hadn’t trusted him. And so, he’d hurt her.

As soon as he was done, he rolled off her, taking care that the rubber stayed with him. In one movement, he scooped up his clothes and strode down the hall, into the bathroom a dozen feet from her office. The bathroom where he’d run electrical wiring a few weeks before. The bathroom where he’d double-checked the plumbing. 

He disposed of the condom before he turned on the light and stared at himself in the mirror. Jesus. He’d hurt her. 

Why the fuck hadn’t she told him?

It didn’t take a genius to figure that out. She was embarrassed. Ashamed. She’d thought he wouldn’t stay there for her, wouldn’t stick around if he’d known. Christ. That was why she’d gotten drunk before. Liquor was the only way she’d been able to face what she was doing.

But not one hour ago, he had trusted her. He had told her his own darkest secret. He’d said words out loud that he’d never told another living person—not a teammate, not a teacher, not even his parents or his brothers. He’d had faith in her. Dammit, he’d loved her.

He raked his fingers through his hair. He had to get out of there. Now. Before he said something—something else—he could never take back. He tugged on his clothes, fastening his jeans in record time. He checked that his wallet was in his pocket. He squared his shoulders. And he walked down the hall like a man who had an appointment with the devil.

“Tyler,” she called, as he walked past the room. She was sitting on the couch now. She’d pulled the blanket around her shoulders, covering herself.

He froze, but he didn’t take a step toward her. “You could have told me,” he said.

“I’m sorry.” And a distracted part of his mind told him she really was. But that didn’t matter. Not now. Not after everything that had happened.

“You should have trusted me,” he said.

“I couldn’t,” she said. “Not after… Not when other guys…”

He didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to think of her with any other man, even if he knew for a fact that he’d had more of her than anyone else in the world.

I thought we had something special. He almost said it. The words were right there, on the tip of his tongue. But they sounded like something out of a movie, like something someone else should say, someone who was noble and strong and brave. At least someone who could read his goddamn lines from a goddamn script. Tyler wasn’t going to read anything, ever.

“I trusted you,” he said instead. And then he repeated, “You should have trusted me.” He turned on his heel and let himself out the front door. Every step to his truck felt like walking on knives.




















CHAPTER 8




Emily looked at her reflection in her bathroom mirror. Her wet hair was wrapped in a towel, and she’d tucked a bath sheet around her chest. Her nose was still sprinkled with the lightest freckles imaginable; her eyes were still green, her blond hair still framed her face with curls.

Nothing was different. But everything had changed.

Oh, she was a little sore. More than anything, her thighs ached where she’d clenched her muscles tight. Her lip was raw where she’d bitten it. But no one, looking at her, would know what she’d done. No one would think anything had happened. 

Except Tyler.

Her decision not to tell him had been a lie. She’d taken away his choice. And now he wasn’t answering his phone.

She’d left him three voice mail messages. Each was exactly the same: Tyler, I’m sorry. Call me so we can talk about this. I want to make things right.

But that was the thing: she couldn’t do anything to make it right. All those stories she’d grown up with, all the weight she’d placed on her virginity, day after month after year. Once it was gone, it was gone. She would never regret that she’d chosen Tyler to be the one. But she’d never forgive herself for the way she’d used him.

The phone rang, and she sprinted into the bedroom, grabbing the receiver before she could check Caller ID. “Tyler?”

“Not exactly.” 

“Anna!”

“What’s going on, Em?” 

A jumble of emotion churned through her belly at the accusation in her best friend’s voice. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a story making its way around all the sports blogs, about you and Tyler. There are pictures of you two in a parking lot, and he looks pretty damned possessive. Lots of people are commenting, saying he shouldn’t be doing his community service with Minerva House.”

Pictures? How the hell were there pictures?

But even as she completed the sickening thought, she could see Caden and his buddies crowding the doorway at Callie’s Café. One of the guys must have had a cell phone. Must have gotten whatever electronic revenge he could…

“Emily?” Anna pressed.

“I—” But she didn’t know where to start. Not even with her best friend. Not even with the woman who was supposed to be the most sympathetic, the most supportive person in the world. “It’s complicated,” she said.

“It seems pretty straightforward to me.” Anna sounded like she was chewing on a lemon peel. “God! Here’s a new link. Even the News & Observer is getting in on the game. Listen to this: ‘The witness, whose name is being withheld for fear of physical reprisal, offered multiple corroborating reports that Brock was seen with Holt at a Raleigh-area restaurant as recently as yesterday.’ Physical reprisal? What the hell?”

“Caden,” Emily moaned.

“Who the hell is Caden?”

“Someone with an axe to grind. He saw Tyler and me eating lunch yesterday, and things got a little out of hand. Tyler thought he was threatening me. Words were exchanged.”

“Please tell me it was only words! Tyler’s walking a tightrope, Emily! One false step and he’s done here!”

As if Emily didn’t know that. She tried to swallow her acidic panic. “We left before it got any worse.” 

“I think you missed your target, Em. This is pretty much the worst possible.”

No, it wasn’t. But she wasn’t going to say that to Anna. Instead, she offered up, “I’m sorry.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Anna’s voice was sharp.

“Tell you what?”

“I saw the way you looked at him at the game the other night. I should have added things up then.”

There wasn’t anything to add then. Emily asked, “What do you want me to do?”

“I have a call in to the team’s lawyers. I don’t know what they’ll need, to prove Tyler’s sentence isn’t a sham. Maybe an affidavit. Or they might want to bring this in front of the judge who’s managing Tyler’s case. Maybe they’ll put you on the witness stand.”

Emily swallowed hard. The last thing she wanted was to stand in front of Raleigh, God, and everyone and testify about her relationship with Tyler Brock. But she said, “I’ll do it. Whatever you need.”

Anna’s exasperated sigh echoed down the phone line. “God, Emily, if you had to add Tyler to your list of conquests, couldn’t you have given me a warning?”

List of conquests. If Anna only knew. And the worst thing was, Emily could never tell her the whole truth. She was too ashamed of what she’d done. 

She hung up the phone and placed another call to Tyler. Left another message. And then there was nothing left to do, but wait to hear what the lawyers had to say.

* * *

“I’m sure you understand,” Anna said, the very next day.

Emily sat across the desk from her best friend, feeling like a child called into the principal’s office. She cleared her throat and braved the wrath of the Rockets’ putative owner, keeping her voice low and steady. “You’re overreacting.”

“If anything, Emily, I’m under reacting. My general manager wants to sue you for intentional interference with Tyler’s contract! I’m not just telling you to stay away from Tyler for the good of the team. I’m trying to protect you!”

“You sound like Aunt Minnie, forbidding me to go on a date!”

“Aunt Minnie was a lot smarter than you gave her credit for.” Anna sighed and finally met her eyes. “Emily, you’ve got to help me out here. I can’t risk you and Tyler being caught together. I’ve seen what reporters do to ballplayers in this town. They were relentless with DJ Thomas and his fiancé. They’ll watch you day and night until they get the story they want. So I’m begging you: Don’t talk to him. Don’t see him. Please. Promise me.”

Every fiber of her being screamed not to make that promise. But a good number of those fibers were seriously compromised—they had been from the first moment she’d laid eyes on Tyler Brock. 

Anna said, “I’m not talking about forever. Just until this blows over. Until the court decides what to do about his sentence.”

Emily stared at her hands miserably. This was precisely the time she most needed to talk to Tyler. She had to apologize for trapping him. She had to see if there was any hint of a shadow of a chance they could clear the slate. Start over again, without any lies between them.

But she’d known Anna a lot longer than she’d known Tyler. And the team had millions of dollars hanging in the balance, on Tyler’s contract, on whether he’d be able to play or if he’d be sent to prison. And Tyler wasn’t returning her phone calls anyway.

“Okay,” she said. “I won’t see him. For now.”

* * *

Promises were easier to make than to keep.

Emily hadn’t realized how much she’d come to rely on Tyler. She expected him to be around the house, helping Will put the finishing touches on the renovation. She expected to talk to him after his games, to hear the elation in his voice after a win, to comfort him when the team lost. She expected to hear the slow way he said her name, dragging the vowels through honey.

But a promise was a promise. 

Even when the court refused to issue a decision. Even when the team hit a losing streak of seven games. Even when Emily lay awake, night after night, remembering the throbbing heat of his body, the way she’d felt herself awaken, the way she longed to make love with him, even one more time. They could do things right. Make things fair. They could be together without lies or artifice.

But she’d told Anna she wouldn’t see him. And the consequences of breaking that promise were too much to bear. So she watched the Rockets play every night. She tracked their road trips like a travel agent. She saw them go from Cleveland to Arizona to Texas. 

Texas—where Tyler had played the beginning of his career. Texas—where Tyler had gotten into the bar fight that had started this entire mess. Texas—where he’d lived a lie, where he surely needed to talk to a friend, to someone who would accept him for everything he was.

But she didn’t call. She only waited for the rules to change.

* * *

Tyler stood on the porch, staring at the doorbell he’d just rung. “Hey, Mama,” he said when the door was finally open.

“Tyler!” She folded him into a hug that smelled like baby powder and cinnamon sugar, same as always. “I knew you were playing here tomorrow, but I didn’t think I’d hear from you till then!”

“We have a travel day today. The team’ll get in tonight, but I came out early.”

“Your brothers will be so happy to see you! Come in, come in!” She chivvied him into the kitchen. “Let me just call them now, maybe Billy and Tom can get over here for lunch.”

He caught her hands before she could grab the telephone from its hook on the kitchen wall. “Sit down, Mama. I want to talk to you.”

She looked surprised. And for just a heartbeat, afraid. But she let him lead her over to the kitchen table. “What’s wrong, son? Is this about that story I read in the paper? You and that girl, the one you were working for, the one you were…dating?”

“We weren’t dating,” he said, fighting a cold wash of embarrassment. “Not the way they made it look, anyway, when they took those pictures.”

His mother just stared at him—trusting him, believing him, because that was her job. That was what she’d always done.

“Mama, her name’s Emily. And I told her something. Something important. Something I’ve never said to anyone else, even though I should have told you years ago.”

Her lips quivered into a smile and she reached out to pat his hand. “Don’t be silly, sweetheart. I’ve always known you love me. Even if you never said it out loud.”

But Tyler hadn’t told Emily he loved her. He’d thought it. Realized it just as his world came crashing down around him. He shook his head. “That’s not it.” He took a deep breath and looked directly into his mother’s eyes. “I told Emily I can’t read.”

“Of course you don’t read! You don’t have time for it. Always traveling from one park to another, getting ready for the next game. You’d have to be a superhero to have time—”

“No, Mama,” he cut her off. “I didn’t say ‘I don’t read.’ I can’t.”

She sat back in her chair, deflating like he’d stuck a pin in the balloon of her happiness. “Why do you have to bring that up again? You know how upset I was when your fourth grade teacher started telling those lies. I don’t know what I would have done if your daddy hadn’t stepped in. If he and your coach hadn’t set that school straight.”

Tyler shook his head. “I couldn’t read then. And I can’t read now. And it’s not because I’m lazy or stupid or stubborn, like Daddy always said. There’s something wrong with me. Something mixed up in my head. My brain doesn’t put the letters together the right way, doesn’t connect things up the way it’s supposed to.”

He watched her start to protest, start to tell him that there was nothing wrong with him at all, that he’d always been perfect in her eyes. But she caught herself. Swallowed hard. And then she asked, “Is that what you told your Emily?”

His Emily. Yeah. Like Emily Holt was ever going to be his again.

“Actually, she’s sort of the one who told me, at least the stuff about my brain. She says there’s a doctor I can see. Someone at the University there in Raleigh. He might have new ways to teach me. Different machines that can make my brain work better.”

His mother looked scared. “And you believe her? She’s not just trying to use you? To find her way into your bank account?”

Tyler shook his head. “She’s not like that.”

Somehow, his mother heard the words he didn’t say. She leaned forward and put her hand against his cheek. “What is she like, then?”

And before he’d planned on sharing, he found himself telling his mother about Emily Holt. About all the things that were wonderful. About how she’d helped him. How she’d hurt him, too. 

Well, not exactly how she’d hurt him. His mother would be mortified if he shared those details. But he explained how he’d trusted Emily with his greatest secret, but she’d been afraid to tell him hers. He finished with, “And now it’s all messed up. I don’t know what to say to her. I don’t know what to do. And the worst thing is, I can’t figure out why she did it. Why she didn’t just tell me the truth.”

Those were probably the most words he’d ever said to his mother at one time. He sat back in his chair, embarrassed, but also relieved. Until his mother laughed. “Oh, son,” she said. “It’s different for women. We talk to each other. We share so much. But every single one of us has something that’s too terrible—too frightening, or embarrassing, or sad—to share with anyone.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“No, it isn’t. It isn’t easy to talk about our worst secrets. You, of all people should know that.”

She was right. He should. He felt ashamed. 

His mother took mercy on him. “Your Emily’s secret may have felt like it was about you, but it wasn’t. It was about her. About who she is. Who she wants to be. She never meant to hurt you.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I do, Tyler. Because I’m a woman, too.”

For the first time in his life, he realized that the woman sitting in front of him wasn’t just his mother, wasn’t just a wife, wasn’t just Mrs. Brock, the keystone in the family arch he’d known forever. He sat there, trying to imagine what secrets his mother must have. In about a heartbeat, he decided he never wanted to know.

Instead, he fiddled with the edge of the oilcloth on the table and said, “I want to forgive her. I’m ready to forgive her. But we’re not even supposed to talk to each other until October, until the court hearing on my community service.”

She smiled fondly at him before she got up to pour a glass of milk. She was probably just as grateful as he was that they were through talking about secrets and the way women’s minds worked and all of that. When she set out a plate of snickerdoodle cookies, he inhaled two. 

But it wasn’t until he reached for his third that his mother started to tell him exactly what he needed to do to make things right with Emily, once and for all and forever.

* * *

Emily sat on the edge of the couch in the Resource Room, filled with remorse and apprehension.

Remorse, because she couldn’t look at the couch without thinking of Tyler, without remembering exactly what they’d done in this very spot.

Apprehension, because Ethan Samson was the man who sat beside her now. Ethan Samson, with his ill-fitting suit, and his lopsided mustache, and his sour smile as he paged through a three-ring binder filled with checklists. Aunt Minnie’s executor eternally looked like a man who disapproved of the world.

“Please, Mr. Samson,” Emily said, unable to take another moment of torture. “May I get you a cup of coffee, while you go over those documents?”

“Not necessary,” he said, clicking his tongue three times. “Not necessary at all.”

Maybe not for him. But she was about to declare a caffeine emergency. She barely resisted the urge to chew on her fingernails. The last thing she needed was to ruin her manicure. She’d purposely had her nails done to impress the dour old man, to make him think of her as a mature adult, instead of Minnie’s wayward niece.

Of course, if he had the first idea of what she’d done on the very cushion where he was perched…

She cleared her throat and ordered herself to block the memory. Instead, she looked around the room. 

The computers were up and running. Each displayed the dynamic Minerva House website, the meticulously organized screens of information to help clients who couldn’t make it to the physical house. Emily could just make out her own smiling face on the nearest display—the photograph Jamie Martin had taken.

Behind the computers, the bookshelves were filled with resources—books and magazines and pamphlets, all grouped by topics. A colorful display held the flyers Emily had slaved over, each one branded with the Minerva House logo.

Everything looked neat and clean and inviting, not that Mr. Samson seemed to have noticed. He pushed his nose deeper into his mysterious spreadsheets, muttering to himself as he flipped forward half a dozen pages, then flipped back two.

Emily stifled a sigh and looked across the foyer. The Fun Room was ready for her clients’ children. She’d had the kid-size furniture delivered from the warehouse store. The toy chest was filled with blocks, and art supplies were stacked on the counter.

If she craned her neck, she could make out one of the back rooms. She’d set out a circle of folding chairs, made it look like a meeting was about to happen any minute. Alas, Mr. Samson didn’t seem to have the imagination to picture a book group, or a support group, or any other type of gathering.

Maybe she should have hired actors. Maybe if he saw actual families gathered in Minerva House, using all the tools she’d assembled for them…

Mr. Samson slammed his binder shut with enough force that Emily jumped. “Well, we definitely have some problems,” he said peevishly.

“Problems?” Emily was proud that her voice didn’t quaver.

“Minerva would hate what you’ve done with that woodwork. Painting original oak? That’s a sacrilege!”

“It wasn’t original oak,” Emily countered. “The windows were out of kilter for years, and all the sills were damaged beyond repair. By replacing them with less expensive wood, I was able to invest Aunt Minnie’s funds in more meaningful ways. The paint makes the rooms more welcoming. Brighter.”

“Brighter.” Mr. Samson shuddered. “That’s another problem. It looks like an operating room! Minerva would find that vulgar.”

“My clients won’t be eating a formal dinner in what used to be the dining room. They’re not listening to records on the hi-fi in the living room, like Aunt Minnie did. They need light, so they can see each other. So they can attend meetings, and group sessions. So they can read a broad range of resources.”

“Resources,” the supercilious man said, as if the word coated his tongue with oil. “Minerva would never accept flyers from any old storefront that wants to prey on these poor families.”

“Mr. Samson, I have personally vetted every organization that offers its services at Minerva House. The printed resources come from our federal and state governments, the University’s outreach programs, and various area hospitals.”

“Hospitals,” Mr. Samson repeated. “Minerva would be aghast that her home, her private residence, has been converted—”

And that was too much. Because the entire idea behind Aunt Minnie’s will had always been that her home was going to be converted into a new space. Emily cut off Mr. Samson’s wheezing indictment before he could spit out his last hateful words.

“Mr. Samson, I’ve obviously failed to communicate effectively with you. Minerva House is a unique institution, a clearinghouse of resources for some of the most underserved people in our community. My aunt wanted to help our nation’s veterans, and I’ve relied on her generosity and giving spirit to convert her home into a flexible, comfortable, professional space. I’m proud of what I’ve done here. Any fair review of Minerva House would conclude that the terms of my aunt’s will have been met. Indeed, every one of them has been surpassed.”

She sat on the very edge of the couch, quivering with rage—with Mr. Samson for pushing her too hard, with Aunt Minnie for setting up this ridiculous test in the first place, with herself for losing her temper. She set her jaw, and she waited for Mr. Samson to tell her she’d failed. She braced for his final, withering line of attack.

But it didn’t come.

Instead, the man’s watery eyes grew red. His lips began to tremble beneath his uneven mustache. He pinched the bridge of his nose, breathing in noisily and exhaling with a series of stuttered gasps. Mr. Samson was crying.

“Mr. Samson?” Emily asked. When he didn’t speak, she began to grow alarmed. “Mr. Samson, are you all right?”

He nodded and waved one dark-veined hand in a gesture she would have considered dismissive just a moment before. He fortified himself with another shaky breath, and then he said, “I’m fine, child.”

Child. Mr. Samson had never shown Emily the first sign of affection.

“May I get you a cup of tea?” She couldn’t think of anything else to say, anything else to offer. At his curt nod, she scurried into the kitchen. Waiting for the water to boil, she went back over their entire conversation, his endless criticism of Minerva House, his constant objections.

She placed Aunt Minnie’s creamer and sugar bowl on a tray and added a pair of cups and saucers. Scooping darjeeling into the pot was a soothing bit of routine; she’d made tea for her aunt countless times. After the water boiled, she added a strainer to the tray and carried everything into the front room.

Mr. Samson was sitting back on the couch, staring at the bookshelves with a distracted air. He stood as Emily entered, and he helped her settle the tray on the nearby desk. He picked up one of the teacups and stared at the old-fashioned red and yellow roses.

“Minnie loved this pattern,” he said.

Emily heard the quaver in his voice. “Mr. Samson?” she asked. She didn’t know what else to say. She didn’t know how to ask the dozens of questions that spun inside her mind.

But that one opening was enough. Ethan Samson set down the teacup and stumbled back to the couch. He looked at her pleadingly and said, “I haven’t been fair to you, dear.”

“I don’t understand.”

Mr. Samson blinked several times. “Minnie wouldn’t like the things I’ve done.” He swallowed hard. “I loved her.”

The words were so simple. So straightforward. But in that three-word confession, Emily heard decades of pain. “Mr. Samson—” she said uncertainly.

He interrupted her. “I loved her, but I never told her. She was my client, after all. It wouldn’t have been proper. Undue influence, and all that.”

Emily wanted to say that no one had ever influenced Aunt Minnie, unduly or otherwise, but she held her tongue.

“This house was Minnie. She’d made it her own. Every time I came to visit her, I thought I would…” He trailed off before he found a new train of thought. “I didn’t want things to change here. I didn’t want you to do anything to the house, anything that would take away…her.”

Emily finally understood the months of resistance, the countless battles to meet the terms of her aunt’s will. She reached out to pat the old man’s hand. “Minnie trusted you,” she said. “And she didn’t give that trust lightly. You might have been the person closest to her in all the world.”

Mr. Samson laughed, a cracked and crooked sound. He licked his lips and started to say something. Shrugged. Reached for his binder. He opened to a series of pages in the back and made a number of check marks next to apparently key paragraphs, and then he finally said, “All right.”

“All right?” she asked, not quite daring to hope.

“You’ve met Minerva Holt’s requirements for the fair and proper use of her funds.”

He went on after that. Something about the probate court, about paperwork Emily had to file, about a hearing, which was strictly a formality. But Emily wasn’t listening to a word he said. Instead, she was thinking about sharing the news. 

She shoved aside her first thought, drowning it by reflex.

Then she imagined calling Anna to crow her victory. After all, Anna Benson had been the one who told Emily she had the stick-to-itiveness to get Minerva House off the ground in the first place. But Anna was still angry with her. Barely talking to her. Too wrapped up in vital team business to interrupt with Emily’s report.

So she went back to that first strangled thought. She wanted to call Tyler.

That was impossible, though. She’d promised Anna she’d leave the man alone. She couldn’t risk ruining his position with the court, destroying the validity of the community service that still kept him on the team.

Besides, Tyler hadn’t tried to reach her in the three weeks since he’d left her sitting on this same damned couch. She stifled the ache of that memory with the mantra she’d perfected in the past twenty-one days: she loved him, but he didn’t love her, and she could live with that.

She had to live with that. Because what alternative did she have? There was no way to go back and change things, to tell him the truth she should have told him months before.

Emily shook her head and reached out for the documents Ethan Samson was giving her. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for letting me keep Minerva House. Now, how about that tea? Let’s talk some more about Aunt Minnie.”

* * *

A month later, Emily sat on the witness stand, staring out at the courtroom. The benches were filled with a motley mix of reporters, baseball fans, and a few innocent onlookers who seemed to have stumbled into the media circus by mistake.

A nervous young prosecutor stood beside one table, barely visible behind his wall of briefcases and boxes of documents. He looked like a child playing in a fort, and Emily almost forgave him for his part in this mess.

At the other table was one of Raleigh’s most senior litigators. Lyman Reynolds was comfortable in his bespoke suit, flashing ruby cufflinks and matching tie pin. He was solicitous of his client, Anna Benson, pouring her a cup of water, leaning close to explain the proceedings. 

Anna smiled sourly, obviously not thrilled with the festival atmosphere of the courtroom. Nevertheless, she nodded at her lawyer’s words, accepting the advice she was paying an arm and a leg for. 

And next to Anna was the star of the proceedings—Tyler Brock himself.

Emily had seen him the instant she walked into the courtroom. He wore a conservative suit, navy serge, tailored well for his broad shoulders. His starched white shirt was impeccable. His jet black wingtips were flawlessly shined. He sported a traditional red- and blue-striped tie, the Rockets’ colors, the brand of his recently-adopted home.

Emily saw all of that in a heartbeat. Then, she was left trying to read the expression in his eyes. Because Tyler wasn’t a coward. He didn’t try to look away from her.

I’ve missed you, she said. 

But she could not read his response.

I’d do anything to change this hearing, to make the judge understand, she said. 

But she could not read his response.

I’m sorry, she said. 

But she most definitely could not read a word of his response.

“Miss Holt?” Judge Perkins boomed.

She jumped and said, “I’m sorry, Your Honor.” She returned her attention to the prosecutor. “Can you repeat the question?”

The poor guy looked like he would rather be cleaning toilets than asking another round of questions. “I asked if you had maintained contemporaneous records about Mr. Brock’s service to Minerva House.”

“Yes, sir.” And she proceeded to describe, in minute detail, the steps she’d taken to record Tyler’s hours.

“And when was the last day Mr. Brock worked at Minerva House?”

She didn’t need to consult any document. “August 8.” The day before they’d met at Callie’s Café. The day before Caden Holloway had changed their lives forever.

“And why did Mr. Brock cease working at Minerva House after that date?”

Because I lied to him. I tricked him. I didn’t trust him to be better than other guys, to be more dependable, more reliable, more true. Because I was wrong.

She cleared her throat and answered out loud. “After that date, rumors began to spread that Mr. Brock and I were involved in an intimate relationship. In consultation with Rockets management, we decided it was best to terminate Mr. Brock’s engagement with Minerva House.”

“And, reminding you that you are under oath Ms. Holt, were you involved in an intimate relationship with Mr. Brock prior to or on August 8?” The young lawyer’s ears were bright red as he asked the question. 

An expectant hum sharpened in the crowd behind the prosecutor. It was nothing the judge could sanction, nothing that would make him slam his gavel down and throw anyone out of the courtroom. But the sharks sensed blood in the water. They were circling for the kill.

Emily had practiced her answer with Anna’s lawyers. Her tone was perfectly even as she said, “Mr. Brock and I were not intimate at that time.”

It was the truth. Eating dinner in a public restaurant wasn’t intimate. Talking on a phone, half a continent apart, wasn’t intimate. Joking about household renovations, talking about growing up, getting to know each other better every single day, wasn’t intimate. Even getting drunker than she’d ever been in her life, making a pass at the man, and ultimately sleeping with sheets and a blanket between them, wasn’t intimate.

All right. She was splitting hairs on that last one. But the prosecutor hadn’t defined his terms. And Emily wasn’t about to help him out.

The lawyer didn’t have any more questions. Lyman Reynolds stood at his table and thanked her for her testimony, but he declined to ask her anything. With the judge’s permission, she stepped down from the witness stand and took a seat in the front row of spectators.

Reynolds was still standing. “Your Honor,” he said. “We ask the Court’s indulgence for Tyler Brock to read a statement that is directly pertinent to this matter.”

Read a statement. Emily heard the words. Nearly disregarded them. But sitting behind the Rockets’ table, she saw tension lance through Tyler’s shoulders. Even without seeing the expression on his face, she could tell he was nervous, stretched nearly to a breaking point.

The judge seemed unaware, though, as he directed a question to the prosecutor. “Any objection?”

“Er, um, no,” the young lawyer said, darting out a hand to steady one of his three-ring binders. “So long as I can question him when he’s done.”

“Fair enough,” Reynolds said. His relaxed gesture invited Tyler to take the stand. A clerk swore him in. The attorney said, “Whenever you’re ready, Mr. Brock.”

She watched Tyler nod and reach inside his breast pocket. He pulled out a hand-size computer. As he pushed a button on the device, he licked his lips. Aside from that one sign of nerves, he looked calm, ready, like he was standing beside home plate, dug into the batter’s box, waiting to see whatever the opposing pitcher had in mind.

“Your Honor,” Tyler said. And then he looked down at the computer and read: “Thank you for letting me read here today.”

It was the voice she knew, the baritone rumble that had haunted her dreams for nearly two months. His words were measured and calm. But she could still hear his anguished cry: “I can’t read!” She could see the pain in his face as he told her the truth. 

Something had changed. The Tyler Brock sitting on the witness stand was a new man.

“I worked for Emily Holt at Minerva House,” he read, methodically working his way from word to word. “I put in eighty-three hours and then I stopped.”

Apparently unaware of the miracle he was interrupting, Judge Perkins said, “Why did you stop, Mr. Brock?”

Tyler blinked. “Emily and I had a difference of opinion about something completely unrelated to my court sentence.” 

Difference of opinion. Even now, after everything that had happened, he was protecting her, preserving her privacy. In that instant, she fell in love with him all over again. 

The judge gestured for Tyler to continue. He went back to his screen. “When I left, I met Dr. Raster. Dr. Raster helps people who can’t read. People like me. People like I was.”

The reporters exploded, and the judge hammered with his gavel. “Silence in the gallery, or I’ll have this courtroom cleared!” It still took a vicious glare before the restless herd quieted. “Is it your testimony, Mr. Brock, that you were unable to read before you consulted with Dr. Raster?”

Tyler looked up from his computer screen. “Yes, Your Honor.”

“And what, precisely, did Dr. Raster do, that has changed your ability in such a short time?”

“He taught me to use this computer.” Tyler lifted the device in his hand. “With it, I can make text larger. I can switch fonts, to ones where it’s easier to make out the differences in letters. I can change the contrast too, put white letters on a black background. I’m still learning, but I can read.”

“That’s all well and good, Mr. Brock. But you abandoned your assigned community service without approval of this court. And even if we accept all of Ms. Holt’s records as accurate and correct, you are still short seventeen hours.”

“No, sir.” Tyler shook his head. “I worked with Dr. Raster, helping patients at his facility. I completed my community service at the University.”

The reporters were eating this up. Emily could hear them behind her, feel the electric hum as they scribbled down every word Tyler said. 

The judge frowned. “And do you have any record of the time you allegedly volunteered for Dr. Raster? Any documentation at all of your community service after you left Minerva House?”

Lyman Reynolds cleared his throat. “Your Honor, we’ve got that right here. A notarized affidavit from the doctor, with witnessed spreadsheets stating the precise days and times Mr. Brock volunteered at the University of Raleigh.” The attorney handed one set of documents to the prosecutor and another to the court clerk, who stamped them and passed them up to the judge.

The judge paged through them, shaking his head. “Mr. Brock, I still have a problem with your walking away from the community service program this court approved. I’m deeply troubled by the job Ms. Holt did, managing your supposed rehabilitation.”

Emily quailed beneath the judge’s brittle gaze. She knew the reporters were staring at her. She watched Anna’s fingers tighten on a pencil, nearly snapping the writing utensil in half.

“Your Honor,” Tyler said. “None of this is Ms. Holt’s fault. If Ms. Holt hadn’t done what she did, I wouldn’t be able to read my testimony today. She’s the only reason I finished my community service, the only reason I could help more than two dozen children with learning disabilities at the University of Raleigh. Your Honor, because of Emily Holt, I’m a completely different man than the one who got into a bar fight in Texas three months ago.”

Ostensibly, Tyler spoke to the judge. But Emily knew his words were for her. They were an offer of forgiveness. An apology after two months of silence. A bid to start things new, to peel away all the layers of misunderstanding, of secrets, of pain.

After that, she lost all track of the hearing. Tyler went back to his computer, reading the end of his testimony before he stepped down from the stand. The judge asked Reynolds a few more questions, technical things about Dr. Raster’s records. The prosecutor fumbled through a closing argument, insisting that Tyler had violated the law, that he had not fulfilled his sentence, that he should return to standard sentencing. Reynolds made his jovial case that Tyler had gone above and beyond the order of the court.

Emily expected there to be a delay, that the judge would take his time deciding the matter. But instead, he leaned back in his chair and said, “Considering all the facts in evidence before me, I conclude that Tyler Brock has served his complete and entire sentence. I hereby order his underlying offense to be expunged from his record.” The judge crashed his gavel against its brass plate. “Young man,” he said to Tyler, before anyone else could move, “don’t make any more mistakes. I don’t want to see you back in this courtroom again.”

Tyler uttered some polite reply. The clerk made them all stand. The judge left the room. The reporters burst into questions, all vying to speak with Tyler, with Anna, with Emily herself. Lyman Reynolds puffed out his chest and issued a prepared statement, boasting that he’d been confident of the results before he’d ever set foot in the courtroom.

But Emily barely heard his lawyerly bravado. Because Tyler was standing in front of her, reaching out for her hand as if he expected her to run away. The warmth of his fingers immediately reminded her of other ways he’d touched her. The pressure of his touch was steady, gentle, and she had no choice but to look up, to meet his eyes.

“Emily,” he said.

She could barely breathe past the furnace he ignited in her belly. 

“Em,” he said, and he flexed his wrist, pulling her close enough to feel the heat of his body, the energy radiating through his crisp white shirt. “I have something else I want to read,” he said. “Something for you.”

She was helpless as he reached inside his jacket pocket. Like a mouse transfixed by a serpent, she could only watch him thumb on the computer screen. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, and she watched his tongue smooth over his lips.

He was nervous. He’d faced an entire courtroom, argued for his future, his freedom, and he’d scarcely hesitated. But now, she saw the way he glanced at her, the way he shrugged his shoulders, as if he were trying to settle into a more comfortable position.

She forced herself to nod. “I’m listening,” she said. And she wasn’t the only one. The flock of reporters had fallen dead silent, as if every one of them were holding his breath, trying to hear what Tyler Brock was about to say.

He read, “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no records of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.” 

Love keeps no records of wrongs. 

The words were from the Bible, simple and familiar. But as often as she’d heard them—at countless weddings, in the church services her parents had led in Africa—she’d never truly felt them. But when Tyler Brock spoke of love, the words vibrated to her very heart. 

“It’s from Corinthians,” he said, slipping the computer back into this pocket.

“I know.”

“My mama made my daddy read it at their wedding. She wanted him to remember it, every day they were married.”

She swallowed, her heart swelling at the image of simple faith, of true love. Tyler easily recaptured her left hand as he sank to one knee. 

“Tyler!” She instinctively tried to pull away, but his grip was firm. She suddenly realized she had no desire to escape. Her fingers shook in his.

“Emily Holt, will you marry me?”

She understood each individual word. She knew that the reporters were watching with rapt attention. That Anna was gaping. That even Lyman Reynolds had finally fallen silent.

“Tyler,” she said, tugging on their joined hands, forcing him to stand beside her. She turned her back on the crowd behind them and said so softly only he could hear. “You can’t mean this. I lied to you.”

His smile was just for her. “You were scared.”

“But you weren’t. You trusted me.”

“Come on, then. Return the favor. Say yes, Emily.”

“Yes,” she said, and she was astonished to hear herself laughing. “Yes. Of course I’ll marry you!” Or maybe she wasn’t laughing. She was crying. She was standing there, shaking, with only their clasped hands anchoring her, only his touch making everything real. 

He swept her into his arms. His kiss was chaste, designed for the applauding onlookers, but she felt the dart of his tongue against her closed lips, a promise of more to come. 

Pulling away far too soon, he produced a ring from somewhere. He must have had it in his pocket, next to his magical computer. The gold band glinted in the courtroom’s light, its tasteful diamond sparking to blue fire under the overhead fluorescents. “This belonged to my mother,” Tyler said. “You’ll make me the happiest man in the world if you’ll wear it.”

Her eyes filled as she took in the setting. It was proper and sweet, a little old-fashioned. It had seen a woman through decades of marriage, through the chaos of raising a household of boys. Through the challenge of raising Tyler. “I love it,” she said. “I can’t imagine anything more perfect.”

He slipped the ring over her finger, then bent down for another chaste kiss. But Emily wasn’t going to let him get away with that. She leaned her body into his and slipped her arms beneath his jacket. She needed to feel the strong muscles of him, his broad back marked with the jagged points of his tattoos. She needed to measure the sharp breath he caught as she deepened their kiss, as she tilted her head so their tongues danced together.

A lifetime later, she felt his hands on her hips, steadying her. “Ready to get out of here?” he asked.

She glanced at the reporters, at Anna, and her lawyer. “Do you think they’ll let us go, without asking a million questions?”

She caught his sly smile before his lips nuzzled her ear. “Maybe. There’s a first time for everything, you know.”

He laughed as she blushed. But he pulled her close to his side and led the way through the crowd, protecting her, trusting her, never ever failing her. By the time they reached the courtroom doors, they were laughing too hard to hear the shouted questions behind them.
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Read on, for a sneak peek at the next Diamond Brides romance, Second Thoughts!

* * *

Jamie Martin tightened her thighs, shifting her legs to get a better angle. “That’s it,” she crooned. “Almost there…A little more…More…Curl your fingers…Perfect! Hold it! Yes! Oh, yes! That’s it! Perfect!”

She lowered her camera and stepped away from her subject, smiling in victory. Some photo shoots took forever—soothing a nervous client, cajoling them to relax, spending hours making them forget the lens was right in front of them. But Anna Benson had made this shoot easy.

And that was a damn good thing, because Jamie didn’t have time to waste. Her rent was due in a week, and Baby literally needed new shoes, and a new winter coat as well. Olivia was growing like a weed after spending four months in her new North Carolina home.

It was all worth it, Jamie reminded herself as she reflexively thumbed through the shots on her camera’s viewfinder. The hassle of moving, the struggle to find an assistant in a new city, the tight finances as she settled in. The boring work.

Jamie had loved the first seven years of her career, photographing bands in obscure New York City venues. After Olivia came along, Jamie had juggled her shooting schedule with overnight babysitters, pre-school, and sniffle-driven sick days. She’d thrived on catnaps and caffeine, reveling in a life she’d built on her own terms.

Until she realized she was missing Olivia’s childhood.

Sure, her daughter had been safe and warm and fed in their Brooklyn walk-up. But Jamie had missed countless firsts—first steps, first words, first day of school. When Olivia’s first baby tooth fell out and the babysitter played Tooth Fairy, Jamie had known something had to change.

She sold her move to Raleigh as a positive decision—to her family, to her friends, and to herself. She’d gone to school nearby. Her college roommate still lived in town—Ashley had even volunteered crash space for the few weeks it had taken Jamie to rent a house. Raleigh had plenty of wealthy families and lots of booming businesses—prime customers for a photographer with Jamie’s skills. Booming businesses like the Raleigh Rockets, a major league baseball team. 

Anna Benson had recently taken over the owner’s responsibilities from her grandfather, and she’d decided she needed fresh corporate headshots to highlight her new role. Jamie was grateful for the opportunity—she’d been referred by a former client who happened to be Anna’s best friend. Yes, Jamie was grateful, even if her first vow upon crossing the North Carolina state line had been that she would stay as far away from the baseball park as humanly possible.

Present business before past peccadilloes. Besides, some vows were just meant to be broken. Jamie had spent the entire day at the ballpark, and nothing terrible had happened. Yet.

“These look great,” Jamie said, looking up from her camera. She gestured toward her computer, which had automatically loaded the hundreds of shots she’d taken. “I’ll go through and get rid of the ones we’re obviously not interested in so you can review the rest.” 

Jamie loved that part of the job. Sure, there were some shots clearly meant to be tossed—blinking eyes, smeared lipstick, bodies blurred with movement. But most of them forced her to focus on minute details, reading the slightest changes from image to image. Jamie viewed each shot with a Zen eye, measuring the emotions that radiated from her subjects, the tiny changes from hot to cold, from confident to wary. Sifting through the raw shoot, Jamie always felt she was discovering truths about herself, more about her emotions than her subjects’. She loved the process, even if a lot of people found the detail work stultifying.

Case in point: Anna Benson said, “Better you than me.”

Jamie grinned. “I’ll get the ‘maybes’ to you tonight. Then you can tell me which ones I should retouch.”

“I appreciate your making this so easy.” Anna’s voice was sincere. “I’ve been dreading this entire process!”

Jamie laughed. “You wouldn’t believe how often I hear that.” Most people preferred having their teeth cleaned to sitting for headshots. Of course, the average dentist visit lasted forty-five minutes. Anna’s photo session was going on four hours. 

As if on cue, Jamie’s assistant poked his head through the office door. “Ready for me to help you strike?” Robert asked.

Jamie waved him in with a grateful smile. The man was a godsend—as comfortable with camera equipment as he was with makeup and a blow-dryer. She still couldn’t believe he’d responded to her online job posting. “Thanks!”

But Anna interrupted before Robert could take down the first reflector. “I wonder…”

Jamie turned to her expectantly. “Did you want to try something else? We could take some extras with the blue blazer, if you want a few more traditional poses.”

“No…” Anna crossed behind her desk. “Do you have anywhere else you have to be this afternoon?”

Jamie shook her head. “Just back at the office, going through your shoot.” Office. That would be the living room in Jamie’s compact clapboard house.

“Great,” the other woman said, picking up her phone and punching in a four-digit extension. “Zach, could you come in here a moment?”

Robert sprang to attention like a foxhound scenting prey. The guy was a committed Rockets fan. The look of excitement on his face now could only mean Jamie was about to be dragged deeper into Raleigh baseball. 

Which was fine, she reminded herself firmly. Because red might be a wonderful color for a baseball logo, but it was pretty much a disaster when it came to her bank account. She could handle any baseball-related social crisis, if it meant financial independence.

A quick double knock on the door announced the newcomer. Anna called out, “Come in!”

Robert was practically vibrating with excitement as someone—Zach, presumably—entered. “Mr. Ormond,” he exclaimed, gliding forward to shake the guy’s hand. “I’m Robert Zeller, and I’m one of your biggest fans. My father took me to see your first game with the Rockets. We went to batting practice, and I caught one of your home runs, and you signed the ball for me before the game!”

“Down, boy,” Jamie said, forcing a laugh she meant to be charming before she introduced herself. “Jamie Martin.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Zach’s smile was easy. He’d be a joy to shoot; he had the sort of easy confidence that made the camera melt. Anna Benson obviously thought the guy was great; her entire face lit up as Zach looked at her expectantly.

Anna got down to business immediately. “You were in that meeting yesterday, Zach. We still haven’t come up with the right premium for our season ticket holders. What do you think of a calendar?”

“Like a refrigerator magnet?” Zach looked skeptical.

“No. Something to hang on the wall, a holiday gift from the team. One player featured every month, with the games written in for the season. Maybe some coupons for food and T-shirts at the park, that kind of thing.”

Zach nodded slowly. “We did them years ago, before your grandfather cut the team photographer. With social media, a calendar could be cross-purposed. We could use some of the photos for the guys’ individual accounts, maybe work them into a montage video for Opening Day.”

Anna beamed as she turned to Jamie. “Are you game?”

Baseball. Hot dogs. Apple pie and Mom. A new coat for Olivia and invaluable additions to Jamie’s portfolio. Even as she realized accepting the job would mean spending more time at the ballpark—a lot more time—she said, “Absolutely!” She almost believed herself.

Anna asked Zach, “Is anyone around the clubhouse? As long as Jamie and Robert have all their equipment set up it would be a shame not to put them to work.”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I saw Nick’s car in the lot when I came back from lunch. Let me give him a call.”

Jamie’s heart tried to squeeze past her lungs as Zach took out his phone. Quit it, she told herself in her best School Principal voice. You knew there was a chance you’d see him the second you landed the headshot job.

Utterly unaware of School Principal’s tongue-lashing, Robert asked, “Nick Durban?” He sounded like a man being offered the keys to a Lamborghini.

“None other,” Zach said, with an amused smile, and then he exclaimed into his phone, “Nick!” 

As Zach launched into a friendly conversation, Jamie’s palms became so slick she had to set her camera on a nearby credenza. You have no one to blame but yourself, School Principal said sternly. You could have chosen to live anywhere in the country. Anywhere in the world. But you had to come back to Raleigh.

Antarctica was looking like heaven right about now. Even if Olivia would need a hell of a lot more gear than a new winter coat.

Zach hung up his phone and announced, “He’s on his way.”

Jamie’s belly turned over, and she realized she hadn’t drawn a full breath the entire time Zach had been on the phone. Before her conscience could find a new way to undermine her, she asked Anna Benson the first of several vital questions. “What type of setting did you have in mind for the calendar? Do you want to do them here in the office? Or maybe around the stadium, taking advantage of some of those gorgeous views?”

As they began to discuss the various pros and cons, Jamie’s professional mind took careful notes. A deeper part of her, though, braced itself to see her former fiancé for the first time in seven years.

* * *

Nick Durban frowned as he approached Anna Benson’s office. It was his own damn fault, getting roped into this publicity thing. People called it the off season for a reason. He was supposed to stay away from the goddamn ballpark.

But he’d come back for his copy of The Sun Also Rises, the one he was re-reading. The one with margin notes he’d made freshman year in college. The one he’d somehow left on the top shelf of his locker when he cleared out after the last regular season game.

It was just bad luck Ormond had seen his car in the lot. 

He should quit bitching. It wasn’t like he had anything better to do. Hemingway could wait for a few hours. And helping out the team’s acting owner had to earn Nick some points along the way.

The office door was open. Ormond looked up as soon as Nick reached the threshold. “Great,” he said. “I thought they’d have unis ready downstairs.” 

Nick shrugged, comfortable in his familiar white uniform. It had actually felt good to pull on the high socks, to tug the jersey into place. The off season lasted too long, by about three months. He tucked his book under his arm as Ormond waved him into the office. “Ms. Benson,” he said to the woman who held absolute control over his contract. 

“Thanks for coming by, Nick.” Her smile was warm. There was a lot of locker room speculation about the things Ormond was doing to keep her happy. Nick agreed with the rest of the guys that whatever it was, Ormond should definitely keep doing it.

He glanced at the white cloth umbrellas that surrounded Ms. Benson’s desk. Nick hadn’t seen photographic reflectors like that since college. A guy stood in the middle of them, carefully adjusting one of the nearby lights. He must be the photographer—he had that artistic look. His jeans were a size too small, and his faded plaid shirt was too ugly to be an accident. 

Ormond made the introductions. “Nick Durban. This is Robert Zeller.”

 “Mr. Durban,” the photographer gushed. “Such a pleasure to meet you—I’m a big Rockets fan. LA didn’t have a clue what they were losing when they gave up the Professor!”

When Nick had started his professional career, he hadn’t known what to do with fans like this. He’d felt embarrassed, cornered, like he had to say something perfect or he’d ruin their dreams forever. In the past seven years, though, he’d learned that a handshake and a nod went a long way. And an autograph, if there happened to be a stack of publicity stills around. Not that a photographer would want a general issue publicity still. Now, he laughed and said, “Call me Nick, please.”

“Nick.” The guy looked pleased.

“So, what are we working on today?” Nick asked, including Ormond in the question. “You said some type of calendar?”

The former catcher nodded. “It was Anna’s idea.”

Okay, then. Even if Nick had considered lodging a complaint, he’d hold his tongue now. The owner’s granddaughter got to do whatever she wanted to do. 

Nick turned back to the photographer. “So, where do you want me?”

“Actually,” Zeller said, “Jamie will tell you that. I’m here for hair and makeup.”

Nick followed the direction of the guy’s gaze, into the shadows behind that forest of white umbrellas. Even as he realized the magnitude of his mistake, Ormond said, “Nick, this is Jamie Martin. She’s the photographer who’s handling the whole project.”

Of course she was.

Eleven years ago, Jamie Martin had knocked him silent just by walking into Econ 101. And she didn’t have to move a muscle to throw him now—all she had to do was stand there, looking at him with a camera in her hands. He turned to stone.

A few things had changed in the past seven years. Her hair was cut short now. She wore makeup, at least something to make those anime eyes spark all the way across the room. Her lips stood out like a silent invitation. She wore tailored trousers and a white blouse—a far cry from the faded sweatpants and ragged T-shirt she’d worn the last time he’d seen her. A quick glance at her hands confirmed she wasn’t engaged or married. At least, she wasn’t wearing any rings.

“Hey, Twelve,” he said, his mouth as dry as if he’d just chewed through an entire bag of sunflower seeds.

“Nick.”

Used to be, he could read her mood from a single syllable. He’d known when she was really studying, or when she actually wanted to be distracted from her stacks of books. He’d known from a single glance if she was worried about her killer course schedule, or thrilled to be discovering new things in her latest classes. He’d known if she wanted to risk eating from their university meal plan, or if she preferred grabbing a slice of pizza off-campus, or if she didn’t really want any food at all, if her hunger was for something else entirely.

All of that was gone, though. Jamie Martin was as opaque as a baseball. 

Of course he didn’t know what she was thinking. He’d lost that ability forever the night before college graduation. The night he’d broken up with her. The night she’d handed back her engagement ring, despite his feeble protests. The night he’d walked out of her life without a backwards glance, without a phone call, without any contact at all for seven long years.

* * *

Buy Second Thoughts today!




















THANK YOU!




Thank you for reading Reaching First! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please help other readers find this book and others in the Diamond Brides series:

1. Visit my website, www.mindyklasky.com. While you’re there, sign up for my newsletter so you’ll get prompt notice of my next book. You can also comment on blog posts and we can have a conversation!

2. Be my friend on Facebook.

3. Follow me on Twitter.

4. Write an honest review and publish it on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Goodreads, and other sites frequented by readers like you.
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