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            One

         

         I want to sign up for ballet lessons.”

         Stella paused in the act of locking the doors to her dance studio and eyed the tall, broad-shouldered kid who’d caught her at the end of a long day.

         “You want ballet lessons?” she repeated.

         Matt West nodded. “Yeah.” He cleared his throat as though nervous. “I know some of the other guys on the team are taking lessons from you. They said it helped with, like, their balance and stuff.”

         Stella turned to face him. She always had extra time for a student in need, but technically Matt wasn’t a student. And the other football players she was helping had come in with their parents.

         “Matt…” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Does your dad know you’re here?” Not that Stella was looking to see Brandon West, but she needed to make sure she had his permission to get Matt enrolled.

         “Uh…not exactly,” he answered.

         She turned the key in the lock again and pushed the door open. “Why don’t we go inside and talk?”

         As Matt followed her inside, Stella wrestled with the uncomfortable and conflicting feeling about what to do. It wasn’t the kid’s fault his father was sex on a stick who’d given her more fantasies than anything she’d had as a teenager. It also wasn’t Matt’s fault her one and only date with his dad had ended in disaster.

         She should come up with an excuse. Tell Matt she didn’t have space in her schedule. But when she glanced at him and spotted the hopefulness in his brown gaze, she knew turning him away wasn’t an option.

         “Why don’t you tell me what made you decide to come see me?” she said.

         Matt rocked back on his heels. “Some of the guys said your classes were cool. And you were helping them and stuff.”

         “Do you have an idea of what specific things you’d like to work on?” she asked. “I’m assuming your coach gave you areas that need improvement.”

         “Yeah, you know”—he shrugged—“I have issues with my balance and flexibility. Coach says I might have a shot at a scholarship if I work on those things.”

         She could totally help him with that. Except…

         “I would love to get you signed up today, but I need your dad here.”

         Matt winced and shook his head. “I can’t just, like, sign his name on whatever release form you have?”

         If only. Because that would work better for the two of them, but she couldn’t go against her own rules. “It’s not really a release form, just more like signing over permission. And since you’re under-age, your dad has to come in here and sign you up.” Unfortunately.

         Matt was silent a moment, as though searching for a way to get around having his dad involved.

         She offered him a sympathetic smile, because she remembered what it was like to be seventeen. “You can’t go behind your dad’s back, Matt. You need his permission.”

         His shoulders slumped. “But I know he won’t go for it. He’ll say ballet is for girls and I need to find another solution.”

         Sounded like how Brandon would react. “Maybe you’re not giving your dad enough credit. Maybe he’s more progressive than you realize.”

         Matt laughed and shook his head. “Trust me, he’s not.”

         “Why don’t you try first?” she suggested. “Go home, broach the subject with him and just see what he says.”

         “I don’t know,” he admitted. “When I was six, I asked for a Ken doll for my birthday and he bought me a set of army guys instead.”

         In that case…“Maybe…” Dear God, don’t say it. “Maybe I could talk to him for you first,” she blurted out, because apparently, her mouth didn’t get the memo. “Give him an explanation of ballet training and its benefits.”

         Matt’s face brightened so fast that it almost overshadowed her insane plan to put herself in Brandon’s path. “You’d do that?”

         She shrugged as though it was no big deal. No big deal to come face-to-face with the man who sent her into more cold showers than a shirtless Ryan Gosling. “Sure. But you still need to talk to him. Don’t let your dad think you were deliberately trying to go behind his back.”

         One side of Matt’s mouth curled up, and holy kick-in-the-stomach if he didn’t look just like Brandon when he did that. “But I kind of already did.”

         “Yeah, but you don’t want him thinking that you did,” she corrected.

         He scratched the side of his face. “But won’t he know I did after you talk to him?”

         Hmmm, good argument and one she wasn’t prepared to answer. “I’ll handle that when I talk to him. I’ll let him think it was my idea and I came to you instead of you coming to me.”

         Matt blinked, then slowly shook his head. “Yeah, I don’t think that’ll work.”

         She placed a reassuring hand on his arm, even though her own doubt made her fingers tremble. “Trust me on this. I can handle your dad.”

         Yeah, piece of cake. Because the last time she’d tried to “handle” Brandon West, she’d thrown up rotten sushi all over him.

         
              

         

         Brandon West had just picked up his double bacon cheeseburger with extra tomato when a shadow fell over his table, piercing the solitude he’d been enjoying with his solo lunch. For a second he waited for the person to realize they had the wrong table, when his gaze touched on the outline of long hair, narrow shoulders, and hands firmly planted on hips curved to such perfection that Brandon almost whimpered.

         Until he remembered who those hips belonged to and the crystal-clear blue eyes that came with them. Eyes that were filled with trouble almost as often as they held promises of steamy kisses and twisted bedsheets.

         He chewed slowly as she plopped herself down in the wrought-iron chair across from him and gave him a smile so wide that he almost made the mistake of thinking she was dropping in to say hi.

         “I need to talk to you about something.”

         “All right, fine.”

         Brandon watched in horror as she reached across the table and snagged an onion straw off his plate.

         Before he could tell her to keep her hands to herself or, better yet, move the hell along, his server appeared. As though he were waiting for an opportunity to give Stella a reason to stay.

         “Can I get you anything?” the guy asked.

         Stella tilted her face up to the waiter. “I’ll just have whatever he’s having—”

         “No, she’s not staying,” Brandon interrupted.

         “Maybe just put mine in a to-go box,” she suggested. “Mr. Grumpy Pants is a bit socially inept,” she whispered to the server.

         “Christ,” he muttered to himself.

         The waiter left without another word, probably because he still wanted his twenty percent tip. Smart man.

         “Start talking, Stella,” he said.

         “I think you should put Matt in ballet training,” she said in a rush.

         Brandon paused with his glass of Coke halfway to his mouth.

         “Ballet isn’t just for girls,” she continued. “Some of the best dancers in the world are men. Ever heard of Mikhail Baryshnikov?”

         He just stared at her. What the hell was she talking about?

         “Okay, dumb question,” she pointed out. “But never mind that. It’s not about turning Matt into a ballerina. It’s about helping him with balance and flexibility.” She forged on when he didn’t say anything. “I’ve helped a lot of kids on the team. They’ve—”

         “Stop,” he said with a raised hand. “Explain.”

         She nibbled on her thumbnail, which was way more endearing than it should have been. “Okay, this isn’t really going the way I planned it.”

         “The way you planned what?”

         “See, here’s the thing—”

         “Stella,” he interrupted when he sensed another load of bullshit about Mikhail what’s-his-face or whatever else she planned to say to him. “Why are you talking to me about Matt? If he wanted to take a class with you, he would have told me.”

         “But he thinks you won’t let him,” she admitted.

         “Hold up a sec. Are you telling me Matt came to you and asked for ballet training? For football?”

         Stella sat there, then slowly nodded.

         “Why didn’t he come to me first?”

         Stella huffed out a breath as though she’d already lost. “Okay, here’s the thing,” she started. “And this isn’t how this whole thing was supposed to go—”

         “Yeah, got that,” he stated.

         She blinked at his interruption. “Is the issue that you don’t want Matt taking ballet? Or that he didn’t ask you first?”

         He paused, then bit into his burger. “Both.”

         Stella blew out a breath. “That’s lame. Can we set aside for one minute the circumstance in which Matt came to see me?” Stella said with exasperation. “Let’s get back to the ballet thing. Matt wants to take lessons with me and since he’s a minor, you need to sign him up.”

         That was it? In that case…

         “I don’t think so,” he finally said.

         The server delivered the food. Stella blew out a breath, then took an enormous bite, leaving a smudge of mayonnaise on her lower lip. “Mmmm,” she said. “Now that’s a damn good burger.” She kept talking, but Brandon could only stare and ball his hands into fists to keep from swiping the mayonnaise away with his thumb. “I’ll have you know that not one of them has had their masculinity questioned, or whatever it is you’re worried about.” She paused as though waiting for his response. “And now you’ve tuned me out.”

         God, she was cute when she was annoyed. Brandon sighed as he picked up his napkin. “Hold still a minute.”

         But she jerked away when he reached toward her. “What’re you doing?”

         Jesus, what did she think he was going to do?

         He resisted rolling his eyes at her. Barely. “Lean forward a little and sit still for a sec.”

         Finally she complied, leaning forward just enough for him to reach her with his napkin.

         Sweat built up between his shoulder blades when her blue eyes darkened and her breath hitched. Despite the heat arcing between them, Brandon managed not to touch her more than necessary, even though he wanted to ditch the dirty napkin and skim his fingers along her jaw.

         He dropped the napkin to his plate and cleared his throat. “You had a spot of mayo on your mouth.”

         Stella automatically reached up and touched her lower lip, even though Brandon had taken care it. “You could have just told me,” she muttered.

         He offered her a crooked grin. “What fun would that have been?”

         She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re sick.”

         She had no idea.

         “You were saying something about masculinity?” he prompted, desperate to get the conversation away from Stella’s mouth. Even if it was to talk about ballet.

         Stella gazed at him for a moment, then dug back in to her burger. “I just think your hang-up with ballet is possibly threatening Matt’s masculinity.”

         He rested his elbows on the table and enjoyed the red coloring her cheeks. Yeah, she was good and worked up. “You think that’s what’s worrying me?”

         “Well, then what’s your problem?”

         His problem was her. Seeing more of her than he already was. Bad enough he saw her at all the football games and bumped into her around town. He was trying to keep a friendly distance because she bothered him. Like, fantasizing about what she looked like under her clothes bothered. How was he supposed to keep himself in check if she kept putting herself in his way?

         “Just bring him to one class. If he hates it, you don’t have to bring him back.”

         “I already told you, it’s not happening.”

         Stella pushed her half-empty plate away. She stared at him for a moment, then leaned her elbows on the table. “Okay, how about this,” she said, completely undeterred. “I waive my enrollment fee and if after one month you don’t see a difference on the field, you can pull him.”

         Brandon chomped on his burger some more.

         She dropped her head back and heaved a sigh. “Why won’t you let me help him?”

         “Because I don’t think it’ll help.”

         “But you haven’t even tried. Talk to some of the other kids on the team. Ask them how it’s helped them.”

         Brandon wiped his hands on a napkin, then tossed the napkin down. “Why are you so hell-bent on this? Why does Matt’s football performance matter to you?”

         Stella lifted one elegant shoulder, which had been bared when the neckline of her loose top had slipped. “Because when a kid comes to me and asks for help, I like to try and find a way to make it work. And he really wants a scholarship.”

         Brandon watched her for a moment, moving his gaze over her features, touching on her narrow chin, the smattering of freckles across her nose, and her clear eyes, which were as blue as the sky above them. Her hair was a hot mess today, thrown into a messy ponytail, darker on top then fading to blond at the ends. As much as she confused him, she also amazed him. She was all spitfire and sass in a lithe body. Her legs were long and lean, a testament to years of dancing that had shaped her body to resemble a man’s wet dream.

         Bottom line, he liked Stella. She pushed his buttons and turned him on. And that was also why he needed to stay away from her. He’d been burned too badly in the past to let himself fall for a pair of big blue eyes and kick-ass legs. The last woman he’d been serious about strung him along and left him high and dry with a toddler after years of empty promises.

         “What else?” he prodded.

         She blinked at him. “What else?” she repeated.

         “You’re not doing this just because you like Matt. You don’t know him that well, so there has to be something more.”

         She opened her mouth, then shut it as though rethinking whatever she’d been about to say. He wasn’t sure she even knew why pursuing this was so important to her. Maybe she didn’t like to be told no. Maybe she didn’t back down from a challenge.

         Or maybe she had an ulterior motive that he didn’t even want to think about. Stella didn’t strike him as deceptive. Using Matt to get close to Brandon. No, she was better than that.

         Stella leaned her elbows on the table. “Okay, you want to know the truth?”

         He steepled his fingers together. “Please.”

         “I think you’ve realized by now that I’m a doer.” When he arched a brow at her, she forged on. “I’m also a fixer. And I like to help people. It’s one of the reasons I became an instructor. When I see someone I can help, or where I can step in in some way, I go for it. I don’t like to sit back and not do something.”

         Brandon nodded. “That’s admirable.”

         She beamed a smile at him that punched him in the gut. “Thank you.”

         “But my son isn’t a charity case.”

         Stella rolled her eyes at him. “I didn’t say that, Brandon.”

         “And he’s not someone you need to fix.”

         “I didn’t say that either.”

         “So where do we go from here?” he pressed.

         “You let me help,” she answered with a shrug, as though it were that simple.

         As much as he wanted to, Brandon couldn’t bring himself to disappoint her. “I’m not sure yet.”

         Her mouth slowly curled into a grin, as she knew she had him. “Doesn’t sound like a no to me.”

         He stood and tossed some bills on the table for a tip. “No promises.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         Brandon spent the entire drive to the high school kicking himself for allowing Stella to get under his skin. Again. He’d made a rule to keep his distance from her since their one date a year and a half ago. She thought it was because she’d thrown up on him. If he were smart, he’d let her keep thinking that. No, the problem was he’d liked her too much. It hadn’t taken him long to realize he could fall too easily for her. He couldn’t afford to jump into anything with Stella, then be left high and dry when she decided to leave. Because people always left. He’d learned that the hard way with his ex, Trisha. And the Blanco Valley rumor mill was in full swing with whispers of Stella going back to Chicago to choreograph for her former company.

         Brandon pulled into the high school parking lot and exited his truck. Practice had long since ended, but the head coach was on the field with Matt, giving him extra attention and instruction.

         With Blake Carpenter in control of the team, everyone was pretty confident the Bobcats could have a repeat of last year’s winning season. Matt desperately wanted more playtime, and Blake wanted to give it to him. Brandon’s cousin was a fair coach who loved his players, but he was also practical.

         Brandon couldn’t think of a better man to coach the kids. Not only was Blake one of the best people Brandon knew, but he’d also been a legendary quarterback who’d dominated the game for almost fifteen years before he’d retired a few years ago.

         Brandon spotted the assistant coach, his friend Cameron, on the sidelines.

         “How’s it going?” Brandon asked him.

         Cameron had removed his baseball cap, revealing matted, shaggy dark hair. “It’s going,” he answered. “He did good at practice. He just needs to work on his coordination.”

         Stella’s face instantly flashed across his mind. Hadn’t she said something about coordination? Damn, he didn’t want her to be right.

         But Matt’s the one who wants the lessons.

         And it still rankled that his own son felt like he couldn’t come to him about that. Was Brandon that much of an ogre? Maybe he needed to work on being more approachable.

         On the field, Blake demonstrated a blocking move, which Matt attempted to replicate. Blake did his demonstration again, then gave the ball to Matt.

         The scene reminded Brandon of his own football-playing days. When he’d been young and optimistic and the only thing he’d cared about, besides Trisha, had been the glare of those stadium lights. The sounds of the band. The crowd. Hearing his name through the speakers as he’d thrown himself across the end zone to score those precious points. That had all been during a time when he’d thought he was set. He’d go off to college with Blake, play some ball, and hopefully get drafted.

         Every guy’s dream, right?

         Well, he’d been no different. Only, God had had other plans for him in the form of a seven-pound screaming infant and—poof—he’d gone from being a football god to an eighteen-year-old construction worker trying to make ends meet for his new wife and son.

         “I noticed the recruiters on the sidelines,” Brandon commented. “Isn’t it a little early for that?”

         Cameron lifted one shoulder. “Not necessarily. Some of them like to get an early start. See which kids show the most promise.”

         Brandon knew Matt wanted to play ball in college. The only thing the two disagreed on was where the kid should go. Brandon wanted him to go to University of Colorado Boulder because it was in state, thus cheaper, and they had an excellent business program. But Matt wanted to attend the University of Texas…aka the Longhorns…aka football central…aka way beyond Brandon’s financial capabilities. He certainly didn’t want to burden his kid with financial issues. However, he wasn’t sure how he could keep Matt from applying to UT without cluing him in.

         “But, Dad, that’s where Adrienne’s going,” Matt would say, referring to his girlfriend of five months.

         That was all fine and good. Adrienne’s parents could afford to send their only daughter to any school she wanted. It just so happened to have an incredible football team, which was just about all Matt cared about, and it was double the cost.

         It was one of those subjects he kept putting off. But it was only a matter of time before the two went head-to-head about it.

         “Did you notice the recruiter for CU?” Cameron asked.

         “Yeah.” Brandon kept his gaze on the action on the field. “I also noticed the guy with the Longhorns shirt.”

         Cameron waved a hand in the air. “I told you not to worry about that. Do you know how many times I changed my mind about college?”

         “Yeah, but you didn’t have a girl tugging you around by the pecker,” Brandon reminded his friend.

         Cameron dipped his head. “You have a point. But the school year just started. Anything could happen. Do you know how many high school relationships come and go?”

         Yeah, Brandon knew that. His own relationship with Trisha was excellent proof.

         Cameron held up a hand, because he knew full well the relationship Brandon had had with Trisha. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything by that.”

         Brandon shook his head and waved his friend’s concerns away. “Don’t worry about it. I was young and stupid.”

         “Weren’t we all?” Cameron countered with a tilt of his mouth.

         “I wanted to get your opinion on Boulder,” Brandon told him. “What do you think about their football team?”

         Cameron puffed out a breath and watched Matt. “They’re not bad. I mean, I wouldn’t call them a powerhouse, certainly not compared to the Longhorns.” He stared back at Brandon. “But Boulder isn’t where Matt wants to go.”

         Brandon lifted his eyes to the darkening sky. “Don’t remind me. I can’t even say the word college without him getting all pissy.”

         “What’s wrong with UT?” Cam asked.

         “Nothing, except I can’t afford it. Not to mention I don’t want him following a girl he thinks he loves only to have the relationship end.”

         Cameron’s brow pinched. “I thought Matt had a college fund.”

         “He does.” Which was tied up in Brandon’s business. “But it’s not enough for a school like that. He’d have to get a scholarship, and we both know my son won’t be getting any football scholarships to the University of Texas.”

         “Stranger things have happened,” Cameron pointed out. “Then again, playing football for the Buffs wouldn’t be so bad either.”

         Brandon scrubbed a hand over his rough jaw. “Try telling Matt that.”

         “He’s a kid. We didn’t listen at that age either.”

         And wasn’t that the truth? He hadn’t listened when his aunt, Blake’s mother, had warned him about Trisha. “She’s flighty,” Blake’s mom would say. “The girl’s got her head in the clouds and you need to put her behind you.” Unfortunately, Brandon hadn’t listened because he’d been so enamored with her too-big-for-her-face green eyes, long legs, and infectious sense of humor. Five months later she’d called him to meet her behind the bleachers at the school. Through a stream of tears she’d informed him she was pregnant and that her daddy was going to kill her if they didn’t get married. So he’d married her, telling himself everyone was wrong about her. That Trisha loved him and Matt and would never leave for greener pastures.

         He’d never been so wrong or so heartbroken.

         “Give the kid some time,” Cam urged. “Applications aren’t due for a few months anyway. And right now I need him focusing on the team and making state. If you have a kid who plays for a state championship team, he’ll have a better chance of getting offers.”

         
              

         

         Brandon and Matt drove home after practice. The second they were in Brandon’s truck, Matt dug his earbuds out of his backpack and stuck them in his ears.

         Because heaven forbid the kid have a conversation with his father. At least one that didn’t begin and end with him grunting some non-answer. Music blared from Matt’s phone, which Brandon could hear through the earbuds, effectively cutting off any hope Brandon had of talking to his own kid.

         Brandon pressed the accelerator and went through a green light, taking them through town and toward home. Haystack Mountain loomed in the distance, jutting above the valley, soaring past even the clouds with the sort of majesty that only God could give. The legendary Champion’s Valley sign, built out of white boulders during the Bobcats’ state-winning team run that lasted about fifteen years, had been strategically placed lower on the mountain so that anyone in the town could see it. A constant reminder that their team used to be great and could be great again.

         Brandon drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and shot Matt a glance.

         His hair, as dark and unruly as Brandon’s, was matted with dried sweat and plastered to his head. Matt’s legs, long and lanky, also like Brandon’s, were stretched along the floorboard in front of him. Bottom line, Matt was a mini version of himself in both looks and personality.

         He slugged the kid on the shoulder, motioning for him to remove his earbuds.

         “Yeah?” Matt asked after he’d yanked the things from his ears.

         “I talked to Cameron while you were on the field with Coach,” Brandon told him.

         Matt shifted in his seat, trying to stretch his long legs out even more. “And?”

         “He says you’re doing better.”

         Matt nodded, then lifted his arms to plug his ears again. Brandon reached over and yanked the things out of Matt’s hands.

         “Hey,” his son protested.

         “I’m trying to have a conversation here,” Brandon told him. “Coach worries the recruiters are distracting you.”

         Matt shrugged. “They’re not,” he answered.

         Brandon tossed Matt a quick look, then placed his attention back on the road. “You’re telling me the guy from UT wasn’t throwing you off?” Matt stared down at his lap. “Matt,” Brandon said when he didn’t respond.

         “Maybe a little. I mean, I wanted to impress the guy.”

         Brandon shoved down the irritation that always bubbled up when the subject of college came up. “First of all, your focus needs to be your team and not recruiters. Second of all, I’ve already told you that you can’t go to UT.”

         Matt looked at him. “I can if I get a scholarship.”

         “And what if you don’t?” Brandon countered. “What’s wrong with UC? It’s a good school,” he said, not waiting for Matt to answer his question.

         “Nothing,” Matt said with a shrug. “But their football team’s for shit.”

         Brandon knew he didn’t need to correct his son for the language. He simply slid him a raised brow look that most parents perfected when disciplining their children.

         Matt got the message loud and clear, because he cleared his throat and fiddled with his earbuds. “Sorry. They’re not very good.”

         “The football team may not be that good,” Brandon agreed. “But they have one of the best business schools in the state.”

         Matt heaved a sigh and shifted in his seat. Brandon already knew what the kid was going to say before he said it.

         “But that’s not where Adrienne’s going,” Brandon concluded, because he’d heard it a dozen times already. “Look, I like Adrienne. She’s a sweet girl. But you don’t have to go to school where she’s going.”

         “You and Mom stayed together after high school,” Matt pointed out.

         True. But Brandon wasn’t about to give the kid a point for it. “The circumstances were a little different, Matt. And you know darn well that we didn’t stay together,” Brandon said as he turned into their neighborhood.

         “So my relationship with Adrienne is expendable because I haven’t knocked her up?”

         Brandon shot Matt a look. “Boy, you’d better check that tone.”

         Matt cleared his throat and glanced out the window. “Yes, sir.”

         Brandon tightened his hand on the steering wheel and resisted the urge to run his hand over Matt’s hair, like he’d done when he was a kid. “What I mean is, don’t put all your eggs in one basket,” he told his son. “Keep your options open. You never know where your relationship will be in a year. Do yourself a favor and focus on the Bobcats’ season for now. Don’t worry about the recruiters.” He glanced at Matt as he maneuvered his truck onto the driveway of their house. “Otherwise Coach will make you do extra sprints.”

         Matt rolled his eyes. “Don’t remind me. I don’t ever want to do that again.”

         “I have some meetings and then I’ll be back to make dinner,” he told Matt.

         Matt nodded and opened the passenger door. He slid out, tugged on the back door, and reached for his football bag, then hesitated as though he wanted to say something else. Brandon expected another argument for his case. But Matt surprised him.

         “Love you, Dad,” Matt said after a minute.

         “Back at ya, kid,” Brandon responded just before Matt slammed the door shut. “Don’t forget to put that stuff in the wash. And feed the dog!” Brandon yelled as Matt walked away from the car and toward the front door.

         Matt’s response was a backward wave just before he let himself through the front door.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

         

         The Screamin’ Bean—Stella had no clue who had come up with that name, but it was funny as hell—was packed wall to wall with people for the Meet the Bobcats event. Blake, the team’s rockin’ and super-hot head coach, had organized the event for the first time, to give the people a chance to meet the players off the field.

         “People will be more excited to come to games if they see the players as students and kids, and not just players,” Blake had told her one day.

         The Screamin’ Bean had agreed to hold the meet and greet because, well, it boosted sales for them too. So score for them.

         Stella let herself in the door and spotted her best friend, Annabelle, and Annabelle’s sister, Naomi, standing underneath a poster that read “We love our Cats!” Someone had used a paw print as the o in love and then glued orange and black glitter all over the poster.

         Clever.

         She waved at the two women and was about to head their way when Lois Jenkins, a member of the Beehive Mafia, aptly named for their attempt at reviving the hairstyle, broadsided her.

         “How’re you doing this morning, Stella?” Lois asked.

         The question had Stella grinning. Lois, even with her periwinkle polyester pants—try saying that three times—was a nice woman. When Stella had first moved back to Blanco Valley to care for her granny Rose, Lois had been a regular visitor. And after Granny succumbed to cancer, Lois had attended the funeral and stayed after the luncheon to help Stella clean up.

         “I’m good today,” she answered the woman.

         “I’m so glad you’re here.” Lois placed a sun-spotted hand on Stella’s arm. “I was worried you wouldn’t come.”

         Stella glanced around the packed coffeehouse. “Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t miss this. And my best friend is engaged to the coach.”

         Lois’s face lit up. “Oh, I’m so glad those two got together. You know, the girls and I were rooting for them.”

         Stella stepped in line for the counter, just wanting her cup of coffee and a scone.

         “We were wondering how long we would have to put pictures of him on our Tumblr before some woman snatched him up,” Lois stated.

         Stella glanced around and caught Brandon’s eye. Because there he was. Not that she’d been looking for him, but how had it taken this long for her to notice him?

         Because he’s tucked away in a corner talking to some woman.

         Why would it matter that the woman he was sharing a table with looked like a contestant from the Miss America pageant?

         Her gaze had just bounced on him when he shifted his attention and his eyes caught hers. For just a moment, even though it felt like an eternity. He looked at her just long enough to take a sip of his coffee, his eyes boring into hers over the rim of the paper cup. Then it was gone. Over. Done with because he placed his attention back on his companion.

         And Stella felt an ache all the way down to her bum knee.

         “I’m sorry? You said something about taking Blake’s picture?”

         They moved closer to the counter. “Oh yes, the ladies and I put their pictures on Tumblr so the women of this town can see what they’re missing out on.”

         Stella studied the woman, who was about four inches shorter than her. “Mrs. Jenkins, are you saying your Tumblr page is a dating site in disguise?”

         Lois held her hands up in the air and shook her head. “I hear nothing, say nothing. If those men want to flaunt themselves around town looking the way they do, then they’d better be prepared for a little attention.” Lois leaned closer and whispered, “Just the other day, Patty got a shot of Cameron Shaw mowing his lawn. But don’t tell him that because I don’t think he realizes he’s currently front and center at the Queen Bees. Do you know how hard that man is to spot? He doesn’t showcase himself the way those other two do jogging with their shirts off all the time.”

         Stella didn’t think Brandon and Blake would say they were showcasing themselves, but whatever.

         “But anyway,” Lois went on, staying by Stella’s side in the line. “The Tumblr page was Patty’s idea. Virginia wanted no part of it at first. Said it was indecent and inappropriate.” Lois shook her head. “I swear that woman walks around with a bug up her rear end.”

         “Uh-huh,” Stella muttered as she kept one eye on the counter and the other on Lois. Funny how that particular eye kept wandering to Brandon, kicked back at the table, long legs stretched out and brushing against Miss America’s bare legs. Brandon said something to her and the woman laughed.

         Not that she cared.

         “…and that reminded me of the man across the street who puts his yard gnomes in pornographic positions,” Lois went on without pause in her story.

         “How dare he!” Stella said automatically. Because she was only two people away from the counter. Then she could have her coffee and think clearly. Which meant not thinking about that guy.

         Lois continued with her story. “I threatened to complain about him to the HOA, but do you know what he said to me?”

         Stella blinked and shifted her weight off her bad leg. Was Lois waiting for her to answer that? “I can’t imagine,” she told the woman.

         Lois thumped one of her soft-soled shoes on the tiled floor. “He said it was his yard and he could do whatever he wanted with it. But the next day the yard gnomes were gone.” She snapped her fingers in the air. “Just like that. But between you and me, I think Virginia snuck down there and did something with them. She doesn’t like things like that.”

         One person left at the counter, then Stella could excuse herself. Not only were there way too many people in here and her claustrophobia was being a bitch, but also her knee was throbbing like hell. She’d had to wear her brace this morning, because she’d been bad and hadn’t been using her ice machine.

         Evan Christiansen, the Bobcats’ safety, bumped her shoulder, then took another step back and stepped on her foot. The kid had no idea he’d invaded her personal space because he was cracking up some of the other players, saying something like, “How sweet is that?”

         Sweet would be for everyone to take a giant step back and give her some space. Why did everybody have to crowd her? Didn’t they understand that when the walls started closing in, she couldn’t breathe?

         Normally her claustrophobia wasn’t much of an issue. The breathing techniques she’d learned during physical therapy usually worked. Ten to twenty seconds of deep and even breaths were enough to calm her pounding heart and prevent more sweat from dripping down her back. She’d gone almost three years since her last attack. Three years since her pas de deux partner had dropped her during a lift because Stella had freaked out and thrown them off balance.

         “Honey, are you all right?” Lois asked, obviously noticing Stella’s quick breathing. Or maybe it was the perspiration coating her chest.

         Either way Stella needed to rein it in, and fast.

         “I’m fine.” She turned toward the counter and caught Annabelle’s gaze.

         Her friend tilted her head and mouthed, “Okay?”

         Stella could only nod because, great, if Annabelle could tell from across the room, then the whole coffee shop probably could see she was on the verge of a panic attack.

         Lois stepped closer and Stella almost came out of her skin. Stella backed away from the counter and shook her head, because her throat had dried up and, seriously, she felt like she was going to hurl. She was about to tell the barista never mind, which really pissed her off because she’d waited this long for her damn coffee, when she bumped into a hard chest.

         Strong and steady hands braced on her shoulders and Brandon’s deep voice came from behind her. “Black coffee and a cranberry scone.”

         She didn’t want him ordering for her. She didn’t want anyone doing anything for her, because, damn it, she should be capable of handling a simple coffee order by herself.

         Except she wasn’t because her throat had closed up to nothing and people were standing way too close. Touching her. Rubbing up against her and it sent prickles along her skin. Even Brandon, with his hard chest, pressing close enough to her back that she could feel the definition of his pecs, made her skin hot and itchy.

         Didn’t he know not to stand too close? Hadn’t she told him she didn’t like people invading her personal space? She was pretty sure she’d mentioned that on their one date, without telling him everything about her claustrophobia/panic attacks.

         The only one who knew the full extent of it was Annabelle, and she’d never tell anyone.

         The coffee and scone were handed to Brandon, who threw some cash on the counter. He nudged her backside with his hips.

         “Outside,” he told her. Demanded was more like it.

         Stella was vaguely aware of Lois’s inquiry. “Is she all right?” the woman asked. “She looks a little green.”

         “She’s fine,” Brandon answered. He gave Stella another nudge. “Get moving, woman, before you puke.”

         “How’d you know what kind of scones I like?” she asked as she weaved on unsteady feet toward the front door, hobbling with the one leg she couldn’t bend because of the brace.

         “Lucky guess,” he claimed. “Just go.”

         And not a moment too soon they were outside, in the warmth and sunshine, where she could breathe and not have people crowd her and step on her toes. There was one free table, where Brandon set down her coffee and scone. He added napkins and sugar packets before taking a seat in the plastic chair across from her. Stella took her own seat and stretched her bad leg in front of her. She wrapped her hands around the hot paper cup while the scrumptious man across from her lifted one hip off the chair, then tossed his wallet, cell phone, and car keys on the table.

         Stella picked up the scone. “This wasn’t a lucky guess.”

         “Just eat it,” he ordered as he settled deeper in his chair. His wide shoulders, barely contained by a black West Custom Homes polo, were twice as big as the chair. “You need the sugar.”

         Stella blinked at him, wondering how he’d known. How he’d been able to tell just by looking at her that she’d been about to come out of her skin. Was it because he had great intuition? Or because he knew her that well? Which was silly, because they’d only gone out once. All their other encounters had been brief run-ins around town.

         “Trisha started having panic attacks after Matt was born. I recognized the look on your face,” Brandon said as though he’d known what she was thinking.

         Stella bit into the scone, allowing the thick, sugary pastry to slide down her throat. Her heartbeat was almost back to normal. “I wasn’t having a panic attack.”

         Lies.

         Brandon snorted and tipped his chair back on two legs. “Says you.”

         “I wasn’t,” she insisted. She didn’t want anyone’s pity, nor did she want to rely on anyone.

         “Sure,” he said in a low voice. He pointed to the scone. “Eat.”

         She narrowed her eyes at him and lifted the pastry to her mouth. “So bossy.” She took another bite of the scone, then washed it down with coffee. It was too strong, so she added a packet of sugar to it. Or maybe four.

         Brandon watched her movements with a slight tilt of his mouth. “Addict much?”

         “I’m not an addict,” she argued as she swirled the sugar around in the cup. “I just like my things sweet.”

         “You know, they say the first step to getting better is admitting you have a problem,” he told her as his grin widened.

         Stella managed an elegant shrug while trying to get her leg comfortable, which was pretty incredible considering she felt like a lumbering oaf with her brace on.

         Brandon glanced down at her leg as though he wanted to do something about it. But he just sank deeper in his chair and stared at her with those whiskey-colored eyes.

         “Won’t your coffee date be missing you right about now?”

         Dear mouth: shut up!

         Stella watched in horror not only as her brain ran away with her, but also as Brandon’s mouth turned up in a grin so delicious that she almost whimpered. Honest to God whimpered while her toes curled in her Toms.

         “You’re not talking about Emma, are you?” he asked.

         Oh, so the Barbie doll has a name.

         Stella stole a sip of her coffee to hide the hammering pulse at the base of her throat. “She’s probably wondering where you’ve gone.”

         Will you please stop talking? Just keep your mouth shut and drink the damn coffee!

         But Brandon, the underhanded but so-freakin’-hot bastard he was, smiled even bigger. A smile that created lines at the corners of his eyes. “Emma’s a big girl. I’m sure she’s fine.”

         I’ll just bet you think she’s fine.

         “But if you’re that worried about her, I can ask her to join us,” he added.

         Stella only stared at him.

         “Didn’t think so,” he chuckled. “Just drink your coffee, Tinkerbell.”

         She did as instructed, only because it was so good. Not because he told her to. “Tinkerbell was a blonde,” Stella pointed out. “So your comparison is grossly inaccurate.” A mob of high schoolers walked past their table, and Stella attempted to move her pest of a leg out of the way. But there was nowhere for it to go, seeing as she couldn’t bend it, and there was no room under the table because Brandon’s legs were the size of freakin’ tree trunks.

         “She also had an attitude the size of Texas,” he argued while reaching under the table, picking up her leg, carefully and slowly, then resting it on his thigh. “I see what you were doing there. Trying to throw me off with all those big words.”

         And, yeah, that felt better since it alleviated the pressure of all the blood rushing to her knee. On the other hand, having half her leg just chillin’ on Brandon’s thigh—and there was nothing soft about that baby—pretty much confirmed what she’d instinctively known about him.

         He really was hard, and cut and steely everywhere.

         His hand rested firmly on her ankle. “Leave it,” he instructed when she tried to shift her leg back to the ground. “Now, isn’t that better?” he asked with a devilish gleam in his eyes.

         “I wouldn’t go that far,” she countered, refusing to give him the satisfaction.

         “Is it contact with people you don’t like, or contact with me?”

         Both.

         “We should go back inside,” she blurted, trying to shift her leg off his thigh. “Maybe the crowd’s cleared out.”

         Brandon’s hand only tightened on her ankle. Firm yet gentle because he knew how fragile she was.

         I’m not fragile.

         Another lie. The tough girl, I-don’t-need-anyone attitude she presented was smoke and mirrors. People didn’t see it because she was that good of an actress.

         Brandon sees it.

         She forced the thought from her mind. Nothing like a little denial.

         “It hasn’t,” he responded. “Just sit and eat.”

         So she stayed only because he was holding her leg. Not because he told her to.

         “How often do you get them?” he asked.

         Stella lifted the paper cup to her lips and took a shallow sip. “Get what?” she replied with a coy lift of her shoulder. Over the years, she’d gotten good at pretending. At playing that she was so much stronger than she really was. The jokes and independence were just a shield for the shy little girl who’d craved stability.

         Brandon shook his head. “You’re good, I’ll give you that. All right, if you don’t want to talk about it…” He leveled her with a look. “But don’t think I’ll forget.”

         Why would she ever think that? Brandon West was the type of man who remembered everything. And that made him dangerous.

         Her phone vibrated in her back pocket. Brandon watched her as she dug the thing out, his eyes strong and steady and making her hands sweat so damn bad that she almost dropped her phone.

         She touched the screen and saw a text from her mom.

         The YMCA is offering a kickboxing class and the instructor is a total Channing. Want to take it with me? We could, like, box each other and stuff.

         God love her mother. She referred to anyone good-looking as a Channing after Channing Tatum and swore she was going to incorporate the phrase into modern vernacular. Stella refused to use it because…well, she wasn’t anything like her mother. Stella was more of a Chris Hemsworth kind of girl, and she had no desire to “box and stuff” with her mother.

         Did you forget I have a leg I can barely walk on, much less box? Why are you at the Y?

         “Something important?” Brandon queried from across the table.

         “Just my mom,” Stella answered. “She’s supposed to be looking for a place to live but somehow ended up at the Y.”

         “Where’s she living now?”

         Aaaand cue rehearsed speech. “She came back after Granny died and she’s been living with me.”

         Brandon’s lips twitched. “Is that fake enthusiasm I hear?”

         See? The man sees everything.

         Not many people knew Stella’s history. They didn’t know she was a product of a one-night stand and that she’d never met her father. They didn’t know her mother had the emotional maturity of a sixteen-year-old. Nor had she told many people she’d moved at least twice a year when her mom found yet another man who promised to take care of them.

         Promises that had never been fulfilled.

         “My mom and I…” Stella’s words trailed off as she searched for the appropriate way to describe Gloria Davenport. “Have a special relationship.”

         “And by special you mean she drives you to commit homicide,” he guessed.

         Bingo.

         Her phone buzzed.

         I got bored so I stopped by the Y. Shall I sign us up?

         Stella’s teeth sank into her lower lip as she replied. So you got bored after you found a place to live? And, again, busted knee, Mother.

         “My mom is different,” Stella explained after replacing her phone. “She likes to have fun and I’m…”

         “The straight-laced one,” he finished for her.

         Was he laughing at her? Because the half grin turning up the corners of his mouth was really doing funny things to her insides. The parts of her that were asleep most of the time because there hadn’t been anything, or anyone worthy, of waking them up.

         Not true.

         “I just don’t fly by the seat of my pants like she does. She goes where the wind takes her and I like order.”

         Brandon studied her from his kicked-back position in the chair, his thumb moving in slow, even circles over her ankle. The contrast of his worker’s hands to her dancer’s legs shouldn’t have affected her. It shouldn’t feel…erotic. Who knew skin could be erotic? Who knew a simple touch by a man’s thumb could make heat bloom across her midsection?

         But it wasn’t a simple touch. No, Stella knew that. Nothing about Brandon was simple.

         He only infuriates you because he gets you.

         “Is that something you get from your dad?” he asked, sliding the question in so effortlessly that Stella almost missed his attempt at prodding her.

         Well played, Mr. West.

         “I never knew my dad,” she found herself saying.

         He tilted his head and studied her, his chestnut-brown eyes demanding to know all her secrets. “And that’s not something you like to talk about, is it?”

         She spun her forgotten coffee in circles. “How could you tell?” As though she really had to ask.

         He lifted a thick shoulder in a casual shrug. “We all have closets we try to keep closed.”

         “Including you?”

         “I’m no different than anyone else.”

         Oh, yes, you are.

         “And what’re yours?” she prodded, the same way he’d prodded her. Only she’d had to come out and ask. Brandon had a way of sliding casual questions in so easily that Stella had no idea she was answering them until she’d revealed something she didn’t want to reveal.

         The thumb on her ankle continued to work in circles. “You really think I open up that easily?”

         “Why not? I did.”

         He shook his head. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. All you did was deny.”

         She lifted her chin and leveled his look with one of her own. “I haven’t denied anything.”

         Only denying about denying. No big deal.

         Both his thick, dark brows slid up his forehead. “So you admit to having panic attacks?”

         Seriously, he just did his sneaky thing again.

         “There are ways of overcoming those, you know,” he told her.

         His thumb stopped moving, but his hand remained on her ankle, keeping a firm hold as though he suspected she wanted to bolt. And he would be right. Not because she was being touched, though it was odd that being touched by Brandon didn’t set off the same panic that being touched by others did, which was something she wasn’t going to explore. Just yet.

         “I’m perfectly fine,” she told him.

         He nodded. “All right. Another thing you don’t want to talk about. I get it.”

         Did he?

         Before she could ask, a shadow fell over their table, blocking the midmorning sun.

         And there stood Matt, tall and dark-haired and looking so much like Brandon that it knocked the air from Stella’s lungs.

         “Dad, Adrienne and I are going to walk to the diner and get some lunch. She’s going to give me a ride home when we’re done.”

         Brandon looked up at his son, but his expression didn’t change. Except maybe the muscle in his jaw tightening.

         “Don’t you need to stay with the team?” Brandon asked.

         Matt lifted his shoulders, which were broad like his father’s. “It’s starting to break up, so Coach said we could leave if we wanted to.”

         Stella watched the interaction between the two, noticing how Brandon remained silent for a moment, as though battling some sort of internal conflict. Did he not like Matt’s girlfriend? Or was there something else going on? Brandon seemed better at hiding his issues than she was.

         Then, after several seconds of silence, Brandon nodded. “All right. But you’re still on yard duty. I want the grass cut and edged before you go to bed.”

         “Got it,” Matt responded. Just then, Adrienne came out the door and the two linked hands. Brandon’s dark gaze followed them down the street.

         On impulse, Stella turned in her chair to catch Adrienne press a kiss to Matt’s jaw. The kid’s reaction was to drop a kiss of his own on the girl’s head. Stella felt a pang at the young love, knowing that’s what her own mother wanted and had spent her entire adult life chasing, dragging her young daughter with her. Perhaps there were people who simply weren’t built for relationships. People who weren’t destined to experience that kind of euphoria.

         “They’re cute together,” Stella commented.

         Something dark passed over Brandon’s face, but then it was gone. “Yeah,” was all he said.

         She studied him and noted the stiffness to his shoulders. “You don’t like Adrienne?”

         “I like her fine,” he stated.

         Except Stella suspected there was more. “You just don’t like her with Matt.”

         Brandon shook his head. “I didn’t say that.”

         “You didn’t have to.”

         He wagged a finger at her. “You don’t get to sit there and be all secretive and then try to figure me out.”

         “Why not? Seems only fair.” Also, she wanted to turn the line of questioning off her. And maybe watch him squirm for a while.

         Brandon West doesn’t squirm.

         No, he wouldn’t. The man was too solid. Too big and firm. And the man across from her, who’d been eating her up with his eyes and making her skin itch, heaved a sigh. “I just don’t want them to get too serious.”

         “They’re teenagers,” she reminded him. “Nothing is serious at that age.”

         His eyes darkened. “You’d be surprised.”

         With his gravelly words came the understanding of the shadowy look behind his eyes. Stella leaned back in her chair and gazed at him. “Oh, I get it. You don’t want him to be like you.”

         “Every parent wants better for their kid,” he agreed.

         “No.” She shook her head. “It’s more than that for you. You don’t want him to make the same choices you did.”

         Brandon’s strong chest puffed out when he took in a deep breath. Yeah, she’d nailed it. He didn’t want Matt to be as irresponsible as he’d been.

         “I just want him to use his head,” Brandon admitted without really agreeing with Stella’s assessment. “To be honest, I never expected their relationship to last that long. I thought it was more of an infatuation.”

         “Maybe it still is.”

         He shook his head. “No, it’s more than that.”

         “How can you tell?”

         His gaze zeroed in on her, warming her from the inside out. “I can tell when a woman is interested in a man.”
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