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Endorsements




In Curveball on the Dance Floor,  readers will be taken through the highs and lows of competitive dance and sports, while cheering for Christine, a female jock, who steps into unfamiliar territory. I raced through this book in a couple of days and thoroughly enjoyed it. If you enjoy dance romance, I think you’ll enjoy too! 

~ Carolyn Miller, author of Pointe, Shoots and Scores and the Original Six and Northwest Ice romance books



Curveball indeed! I stayed up late and flipped page after page, needing to know what happened in this dance- and sports-inspired clean romance. Five heartfelt stars!

~ Audrey Lancho, Amazon Bestselling Author of The Silver Lining



I enjoyed the story very much! It was just the right mix of romance and family dynamics that I love. Your readers are going to love it, too.

~ Jennifer Lamont Leo, author of The Music Shop Mysteries










  
  
Dedication




For my sisters, Michelle and Camille. Yes, I dedicated the first book to them, but that was dedicated to Camille and Michelle. I like to be fair when it comes to my sisters.











  
  
Chapter 1




Chris looked up in time to see the black-and-white ball flying at her head. She dove out of the way, the ball nicking her ear before she crashed onto the overgrown soccer field. Grass stung her palms as they slid across the ground. Her heart thundered, and she knew exactly who to blame. 

“Bethany!”

The tiny brunette teen with the powerful legs froze midfield.

Chris jumped to her feet as she glared at the sophomore. “What have I told you?”

“Look before I kick, Coach.”

“And?”

“Save the big kicks for the game.” Bethany might have blushed, but it was hard to tell after thirty minutes of running in the mid-June sun.

Chris checked her watch. Thirty-five minutes. Time to call it. “That’s enough for today. You all need showers before your next class.”

Half of the girls jogged back to the school. The other half shuffled and groaned. Chris smiled. Two classes down. Four to go. And only three days left until the end of her second year of teaching . . . and its endless paperwork.

She sighed as she followed her students inside. Teaching wasn’t everything she’d dreamed it would be, but at least she had summers off, and who wouldn’t want summers off in northern Michigan? Those glorious few weeks of sun and beach days made the nearly six months of winter bearable.

She was only halfway to the school building when her phone whistled. As she pulled it out of her pocket, she checked the screen and groaned.

Wes. Athletic director. Master of the guilt trip. Harasser of coaches and PE teachers. Chris didn’t need to read the text to know she wouldn’t like it, but she wanted to prepare herself for whatever waited for her inside.

Can you come to my office?

Did he not understand what teachers did? She typed as she walked. I’m teaching.

Come between classes.

She shoved the frustration down beneath her resentment and anger. Can’t. Girls in locker room. Need supervision. Which he knew. She’d already told him a dozen times in the last two years.

Lunch time. It’s important.

Of course it was. That man didn’t have an item on his calendar that he didn’t consider important. If only she could figure out a way to make him care as much about her schedule.

Chris jammed the phone into her pocket as she stepped through the foyer and into the high school entryway—a gray-and-green bear head on the floor snarled at everyone who entered Traverse City East High School. Ahead of her, the cafeteria echoed with the voices of kids “studying” at the industrial picnic tables, but it was the faint click from her right that snagged her attention.

Wes stood in the doorway to the school office, holding the door open and waving her toward him. His beady eyes watched her as she walked past him.

She pointed at her empty wrist. “No time, remember? I’m teaching.”

“I asked Nancy to watch the locker room for you. I only need five minutes.” He opened the door wider. 

Chris growled, but several students walked between them, drowning out the sound. She strangled her hostility as she shuffled toward the office and forced out a smile. At six feet tall, she looked Wes in the eye as she passed him. “I’ll give you five minutes, then I’m going back to my students.”

“It might take—”

Chris spun around to face Wes, nose to nose and tennis shoes to loafers. “Five minutes. My students come first. Always.”

“Nancy can handle it,” he said as he led the way to his office.

“She’s a sixty-five-year-old secretary.”

“Exactly. She has forty more years of experience than you. Shut the door, please.”

Chris ignored his request, leaving his office door open and standing next to the traditional metal teacher’s desk that barely fit in the small room.

“Have a seat.”

“I’ll stand.” She set her bag of class supplies on the chair instead. “I won’t be here long.”

He sighed as he sat, glaring at the open door before focusing on her. “Let’s get to the point, then. Emily Dessauer’s parents called.”

“By parents, do you mean her college president mother or her attorney father?”

He raised a blond eyebrow. “Does it matter?”

“I guess not.” Regardless of who called, it wouldn’t be good. They were both TCE alumni with friends on the school board.

“They’re concerned about Emily’s playing time.”

“Then why’d they call you? I’m her softball coach.”

“They’re concerned that you don’t fully understand their situation properly.”

“What’s there to understand? They scheduled their family vacation during the district tournament. How was I supposed to play her when she was in Aruba?”

“You benched her two weeks before the tournament.”

“Because her replacement needed to practice with the team.” Were they really having this conversation?

“Her parents think it was personal, that you were making an example of their daughter.”

Her stranglehold on her hostility spasmed. “What?”

Wes held up his hands in surrender. “I’m just the messenger. Emily’s a junior, and she’s been on varsity since her freshman year. She—”

“Went on vacation during districts!”

“Volume, Ms. Novak.”

She clenched her teeth. “If playing time was so important to her parents, they should have picked a different week for vacation.” Not that it mattered. The team had already lost the tournament. Their season was over.

“I understand . . . but her parents are worried that next year you’ll hold this against her.”

Chris refused to acknowledge such a baseless, insulting, ridiculous, entitled accusation. She yanked her bag off the chair. “Your five minutes are up.”



#





“He’s crazy.” Chris flopped onto her bed and held the phone above her. Her sister’s face filled the screen, the familiar but unvisited apartment in the background. “I don’t know if I can handle working for him.”

Carmen frowned. “I’m sorry. Difficult coworkers are hard. Any chance he’ll be retiring soon?”

“I wish. Wes is, like, six years older than me. I’m going to have to deal with him forever.” That reality settled in Chris’s gut like spoiled food. “I might start looking for another job.”

“What?” Carmen’s brown eyes widened, reminding Chris of one of those big-eyed dolls. 

She shrugged. “I’ve only been at the school for two years. It’s not like I’d lose seniority.”

“But you’d have to commute.”

“Everybody in northern Michigan commutes. I’m one of the weird ones who doesn’t.”

“Because you hate driving.”

“I only have one year left on my lease. I can commute for a year.” She’d rather drive through snow during the school year than through crowds of tourists during the summer.

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m not sure,” Chris whined. “I’m not sure about anything, but . . .” She forced the words back into her throat. She couldn’t—she wouldn’t—say it out loud. “I hate teaching.”

Oops.

“Oh, Chrissy.” Carmen sounded more like Chris’s mom than her sister. “Can I do anything for you?”

“What can you do from Germany?”

“I could send anonymous emails to the school board complaining about Wes. Or letters to the editor. I can get creative.”

Chris chuckled. “Thanks. I don’t think that’ll help, but I’ll let you know if things get worse and I need reinforcements.”

Carmen smiled, but her smile quickly dropped. “Would you really quit teaching? You’ve literally been talking about it since you were in elementary school.”

“That was before I realized teaching isn’t about the kids.” Chris looked at the stack of binders on the gray carpeted floor beside her dresser. “I thought I’d spend my days teaching kids healthy, lifelong habits and encouraging them to make the most of every opportunity. Instead, one of my students was having a hormone-induced meltdown in the locker room while I was stuck with Wes, arguing about my softball roster.”

The ridiculousness of it pushed a familiar, unwanted button—cookie-dough therapy. Good thing she didn’t have any in the house. She’d probably eat a whole tube.

“If you need to quit, I’ll support you, but don’t let Wes force you into it. Make the decision for you, not for him.”

Chris groaned. “You sound like a motivational speaker.”

“You sound like a petulant child.”

“Dictionary.”

“Last born.”

Carmen laughed first, and as soon as Chris let the first chuckle out, something inside her relaxed. How did her sister do that? “I miss you.”

Carmen sighed. “Miss you too. And Caroline. How’s she doing with her dance competition? She’s been so busy that we can’t seem to connect.”

“I had a softball tournament during the first dance-off, so I haven’t seen it yet, but the next contest is this Friday. I’m planning to go with Mom and Dad.”

“How are Caroline and Ben getting along?”

“Um . . .” Chris hesitated. She disliked this topic more than talking about Wes. “How much has Caro told you?”

Carmen shifted, pulling the phone closer. “Apparently not enough. What’s going on?”

“I don’t want to get involved.”

“You’re not getting involved. You’re relaying important information to your sister.” Her eyes widened. “Are they dating?”

“No!” But Ben wanted to, and Chris would never forget how he asked her for the best way to bring it up with Caro. “The whole situation is weird, but they’re getting along and, I guess, they dance well together, so no one’s complaining.”

A bell chimed on Carmen’s side of the call. “Gah! As much as I’d like to grill you about this, it’s after eleven here, and I have an early rehearsal tomorrow. Call me first if you quit, or if Caroline and Ben get engaged. I don’t care what time it is.”

“I promise.” Chris ended the call before rolling onto her stomach to stare at the waiting paperwork. If she hadn’t rented the house fully furnished, she’d convert the guest room into an office so she’d have someplace to work on the piles of reports and grants. She’d never imagined having so much paperwork as a PE teacher. That was supposed to be one of the perks—no written homework.

Rolling off the bed with a groan, she picked up the binders and shuffled into the hallway, past the bathroom and guest-room doors, and into the living room that conveniently shared space with her dining room, where she dropped the binders onto the table.

She’d finished four student assessments before someone knocked on the door. Not expecting anyone, she tiptoed to the front window and peeked at the landing. A woman her mom’s age wore a Ship It shirt and held a plastic grocery bag. The neighbors must have ordered something again.

Chris opened the door and smiled. “I think you might have the wrong house.”

The woman checked her phone. “Chris Novak?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t order anything.”

“Carmen did.” She smiled as she held out the bag. “There’s a note inside. Have a good night.”

Chris stood on the concrete step in the cool evening breeze and opened the bag. A tube of ready-to-bake chocolate-chip cookie dough. Her eyes watered as she unfolded the Ship It notepaper.

It sounds like you need this. Whatever you do, do it for the kids, not Wes. Carmen

Her sister was right. Chris couldn’t let Wes get to her, and she wouldn’t let the parents push her around. She’d started teaching because she wanted to do for other kids what her teachers and coaches had done for her. Somehow, she’d find a way to have the same impact. Until then, she had cookie dough.








  
  
Chapter 2




Tony swayed his hips as the Latin music pulsed through the studio’s speakers. Six sets of partners salsa-danced around the room. Well, they tried to. He slid over to a gray-haired couple and adjusted their handhold. 

“You need to lead Mrs. Simpson,” he said to Mr. Simpson, “not drag her. Loosen your grip. Good.”

Someone bumped into Tony, but he didn’t need to look—the heavy perfume announced Gladys and Shirley Warner’s presence. “Ladies.” He spun around and pulled out his stage smile. “Be aware of the dancers around you. Let’s share the floor.”

He praised and corrected his adult students as needed, although he tried to give Fiona extra space. The only under-thirty dancer in the class didn’t need any help.

The song ended, and most of the class clapped while the others caught their breaths. Mr. Simpson pushed Mrs. Simpson out the door without so much as a wave, but the rest of the class lingered. Tony answered questions, gave pointers, and smiled until everyone said goodbye.

Everyone except Fiona.

She faced the mirrored wall and practiced her steps. Her hips swayed steadily, even if they were a bit stiff. Tony didn’t mean to be critical, but after growing up in a dancing family who’d collected championship trophies like trading cards, it was hard not to be. Fiona wasn’t the most talented dancer he’d ever taught, but she was the best in this class. 

When she spotted his reflection in the mirror, she smiled. “I think I’m ready to move on to the double turns,” she said. “Do you think I’m ready?” She swayed her hips without breaking eye contact.

He hid a wince. “You won’t know until you try.”

She pouted. “Ryan doesn’t want to try.”

“He hasn’t been dancing as long as you.” Plus, Tony was almost certain Fiona’s experience intimidated her partner/cousin. It made more sense to help Ryan instead of Fiona, and Tony was pretty sure Ryan didn’t want to spend any extra time with him. Unlike Fiona.

“Could you stay late and teach me?” She sashayed toward him, running her fingers up his arm and onto his shoulder.

He tensed beneath her touch as he searched for a polite way to refuse her advances while encouraging her dancing.

“Not tonight.” Mary’s icy voice to the rescue.

Tony relaxed as he put space between himself and Fiona. “We’re almost done.”

“I hate to interrupt, but you promised me those updated brochures, and I need to pick up Luis from a friend’s.” Her stiff smile relaxed when she shifted her focus to Fiona. “If you’d like to schedule extra rehearsals, I can send you some dates and rates for private lessons.”

“I’d appreciate that.” 

Fiona smiled but didn’t move. Eager to head out, Tony scooped up her things, then offered her an arm. “Let me walk you outside.”

Mary cleared her throat.

Fiona snatched her bag from Tony. “I can see myself out.”

“And I’ll see how I can help my sister.” He escorted his student to the front door, noting her lack of hip movement as he did, and locked the door behind her.

As soon as he turned around, Mary smacked his arm. “A little obvious, aren’t you?”

He rolled his eyes. “I offered to help her dance. Nothing more.”

Mary glared at him.

He raised his arms in surrender as he walked by, poking the bear as he did by adding, “I can’t help it if I’m irresistible.”

Inside the dance-studio office, he noticed the shoebox-sized container on the desk. “You couldn’t find the box of brochures sitting in the middle of a clean desk?”

“Oops.”

“And you call me obvious.”

She sat on the edge of the desk, her arms crossed. “You can’t blame me for jumping to conclusions.”

He couldn’t, but it stung that his sister hadn’t noticed. “When was the last time you saw me flirt with a student?”

“Besides tonight?”

Frustration simmered. “What about that interaction was flirtatious?”

Mary opened her mouth, then closed it. Her face flipped through fifty expressions before she said, “I don’t remember.”

“Because it’s been a while.” Over a year, but he didn’t need to defend himself.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why can’t I remember the last time I saw you flirt with anyone?”

Deciding to enjoy her confusion a bit, he stepped around his sister and dropped onto the desk chair. “Remember Pops’s toast at Ma’s birthday last year?”

“Bits of it. Why?”

“He told the story—again—of how they met and fell in love in the studio, and something about it clicked this time.”

“Clicked how?”

He tried to shrug nonchalantly, but Mary tapped his leg with her dance shoe.

“Anthony David Caldwell, is your biological clock ticking?”

“This is not a conversation I’m having with you.” He reached past her for the stack of mail. Maybe she’d leave if he looked busy enough.

“You know—”

Maybe not. He tuned her out as he flipped through the envelopes: bills, payments, announcements . . .Caroline? Tossing everything else back on the desk, he studied the flyer featuring his former dance partner. He’d heard she was dancing in the local charity fundraiser, but he didn’t realize she and her partner were the face of the event. Not that it should surprise him—Caroline Novak was the only former champion in the competition, and none of the other competitors came close to the notoriety of her partner. In a city as small as Traverse City, everyone knew when you were on your way to the NFL. They also knew when you blew out your knee and didn’t make it.

Tony flipped over the brochure. Pathways Home for Women. He’d never heard of it, but it must be special to Caroline if she came out of retirement to dance for it. The brochure listed five other local nonprofits, but he couldn’t remember ever hearing about any of them.

“Are you listening to me?”

When he glanced up, Mary had her hands on her hips and the mom look on her face. Tony smiled. “No, sorry.” He tossed the brochure to her. “As much as I’d love to keep talking about this, I have to go to a fundraiser.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Chris tugged at the hem of her skirt as she reached the top of the grand stairway to the second floor of the opera house. A dance competition at an opera house seemed like the appropriate place to wear a skirt, but she should have double-checked before she rushed through her closet and out of the house. Then she would have realized she’d grabbed Caro’s skirt on accident. If Chris had returned it when her sister had asked, she wouldn’t be stuck in a skirt that was three inches too short. 

“Sweetheart!”

She turned toward the familiar voice of her mother. On the far side of the spacious lobby, her parents waved. Mom wore one of her hand-painted silk scarves like a necklace over a black maxi dress. Maybe she’d consider swapping outfits with Chris for the night.

“I’m so glad you could make it this time.” Mom hugged her—always a weird situation since Chris had outgrown her in the eighth grade.

“You look amazing, honey.” Dad gave her a side-arm hug.

Chris glanced around the room. A few other women wore skirts, but there were also dresses, capris, khakis, and even a few pairs of jean shorts. “It’s not as fancy as I thought it’d be.”

“Don’t worry about it. You look amazing.”

The deep voice of her complimenter sent tingles down her legs. She recognized that voice from a lifetime ago. Turning slowly, she clenched her jaw shut to stop from gaping.

Tony Caldwell.

The dancing legend of her childhood dreams—Caro’s former dance partner and the first boy Chris had ever had a crush on. Back then, he’d been a foot taller than her and the most handsome boy she’d ever known. The second part still held, with his naturally tan skin and dark everything. But now, more than a decade after meeting him, she looked him in the eye.

Tony’s eyes widened as his smile spread. “Christine?”

“Tony.” Her voice wobbled. “And it’s Chris.”

“I wouldn’t have recognized you if you weren’t with your parents.” His gaze flickered past her. “Gary. Pam. It’s great to see you again.”

“The pleasure is ours.” Mom pushed Chris out of the way to hug the man who’d been a part of their lives for most of Chris’s childhood. “It’s strange seeing Caroline dance with anyone other than you.”

“I was a little jealous, seeing her face on the poster without me, but I don’t miss the competitions. Even if this one is for charity.” The overhead lights dimmed twice. “That’s our cue.”

“Can you sit with us?” Mom asked.

What?

“Love to.”

Mom slipped her hand around Tony’s arm and walked with him into the theater.

He was sitting with them? While she wore the tiny skirt? Chris didn’t move until someone bumped into her, knocking her off balance. She glanced back at her dad.

He chuckled. “Still shy around Tony?”

Her skin caught fire. “I didn’t know anyone noticed.”

“Not notice how the ball of energy lost its charge anytime he talked to her?” Dad wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her against him. “I don’t know who else noticed, but I know my girls.”

She covered her must-be-red cheeks with her hands. “He’s always intimidated me. I don’t know why.” But she did. Talking with Tony was like talking with a superstar. A local, niche superstar, but still.

Dad nudged her toward the theater. “As a father of three beautiful girls, rest assured it does not bother me that you get nervous around handsome men. I wish your sisters got tongue-tied as easily as you do.”

She elbowed his ribs, not sure if he meant to be rude or encouraging. “Why would you say that?”

“If you’re too shy to talk to him, at least he’s not breaking your heart.” His voice softened, his words soothing her irritation.

Caro’s and Carmen’s tears over high school relationships had inspired Chris to stay away. She’d never considered it from her parents’ perspective.

“I never thought of it that way.”

“You’re not a dad.” He kissed her temple, then took her hand. “Humor me.”

She walked into the ballroom hand in hand with her dad. Not something many twenty-three-year-olds did, but she didn’t mind. There hadn’t been a lot of handholding in her life. It was nice to know someone liked her enough to do it, even if he was her dad.

Round banquet tables and chairs filled most of the ballroom, except for an open section of dance floor near the stage. Chris didn’t recognize anyone specifically—dancing and charity work were her sister’s worlds—but she recognized the cluster: the group of women that always seemed to find and surround Tony at every competition Chris had been forced to attend. He wasn’t even dancing this time, and three women stood in front of him practically batting their eyelashes.

Gross. Maybe it was better to be tongue-tied than desperate.

Tony looked in her direction and waved her over.

She froze.

Dad nudged her again. “You can do it.”

“Maybe I don’t want to.”

“It’s just Tony. He’s practically family.”

True. And he was still ten years older than she. Too old to flirt with. Plus, he had the cluster. Hanging out with him could be good practice for . . . someday.

As she made her way toward Tony and the women, Chris psyched herself up. She was a regional champion basketball player, and state champion and national runner-up softball player. She could hold her own on any court or field, where she didn’t have to worry if her skirt was long enough. These women clearly weren’t wearing their sisters’ clothes. Everything about their hair, makeup, and outfits looked perfect.

Great.

Chris gave a shaky smile to the cluster. “Hi.”

Tony stepped beside her and draped an arm around her waist. “This is Christine, Caroline’s sister.”

The women nodded and introduced themselves. The petite one said she was happy to meet Chris, but her pinched lips said something else entirely. Chris was about to ask if she was okay when Tony flexed his fingers into her side. Her lungs forgot what to do.

“Tony, can you sit with us?” one of the women asked.

“I wish, but I’ve already committed to this lovely lady.” He turned to face Chris, his arm still around her waist and his body tantalizingly close. “Should we get our seats?”

“Sure?” Was that the right answer?

“It was nice to see you ladies again.” As he said that, he guided Chris toward the far side of a round table.

Confusion made way for curiosity as Tony’s fingers skimmed the waistband of her skirt. She shimmied away from him as she said, “Lovely lady? Does that really work?”

“Sometimes.” He flashed a smile that used to tickle every nerve in her body, but as an adult and at her current proximity, she noticed the tightness along his jaw and lips.

The big ol’ faker—it was all part of his act! “I can’t believe I used to be nervous around you. I thought you were so smooth, but you’re a creepy old flirt.”

“I used to make you nervous?”

“Did you miss the part about being creepy and old?”

“Selective hearing. Are you saying I don’t make you nervous anymore?”

“Not like this.” She motioned up and down his still-attractive body. “You can take your fake smile over to your cluster if you want. I’m sure my parents won’t mind.”

He stopped in front of her, eyebrows raised. “My cluster?”

Oops. Embarrassment burned her cheeks. “Your fangirls. Carmen came up with it before fangirl was even a word. It’s faster than saying the-group-of-women-always-hanging-on-Tony.”

His lips slid into that dazzling-but-phony smile. “I suppose that’s pretty accurate.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t waste your performance smile on me. I can tell the difference now.”

He flinched but didn’t move. “Not the same Christine I remember.”

“I hope not.”

Something about the smile changed. “I like it.”

The lights flickered, warning them to take their seats. Not sure what else to do, Chris pulled him by the arm. “Let’s sit before the cluster decides to follow you.”



#





Tony kept an arm on the back of Christine’s seat as he settled onto the chair beside her. His mind fought with his memories of a girl who was definitely not a girl anymore. At six foot one, he wasn’t overly tall for a man, but he’d never had a woman look him in the eye. She had the same blue eyes as Caroline, but he’d never seen them as clearly as when he looked at Chris—the pools were almost deep enough to distract him from the curtain of blonde hair around her shoulders.

Almost, but not quite. It was hard to ignore the gentle tickle of the strands as they brushed across his forearm. Then along his bicep as she leaned toward him.

“Is it necessary to put your arm on my chair?”

He tilted his head toward hers. “It keeps the cluster at bay.”

“Like you want that.”

He shrugged. “I don’t need a group of women when I’m sitting next to the most beautiful one here.”

“Ugh.” Her lips contorted. “Don’t waste your breath. I watched you use all your lines on girls at dance competitions. I know you don’t mean them.”

“I wasn’t talking about you, dummy. I was talking about Pam.” He nodded toward her mom on the other side of him.

Christine laughed, and the sound captivated him.

“Don’t laugh. She’s your future, you know.” They both glanced over at the woman, who could definitely be an older, shorter version of Chris. “Not bad, Kid.”

“Ew. This is the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had. And I teach high school PE.”

The lights went down as a spotlight illuminated a stage behind the dance floor. A familiar excitement raced across Tony’s skin.

“Welcome to the Dance for Hope’s Dance-Off for Charity!”

Chris’s hair brushed his arm, drawing his attention away from the dance floor. But when the music started, his attention refocused. The energy from the music and the passion of the contestants stirred his soul in a way nothing but dancing could. The pro-am teams couldn’t compare to the couples he and Caroline had competed against, but the atmosphere was just as charged.

Caroline and Ben danced last. Despite Ben’s inexperience and size, their routine impressed Tony. There had to be more than a hundred-pound difference between the dancer and football player, yet somehow Caroline had taught Ben to be graceful—or as graceful as a former linebacker could be.

When they finished, Tony jumped to his feet and cheered. Caroline and Ben would never win a true dance competition, but they’d outdanced every other pro-am team that night. It didn’t surprise him at all when they earned the highest scores. After the teams left the auditorium, the emcee invited attendees onto the dance floor, but Chris and her parents headed toward the door.

Tony jogged to catch up. “Not going to try the tango?”

Chris shuddered. “Mom said Caro and Ben will be in the lobby.”

He tagged along with the Novaks, as comfortable with them as he would be with his own family.

Dozens of other people flocked to the lobby as well. Some of them left, but most of them swarmed around the dancing couples while a scattering of photographers took pictures. Groups of people posed on a red-carpet-type area, but the majority of the cameras focused on one couple—Ben and Caroline. They weren’t alone, though. A half dozen women in Pathways T-shirts surrounded them, chatting and hugging and smiling.

When Caroline spotted her family, she waved, but she didn’t move. Tony expected to go to her, but the Novaks waited where they were.

Tony leaned close to Chris. “Are we going to admire them from a distance?”

“Anthony.” Pam’s tone lowered.

He’d heard that warning a few times before. “Sorry.”

“This is a fundraiser, and those are the women Caroline’s raising money for,” she said.

“And the photographers?”

“Journalists,” Gary said. “They’re more interested in Ben than the competition, but Caroline said it’s helping them get a lot of attention and earn quite a bit of money. What did she say? Almost seventeen thousand dollars last month?”

That much? “I had no idea.”

Pam patted Tony’s arm. “We’ll wait right here until they’re done.”

Chris nudged him. “I’m surprised you’ve never done this. Your family’s, like, dance royalty around here. Why haven’t any of the Caldwells ever participated?”

“I don’t know if anyone’s invited my parents or Mary.”

“What about you?”

Shame warmed his skin. “I’ve been asked.”

“Why haven’t you done it?”

“I didn’t understand what it was until tonight. I thought it was some hokey square dance.”

She snorted. “Snob.”

The shame warmed to anger as he prepared to defend himself, but he couldn’t. She wasn’t wrong. “Pretty much.”

“At least you’re self-aware. That’s an important first step.”

“Mom! Dad!” Caroline ran toward them and into their welcoming hugs. When she met Tony’s gaze, her smile widened and her eyes watered. “Tony.” The hug was as comfortable as a favorite blanket. “It’s so good to see you.”

“You were amazing.” They separated but stayed close. “This whole thing is incredible. I didn’t know most of these charities existed.”

“Isn’t it crazy? They’ve raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for nonprofits in town, and there are still so many people who don’t know about the event or the groups.”

Chris pointed to where Ben stood on the other side of the lobby, talking with a man with a notepad. “He’s changing that. The dance-off made the front page of the sports section because of him.”

The expression on Caroline’s face shifted into something Tony couldn’t quite put his finger on. He recognized that look but couldn’t place it. Chris’s expression needed no interpretation—her lips puckered as she glanced from Caroline to Ben.

As Pam and Gary talked with their oldest daughter, Tony took the opportunity to lean toward Chris. “Why do you look like you’re sucking on Sour Patch Kids?”

“Do I?” She scrubbed her hands over her cheeks. “Did Caro see?”

“I don’t think so. What’s going on?”

He almost missed the quiet groan. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Too late. Your face is screaming.”

She cringed, then pulled him back a pace and angled so close that her hair fell over his shoulder. “Ben likes Caro.”

“That’s great.”

“No, it’s not.” Her hot breath of anger nearly singed his ear. “Ben’s never dated.”

“So?” But then he remembered. “Brett.” The guy Caroline had dated during their last years of competition. “Didn’t he propose?”

“Yes, and so did Chad, and yet—” She motioned toward her sister. “Not to mention she’s my sister and Ben’s one of my best friends. It’s just . . .” Her face puckered again.

Tony laughed. “Until you can get that”—he cupped her cheek with one hand—“under control, you might want to keep some Sour Patch Kids in your pocket. You can pop one in your mouth anytime you look at them.”

He expected a slap, but she swiveled away to stand beside him so they could both see Caroline hugging her parents. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“Do you really hate the idea of them being together that much?”

“Of course not. It’s just . . . weird.”

“What’s weird?” Caroline asked as she walked toward them.

“Tony.” Chris pointed at him.

“You’ve known that for years.” Caroline gave him another hug. “I can’t believe how long it’s been since I’ve seen you.”

“You haven’t lost a step.”

She laughed. “It only looks that way because Ben’s a beginner. I doubt I could keep up with you anymore. And you.” She poked Chris’s shoulder. “Thank you for coming.”

The younger sister shrugged. “No biggie. I’ve been to a hundred before.”

“Not like this one.”

Tony couldn’t remember all the competitions they’d danced in, but he knew Caroline was right—this was special. “I’m starting to regret saying no when they asked me to dance last year.” And the year before.

“I could let them know you’re interested.” Caroline winked.

Was he? Did he have it in him to take a beginner to competition level? Regret morphed into panic. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“What’s there to think about?” Chris asked. “You dance or you don’t.”

“Don’t harass him,” Caroline said. “It’s a big time commitment, and he already spends hours a day in the studio. Would you want to spend more time at school each day?”

“I do. I coach.”

Caroline laughed. “You’re an anomaly.”

“Stop with the fancy words. You and Carmen both.”

“Stop pretending like you don’t understand.” Ben motioned for Caroline to join him. “I should go. You two behave.”

As Caroline walked away, Chris pinched Tony’s arm.

“Ouch. What did your sister just say?”

She smirked. “I dare you to dance in this event next year.”

“I can’t enter myself. I have to be asked.”

“If you want something bad enough, you can make it happen.” With that, she walked away.

As Chris moved toward her sister, her unexpectedly feminine skirt swayed in all the right ways, despite her masculine strut. The intriguing contradiction bolstered her parting statement because he very much wanted to see her again, and he was already planning ways to make that happen.








  
  
Chapter 4




Chris clicked the mouse again. And again. And again. With the students gone for the summer, there were no slamming lockers or inappropriate conversations to drown out the sound of her mumbled curses. 

A palm hit the office door and she jumped.

Tiffany laughed. She pointed a long blue fingernail at Chris. “You should have seen your face.”

Chris rolled her eyes. “Was it my school-computers-suck face or my how-does-she-teach-with-those-nails face?”

“I don’t have to throw the ball. I just need to make sure the kids can.”

“Show me again how you demonstrate that without actually throwing a ball.”

“They’re fifteen years old. If they haven’t figured it out by now, I don’t think I can help them.” Tiffany plopped onto her desk chair on the other side of the PE office, then inspected her nails. “Besides, I waited all year for these ladies. I have twelve weeks to enjoy them. What are you doing here so late? I thought you’d have cleared out your things and started vacation.”

“I didn’t want to run into”—Wes—“anyone this morning, so I decided to come in late. Did you upload grades before you handicapped yourself?”

She shook her head. “It’ll take longer, but it’s worth it.”

“Have you tried to upload grades yet?” Chris turned her computer so Tiffany could see the screen. “I keep getting locked out at this screen.”

Tiffany leaned forward and squinted. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Good, because I thought I was going crazy.”

“I can’t promise you aren’t, but you shouldn’t get that screen.”

The best part about having an office in the girls’ locker room meant never accidentally running into Wes. If she had to go to the office to reset her administrative authority, she might see him, which could possibly ruin her plan to finish her last day at school without seeing him.

“How was the conference you went to? Wasn’t that last weekend?”

Energy pulsed through Chris’s arms at the memories of her weekend in Chicago. “Tiff, you should have come with me. It was amazing.”

“A teachers’ conference?”

“A health and wellness expo. They had that teacher from Virginia, the one who helped her school district add the high-intensity weight and cardio classes.”

Tiffany cringed. “Are they running with dumbbells?”

“Not even. They’re aerobic-type classes, but they do weights and cardio and gymnastics, and the kids end up learning how to get fit and stay fit. She had one student lose fifty pounds in a school year; he went on to college to become a dietician. Another student was homeless; she became a personal trainer and opened her own gym. These kids aren’t wasting time on badminton. They’re—”

Another less-obnoxious knock interrupted them. Chris turned to find her third baseman in the doorway. “Emily. What are you doing here?”

“Some girls and I are meeting here to carpool to a concert tonight. I saw your car outside and thought I should come in.” The new senior shuffled into the office. “I want to apologize.”

“For what?”

“Missing the playoffs.”

Chris’s gut churned. “You have nothing to apologize for. You didn’t plan your family’s vacation.”

“No, but I didn’t have to go.”

“Miss Aruba for high school softball?”

“I could have—”

“No way.” Chris hopped up and walked around the desk, wrangling her anger and disappointment at the adults who made this poor girl feel guilty. “Listen up. Our team was good, but Benzie was better. They beat us all year. If we’d won districts, we’d have faced Grand Haven at regionals, and three of their starters have already signed letters of intent to Division 1 softball programs. I love you girls, and your spirit is better than any team I ever played on, but it would have taken an honest-to-goodness miracle for us to win regionals.”

Emily frowned. “You didn’t think we could win?”

“Maybe we could have, if all the stars aligned and everyone on our team had their best games while everyone on the other team had their worst, but this is high school, not the pros. You’ve got a great shot at playing softball at a D3 school after you graduate, but unless you’re planning to go pro somehow, don’t give up family time for an activity you might never play again after school.”

Emily’s frown relaxed until a smile filled her face. “You’re the best, Coach.” 

As she walked out of the office, Tiffany whistled.

“What?” Chris turned to face her.

“That was an interesting pep talk.”

She sighed. “I know, but it’s true.” She closed her laptop and sat on the edge of her desk. “In high school, one of my teammates stressed herself out every season in every sport to be the best. She missed parties and movie nights to practice, got a scholarship to a D2 school, and dropped out of college after two years with severe anxiety and depression.”

“That’s rough.”

“Yeah, but now she’s a welder and happier than I’ve ever seen her. You know, I always wanted to be a teacher and coach because I wanted to help kids find ways to stay active and be healthy for a lifetime. Instead, we force them to learn the rules of games they don’t care about and guilt-trip them into playing sports they’ll never play again.” When had everything gotten so backwards?

Tiffany cocked her head to the side as she stared at Chris. “You sure you’re supposed to be a teacher? ’Cuz that kind of passion might do more good in politics.”

Chris shuddered. “I don’t have the patience for Lansing.” Though if she did, maybe she could do more.

“You might need to find some before Wes finds out what you said to Emily.”

Would Emily tell? And if she did, would her athletic director be as understanding as Tiffany? “I think I’ll upload my grades from home.”As Chris packed her messenger bag, her phone whistled. Whoever it was could wait. Once she left TCE for the summer, she wasn’t coming back, so she needed all her concentration to make sure she didn’t miss anything. The phone whistled again, then rang as she stepped outside. With her hands full, she ignored it until she’d loaded everything into her car. It rang again.

Who could possibly need her so badly? She checked the ID. An unknown local number. Possibly a spam call, but just in case: “Hello?”

“Is this Christine Novak?”

He didn’t know who he was calling? “Yeah, I’m Chris.”

“Ms. Novak, my name’s John Marsh. I’m Caroline’s boss at Morrison Insurance.”









