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Micki Jordan is a tomboy as much at home on the playing field as in a locker room full of naked guys.

But the star publicist is looking to prove she’s also an irresistible woman in order to get a second shot at professional baseball player and major league playboy, Damian Fuller.

Micki transforms herself into one hot number Damian can’t help but notice and together they burn up the sheets and find themselves falling hard. Until Damian’s past returns, threatening their future.

“Carly Phillips is synonymous with red-hot romance and passionate love.”

—Lauren Blakely, NY Times Bestselling Author

*   *   *
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My husband Phil, my number 22 and the sexiest guy in a baseball uniform. Didn’t you know that’s what kept me coming back for more?

My mother for raising me to be independent and to believe in myself and for renewing my love of baseball—even if she is a Yankees fan, I’m a Mets fan and my husband, from Boston, is a Red Sox fan. At least our family life is interesting and fun!

My father (RIP), who had no interest in sports but survived the bickering with a smile and who was my most loyal fan.

And as always my girls, Jackie and Jennifer, for just being you!

And an extra-special thank-you to Janelle Denison, who saved me midway through yet again. Where would I be without you?

I love you all.


PROLOGUE


Thanks to a fatal plane crash in the Andes, Yank Morgan had been raising his sister’s children for the past two years, and as a result, even his chest hair had turned prematurely gray. Ages fourteen, twelve and ten, the girls were independent little scrappers and didn’t hesitate to tell him exactly what they thought. Which was why Annabelle, the oldest, stood before him, hands on her hips, her breasts pushing against the cotton of her too-tight shirt. When the hell had she developed boobs? he wondered and ran a hand through his wiry hair.

At the moment though, his niece’s face concerned him more than her chest. Black eyeliner was smudged around her bright blue eyes and though normally he didn’t mind letting the girls make their own mistakes, her raccoon-like appearance was too humiliating to allow, so he’d decided to step in.

Keeping Lola’s words in mind, he opted to tread gently with the girl. “Dang it, Annie, you look like Jim McMahon getting ready to throw a pass.”

Her blue eyes filled with tears and she ran from the room. He raised his gaze toward the ceiling. “What the hell did I do wrong now?”

“Way to go, Uncle Yack.” He glanced over to see the youngest, Micki, standing in the doorway, glaring at him.

“It’s Yank,” he muttered, though they both knew that the nickname she’d started to use the day she’d come to live with him gave them a special bond.

“You insulted Annie,” said Sophie, the middle one, joining them.

Figures they’d gang up on him. “You think so?”

He turned toward them for the first time and his gaze immediately zeroed in on ten-year-old Micki. Or rather his gaze zeroed in on her tits.

“What the hell are those?” he asked, pointing to the overly round, out of proportion, different-size melons poking from beneath her shirt.

“Like ’em?” She squared her shoulders.

Yank winced.

Lola, his assistant at the agency and one-time lover, strode into the room. She showed up on weekends to do the girls’ laundry along with her own. Although having her around aroused him and forced him to remember their short-lived affair, Yank was grateful for her help and couldn’t imagine life without her. Not that he’d ever admit as much. The woman and his feelings for her scared him worse than raising the girls.

“Who’s been stealing things out of the laundry basket?” Lola asked.

Sophie snickered. “Ask Micki.”

“Michelle?” Lola strode over and glanced down at Micki’s protruding chest. “Do you have my bra?”

Yank groaned.

“Nope. No bra.” Micki chewed on her lower lip, a sure sign the kid was lying.

“Yes you do too have it! You see?” Sophie reached a hand down the front of her sister’s shirt, pulling out the padding. Then she glanced down at her hand and frowned. “Hey, those are my socks you stuffed your boobies with!”

“Are not!” Micki said, crossing her arms over her now-flat chest.

“Are too!” Sophie retorted.

Yank felt a headache coming on.

“Well, you gave them to me,” Micki shouted, tears filling her eyes.

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

“Did not!”

“You know the rules. Once you give, you can’t take back!” Micki cried and darted out of the room, following Annabelle’s earlier lead.

Sophie took off after her.

Yank met Lola’s amused gaze and desire flared between them. A strong yearning flickered in her deep-set eyes, an echo of the spark he’d spent the past two years working hard to suppress. Though they’d once had a hot affair going between them, the girls’ arrival had put everything on hold. Now, knowing he was a father for life scared the pants off him. No way would he add a wife, as well.

“Micki’s something else,” he said and gestured to the doorway his nieces had stormed through.

“All three girls are something else. They need guidance.”

What she meant was a woman’s guidance. But Yank had no problem deliberately misinterpreting her words if it helped him put distance between them. “I think you got a point. Micki does need guidance. So maybe you’d better go give the young one a few pointers on being one of the guys. You’d probably be good at that.” He let that sink in. “She’s obviously trying way too hard to be a woman.”

She scowled at him and stormed out of the room, probably ticked off that he’d insulted her femininity. He let out a groan. Well, she’d steer clear of him for a while, which was exactly what he wanted.

And with those words, Yank sealed both Micki’s upbringing and his own fate for the next sixteen years.


CHAPTER ONE


Publicist Micki Jordan strode into the locker room of the New York Renegades, the sports world’s best prospects to win the World Series, and looked for her client. In her hand, she held a copy of today’s New York Post, which she’d folded open to the headline Nails, Nails, Nails. Will John Roper’s Manicure Interfere with his Willingness to Catch Fly Balls?

Most days she loved her job as the publicist for the Hot Zone, an offshoot of her uncle’s sports agency that she co-partnered with her sisters. And then there were days like these when she wondered why she always ended up handling the more high-maintenance players instead of turning them over to one of her sisters. Even if this high-maintenance player had ended up being her best guy friend.

Micki already knew the reason Annie and Sophie delegated the tougher athletes to her. You’re like one of the guys, Micki, and they respect you for it. She shook her head in frustration that had been building for a while, but she’d have to worry about her own image later. Right now she was worried about her client’s.

“Hey, Micki,” one of the players called as she passed the first row of half-naked men and their open lockers.

She waved and kept walking, keeping her gaze straight ahead. When people asked how Micki could be so at ease around a men’s locker room, she always countered with how could she not be comfortable since it was the atmosphere in which she’d grown up?

Micki had been eight, Annabelle twelve and Sophie ten when their parents had passed away. From then on, their uncle had provided them with the only stability they’d known. As the oldest, Annabelle had taken over as the mother figure and mediator whenever Micki and Sophie bickered, which had been often.

In an effort to keep their small family together, Annabelle had kept them both in line and attended to everyone’s needs, often at the expense of her own. As a result, Annie had been close with both of her siblings, but Micki and Sophie’s relationship had always been more distant.

While Annabelle and Sophie had been girlie girls, Micki had latched onto Uncle Yank, tailing after him everywhere he went. Locker rooms included. Growing up with her sisters, Micki had been the odd girl out, a pattern that had continued in school, where she found herself trying to keep up with the boys, playing sports and challenging them with her knowledge of all games. In fact, her comfort level never faltered with the opposite sex—as long as dating wasn’t involved. Then Micki became out of her element all over again.

“Hi, Mick,” Juan Sierra said, flicking her playfully with a towel and reminding her of her mission to find her client.

“Where’s Roper?” she asked him.

“Holding court at his locker.” Ricky Carter, the backup center fielder jerked a thumb toward the back of the room, answering a question she hadn’t directed his way.

Micki and Carter had never been formally introduced, but she’d heard plenty about his cocky personality. She’d also caught wind of his certainty that he’d replace Damian Fuller by the end of the season. Micki held back a snort. She’d pay good money to see Ricky Carter try to take on the team captain and come out whole. If Carter was lucky, he’d only be knocked down a few pegs. If he pushed too hard, he’d probably end up back in Triple-A.

That’s how much his teammates respected Damian Fuller. That’s how much his fans loved him, as did most women, Micki thought wryly. Herself included.

Especially since their New Year’s Eve kiss six months ago. She closed her eyes and could almost feel the star center fielder’s lips on hers. It had begun as Micki’s attempt to take him outside and sober him up before he made a scene destined to hit the papers. And it had ended up a kiss that had shaken her world and shown her what she was missing in her all-work, no-play life. Unfortunately, he’d either been too drunk to remember Micki’s magic moment, or the kiss had meant so little to him he’d put it out of his mind. Worse, maybe he wanted to forget.

And why wouldn’t he? The man was only seen with gorgeous women. The models, actresses, and even Playboy bunnies he dated were all well-endowed arm candy. All unlike every guy’s pal, Micki Jordan. And so she’d been tiptoeing around the secret kiss and its effect on her ever since. Because that kiss had shifted Micki’s perception of her world and forced her to face the unfulfilled feeling she had about her life.

Even Uncle Yank sensed she’d grown more edgy and restless lately and had begun to ask why. She didn’t want to hurt him and so she refused to admit the truth. That Damian Fuller was the one man who made her wish she’d spent less time with her uncle and his friends and more time with her sisters as they’d locked themselves in the bathroom, laughing, giggling, putting on makeup and talking about boys.

Hanging out with Uncle Yank hadn’t prepped Micki for flirting with men, nor had it taught her how to be one of those females who automatically caught a man’s attention in the ways that counted. Damian was drawn to overtly feminine women and his reaction to Micki, or lack thereof, reduced her to feeling worse than an awkward teenager.

She tried to hide her frustration with herself and her lack of feminine abilities, and as long as she didn’t deal directly with Damian face-to-face, she’d be successful. It helped that the Renegades players were generally Annabelle’s clients and Micki could avoid the sexy center fielder.

Leave it to John Roper to misbehave and put her directly in temptation’s path. So far though, she hadn’t seen any signs of Damian, and since she hadn’t tripped or fallen over a bench, Micki figured he wasn’t anywhere around.

She followed Carter’s direction and found Roper freshly showered and joking around with reporters. She halted behind them and waited, not wanting to read him the riot act in front of the press and cause any more problematic headlines.

The New York press was an entity unto itself, creating celebrities out of athletes and saving headlines for the players’ personal lives. Like their crosstown rivals, the New York Yankees, the Renegades players knew how to work the media and enjoyed keeping their names in the papers. None more than Damian Fuller, who frequently graced not only the sports sections but the gossip columns. His headlines kept him alive and vibrant in the public eye. If Damian had a slump, the fans came to cheer him out of it. He was a huge stadium draw and a necessary commodity to team management. Noting which woman he had on his arm, how often he’d dated her and when he’d move on was every New York columnist’s favorite pastime. The difference between Roper and Damian was that Damian’s press was always flattering.

As a friend, Roper was the best. As a client, the man was the ultimate pain in the ass. He’d hired her to help him maintain a masculine image yet he did everything possible to screw with her plan. He obviously liked the attention he received when he did something metrosexual and outrageous, but they’d been over and over the need for him to keep a low-maintenance profile, and keep the media’s focus on his baseball game.

“We’re meeting in ten minutes, so wrap up the interviews.” Coach Donovan’s voice boomed throughout the locker room and Micki knew she had a short time to knock some sense into Roper’s head.

She cleared her throat and stepped into the crowd. “I think Roper’s finished answering questions for today,” she said, asserting her authority.

He scowled. “But I was just—”

“Shutting the hell up,” a familiar masculine voice drawled. “Unless you want your publicist to kick your ass,” Damian Fuller said, laughing.

His deep tenor sent Micki’s body into sensory overload—her skin suddenly grew hot and prickly, her breath became heavy and her stomach churned with excitement. It might have been easy to ignore the other half-dressed men in the room, but not this man.

She tensed as Damian strode forward, sexy and sure. Freshly showered, he wore a towel hung low on his hips, revealing a tanned, muscular chest. His coarse hair had just the right sprinkling of gray.

Her breath caught and her throat grew dry. She was totally aware of all six foot three inches, two hundred and fifteen pounds of him. In a weak moment the day after she’d kissed those sculpted lips, threaded her fingers through that thick brown hair and scraped her cheeks against his short, scruffy beard, she’d read the stats Annie had in her press folder on number twenty-two.

Just thinking about that moonlit New Year’s Eve turned her on all over again. She cleared her throat and glanced into Damian’s chocolate-brown eyes, but he barely acknowledged her presence. Her stomach plummeted and her heart squeezed painfully in her chest, yet somehow she maintained her composure. Micki schooled her expression so that nobody would view her disappointment or realize she’d been hurt.

“Sorry, people. No more questions for today.” Roper’s voice drew her attention as he deferred to his captain and called an end to the impromptu press conference.

Before the media took off, Ricky Carter sauntered up to Roper and slung an arm over his shoulder. “I guess good old Fuller’s right about you, Roper. You’re afraid your publicist will string you up by your—”

“Shut up,” Damian said, abruptly cutting Carter off. “We’re in mixed company.” He and the rest of the guys stared beyond her to the newest person in the room, Veronica Butler from Esports Network.

The gorgeous redhead in the cream-colored suit with gold stitching co-anchored the cable network’s most popular prime-time show. She was also a friend of Micki’s and a colleague who booked many of the Hot Zone’s clients. Like Micki, as a woman in a man’s world, she demanded respect and received it. Unlike Micki, she also received the deference due a lady, at least where Damian Fuller was concerned. In his eyes, Veronica wasn’t one of the guys.

Micki swallowed hard. Considering her upbringing, foul language wasn’t a shock to Micki and yet she might have been grateful for Damian’s sensitivity anyway—had he been worried about her.

Unwilling to stand around a minute longer, Micki jabbed Roper in the arm. “Private talk. Now.”

Her client followed and Micki finished their meeting with a threat that if he didn’t cooperate with the PR plan they’d agreed upon and lay off the day spas during the season, she was through as his publicist. She then escaped the locker room, including its accompanying male testosterone and humiliation, as soon as humanly possible.

*     *     *

That night, Micki sat in her apartment’s small kitchen across from Roper. His eyes gleamed as he devoured the meal she’d cooked for them both.

“Micki, you make the meanest omelet I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating,” he said between the forkfuls of food he shoveled into his mouth.

“No need to suck up, John. I’ve already cooked for you.”

He grinned. “And I thank you for inviting me.”

“You invited yourself,” she reminded him, recalling his phone message about how he’d be over around seven for some good food.

She knew he meant they’d go out for a bite. She and John often caught a late meal together if they were both free. He was one of the guys she felt completely comfortable around because she could be herself and he didn’t care how she looked or dressed. He accepted her in her after-work sweats or old faded jeans. Which was why she didn’t mind cooking for them so they could really relax instead of eating in a restaurant surrounded by people.

She glanced down at the Spanish omelet she’d prepared, frowned and pushed her plate aside.

“No appetite?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Not really.”

He switched his empty dish for her full one. “Do you mind?”

She shook her head.

He dug into her portion with equal gusto. “If you want him to notice you then you need to step up,” Roper said between bites.

At his words, Micki froze in her seat. “If I want who to notice me?” she asked, feigning ignorance and buying herself some thinking time, she hoped.

She and John clicked on many levels and he was a close enough friend that she’d confided in him about many of her deepest insecurities, but she’d avoided discussing Damian Fuller and that kiss. Roper was Damian’s teammate and Micki knew the propensity for guy talk in the locker room. Still, John had a sensitive side and she didn’t think he’d deliberately betray her confidence if she decided to fill him in.

She pursed her lips in thought, still undecided about how much to reveal.

“Hey, babe, you should know by now you can’t put anything over on me. You obviously have the hots for Fuller.”

She swallowed and choked on her own saliva, grabbing for a glass of water.

“Easy,” he said, laughing. “It’s just me, so before you try and argue, remember, I’m the one who knows how you always felt left out when your sisters would start with the girl talk growing up. And I also know how hard it is for you to date or open yourself up to guys on any level other than friendship. So why wouldn’t I notice your reaction when Fuller rolled out the red carpet for Veronica but ignored you?”

“Way to watch out for my feelings, Roper.” She glanced down at her hands, unwilling to meet his gaze or admit he was right.

“Hey, you’ve been dancing around those feelings, which hasn’t helped you any, so I decided it was time to bring things out into the open.” He raised his eyebrow, challenging her to talk openly with him.

“I had no idea I was so transparent,” she muttered.

“Only to those who love you best.” He treated her to his trademark grin and the dimples women loved. Thank God she wasn’t into him that way, Micki thought wryly. She had enough trying to handle her attraction for Damian Fuller.

“So what are you suggesting? That I step up…how?”

“Why hasn’t Damian noticed you as anything other than my publicist up until now?” John countered her question with one of his own.

“Because…” Her voice trailed off. She really didn’t want to tread these painful waters, Micki thought. Didn’t want to dig into the differences between herself and her sisters, the girlie girls versus the tomboy.

Not that her sisters had ever criticized or belittled her choice to be more like Uncle Yank. In fact, Annabelle had coddled and babied Micki. She’d looked out for her little sister and made sure Micki felt safe and loved. And though Sophie had been more reserved, that was her personality. Annabelle reached Sophie more easily because they had more in common. Still, when all was said and done, there was a loyalty between the sisters that ran deep. In their hearts, the Jordan sisters remembered being left alone in the world by their parents with the knowledge that they only had each other to count on. Each other, Uncle Yank and Lola, their surrogate mother.

“I’m going to tell you why Fuller hasn’t noticed you yet,” John said, intruding on her thoughts.

His soft tone indicated she wasn’t going to like what she heard. “I don’t suppose you can spare me the details?”

Roper shook his head. “Fuller hasn’t looked twice because you blend into the woodwork, doll.”

She winced at his too-accurate assessment.

He patted her hand. “That’s not to say there’s anything wrong with who you are. I happen to adore you. It’s just that you’ve fallen for a guy who likes frills. Now take me for example.”

“At the moment, I wish someone would.”

He shook his head and laughed. “We’re hanging out and I’m wearing what?”

Micki didn’t have the foggiest notion what he was talking about. “Clothing?” she asked.

He groaned and proceeded to drop the name brands of every item of clothing he wore. “I’ve gelled my hair and—”

“I get it.”

John leaned back in his seat and smiled contentedly. “If you would put in half the effort, Damian couldn’t help but notice that gorgeous face, perfect complexion and those darling curls you hide in a ponytail.” He gave a fake shudder at the last word.

She glanced at the ceiling, thinking about the validity of his point. The insecurities she’d experienced growing up around her beautiful sisters and the self-doubt she’d felt with Veronica in the locker room today surfaced again now.

He leaned forward. “So what’s going on in there?” He tapped on her forehead.

“It’s just that if I change who I am on the outside, then I wouldn’t be me. Don’t I deserve to find someone who appreciates me for who I am?”

“Of course you do.” John placed a comforting hand over hers. “And if you did what I just suggested, you would still be you—only more obvious. Once you catch the right man’s interest, he’d be a fool not to see all you have to offer him.”

“You’re a great guy,” she told him, then gave him a sideways look. “I notice you didn’t say that Damian Fuller is that right man.”

John shrugged, conceding the point, then leaned back again in his chair. “Fuller’s my captain and teammate. I admire him. But he’s still living the life of an athlete who just made his first million. He may have the potential to grow up, he may not. I don’t want you to get hurt, but…”

“But what?”

“Maybe Fuller has potential. That’s up to you to discover.”

Micki shivered at the prospect.

Meanwhile Roper fidgeted in his chair, glancing at his watch when he didn’t think she was looking. “Hot date?” she asked.

“Would you be insulted if I said I had to eat and run?”

She rolled her eyes. A free night during the season didn’t happen often. “Of course not, but you need to promise me you’ll behave. No more antics or giving the press cause to speculate on anything, okay?”

“You drive a hard bargain,” he said, as he cocked his head to the side. “How about we make a deal? I won’t get the piercing I wanted if you promise to consider my advice—you step up a little and see if Fuller notices you.” He winked, then rose, collecting their plates and placing them in the sink.

The man was a true find. “Some woman’s going to be lucky to land you, Roper.”

“I’m nowhere finished sowing my wild oats.”

She stood and walked him to the door. “I’m afraid Damian isn’t either.”

“You’ll never know until you try.” John wrapped a friendly arm around her shoulders. “Remember Roper’s word to the wise—life is nothing without risks.”

She laughed. “I’ll remember.”

He kissed her head and took off.

Alone in her apartment, Micki rinsed their plates and dried them, her mind preoccupied with Roper’s words. He was right about a lot of things, but most importantly about her feelings for Damian. She did have the hots for him and had since this past New Year’s Eve. Damian’s kiss, planted on her in a drunken stupor, had been a prelude. One taste hadn’t been enough and he’d whetted her appetite for more. When his full lips had been on hers, and his hard body against hers had warmed her in the cold winter air, she’d realized how much she desired the man.

Micki wanted to feel the excitement of a home run with Damian. Unfortunately, he didn’t even remember reaching first base.

*     *     *

The next morning, Micki stood in front of the mirror in the restroom of the Hot Zone. She eyed her standard look—her blond curls hastily pulled into a ponytail and her white button-down shirt tucked into a pair of black slacks—and frowned at the lackluster sight. Was it any wonder that when she strode into a locker room full of naked men, none of them “stood at attention”?

She was sick and tired of being considered one of the guys, especially by Damian, and Roper had made it perfectly clear why the man failed to notice Micki. Last night’s conversation was fresh in her mind and she couldn’t help but be frustrated with the status quo. Though her practical side understood that being treated as an equal was what female reporters and publicists had been fighting for for years, the female side of her had been ignored too long and demanded recognition.

“Micki? It’s meeting time.” Her middle sister, Sophie, called from the hall.

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” Micki turned away from the mirror just as Sophie stepped into the ladies’room.

Her gaze scanned Micki’s face. “Okay, what’s wrong?” Sophie nailed Micki with the knowing stare she’d perfected as a child.

The desire to reveal all was strong until Micki’s gaze raked over her beautifully dressed sister. Not a stray hair fell from Sophie’s sleek chignon, and her purple tweed suit was the height of fashion. Probably Chanel. No quick, off-the-rack shopping run for Sophie or Annabelle, Micki thought.

Her insecurities rose full force and any thoughts Micki had of admitting her recent bout of uncertainty fled in the face of Sophie’s perfection. “What makes you think anything’s wrong?” Micki asked, lifting her chin a notch.

Sophie turned the lock on the company restroom door, shutting them in the small lounge area alone. “You’re my sister and I know you. Since Annabelle married Vaughn and got pregnant, you haven’t been your usual, spunky self.”

Micki placed a hand on the white sink, aware of the cold porcelain beneath her hand and the intensity of her grip. “I’m not jealous.”

Sophie raised an eyebrow. “Did I say you were? Listen,” she said, approaching Micki slowly. “I know that Annie’s marriage and move has changed the dynamic of your relationship.”

Micki acknowledged that truth with a nod. Annabelle used to live across the hall from both Micki and Sophie until she and Vaughn had relocated to his lodge in Greenlawn, a small town in upstate New York. Though the couple had kept Annabelle’s apartment, they didn’t spend much time there. Even Sophie’s presence and Roper’s visits didn’t ease that loss.

“I know we’ve never been as tight as you and Annie, but I miss her, too,” Sophie admitted, the uptight armor she normally kept around her softening as she spoke. “And maybe this is a good time for us to…” Her voice trailed off.

Could confident Sophie be hesitant, too? Micki wondered.

“Maybe we could get closer?” Micki met her sister halfway and hoped she hadn’t misread her intent.

Sophie nodded and relief filled Micki. Apparently, despite their very different personalities, she and Sophie really had formed a bond, even if they’d drifted for a while. Annabelle’s life change offered the perfect excuse for them to forge a new beginning of their own.

Micki knew just where to begin. “Soph?” Micki asked tentatively.

“Yes?” Her sister sounded just as wary.

With Roper’s suggestion that she “step up” and capture Damian’s attention ringing in her ears, she turned to her feminine, perfect-looking sister. “Can you teach me how to be more of a…girl?”

Sophie’s eyes sparkled with surprise and excitement at Micki’s words. “It’s about time!” she said, practically salivating at the idea of making Micki over.

Together they headed to the conference room to meet with Uncle Yank and tried not to rush him too obviously through the weekly meeting. They didn’t have to worry since their uncle was overly grumpy thanks to Lola’s appearance last night at a charity event.

Lola had been a surrogate mother to the girls. She’d also been Yank’s assistant until she’d finally taken a stand. She’d told Uncle Yank to admit his feelings for her or else she was walking away for good. He hadn’t believed her—why would he when she’d spent the better part of her fifty-eight years at the man’s beck and call?

She’d sacrificed her youth and deserved more from her life and the man in it. So Lola had quit and gone to work for Spencer Atkins, Yank’s biggest business rival and, ironically, his closest friend. She’d also begun dating him while Uncle Yank gnashed his teeth—and did nothing about it.

Everyone from her sisters to the office staff knew all Uncle Yank had to do was admit he was ready for a committed relationship and Lola would willingly return. At least they thought she’d come back, but lately she and Spencer seemed to be spending more and more time together while Uncle Yank grew ever more stubborn.

With Annabelle at a doctor’s appointment and Uncle Yank in a surly mood, he’d dismissed their meeting early and demanded they all show up again the next morning. With the afternoon free, Micki and Sophie left the office for the day with the shared goal of making Micki over.

Now Micki sat on Sophie’s bed, her knees curled under her, while Sophie made frequent trips to her bathroom and closet, creating separate piles on her dresser.

“Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Then let’s get started.” Sophie handed Micki a pad and pen to take notes on what she would need to purchase to put Sophie’s lessons into action. “This,” she said, picking something up from behind her, “is a blow-dryer.”

Micki rolled her eyes. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Okay, this red thing is the on/off switch. You have gorgeous hair, but you hide it like you did when you used to pitch Little League.” Sophie pulled out the elastic holding Micki’s hair in place and yanked out a few strands in the process.

“Ouch.” Micki rubbed her scalp.

Sophie ignored her. “A little light gel and some blow-drying and your hair will fall around your face in soft waves.”

As she spoke, Sophie played with Micki’s hair like she’d seen her do to Annabelle when they were younger.

“Are you getting all this down?” Sophie, the organized one, asked. “Blow-dryer, hair gel, soft styling spray. Write,” she ordered.

Micki laughed and did as her sister instructed. “Okay. Hair is done.”

“Then on to clothing and makeup. The key is to accentuate your already beautiful qualities to make them pop more.” Sophie excitedly went through some simple makeup tips with Micki and offered her the spare jars and tubes she had in her makeup cabinet.

“Good thing you’re anal and afraid of running out of things,” Micki said.

“It’s even better that we have the same hair, eye color and complexion. Otherwise I’d drag you for a full makeover. But that can wait until the weekend.”

Sophie applied as she explained and soon Micki wore a full face of makeup. She’d expected it to feel like armor but instead it was light and made her look…sexy, she thought glancing quickly in the mirror. Heart pounding with excitement, she let Sophie lend her clothing, too.

Transformation complete, when she finally turned around before the full-length mirror, Micki stared at a woman she no longer recognized but one she definitely wanted to get to know better. She couldn’t help wondering if Damian would feel the same way.

“Now remember, you can’t just rely on the outer dressing,” Sophie said, oblivious to Micki’s thoughts. Her sister was obviously just pleased Micki was showing an interest in all things feminine, for once. She hadn’t asked why.

“Attitude is everything,” Sophie continued. “Fortunately for you, you’re comfortable with guys, so that’s one hurdle down. Now just flirt a little and you’ll be all set.”

Micki squared her shoulders and shimmied a bit, intentionally shaking her boobs. “Like this?”

Sophie laughed. “That’s it. Work on the voice, too. A little breathy is sexy, you know?”

“Next thing I know you’re going to ask me to sing ‘Happy Birthday, Mr. President.’”

Her sister grinned.

Micki glanced at her watch and groaned. “It’s nearly midnight. Do you realize how early I’m going to have to get up in the morning to duplicate this look?”

“That’s the price of beauty,” Sophie said way too cheerfully.

“I might as well just sleep standing.”

“Whatever works for you.” Sophie shrugged, but couldn’t stifle a yawn. “I don’t know who you’re doing this transformation for, but I hope you’ll tell me one day.”

Micki didn’t know how to reply. She wasn’t ready to admit the truth aloud. She could barely admit it to herself.

“I also hope he deserves you.”

“I do, too,” Micki said and hugged her sister. The only consolation she had was that regardless of Damian Fuller, this step in Micki’s life was long overdue.


CHAPTER TWO


Thanks to a clumpy mascara wand and a distinct lack of ability, Micki was late for work the next morning. Normally they didn’t keep specific office hours but today Uncle Yank had insisted on his weekly meeting. With his obnoxious mood, Micki didn’t want to draw attention to herself, especially not when she was dressed so out of character. However, with his vision problems and refusal to discuss the diagnosis of macular degeneration, Micki could only hope he wouldn’t notice the changes she’d made.

She passed by the main desk, planning to head directly for the conference room, but the ringing of the telephone stopped her. Raine, the very new and young receptionist, wasn’t sitting at her desk. Voice mail could take care of the caller but Micki hated to let one of their clients wait for no reason.

She grabbed for the phone. “The Hot Zone, may I help you?”

“This is Damian Fuller. I need to speak to Annabelle.”

The deep, masculine voice reverberated through the telephone lines and Micki shivered, her reaction a jumble of emotions. She didn’t know what affected her more, the rumbling baritone, the sound of his name, or the lingering memory of the degrading feelings she’d experienced in the locker room yesterday.

“Hello?” Damian asked, drawing Micki back to the present. “Is anyone there?”

She cleared her throat. “Sorry. I was distracted. Someone just stopped by the desk,” she lied. “What can I do for you?”

“I already told you I’d like to speak to Annabelle.”

“Oh right.” She heard the annoyance in his voice and she quickly glanced down at the check-in sheet Raine was instructed to keep. “Annabelle isn’t in yet. Can I—” She was about to ask if she could take a message when an idea dawned.

Here was the man who’d prompted her transformation in the first place. Why not start flirting over the telephone? It would be good practice. Her heart rate picked up speed at the prospect.

“I haven’t much time to talk,” Damian said.

Before he could hang up, Micki pulled herself together. “Hold on, Mr. Fuller. I’ll put someone on the line who can help you.”

Micki pushed the hold button, then drew a deep gulp of air. Think sexy, think sultry, she told herself and settled into the oversize chair. She crossed her legs in an ultrafeminine pose and slowly lifted the phone. “The Hot Zone, Micki Jordan speaking. What’s your pleasure this morning?” she asked in the huskiest voice she could muster.

“Micki?” He sounded as if he didn’t quite believe it. “It’s Damian Fuller. I needed to speak to Annabelle about the schedule she’s got lined up for the team this coming weekend.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing a guy like you can’t handle,” Micki said, infusing her breathless words with subtle meaning.

Damian Fuller could nail anything on the field and off. Micki just wished he wanted to nail her.

He coughed into the phone. “I realize Annabelle’s just doing her job and the autism camp’s a yearly thing, but I don’t want her overbooking the team’s PR appearances. We’re in first place going into August. I don’t want the guys to blow it by being too exhausted to play well.”

“Are you sure you aren’t just looking for more time to pursue other off-the-field activities?” Micki cringed as the question toppled off her tongue, especially since both Joe Gordon, the Renegades owner, and Coach Donovan had called with the same request.

He let out a laugh that set her nerve endings tingling. “Let Annabelle know I called, okay?”

“I’ll be sure to convey your concerns when she gets in,” she assured him.

“Thanks, and Micki?”

“Yes?”

“Take care of that cold. You sound really hoarse.”

She hung up, completely mortified, and glanced up.

The clock on the wall caught her attention and she cursed just like the gamblers who’d come to her uncle’s house every Thursday night while she was growing up. Micki scribbled a note for Annabelle, who was late, or Raine just hadn’t checked her in as she was supposed to.

Micki rose and made a mad dash for the conference room. Tripping on her borrowed heels as she turned a corner, she saved herself by hugging the nearest wall. She waved at a startled Gert, the new office manager, a burly-looking woman who’d lasted a full three months so far in comparison to the others, whom Uncle Yank had sent home in tears—men included.

“That’s it. I’m finished waiting. The meeting will come to order.” Micki heard her uncle slam the gavel against the rubber plate, calling the Hot Zone’s second meeting this week to order.

Micki yanked off the shoes she’d borrowed from Sophie, determined to make an unnoticed entrance. But if she’d botched her physical transformation as much as she’d messed up flirting with Damian, she wouldn’t have to worry about her uncle realizing she’d done anything different.

She strode into the conference room and slipped quietly into her seat.

“You’re late,” her uncle grumbled without looking up.

“Good morning to you, too,” Micki said and blew him a kiss.

Sophie met her gaze and gave her a thumbs-up sign. Relief swelled inside her and she grinned back.

“Where’s Annabelle?” Micki asked, glancing around. Apparently, Raine hadn’t botched attendance and once again they were one sister short.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Uncle Yank said. “Ever since she married that no-good, low-down snake Vaughn, she’s become a typical, unpredictable female.”

Micki laughed at his not-so-veiled reference to Lola. “You adore Vaughn, so lay off him or I’ll tell Annabelle you’re at it again,” she said, referring to his past rocky history with Annabelle’s husband.

“Actually, I have a message from Annabelle,” Sophie said. “I was just waiting for Micki to get here so I could tell you both at the same time.”

“What’s wrong?” Micki recognized the serious note in her sister’s voice and her stomach plummeted. Annabelle was just a little over three months pregnant and Micki crossed her fingers that all was well.

“Nothing that can’t be fixed with a little bed rest,” Sophie said quickly. “Annabelle tried to call you this morning, but nobody answered.”

“I must’ve been blow-drying my hair,” Micki muttered.

“Well, apparently, she’s spotting and the doctor wants her off her feet.” Sophie, true to her analytical nature, proceeded to describe the graphic details of Annabelle’s problem in terms of color and amount until Uncle Yank cut her off with the swing of his gavel.

“I don’t want to hear the gory details about female problems.” His skin had turned green. “I just want Annie and her baby to be okay.”

“And they will be,” Micki said, placing her hand over his. “Right, Soph?”

“Right.”

“Speaking of doctors—”

“Next subject,” Uncle Yank said, his tone leaving no room for argument.

Micki sighed. Sophie had been begging him to let her take him for an evaluation with a doctor who was performing a new procedure on patients with macular degeneration. But the big man who put the fear of God in everyone he knew—except his nieces and Lola—was afraid. Not that he’d admitted as much.

“Okay, with Annie out, our biggest problem is now the New York Renegades PR blitz she was scheduled to handle in Tampa this weekend,” Sophie said, tapping her pen against her yellow notepad.

“Well, there’s a simple solution to that problem,” Uncle Yank said, his gaze darting between Micki and Sophie.

Micki wasn’t about to let him hand this assignment over to her. “There sure is a simple solution,” Micki agreed. “Sophie, you head on down to Tampa instead.”

Uncle Yank glanced from Micki to Sophie, seemingly torn as to whom he should push to go to south Florida.

Before he could choose a niece, Sophie shook her head. “Tsk, tsk, Uncle Yank. You can run but you can’t hide and you know I made you a doctor’s appointment next week with that specialist and I intend to be by your side to make sure you keep it.”

Which explained why he would want to get Sophie out of town, Micki thought.

He scowled. “I don’t need another doctor looking into my peepers.” He slammed the gavel hard for emphasis, stunning them both into silence.

At that moment, an electronic voice spoke. “Nine thirty, a.m.” Uncle Yank cursed and pressed a button on his newly purchased watch, designed so that the visually impaired didn’t have to try to decipher small numbers.

“Divine providence?” Sophie asked sweetly.

“I was just testing the thing by wearing it,” he muttered. “It doesn’t mean I need it yet.”

He might be telling the truth. Micki wasn’t sure she understood what her uncle could or could not see, just that there had been some worsening since he was diagnosed a year ago. For all his denials about needing a specialist, he’d gone ahead and begun acclimatizing himself to the accessories and implements made for the visually impaired. It was almost as if he’d resigned himself to the inevitable without a fight, and that was so unlike her feisty uncle, it hurt her heart.

Despite how close Micki and Uncle Yank were, Sophie was the sister who understood clinical things best, and the sisters all agreed Sophie could handle him and his specialists.

Still, Micki could definitely stand in for Sophie this once. “If you go to Florida, I’ll make sure he keeps that appointment,” Micki assured her sister.

“I know you would, but I’ve done the research and I’d feel much better hearing everything the doctor had to say.” Not to mention that after all her research, she’d better be able to understand the diagnosis and explain it to the rest of them, Micki thought.

The noose was tightening as she came closer and closer to becoming the chosen one to replace Annabelle in Tampa. Micki’s heart began to pound harder in her chest at the thought of spending up-close-and-personal time with Damian, which would mean facing her inadequacies firsthand.

“I think Peter or Jamie can handle Tampa,” Micki said, referring to the newest publicists who’d recently joined the firm.

Though the Jordan sisters prided themselves on their family-oriented agency, their client list had grown to the point where they’d had no choice but to expand. Regardless, they kept the weekly meetings limited to family only so the partners kept up to date on both the sports and PR aspects of the business. Micki and her sisters held separate meetings with their staff, which was why even as she’d suggested one of the new publicists take over the Florida gig, Micki knew she was just acting out of desperation. There were many reasons why the other publicists couldn’t handle this job.

Sophie shuffled her papers, evening them on one side. “Even if Peter or Jamie could go to Florida, you know Joe Gordon insists one of the partners handle his team’s PR. It’s you or me.”

“I know. I’d just forgotten,” Micki said.

“Conveniently forgotten,” Uncle Yank said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Micki asked.

Her uncle shook his head. “Nothin’ important. You can handle the team, Micki. There’s nothing you can’t handle, remember that.”

If only he knew, Micki thought and sighed in resignation. “When do I have to leave?”

“After you get that painted gook off your face,” her uncle said. “If Sophie hadn’t been sitting next to me I’d have thought that was her running in late.”

So Uncle Yank had noticed. “Why, thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.” Micki deliberately fluttered her lashes at him.

“Compliment, my…Never mind. Just quit looking like a floozy, else I’ll think you’re taking lessons from Lola.”

He’d noticed Micki’s clothing overhaul, too. Maybe the eye specialist still could help him, Micki thought and met Sophie’s knowing gaze.

And maybe they could get Uncle Yank to make an overture toward the woman he missed so badly. “Speaking of Lola,” Micki began.

He slammed the gavel hard. “Meeting adjourned.”

Micki rolled her eyes. The man could be as stubborn as a mule and she didn’t envy Sophie’s trip to the doctor with him. Still, she’d rather deal with her surly uncle than cope with being around Damian Fuller in hot, steamy Florida. And that was saying a lot.

*     *     *

Interleague play. The fans loved it, Damian Fuller thought as he crouched in center field and waited for Manny Ramirez, one of the Red Sox’s best hitters, to swing on a three-two pitch. Ramirez cleanly tackled a fastball and it sailed toward center. Damian ran back, back, and jumped high, snagging the ball at the same time he hit the wall. Regaining his footing, he immediately threw to his cutoff man, preventing the runner on base from tagging and running home, but the second he released the ball, a burning pain seared through his left wrist and he grabbed his hand in agony.
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