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      Memories. I hated them. All I wanted was to forget the past and move on, but I couldn’t. Every time I closed my eyes, I could see it all as if it had happened yesterday. Sleep was not my friend. The second I’d drift off, I’d be taken back to that nightmare. I wanted to rip out my heart and throw it away so I wouldn’t have to feel the pain anymore. Or feel anything for that matter. It was too much. I honestly didn’t know if I was going to live through it.

      How could I when my whole life had been taken from me? To this day, even when I was awake, Austin’s shouts demanding that I be let go still echoed in my ears. All he wanted was to be recognized, to show the world how good a fighter he could be. Instead, he was lured into a deadly game, promised a life of riches and fame. I could still feel my captors’ fingers digging into my arms as they held me tight, whispering in my ears what they were going to do to me and to my husband. I was blindfolded at the time, but I could hear every goddamned thing going on. It was the exact moment I lost all faith in humanity.

      I wanted to be strong, to believe that we would get out of it alive, but it was no use. Austin didn’t have a chance, and neither did I. All he had wanted was to be the best fighter in the UFC and to make something of himself, to finally earn the money to open up the restaurant he and his brother had been dying to start ever since they were young. Instead, our dreams scattered to the wind that day, gone for all eternity. I don’t know how many men were in the ring with him, but it had to have been at least three by the sounds of it. Fists hitting flesh, grunts of pain, and bones breaking were the noises of my nightmares. They were nightmares I could never escape from. The endless torture never ceased.

      “Summer? Are you okay?”

      My sister’s voice broke through the memories, but it wasn’t enough to snap me out of it. Lara had tried desperately to help me, to talk to me in hopes it would ease my pain. She was my twin sister, and with a bond like that she was sure she’d have the healing touch to help me forget. But her soothing words were no match for the evil tainting my soul. Nothing helped, not even when I sold our house in Georgia to move back to North Carolina. Our parents lived in Virginia and had tried to get me to move in with them, but I couldn’t escape from my demons no matter how far I moved away.

      I could still hear Austin choking on his own blood, begging them to let me go. The men taunted him about how they were going to have fun with me when he was dead. I’d tried to hold in my screams because I knew it would only torment him more to know that I was scared. My arms were covered in bruises for weeks after the attack. The trauma made me forget, and for a while, my memories had escaped me, but they came back with a vengeance. While in the hospital, I had no clue who I was or what had happened. It was like I didn’t exist. Sometimes I wanted to go back to that, to be in a state of ignorant bliss where the memories couldn’t haunt me. It wasn’t until Mason Bradley, a friend of mine and Austin’s who also happened to be an undercover cop, showed up and sparked my memory that it all come back to me. Mason found Austin’s murderers and brought them to justice, almost losing his own life in the process. I would always be grateful for what he did for me, but nothing was going to bring Austin back.

      Lying broken and beaten in the hospital bed, I’d wanted my life to end so that I could be with Austin again, to see his smiling face and feel his arms around me. We didn’t have any kids, so it wasn’t like I had anything at home waiting for me other than my sister. With his last dying breath before the final blow took him away from me, Austin had shouted that he loved me.

      “Summer come back to me,” Lara cried, shaking my shoulders.

      Gasping for air, I looked down at my hands, which were bloody. Tears streamed down my cheeks and my hands shook as I lifted them. “What happened?”

      Lara frowned. “You had another episode. As soon as I heard the glass break, I came up here.”

      Tears blurred my vision, and I could feel the shards of glass stuck into the palm of my hands, but there was no pain. It was all in my chest. “What did I break?”

      Swallowing hard, she glanced to the corner where my wedding picture with Austin lay mangled, the glass shattered and the frame broken. “Oh my God, what did I do?” Sobbing, I crawled over the broken glass and held the picture to my chest. Lara sat with me and pulled me into her arms.

      “Shh, it’s okay. We’ll get you a new one.”

      “It won’t be the same,” I cried. “Nothing will ever be the same.”

      She rubbed her hands soothingly down my back. “I know they won’t, but you have to get through this. It’s been six months and you’re worse now than you’ve ever been. I don’t think talking to me is helping. You’re barely eating or sleeping.”

      I pulled away from her. “So what are you saying? That I need psychiatric help?”

      Her voice softened and she regarded me with those sad blue eyes of hers. It was the first time I’d really looked at her in months. We looked exactly alike with golden blond hair, heart-shaped faces, and blue eyes, but she was never one to be sad. My pain was rubbing off on her, and I could see the effects of it in her face. It only made me feel worse. Selfish.

      Her eyes misted over, but she held back her tears—always the strong one. “All I’m saying is that you might want to consider talking to a therapist. I can’t stand seeing you like this. Austin wouldn’t want it. He would want you to live your life and find happiness again.”

      “He was my life, Lara.”

      “You’re right, he was. Now you need to live a new one. He’s always going to be a part of you. What you need to focus on now are the good times you shared and not the bad.”

      I looked down at my wedding picture, at the man I thought I’d be with for the rest of my life. Shaking my head, I traced his smile with my finger. I’d give anything to be able to see him again. I missed his touch and the way he’d hold me protectively in his arms. He’d always known what to say to make me feel better if I was having a bad day. How could I find that kind of happiness again?

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” I whispered.

      Lara lifted my chin and smiled. “That’s what you have me for. You can do this, Summer. I have faith in you. Now let’s get your hands cleaned up.”

      She helped me to my feet, and I finally got a glimpse of my room. Other than the photo there was no trace of Austin anywhere, not since I moved out of our home. His brother, Grayson, had most of his things because I couldn’t bear to look at them. I used to be strong like Lara. I needed to be that person again, but I didn’t know how to find her. She died six months ago.

      “Will I ever get back to normal?” I asked softly.

      Lara took my wrist and pulled me gently into the bathroom. “Yes, I promise. You just have to have faith.” She turned on the faucet and stuck my hands underneath the running water.

      Closing my eyes, I let the warm water glide over my torn skin. Please God, if you can hear me, I need your help.
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      “You do realize you’ve been my patient for two years now,” Philip remarked, smiling warmly. He was in his late thirties with salt-and-pepper hair and kind green eyes. After I broke down with Lara, I’d decided it was time to get the help I needed. Dr. Philip Parker was my savior, the man who helped me see things in a different light.

      “What can I say? I’ve gotten used to you.” Every Tuesday afternoon, I had an hour-long session with him before the dinner crowd would show up at my restaurant, the Carolina Tavern. It had been my husband’s dream to start up his own place, and I did it for him, with the help of his brother, Grayson.

      “Or maybe you’re just a little scared of letting go? You’ve come a long way, Summer. I don’t think I can help you any more than I already have. And even then, you’ve done all of this yourself. I’ve just been here to listen to you. Do your parents still call on a regular basis? I know for a while there they were calling every day.”

      Calling every day was an understatement. It used to be multiple times a day until Lara told them to give me a break. At first, it was hard being asked if I was okay and what could they do to make me feel better. There was nothing they could do. Talking with Philip and having Lara around had helped me tremendously.

      “They still do,” I said, chuckling. “And, speaking of which, I forgot to tell you they came in from Virginia last weekend. I hadn’t seen them since Easter.”

      “I know it can’t be easy to be away from your family, but at least you have Lara and Grayson.”

      “And you,” I added. “I know you think I’m ready to be on my own, but I don’t feel like I’m at that point to break free yet. Can you give me another few sessions of your time?”

      Smiling widely, he nodded. “Take all the time you need. I stopped charging your insurance company months ago.”

      “Which is why you get free meals when you come to the tavern. I think we come out even,” I countered, getting to my feet. My time was up, and I needed to get back to the restaurant.

      He grinned and stood, standing about a head taller than me. I started for the door and he opened it for me. “That we do, but I enjoy the atmosphere there and the food is amazing. I kind of like our mutual agreement.”

      “So do I.” I stepped out into the hall and turned around. “Still on for tomorrow night?”

      He nodded. “I’ll be there.” Before I could start down the hall, he stopped me. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt for you to go out and have some fun every once in a while, maybe with someone you could be interested in. All you ever talk about is the restaurant and your sister.”

      “That’s all my life is right now. I don’t have time for anything else.” I didn’t know if I was even ready for that kind of step. “But I’ll think about it if anyone asks me out.” I was pretty sure no one would. I was around the same men every week and most of them were Lara’s friends. They all knew my past and chose to stay away. I was thankful they never hit on me.

      “You do that,” Philip agreed. “I think it could help you get to the next stage of healing.”

      I smiled quickly and waved, but when I walked out of view my smile disappeared. I was afraid to date someone else. Austin was all I’d known for years. I still remembered the first day we met. I had just finished nursing school and was on my lunch break, rushing to grab a drink and sandwich from Panera Bread. The second I turned the corner, I was walking past a gym when the door slammed open and I ran right into it, spilling my drink down the front of my scrubs. Austin apologized, but I couldn’t help but see the amused grin on his face before he tried to hide it. Needless to say, it had made me mad so I dumped the rest of my soda on his head. After that, we stood there and laughed. He was so easy to fall in love with.

      Once out of the building, I took a deep breath and crossed the street. Dr. Parker’s building was right around the corner from where my first encounter with Austin had happened. I’d cried for months every time I had to walk by that spot, but over time I got used to it. Now it was a welcome memory. I liked walking past that gym and remembering what it was like to meet Austin for the first time, the way he’d tried so hard not to laugh when I stood there covered in soda. I was about to reach our spot when my phone chirped in my pocket. It was Lara.

      Lara: You’re late. Your meetings with Dr. McDreamy are getting later and later. ;)

      Dr. McDreamy? I had to admit, Philip was a good-looking man, but our relationship was strictly professional. Over the past couple of months, Lara had tried to get me to go out with her to meet guys, but I wasn’t interested. I was never one for going to bars so guys could rub up on me. Besides, she didn’t want to do that stuff, either. She was hung up on Luke Collins, a motocross racer who happened to be good friends with her best friend, our neighbor Kate Davis.

      Kate was my friend, too, but I wasn’t as close to her as Lara was. She was going to help me keep my nursing certifications current by letting me help out our city’s NFL team for a couple of weeks. She was their full-time physician now that she’d gone back to school and finished. Even though I co-owned a restaurant with Austin’s brother, Grayson, I didn’t want my certifications to expire. I figured it was always good to have a plan B. If the restaurant failed, I needed to have something to fall back on. The business was constantly booming so I didn’t have to worry about that just yet, but the future was never certain. Before I could respond to Lara’s text, my phone beeped again.

      Lara: You’re not having sex on his desk are you?

      What the hell? Had she lost her mind? Shaking my head, I texted her back.

      Me: Sorry to disappoint you, but NO! Lost track of time. Be there in fifteen minutes.

      That girl was seriously going to drive me insane. After sending the text, I called Kate’s number and waited for her to pick up, only to turn the corner and run straight into a body that felt as if I’d hit a brick wall. Gasping, I fumbled with my phone and tripped, but a masculine set of hands caught my arms, stopping me from falling on my backside.

      “Whoa, thank you,” I exclaimed breathlessly, looking up into the sun at my rescuer. When he came into view, he smiled and picked up my phone. It was Evan Townsend, Kate’s NFL football–playing brother, dressed in a pair of blue gym shorts and a white tank top. His blond hair was in disarray and he stared down at me with those stormy gray eyes of his as he held out my phone. There was always something about those eyes that made me nervous.
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      “Evan, thank you. I’m so sorry. Clumsiness runs in my family.”

      Chuckling, I handed her the phone, thankful I’d been able to catch it before it shattered on the concrete. “No worries. I wasn’t paying attention, either. You doing okay?”

      Clearing her throat, she pocketed her phone and looked down at the ground. Her bright blond hair covered her face, but she tucked one side of it behind her ear, exposing her neck. She was so damn beautiful. It didn’t help that she was wearing a pair of tight jeans and a pink top that hugged her curves. The crazy thing was that she was oblivious to the effects she had on the men around her. The first time I saw her two years ago, I’d wanted to ask her out. That was before I found out what had happened to her. Lara warned me away and said it wasn’t the right time. It made me wonder if there would ever be one. I never saw her with anyone except the therapist she spent every Tuesday with. She never volunteered information about those sessions so I made it a point not to ask her about them. I could tell it made her uncomfortable with everyone knowing she was seeing a shrink. I didn’t care what she did as long as she got the help she needed.

      “I’m doing pretty well, just on my way back to the restaurant. Are you and the guys excited about the game this weekend?”

      “We’re always excited about them, especially the home games. It’s the first one for the season so it’ll be a little tense. Makes for a great game though.”

      “I can imagine.” She paused for a second but then her eyes went wide. “Oh, hey, how’s your sister? I was trying to call her before I ran into you.”

      “Other than being bitchy and seven months pregnant, she’s good. I think she’s excited about having you around the team. Her tolerance has gotten pretty low now that she’s about to explode.” The guys made sure to give her a wide berth when she was around. That was how scary a pregnant woman could be.

      “Great. That’s what I needed to talk to her about. I’m assuming I’ve been approved to help out with the team?”

      Summer was so reserved, I was shocked that she even wanted to help out with the guys. A lot of them were wild—untamed—and most of them didn’t know her life story like I and a few others did. One thing was for sure, they wouldn’t be gentle around her. When Kate had told me she was going to be working with us, I knew I’d have my work cut out for me.

      “As of right now you are. Not unless you get arrested in the next couple of days.”

      She laughed, and it was one of the most beautiful sounds I’d heard in a long time. She didn’t do it often, but when she did it was amazing. I knew everyone wished she’d do it more, especially me.

      “Are you sure you can handle the guys? They can get a little rowdy.”

      Pursing her lips, she crossed her arms over her chest, amusement in her blue gaze. “I think you’re forgetting I own the restaurant you guys frequent on occasion. I’ve seen you all drunk. I think I can handle it. Thanks for your concern, though.”

      “Yes, but not all of them are respectful like me.”

      She snorted. “Evan, I spent years around MMA fighters, going to matches and watching them train with Austin. They’re a different breed, but I’m sure they’re about the same as you football players. I may be a little out of practice, but I have a mouth on me when I need it. Where do you think Lara learned it all from?”

      “I have to say I’m intrigued,” I said.

      “Yo, Townsend, hurry up, dude. We don’t got all day.” The door to the gym opened and I looked over Summer’s shoulder at Derek McLaughlin, a sly grin appearing on his face when he noticed me talking to her. He was one of the fiercest linebackers on our team, the Carolina Cougars.

      When she turned to look at him, I flipped him off and glared. He got the picture and smiled at Summer before ducking back into the gym. She laughed and faced me again. “All right, I guess you need to go. I didn’t know you worked out at that gym. I figured you all would have your own equipment in your homes or at the stadium.”

      “Most of us do, but I like the motivation of being around others for a change. The team helps each other out, though. You’ll see what I mean when you work with us.” I stepped around her and started for the door. “Take care, Summer.”

      “Same to you,” she replied softly. When I opened the door to the gym, I watched her walk down the sidewalk and disappear around the corner.

      Derek bumped me in the shoulder. “Really, Townsend? You know you’re not going to land a touchdown with that. You won’t even be able to gain one yard.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing, shitdick,” I snapped, slapping him upside the head. “We’re just friends.”

      Derek raised a red brow and shook his head. “Didn’t look like that to me. I haven’t ever seen her smile at me like that.”

      “Maybe it’s because she knows you’re too far up Brianna’s ass.”

      “And other places, too,” he chided with a wink. I rolled my eyes and went straight to the weight bench. Brianna was one of our team’s cheerleaders and a good friend of my sister’s. She and Derek had been dating for a year. Out of all the cheerleaders, Brianna was the only trustworthy one. She wasn’t like Lindsey, who I had dated for a few months, at the time thinking that if anyone fucked up it would be me. I was wrong. She cheated on me while we were at an away game with a player from the opposing team and then fucked around with Jax, a guy who was supposed to be my teammate. I wasn’t one to talk shit about women, but she was a worthless bitch.

      “I’m going to need your help to make sure the guys stay away from her,” I said. “She’s going to be with Kate a lot in the next couple of weeks helping out the team. The last thing she needs is one of the guys trying to fuck with her.”

      Lying back on the bench, I wrapped my fingers around the bar and was about to lift when Derek’s face loomed over mine, his smile wide. “You just want them out of the way so you can make your move. You can’t fool me, Townsend. You’re hard up over her, admit it. You always have been.”

      I snorted and shook my head. I did want her. “It doesn’t matter anyway. She doesn’t want a guy like me.” I didn’t know what she wanted, but I was sure as hell going to find out.
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      “Well, you’re looking different this morning,” Lara quipped. “Is that a smile I see on your face?” She winked and sat down on one of the bar stools at the kitchen counter. Her blond hair was gathered in a messy bun and she had on a pair of cupcake pajama pants and a pink cami. What really got me was the way she narrowed her gaze, studying me. “You got a hot date or something?”

      Rolling my eyes, I poured her a cup of hot tea and set it down in front of her. “No, there’s no date. I’m actually excited about doing something different today. Are you sure you don’t mind taking the lunch shift? Kate says all I have to do is take the CPR class and I’m done for the day. I should be at the restaurant by late afternoon.”

      She scoffed and waved her hand dismissively. “Please, I can handle the restaurant with my eyes closed. I think it’s awesome you’ve decided to break out of your shell. It shows that you’re finally moving on. I’ve missed my sister.”

      “Was I really that bad?” I asked, knowing very well that I had been. For a long time, I walked the halls like a zombie, but during this past year I could feel a change coming. I was finding myself again.

      “It’s not that you were horrible to be around, Summer. It’s just it was hard to be around you. Everyone could feel your pain. Why do you think people stayed away?”

      Dumbfounded, I stared at her in horror. I could only imagine the way everyone saw me when I was at my worst. “It’s not like that now,” I countered. “People at the restaurant talk to me.”

      She blew the steam off her tea and took a sip. “That’s because you’re more sociable. You have no idea how many times I get asked if you’re single. I’ve had to threaten the guys numerous times to keep their distance. I swear, they’re all horny ass monkeys.”

      “Who?” I questioned curiously.

      She snorted. “Evan’s friends. Especially Jaxon. He probably gets a hard-on every time you walk by him.”

      “Really? I guess I’ve never paid attention.” I knew who Jaxon Reed was, but I’d never actually had a conversation with him. He was our team’s best kicker and a ladies’ man from what I’d heard. If I was going to start dating someone, it most definitely wouldn’t be someone like him. “I talked to Evan yesterday,” I said, gauging her interest. “Has he ever asked about me?”

      She perked up with a huge grin. “So I guess Evan is worthy of your attention, huh? What did you two talk about?”

      I lifted a brow and smirked. “Answer my question first and I’ll tell you.”

      “Okay, okay, no, he hasn’t asked about you. But I’ve seen the way he looks at you. If you were going to date any of the players I’d have to say he’s your best choice.”

      “I’m not going to date anyone, sis. I was thinking more on the lines of having a friend to eat dinner with and stuff like that. I’m not sure a relationship is something I can offer right now.”

      She lifted her hands in defeat. “Oh, I understand completely. I didn’t say you had to jump in bed with anyone. Having someone to hang out with would be good. And just because Evan hasn’t asked about you doesn’t mean he’s not interested. Hasn’t your therapist told you it would be good for you to date?”

      I drank the rest of my tea and set the cup in the sink. “Actually, he has told me I should start seeing people. I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Thank God, someone’s talking some sense into you. All I know is he’s smoking hot.”

      “Only you would say something like that. What about Luke?” I asked, hoping to change the subject from me. “Why don’t we talk about you and him?”

      Huffing, she rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to admit it, but what Luke had done to her really took a toll on her. I didn’t like seeing her heart broken. “There’s not much to tell. He doesn’t notice me, even when I’m right in front of him. Judging by the sea donkeys he’s screwing around with, I need extra-large tits and to let my ass cheeks hang out of my shorts to get his attention. He acts as if what we did didn’t even happen.”

      Grabbing my keys and my purse, I patted her soothingly on the shoulder and kissed her head. I knew it made her angry to see him with other women, especially after he ghosted out on her after a one-night stand. Worthless bastard. “Maybe you just need move on, too. Forget about him and find someone else.” I knew that was easier said than done.

      Lowering her head, she covered her face and sighed. “I’ll make you a deal,” she mentioned softly. “If you go out on a date with someone, I’ll forget all about Luke.”

      “You promise?” I could do this for my sister. Maybe I’m not ready for emotional ties, but she was and she needed to find someone who loved her. She was wasting her time worrying about Luke when obviously all he cared about was getting a new piece of ass every week.

      She nodded and lifted her sad gaze to mine. “I promise. It’s been three months since the last time he’s talked to me. I’ve just been foolish to think he would change.”

      “Just keep your head up and don’t let him know he hurt you.”

      “I won’t.” Unfortunately, Lara’s response lacked conviction.

      Looking over at the clock, I gasped when I realized what time it was. I rushed to the door and ripped it open. “I have to meet Kate before I’m late. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

      “Have fun,” she called out as I shut the door.

      Taking a CPR class wasn’t exactly what I considered fun, but it was going to feel good to do what I used to love doing.

      The place I had to meet Kate was actually the facility where the players mainly worked out and practiced during their training. When I pulled up, the parking lot was full. Kate and Cooper, her husband and the quarterback for the Carolina Cougars, were standing at the door waiting for me. As soon as I got out of my car, she waved me over.

      She was dressed in one of Cooper’s jerseys, which was enormous on her except a little snug over her belly. “Are you ready to play tonsil hockey with the mannequins?” she asked with a huge grin on her face.

      I laughed. “Just as long as I pass. It’s been a while since I’ve practiced CPR.”

      She waved me off. “You’ll do fine. It’ll be good to have your help here. It’s hard to move as fast as I used to.”

      “It’s because you’re about to bust,” Cooper teased. He shook his head and turned his attention to me, his blue eyes lit with humor. “I keep telling her if she doesn’t watch it, she’s going to have that baby on the field. By how hard he kicks, I have a feeling he’ll be a football player. He’ll put Jaxon to shame.”

      “Who will?” a voice behind me called out. When I looked over my shoulder, I saw Jaxon marching up to us with a sly smile on his face. He had on a red baseball cap. Underneath it his hair was so dark it looked almost black. His eyes were the color of amber. Cooper slapped him on the shoulder and Kate giggled when he joined us.

      “I believe they were saying their son is going to be a better kicker than you,” I told him.

      Jaxon shook his head, grinning. “That wouldn’t surprise me. It’s a good thing I won’t have to worry about a job when that time comes. I’ll be old and decrepit before Cooper Jr. takes the field.”

      “Won’t we all,” Cooper said, chuckling.

      Kate laughed and nodded toward the facility door. “All right, Summer, you ready? Our instructor’s name is Gary Wilford. He’s funny as hell so I know he’ll make the course interesting.”

      “Are you going to be hanging out with the team?” Jaxon asked, focusing on me.

      I nodded. “Just for a little while. I’m trying to keep up with my certifications so I stay up to date with my nursing. You never know when the restaurant will take a dive.”

      Everyone snorted and looked at me like I’d lost my mind. I was just being realistic. “That’s not going to happen,” he said. “But it’ll be good to have you here. Hopefully, it’ll get mama over here off our backs.”

      Kate rolled her eyes and grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the door. “Stop giving me reasons to bitch at you and I’ll stop,” she shouted over her shoulder. Once inside, she let me go and laughed. “I swear, they have no idea how hard it is to be pregnant.”

      “I can imagine. Austin and I wanted to have kids. I prayed for a miracle to be pregnant after he was killed so I could have a piece of him here with me. Of course, it didn’t work out that way.” In all honesty, it would’ve been difficult to raise a baby on my own, but I would’ve given anything to have a part of Austin with me.

      “I know you miss him,” she murmured. The halls were so quiet that her voice echoed off the walls. “I can’t say that I’ve exactly been in your shoes, but I know how you feel. Years ago when I lost Scott, my world crashed in all around me. It’s never easy when you lose someone you love. The hardest part is letting your heart move on without feeling guilty. I’m sure Austin wouldn’t want you to be alone for the rest of your life.”

      A tear slid down my cheek. She lost her Scott because he was sick with cancer and had overdosed on medication, but I lost Austin in a horrific game for someone’s viewing pleasure. No, Austin wouldn’t want me alone for the rest of my life, but it was hard to want happiness when he had been ripped out of this world in such a gruesome way.

      “How did you move on without feeling guilty? I’m not interested in that kind of relationship right now, but just the thought scares me. It doesn’t seem right,” I cried.

      She stopped and a sad smile splayed across her lips when she looked at me. “I wasn’t interested in anyone else for a long time after Scott died. I blamed myself for his death. Austin was ripped away from you, and that pain will always be in your heart. You don’t have to forget him or stop loving him. When you finally open yourself up to someone, that’s when the void will start to close. The hardest part is allowing yourself to do that. You’ll get there.”

      “What if I don’t?” The thought of being alone for the rest of my life terrified me. I just needed the courage to open up my heart again.

      “You will,” she murmured. “I have faith in you. Now brace yourself, my dear. Things are about to get interesting.” She turned us down another hallway, and suddenly there were other voices echoing off the walls. We stopped by the doorway to the locker room and I immediately got an eyeful. The blood rushed to my cheeks, but I couldn’t look away. Evan was in there, along with a dozen other guys, but none of them mattered to me. I couldn’t take my eyes off his bare backside and thick thighs. His muscles rippled and tensed with his movements, and as soon as he turned around I hastily averted my gaze.

      “Okay, are we done here?” I asked hurriedly. Good lord, what was she thinking? Heck, what was I thinking working with these guys? . . . Oh crap, I was in trouble. My cheeks flamed and all I wanted to do was run out of the room. Who was I kidding? I wanted to lift my gaze and stare. Biting my lip, I tried to keep my focus on the floor, but my eyes fought me every step of the way.

      “Nope, you’re coming with me.” Taking my hand, she pulled me into the locker room, and there was no way I could hide the embarrassment from showing on my face. Whistles and shouts erupted in the room, but thankfully, we got out of there fast and disappeared behind a door where the team coach sat at his desk. “Summer, I’d like you to formally meet our coach, Joel Harris.”

      Joel stood up and held out his hand. He was dressed in a pair of track pants and a Cougars T-shirt with combed-over salt-and-pepper hair. He was Cooper’s uncle, and I could definitely see the family resemblance. “Summer, it’s nice to meet you. I hear you’re going to be with us for a couple of weeks.”

      I took his hand and shook it. The thought of seeing Evan’s naked flesh burned in my mind. How was I going to be able to do this for two weeks? “I am. Thank you for letting me work with the team.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I’ve been to your restaurant, but for the life of me I don’t know if it was you or your sister I talked to.”

      “It was most likely my sister. I usually stick to the behind-the-scenes stuff.” Lara was always the sociable one.

      He let my hand go and sat back down at his desk. “I understand that. I’m sure Kate will take care of you while you’re here. Gary’s already waiting for you down the hall.”

      Kate smiled and backed up toward the door. “Thanks, Joel. We’ll be out in a couple of hours. Make sure the guys don’t get hurt while we’re in class.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll try. But you know how excited they’re going to be with a new ray of sunshine here.”

      Kate snorted. “Tell me about it. I’ve already warned them, and so has Evan.”

      I dreaded going back out into the locker room. I didn’t want to have to walk past the guys again with my face as red as a lobster. Luckily, they were all gone. “‘A new ray of sunshine’?” I asked. “I’m assuming he was talking about me.”

      She laughed. “Yep. No pun intended, Summer. When I first started with the team, a few of them faked injuries so they could get one-on-one time with me. They learned pretty quick that I didn’t play games. I’m sure they’ll test the waters again now that you’re here.”

      “But your brother warned them, too? Why would he do that?”

      Her face broke out into a smile. “I don’t know. He’s just a protective type of guy. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason,” I said quickly. “I was just curious.” It was more than that, but I wasn’t about to admit it to myself.
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      I didn’t know what to expect when we entered the boardroom, but I hadn’t anticipating seeing Evan and Derek in there. Our instructor was getting a video ready on the projector while Derek pretended to hump the mannequin behind his back. The look on his face was priceless. I did all I could to keep from laughing. Evan sighed and lowered his head, his shoulders shaking with laughter. Kate bumped me with her elbow and leaned over toward my ear. “I promise the guys aren’t all like Derek. He’s a little out there.”

      As soon as Gary turned around, Derek sat in the chair with an amused smile on his face, looking completely innocent. “I can see that. It must be entertaining to have him around.”

      “It is, actually. He’s always keeping the guys’ spirits up, especially if we lose a game. I can always count on him and Evan to motivate the team.” It was good to have that kind of teamwork. Lara and Grayson were my team.

      “So what are they doing in here right now?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” I followed her to the front of the boardroom and tried my best not to look at Evan when she approached him. “What the hell are you doing in here? This class is for Summer and me.”

      “Not anymore,” he replied. “Dumbass, here,” he said, pointing to Derek, “thought it would be a good idea for you girls to practice on a real person our size. Coach agreed, but I wasn’t about to let him come in here and molest our friend.”

      Kate smacked Derek on the head and snapped, “Yeah, considering Brianna will beat your ass if you do that. I swear, I don’t know how she puts up with you.”

      Derek snickered and rubbed the spot she hit. “She knows I’m not going to do anything stupid, which is why I’m partnering up with you, pretty mama. Your brother will be with little miss sunshine over there.”

      Kate glanced back at me and then at her brother. I was too nervous to even look at him, much less practice CPR on him. Were they really going to make me practice on him? “Gary,” Kate called. He looked over his shoulder, trying hard not to laugh. “If Derek winds up dead, don’t fail me, okay? Because if I have to put my mouth on him, Cooper will be sure to kill him.”

      He laughed. “You have my word.”

      While they joked around, Evan came up behind me and bumped my shoulder. “You don’t have to practice on me, Summer. I saw the look on your face. I actually thought it would be a good idea to learn CPR myself. You never know when you’ll need to use it.”

      “It’s a good skill to have,” I said, peering up into his gray eyes. For a second, I just stared into them, lost in the moment. When his lips tilted up in a teasing smile, I averted my gaze. “And I don’t mind practicing on you. However, I will admit it makes me nervous.”

      “Being around me makes you nervous?” he asked. That smirk of his was going to drive me insane.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I retorted. “It’s only because I haven’t done this in a while. I’d hate to hurt you.”

      “Burn,” Derek hollered. “I guess she put you in your place.”

      Evan grinned and looked down at my lips. “That she has.”

      Clapping his hands to get our attention, Gary pointed down to the floor. “All right, boys, it’s showtime.”

      I couldn’t hide my smile even if I’d wanted to as Evan lay down on the floor. “Don’t break my ribs. I have a game this weekend.”

      “I’m sure you’ll live if I do. You’re a big boy.”

      He chuckled. “All right, smart-ass. Let’s see how you react when it’s my turn to practice on you.”

      Eyes wide, I tried to comment but only managed to look like a fish while he laughed at me. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      Once CPR training was over, Evan and Derek joined the other players on the field and I strolled with Kate to her car. The training had been a little hard with her big belly in the way, but she got through it with grace. “You did good with my brother. It’s nice to see others pick on him like I do.”

      Smiling, I opened her car door for her. “Your brother’s a nice guy.”

      “Until you piss him off,” she added.

      “Well, I’ll make sure I don’t do that. I’ve watched some of the games so I know how vicious they can be. I’m used to contact sports.”

      She got in her car and shifted her attention to the guys on the field. Blowing out a tired breath, she rubbed her belly. “It’s scary sometimes knowing they can get hurt at any moment. I like being able to help them, though. They’re my family.”

      The guys dispersed and Cooper started toward us, all sweaty and covered in dirt. The way he looked at Kate reminded me so much of the way Austin would look at me. I missed how that felt, to know that someone could love you so deeply. “So how did it go?” he asked, coming to stand by the car door. “I heard Derek wanted to get his ass beat.”

      Kate and I both laughed. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I don’t think he’ll want to practice with me anymore.”

      “Why is that?”

      I cleared my throat. “Well, she kind of made him sick with blowing her onion breath on him. I thought it was a genius plan.”

      Kate shrugged nonchalantly. “What can I say? The guy deserved it. As soon as we had a break, I ran right out to the snack machine and grabbed a bag of Funyuns. They weren’t the healthiest things to eat, but the look on his face was priceless when he got a good whiff.”





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/catchingsummer_lesliedover_penguinrandomhouse.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR






