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      Ex NFL star Mitch “Flash” Flashman’s millions should make life at the ripe old age of thirty-five a blessing. Yet he’s restless, rudderless, and can’t tell up from down. Becca Bragg is mouthy, vulnerable, and sexy, and she captivates Mitch despite himself. But Mitch has no time for a sexy single mom when he’s still trying to figure out who he really is. With the playoffs, a boy’s future, and his own heart on the line, he’ll need to figure out how to pull the ultimate victory—winning Becca’s heart and keeping it. For good.
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        Hope’s Turn, Oregon

        Mid-October, Friday night

      

      

      Grown women really shouldn’t giggle. Becca Bragg sipped her hot cocoa and held her thoughts to herself. Barely.

      “Oh my God.” A squeal. “Did you see him? Is he here?”

      “Yes, yes. He came late. There he is. Oh, wow. Turn around, turn around,” another woman whispered in prayer.

      Becca tried to ignore the excitable women in front of her. But that meant focusing on her misery, sitting on the cold, aluminum bench. High school stadium seating at its finest. She grimaced, wishing she’d remembered her padded cushion.

      Central Oregon weather could be iffy during late autumn, the transition to winter wicked fast. The weather forecast threatened a possible snowfall later in the week—in freakin’ October—but she had a feeling that at any time the heavens might open up to douse them with the white stuff.

      Great for the high school concession stands, though. She took another sip of her piping hot drink. Too bad the cocoa hadn’t yet made its way to her frozen bottom. Next to her, Nora smirked and wriggled on the cushion she’d remembered to bring. Then her cousin added insult to injury by sighing and wriggling some more.

      “I’m so comfortable, Becks. How are you feeling?”

      Becca fought a grin. “Witch.”

      The whistle blew, signaling an end to the third quarter. Factoring in injuries, time-outs, and guys taking way too long to hike a ball, she figured she had another seven years before the game ended. What had she been thinking to encourage Simon to try out for the team this year?

      In front of her, Linda Madison grew more shrill. “Yes, he’s right there. See him with Davey? Davey! Davey! Hi, honey!” She waved like mad, calling attention to herself.

      Her son ignored her, as did the man whose attention the woman really wanted, though several boys around Davey nudged him to look back at the stands.

      Linda waved harder and knocked into Nora, who sat right behind her.

      Linda didn’t bother to apologize, apparently in her own little world where peasants didn’t matter when the queen craved the attention of the supposedly sexiest man in town.

      Bah. Becca had heard more than enough about the new guy. Heck, his brother, the actual coach, had provided just as much fodder for the lovestruck when he’d taken the job a few years ago. Simon had been in middle school then, yet she’d still heard the news.

      “No worries, Linda. I’m just fine. Dandy, even.” Nora’s syrupy sweet answer didn’t faze Linda.

      But Linda’s two friends gave Nora the evil eye. The Smith sisters. Talk about bitchy and vicious wrapped in a package of Botox, tummy tucks, and trust funds.

      Becca sighed, wishing she could afford her own tummy tuck. No matter that Nora thought she was insane for seeing it, Becca could feel that pinch of an inch too easily. Hey, at least it’s keeping my stomach warm.

      “Problem?” One of the bitchy twins asked. Sally or Sarah. Frankly, Becca had never been able to keep them straight. And didn’t care to.

      Nora gave them a wide smile. “Nope. We’re just peachy.”

      Most of the football parents were decent people. Becca liked the majority of them, who genuinely wanted their children happy and successful. Then of course, there were the dads wanting their sons to fulfill the pro dreams they’d had but never achieved. And the many moms trying to catch the eye of the town’s new most eligible bachelor.

      Sure, he was attractive. Wealthy, fairly young. But such a monumental ass.

      “I swear, I’d leave Bill for him in a heartbeat,” one of the twins said. Probably Sarah then.

      “Now, now. You’re not married to Bill yet,” the other tittered. “But Flash is such a catch. Best to leave him to me or Linda.”

      Flash. Becca snorted. What kind of name was that for a grown man, anyway?

      The ladies continued to gossip about the sexy coach and the pathetic women throwing themselves at him who didn’t have a prayer of getting his attention. Why, Linda had already enjoyed a cup of coffee with him as they’d discussed Davey’s chances of making the varsity team next year. And hadn’t Flash spent a lot of time ogling her blouse? Oh, he was interested, no doubt.

      “Cluck, cluck,” Nora whispered a little too loudly.

      Sarah and Sally whipped their heads around and glared at her.

      “What?” Nora asked, all innocence.

      Sure, it was easy for Nora to ignore the rich jerks. She worked from home, remotely. Becca relied on a steady stream of local business to keep her afloat. And of course, there was the fact that she leased her storefront from Linda’s ex-husband.

      “Nora, behave,” she said under her breath.

      Linda turned to scowl at them, then turned back around and waved at her son again, bumping into Nora on purpose.

      “Whoa. Be careful Linda.” Nora’s scary voice. When she turned super polite, Becca knew to be wary.

      Her head started to throb, and she’d lost all feeling in her butt and thighs.

      In a sing-song voice, Nora added, “I wouldn’t want to spill this scalding hot chocolate all over your pretty coat and hair. Think of the stains.” Not so under her breath she added, “And the third-degree burns.”

      Linda stopped moving around so much. As did her friends. They turned to sneer at Nora, and they did it in unison, as if they’d rehearsed. Nora pretended to bobble her cup.

      The witchy trio left their seats in a hurry and angled toward the low ground, closer to the football team. As crowded as the stands were, others quickly took their spots.

      Nora harrumphed and in a loud voice said, “Now let’s watch some football.”

      Others near them hooted with appreciation.

      Becca laughed, cold, tired, and now amused. “You’re such a pain.” They clinked cups. “But here’s to a victory.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      They lost 20-17.

      

      Mitch “Flash” Flashman glared at the team in the locker room. How generous of his stupid brother and the assistant coaches to leave the postgame talk to him. “You call that football?”

      No one spoke.

      “That was a travesty. A goddamn train wreck! We’re better than that, guys. What the fu—” he censored himself at a warning look from his older brother “—hell?”

      The kids looked dejected. Good. They shouldn’t be happy about losing. You could teach a kid skills, but you couldn’t instill that drive to win. Aggression and size only counted for so much. The desire to win had to be there.

      He gave them a few more truths, about dedication, desire, victory, then tapered off with, “We’ll fix these mistakes at practice on Monday. You guys are so much better than what you showed tonight.”

      The offensive coach subtly stepped in and went over a few problem areas that hadn’t cost them as much as the sucky defense had. Christ. He’d seen better blocking by his mother protecting her Nutter Butters from his grabby father.

      A loud snort caught his attention.

      “You. What’s your problem?” he snarled, still upset over the loss.

      The boy, Simon Bragg, had real talent. If only he’d let go of that attitude and listen once in a while.

      Everyone grew quiet and stared at Simon. The boy was an inch shorter than Mitch, a good six-two and only a freshman. He’d be huge when he filled out. And he was fast, could catch a ball and instinctively knew how to move on the field. But that mouth was getting him nowhere fast.

      “Well?” Mitch growled.

      Simon’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not our fault. We should have used a different defense. 41 and 62 were beating us down the field every time.” He turned to Coach Dorset, the defensive coordinator. “You should have shifted our coverage. Their quarterback knew exactly where to throw.”

      “What are you saying, Bragg?” one of the cornerbacks responsible for so many missed tackles asked.

      “You’re full of crap,” said another, who just happened to have been tasked with watching 62.

      The rest of the team remained silent. Like Simon, hell, like Mitch, they knew the truth.

      As did Deacon, his brother, who simply stared at Dorset with a knowing look. Deacon had mentioned the same concern last night, when they’d been going over strategies. The opposing team’s star players, numbers 41 and 62, had scholarships waiting on them. Both running backs with wheels and the know-how to run the team ragged. Which they’d done with brutal efficiency. But Deacon had left the defense up to Dorset, mostly because he’d been working his ass off lately to handle his real job—managing his brewpub.

      Being short a coach due to Stan’s bout of flu hadn’t helped either.

      Mitch rubbed the back of his neck, thinking, while Dorset tore the kid a new one, no doubt mired in guilt for having screwed up.

      Simon sat quietly, accepting the verbal beatdown, but the look he shot Mitch told him the kid knew he was right.

      Damn.

      Mitch cut in before Dorset lost it completely. “Hey, Dorset, can I say something else?” Yeah, the kid was out of line for criticizing his coach in front of the team, but they both knew the boy had a point. Dorset wouldn’t have been so defensive otherwise.

      “Sure, Flash.” Dorset shut up. Hell, they all did. Mitch knew most of them held him in awe. Twelve years in the NFL and two Super Bowl rings had earned him respect.

      Yet he, a two-time MVP, stood in the stinky locker room of a 2A high school football team in a town of maybe 30,000. How did I get here, again?

      He met Deacon’s gaze and tried to pull back his agitation. They had four more games and a chance to go to the playoffs, if they could get it together. Time to act like a mentor and not a pissy loser. “Look, guys. Everybody makes mistakes. Now we learn from them. Pointing fingers doesn’t help.” He didn’t look at Simon. He didn’t need to. The kid was ignoring everyone, focused on his feet. “Next game is where we make a difference. We’re going up against Mountain Top, and we need to be ready. We can’t afford another loss if we want to make the playoffs.”

      The boys nodded, on board with winning once more.

      “Your coaches will figure out how to fix this mess so it doesn’t happen again. I’m just the hired help.” Who wasn’t getting paid a dime, and they all knew it. “I offer suggestions, but Coaches Deacon, Dorset, Stan, and Paglitelli are the ones who make the final decisions. You will respect them.” He focused on Simon this time, met the kid’s gaze, then glanced over the group. “Because if you try talking shit to your coach in the pros, your ass is gone. Nobody has time for a prima donna…unless you’re that good. And none of you is a J.J. Watt, Aaron Rogers, or—”

      “Flash Flashman,” Deacon cut in. “Am I right?”

      The kids grinned.

      Mitch flipped him off. Everyone laughed.

      Deacon continued, “You worked hard, guys. Go enjoy the dance. After you clean up.”

      Dorset made a face. “Yeah, you guys stink.”

      “Thanks a lot, Coach,” one kid yelled.

      Others followed suit with some good-natured insults, and the mood changed from defeated to anticipatory. For the dance or the next game, Mitch didn’t know.

      He watched them leave, turned to go as well, and ran into Paglitelli, who wore an earnest look on his homely face.

      “Sorry. I just wanted to thank you again. You’re helping the kids more than you know.”

      Mitch didn’t feel comfortable with the constant praise and overwhelming attention. He’d never been into football for the glory, but for the game. Fame hadn’t gone to his head. Well, not as badly as Deacon seemed to think.

      “What else would I do with my time? Ask my brother. I’m boring unless I’m holding a football or talking about football.”

      “That’s the truth.” Deacon steered the coaches toward the office and arranged tomorrow’s meeting, where they’d go over the game’s film and strategies for Sunday’s meeting with the team, at his place. The crew seemed to be a tight bunch of guys with or without football, and since everyone loved Deacon, Mitch knew he’d end up joining them.

      Him? He was cold, hungry, and had a headache growing at the thought of the many people outside who would want to talk to him. He knew it came with the territory, but man, he’d love to just be average Mitch Flashman again. A simple guy who wanted nothing more than a cold beer and a plate of warm nachos to end the week.

      Davey Madison popped his head around the lockers. “Hey, Coach? My mom wants to talk to you.”

      Mitch contained a groan. “I’ll be out in a few minutes. I’ll meet her by the concession stand, okay?”

      Davey nodded and left.

      Mitch rubbed his face, suddenly bone-tired.

      “She just wants in your pants.”

      He spun to see Simon smirking at him.

      “Mrs. Madison. She’s got a thing for you, like half the other moms out there.” Simon shoved his hands in his pockets, a tall kid swimming in a man’s coat a few sizes too large for his build. His light-brown hair needed a cut but seemed to fit the typical teenage style of too long and too shaggy. “Apparently you’re rich and handsome. I think I heard one of them call you sexy too.”

      Mitch tried to play it off, though he felt his cheeks heating. Damn. Nothing like being a celebrity who hated the limelight and blushed too easily. Oh yeah, I’m macho and manly, alright. “Yep, that’s me. Sexy and handsome.”

      “And rich, don’t forget that.” Simon grinned. The kid seemed to be enjoying Mitch’s discomfort.

      Nothing like being wanted for your money. “Not your mom, though?”

      Simon chuckled, his hazel eyes sparkling. “Nah, my mom thinks you’re an ass. ‘Night, Coach.” He left with a spring in his step.

      Behind him, Deacon guffawed. “I do like that kid.”

      “You would.” He walked slowly out of the locker room with his brother. “So what did you think?”

      “About your crappy speech, the game, or the fact that we’re about to be mobbed by women who want in your pants?”

      “Sometimes I really hate you. You know that?”

      “Yep, little brother. I do.” Deacon put him in a headlock and dragged him out the door. “But hey, I did my time. You’re the new celebrity on the block. Roll with it.”

      Mitch got free. “So was I too harsh on the kids? It’s only my third game helping out.”

      “And I’m glad you are. Stan’s flu couldn’t have come at a worse time. The pub has me running ragged, what with that distributor problem and Roy out of town.” He groaned. “What a sucky time for his wife to go into labor.”

      Mitch shook his head. “Such compassion for your best friend.”

      Deacon laughed. “Right? I’m kidding. I wish Jess would have had the baby here though. Nope. Had to be down in Houston with her folks. She’s robbing me of my business partner!”

      “What was she thinking?”

      Roy had what they both wanted—a great job, a loving wife, and now a new baby. Deacon, like Mitch, had played pro ball. He’d had seven amazing years as a starring quarterback before he’d blown out his right shoulder to the point he couldn’t throw with the speed and accuracy he’d once had. A brutal divorce had stolen even more happiness, until Deacon had nearly quit everything—football, family, breathing…

      Mitch had tried to help his brother, but he knew seeing him only reminded Deacon of all he’d lost. Their parents hadn’t known what to do either.

      But good old Roy, Deacon’s best friend before, during, and after the NFL, had thrown Deacon a lifeline. Now Deacon was a partner in a thriving brewpub, head coach for a high school football team in a dream of a town, and had recently even dipped his toe back into the dating game.

      “You know, all these women aren’t just here for me,” Mitch told him. “You’re fair game, from what I hear.”

      “Ah, but I’m damaged goods.” Funny, Deacon didn’t seem too upset over the fact. “You’re rich and retired. Money, fame, fortune. You, little bro, have it all.”

      “What I’ve got is a headache,” he grumbled as they passed many well-wishers. Parents from both teams shook his hand and made small talk, everyone wanting to touch the man who’d once been an MVP in the NFL. As if touching him would guarantee their kid’s own success. At least they bugged Deacon too. That made him feel a little better.

      Mitch kept it together as they drew closer to the concession stand, encountering a rare moment of peace from the dispersing crowd. “God, kill me now. Deacon, don’t even think of leaving me to deal with her by myself.” He grabbed his brother by the sleeve and held on for dear life, having spotted Linda Madison’s flailing hands and bright smile.

      Deacon didn’t try to hide his grin. “Mrs. Future Flash is waiting for you.”

      Mitch shot him the death glare.

      “Look, I’ll do my best to block for you,” Deacon conceded. “But you’d have an easier time saying no if you actually said no.”

      “I did.” Mitch groaned. “The woman is like a pit bull, and her friends are just as bad. I tried to tell them I’m not interested. Yes, them, because all of them have made some not-so-subtle moves. It’s not funny,” he snapped.

      Deacon continued to laugh.

      “Hey, it’s not as if I’m out screwing half the town. I don’t want to date some pushy yokel so she can tweet about having landed the ‘Amazing Flash.’” He grimaced. “I have standards.”

      “And so do we,” a husky voice muttered from behind him. “Come on, Simon. Let’s get away from God’s gift to women before I accidentally throw myself at him. I suddenly feel nauseous.”

      He turned to see Simon grinning widely before the kid hurried to accompany two pretty, dark-haired women away. Mitch couldn’t be sure which one had insulted him, but tired, he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      “Wow. You really do come across as a huge ass,” Deacon said. “Simon’s mom is right.”

      “Up yours.”

      “Huge.” Deacon dragged him faster toward the gaggle of women standing with Linda and Davey. “Hey, Linda. Look who I have with me? Flash wants to talk to you.”

      Should totally have drowned him in third grade when I had the chance.
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      Wednesday afternoon, Becca rang up another customer and realized they needed to place a new order for the Earl Grey she’d started selling. A crème blend, it did remarkably well both as loose leaf and when they sold it in the twenty ounce pot as a latte.

      “Hey, Nora, can you take over out here? I have to reorder a few teas.”

      “Sure.”

      “And have I thanked you yet for stepping in for Zoe?”

      “Not yet, but you will when you make me a few batches of your famous sticky buns.”

      Becca hadn’t gotten around to that yet. It was a family tradition her mother had started, making the gooey treats to celebrate the fall season each year. When her mother had passed, Becca had carried on the custom. And Nora, ever the opportunist, jumped on the bandwagon.

      “Halloween’s almost here. Can you believe it?” Nora wiped down the front counter.

      “No, I can’t.” Becca moved into the back to hide her sadness. It hit her like that sometimes. Out of the blue. Neal had been dead for seven years, but near Halloween, the anniversary of his passing, she felt the loss most keenly.

      Neal Bragg—her soulmate. She’d had Neal for a blessed seven years. He’d been able to see his son born, take his first steps, say his first words. But he’d never see Simon drive a car, graduate high school, marry…

      She took a deep breath and let it out, wondering when she’d stop mourning the man, if she ever would. They’d told her that time healed. That as the years passed, she’d miss him less. But Becca held onto memories of Neal’s hearty laugh, of his big strong arms surrounding her, making her feel safe. He’d been her first boyfriend, her first true love, and the last man she could imagine spending her life with.

      A few years after losing him she’d tried dating. But the magic had never been there. She’d been fortunate to have Neal for as long as she had, and she tried to hold onto that gift. Nora had yet to find a man to love like that. And from the stories she told of her social life, Becca doubted she would any time soon. Hadn’t the last one tried to show off his doll—no, action figure—collection?

      With a grin, she shook free of her melancholy and, after reordering from her suppliers, restocked from the back. Then she used the small kitchen to make a new batch of sticky buns and a few trays of her favorite ginger-molasses cookies.

      Simon loved them, and after the week he’d already had, the boy deserved a treat.

      Speaking of which… She checked the time. On Wednesdays school released early, so she expected to see him at any moment. He’d have a few hours until football practice.

      Odd, but he seemed to enjoy going to practice more than he had in the past. Simon had always been into sports, but since the seventh grade, he’d become partial to football in particular. She was just glad he had sports to turn to, because lately he seemed to be veering on a path toward an uncertain future. Like falling under a barrage of nagging and maybe even strangling at the hands of his frustrated mother.

      She snorted, wondering if she’d need a ladder to reach his neck.

      That boy. He had a wonderful heart and a terrific sense of humor that held a twisted edge, much like his father. But his need to have the last word, to always be right, grated.

      “Hey, Becks, could you come out here, please?” Nora sounded odd.

      Becca wiped her hands on her apron. “Be right out.” She hurried to wash them, noted the timer on the sticky buns, and made a note to put the cookies in soon after.

      Once back up front, she took over when Nora stepped back from the counter. “How can I help… You.” And now her day was complete.

      

      Mitch stared at a feminine version of Simon Bragg. A few inches shorter than her behemoth son, she had long, dark-brown hair, greenish-brown eyes, and a frown that would do Simon proud.

      A subtle glance and he catalogued her feminine assets. Check, check, and check. A stunner if not for the scowl on her face. Her assistant, the other pretty brunette he’d seen with Simon at the game, just grinned at him before hustling away.

      “Hello. Mrs. Bragg?”

      “Yes?” Cool and collected.

      Funny, but his heart was racing. Mitch had been with supermodels, actresses, professional athletes. Some had possessed the same qualities Rebecca Bragg did, that essence of attraction that sparked something in his brain…and in other places. But Mitch didn’t do married chicks. Ever. Best to remember that.

      He cleared his throat. “I’d like to talk to you about Simon.”

      Her frown deepened. “Is he okay? What happened?”

      Mitch had debated how to broach the subject. After talking to Deacon, they’d decided Mitch should be the one to talk to her. He still wasn’t sure how they’d come up with that, other than that his brother was a scum-sucking wimp who’d rather face a firing squad than an irate mother.

      “As far as I know, Simon is fine. I wanted to talk to you about his attitude though.”

      She snorted.

      Just like her son.

      “And before you say this is somehow about me not understanding him because I’m the new guy, you need to know that Simon has been acting out and is pretty much annoying most of the team.”

      She studied him in silence.

      He wondered what she saw. Did she see the regular guy who’d rather be running down a field or hiding out in his home, reading history books and watching movies? Or did she see the confident, laughing playboy everyone thought him to be?

      “Come with me.” She turned and walked into the back of her teahouse.

      He followed her toward the sweet smells coming from a small kitchen. Entranced by the scent of vanilla and cinnamon, he took a big sniff. “What are you making?”

      “Sticky buns, my version of cinnamon rolls. Hold on.” She took a few steps toward the doorway and shouted, “Nora, can you watch the front? I’m in a meeting.”

      Nora laughed and said something he couldn’t make out but apparently Rebecca could.

      She flushed and returned, putting the center island between them. He wondered if her husband had a hard time dealing with her moods, then thought the lucky guy probably didn’t much care. A woman who could bake and looked like her? A win-win…until she opened her mouth.

      “Well?” She waited.

      He just stared.

      “What?”

      “I’m trying to figure out how to say this without you getting offended. I would have called your husband, but Simon wouldn’t give me his number.”

      Something that looked like pain flashed across her face. “My husband is dead. Now what did you want to talk about?”

      Wow. Talk about stepping right into it. Might have been nice if the kid had explained his father was no longer alive when Mitch had mentioned the guy. “Sorry. Simon didn’t tell me.”

      She sighed. “So what has my son done that brings the ‘Amazing Flash’ to my lowly shop?”

      He ignored the heat on his face. “You know, if you’d heard the whole conversation, you might not be so quick to judge.”

      “You’re here to talk about Simon?”

      Fine. He wouldn’t explain himself to this sexy, stuck-up viper. Wait. Where had sexy come from? Rebecca Bragg was more girl-next-door…with a side of sexy. Damn her full mouth.

      She cleared her throat, and he dragged his gaze back to hers.

      “Look, we both know your kid is an exceptional athlete. He’s a natural. Knows how to move, how to read the defense, and he’s good with his hands. I think if he wanted to, he could go far. Like, college scholarship, pro ball, far.”

      She blinked. “Really?”

      “Yeah, that’s if he can keep his smart mouth shut.” At her glare, he hastened to explain himself. “I’m not saying anything the other coaches haven’t. Simon started out a terrific team player. But now he’s trying to tell the other boys what to do. He’s pointing out everyone’s faults and coaching the coaches.” Personally, he’d found it amusing…until the kid had done it to him. “Worst of all, between you and me, he’s right about most of what he’s saying.”

      She groaned. “That’s Simon.”

      “But he’s making more enemies than friends, and coaches, especially high school football coaches, don’t like to be told what to do by their fourteen-year-old players.”

      “Simon can be a stickler sometimes. But his father died close to Halloween, and it’s a tough time for him, especially now.”

      For us, she should have said. He could see a suspicious shine in her eyes and had to fight the urge to offer comfort she clearly wouldn’t want. Instead, he gave her some space and studied the confections on the metal table in the center of the room.

      After a moment, he said, “I’m sorry for that. But if Simon doesn’t watch himself, he could find himself sitting the bench, or worse, off the team. I’m just helping out this season. I’m not really a coach. My brother asked me to handle Simon’s issue because it’s not official yet. I’m just a guy mentioning what might help the kid.” He paused, noticed her recovery, and added for good measure, “He’s smart but sarcastic as hell.”

      She didn’t look surprised. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “Rumor has it he’s been cutting classes.”

      “What?”

      At that moment, Simon waked into the kitchen, a backpack slung over one shoulder. He looked from Mitch to his mother and, scowling, stepped closer to Rebecca. “What are you doing here?”

      Protective. Mitch liked him all the more for it. Knowing Simon was probably acting out because he missed his father softened Mitch toward him even more. Hell, the kid reminded him of himself at his age. Young and stupid and thinking he had all the answers.

      The oven beeped. Rebecca removed a tray of mouthwatering sticky buns. Then she popped two trays of cookies inside.

      Mitch had to check himself for drool. Between the treats and the woman, he was surrounded by mouthwatering goodness.

      The kid hadn’t blinked, glaring at him.

      Rebecca set her oven mitts down and turned to her son. Mitch didn’t know what he  expected, but her poking the kid in the chest surprised him. She hadn’t seemed the violent type.

      “Ow. Mom.”

      “Don’t you ‘ow’ me. You’ve been skipping school?”

      Mitch wondered that all of Portland, three hours away, didn’t hear her.

      The kid winced. “Um, not exactly, see, I—”

      “Coach Flash here thinks you have what it takes to go pro someday.”

      Mitch hated that nickname. “It’s not Coach Flash, it’s—”

      Simon gaped at him. “You do?”

      She continued, “But if you’re cutting classes and mouthing off to the team, you’re going to be cut. Permanently.”

      “I am?” Simon looked horrified.

      “Now I didn’t say that.” He tried to get a word in edgewise. “I—”

      “Exactly what he said. That you could be good enough if you’d shut up for two seconds and stop telling everyone how to do their jobs.”

      Simon frowned.

      Rebecca frowned back.

      They looked like matching bookends, and Mitch had to work not to smile, which would definitely piss them both off. “Well, it seems like you’ve both got some talking to do…”

      “How come you’re here?” Simon asked him, ignoring his mother.

      “What?”

      “Why are you here, bugging my mom about me?” His eyes narrowed.

      Mitch could see where this was going. “Try again, genius. I’m not here hitting on your mom. I came to talk to her about your attitude. You keep up the trash talk and one of our nearly two-hundred-pound linemen is going to slam you into the field and stomp your head into the turf.” He’d tried to warn the boy at practice, but Simon didn’t want to listen.

      “Look, Romeo, I know—”

      “Jack shit,” Rebecca interrupted, causing both Mitch and the kid to gawk at her.

      Mitch hadn’t expected the swearing. Neither had the kid, by his expression. Oddly, it made Rebecca less girl-next-door and more mouthy-goddess he’d like to kiss into a melting woman he’d slide into— No, no. Not kiss. No sliding. She’s the boy’s mother, for God’s sake!

      “You shut up and listen, Simon Neal Bragg. I know your father wouldn’t stand for this kind of talk. What makes you think I will?”

      To Mitch’s horror, Simon teared up.

      “Oh, that’s just great. Bring up Dad, why don’t you?” Simon slammed out of the kitchen with Rebecca chasing after him.

      Mitch heard nothing but silence. Oh yeah. That went well.

      Rebecca returned with a somber expression. “Sorry about that. Between puberty and missing his dad, he’s become a real handful.”

      What could he say to that? “Yeah.”

      She stared at the floor a moment, getting back her composure. When she lifted her gaze to his, he saw that familiar spark of attitude her son wore. “If he gives you any more lip, let me know. I’ll handle it.”

      “You going to beat the sass out of him?”

      “What? No.”

      “Then good luck getting him to relax. Look, I don’t have kids, but I remember being a teenager. All those hormones, the need to prove myself. Add to that emotional issues with his father, and he’s a powder keg about to explode.”

      Great. Now she looked stressed out. Way to go, Mitch.

      “I don’t know what to do with him right now.” Then she glared at him, as if it were all his fault. “And this is not your business. I’ll handle it, Coach Flash.”

      “Just Mitch, okay?” He rubbed his hand over his hair. “I’ll talk to him at practice, man-to-man, about football and school. Nothing else. I can help if you’ll let me.”  Keep your distance. This boy is not your problem. Focus on football, damn it.

      But her wounded gaze pulled him in, made him want to help. Rebecca Bragg was different. Real. Not bowled over by his wealth or fame. In fact, she didn’t seem to like him much.

      Was that why he felt so pulled toward her? A perverse need to make her like him?

      She gave him a stiff nod. “Fine. Talk football to him. Maybe he’ll listen to you.” She paused. “Romeo.”

      He groaned. “Yeah, I can see it’ll be a piece of cake to get him to respect me.” But he’d been a smartass in his younger days too. “Then again, he mouths off, I’ll bench him. Don’t worry. We’ll get Simon back on the straight and narrow.”

      It was like someone else had taken command of his vocal cords, because Mitch found himself saying things he’d had no intention of saying. He’d come down here to ask her to talk to her son, because clearly Simon had something going on. But offering to help settle a grieving kid was way beyond his pay-grade.

      Then she smiled at him.

      His heart raced. His palms sweated. And the Amazing Flash felt something in him respond. Something foreign, scared, and excited at the same time.

      “Okay, Mitch. You get my son to listen and straighten up in school, and I just might be able to keep Linda Madison off your tail.”

      He narrowed his gaze on her. “You did hear me talking about her at the game.”

      She shrugged. “Well, I heard her talking about you, at least. And she’s got a big crush.”

      He felt ill thinking about that woman again. “Mrs. Bragg, you get that woman to leave me alone, I’ll have your son going to class and being the most respectful kid on the team.”

      “Deal.” She put her hand out. “And it’s Becca.”

      “Becca.”

      They shook.

      Connected.

      Mitch quickly dropped her hand, turned, and did his best not to run from Simon’s mother, not sure of what the heck he’d just agreed to.

      He passed Nora as he left.

      “No sweets for you, Coach?”

      Just the beauty in the back.

      “Nope. I’m off sugar.” For sure. And off single moms with mouthy kids. No relationships for this guy until I figure out what the hell I’m doing with my life. “Gotta run.”

      “I see that.” Before the brunette could grill him, a line of customers who’d been talking amongst themselves gathered around him.

      “Hey, Flash. What’s up? Tough game, Friday.”

      Mitch nodded, conversed, and pretended he’d forgotten Becca Bragg stood a few feet away in her kitchen. And that she had a fourteen-year-old son who didn’t like him much. Oh man. What have I done?
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