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HOOPS


The Wedding Series

Book 6

Patricia McLinn


To my family, for believing


To my friends, for listening

To my fellow writers, for helping


CHAPTER ONE


He was hard to miss.

Carolyn pushed open the door, and there he sat, his jeans-clad legs stretched out, practically filling the reception area.

During her past five months in Europe, she’d often thought about Ashton University — about paths bordered with daffodils in the spring and chrysanthemums in the fall, sailboats skimming the lake, stately stone buildings, her colleagues, her friends.

Never once did she think about encountering someone like this sitting in the university president’s outer office. The Ashton U. sweatshirt, the jeans faded to a dusty blue, and the white athletic shoes befitted a student. But only the most casual student would wear that outfit to the president’s office.

And this, Carolyn Trent told herself, was no student.

Mid-thirties, she’d say from the sharp angles and planes of his face. Even in the shadows of the far corner where he sat, his features added up to self-assurance. Surprise mingled in his expression with something she couldn’t identify. But it most definitely wasn’t self-consciousness. If he was at all aware of the incongruity of his attire against this backdrop of burgundy leather furniture and walnut paneling, he gave no sign of it.

He didn’t fit. And that jarred her. Here at Ashton everything was supposed to be the way it always had been — orderly and steady. Here, she’d told herself, she’d shake this discontent that kept scratching at her, unsettling her just when everything was going so well.

“She’ll be back in a minute,” said a distinctive voice, a mixture of gravel and drawl, like a slow rumble of rocks. “The assistant,” the man added with a nod to the empty desk. “She said she’d be right back.”

Carolyn felt an unaccustomed flush sweep her face. She’d been staring. And he knew it. “Thank you.”

“Have an appointment?”

She shook her head. If the room had been empty, or if Marsha had been alone out here, Carolyn would have gone straight in to surprise Stewart. But not with an audience. Not that the informality would have bothered this man.

“Shouldn’t be long. He’s not too tied up this afternoon,” he offered optimistically, nodding toward the double doors to the inner office. “That’s what the assistant said.”

Carolyn sank straight-backed into a wing chair. What would it be like to be as unconcerned about the proprieties as he seemed to be? She gave another small shake of her head, this time at herself. Whatever it was like, it wouldn’t be appropriate for an Ashton University professor of English literature.

“Carolyn! Welcome back,” an older female voice exclaimed. Stewart Barron’s assistant was in the doorway with a folder in one hand, mail in the other, and a wide smile.

“Hello, Marsha. It’s good to be home.”

“How was the seminar? How was England? And Paris? Oh, how I envy you.” She sighed, not waiting for answers. “You must have had a wonderful time. All the cafes, the shops…”

Just the word Paris and Carolyn saw Marsha conjuring up romantic fantasies. But it hadn’t been like that. She’d spent half her time at the Louvre and half at the Musée d’Orsay, soaking in line and color after months devoted to the written word.

“The seminar was excellent — very worthwhile. But now I’m eager to find out what I’ll be doing and to get started.”

She was more than a little curious. In retrospect, Stewart’s dodging the topic during the two-and-a-half-hour drive back from the airport late last night struck her as odd.

“Of course you are. I’ll go in and let him know you’re here,” said Marsha, hurriedly setting the mail on her desk.

Carolyn watched the older woman disappear into Stewart’s office with growing uneasiness. She’d known Marsha Hortler for more than seventeen years, ever since Stewart and Elizabeth had assumed guardianship of Carolyn and brought her back to Ashton at the age of eleven. But Marsha almost seemed to be avoiding her.

Or maybe Marsha wanted to avoid the subject of her assignment this semester. She frowned. Missing the first six weeks meant she couldn’t have her usual class load, but why this mystery?

Her gaze slid to the tall stranger, then immediately jerked away.

He was studying her openly.

Perhaps she deserved that after the way she’d stared. But that didn’t mean she’d just sit there. She turned back to him and smiled, pleasant but distant, the small smile so effective at keeping her male students at arm’s length.

He grinned, a genuinely amused, lopsided grin that showed a slash of white teeth. Shifting in her chair, she automatically pulled the hem of her cognac wool skirt over her knees. The grin deepened in apparent appreciation of the shape that showed between her just-lowered skirt and matching pumps.

What was the matter with her? What did a little staring from a stranger matter?

A stranger. Of course. Marsha would never discuss faculty matters in front of a stranger. That must be the explanation for her manner. But then why had Stewart acted so oddly last night?

“He’ll see you now, Carolyn. Come in,” Marsha said, emerging from the double doors to Stewart’s office.

“Carolyn! Come in. Come in, my dear!” With his pinstripe suit fitted precisely to his tall, rangy form and distinguished by white wings at the temples of his dark hair, Stewart Barron presented the perfect picture of a university president.

“Hello, Stewart.” She returned his hug with vigor, but watched him closely as he resumed his seat behind the mahogany desk. “How are you feeling today?”

“Me?” He waved aside the irrelevancy. “The question is, how are you? You’re the one who’s returned from adventuring, seeing the wide world. And—” his voice deepened to an ominous note “—the one who wasn’t supposed to report to work for another five days. Haven’t you heard of jet lag? You should be collapsed in bed somewhere.”

“I’m not the type for the vapors,” she answered with mock indignation. “There’s no cause for me to take to my bed.”

At least he didn’t look as lost or alone as he had last spring. Carolyn sat back in her chair. He’d insisted she go to the seminar; still, she’d worried about leaving him alone less than a year after Elizabeth’s death.

Well, not alone, precisely.

Everyone at Ashton cared about him. And Elizabeth’s cousin Helene, who’d helped nurse her over the final months, stayed on to help with his social obligations. But Helene was so different from Stewart, and Carolyn worried he’d miss talking to someone who could share his concerns about Ashton.

“I wasn’t referring to having the vapors, and you’ll note I didn’t say whose bed.”

“Stewart.” She clicked her tongue in feigned disapproval. “Someday you’re going to say something like that in front of the wrong person, and they’re going to think you’re trying to encourage me into a hedonistic life.”

“I am.” He slid his dark-framed glasses back onto his nose. “Maybe that would balance the twenty-eight years of seriousness you’ve lived so far. Dedicated teachers don’t always have to be serious, Carolyn. I wish I could convince you of that. Your parents knew it.” He looked over the top of his glasses at her.

He always did that when he wanted to make a particular point, Carolyn thought — as if he believed he could see her reaction more clearly without the magnification of the lenses. Strangely enough, she believed he could.

She stood up and moved to the full-length window that looked out on the Meadow, an open grassy area framed by maples gathering color for a final, vibrant burst of Wisconsin autumn. Students strolled along paths that connected the Administration Building, the classroom buildings, and the chapel. One young couple was stretched out on the grass, the girl’s head resting on the boy’s chest, and both stared up at puffs of white drifting across the blue.

The scene had formed part of her life for so many years, but today she seemed out of sync. She felt like someone trying to jump on a merry-go-round already in motion.

Maybe it came from missing the start of the school year.

No. She shouldn’t try to excuse it that way. In England she’d tried to put it down to longing for Ashton — plain old homesickness. But the feeling had poked at her even before the trip. Part of grieving for Elizabeth, she’d thought at first. Now she wasn’t so sure.

Whatever the cause, working hard would leave less time to fret about it. Barely conscious of her own sigh, Carolyn turned back and put the question directly, “What do you have planned for me, Stewart?”

“Since you’re so eager, the first thing is Homecoming this weekend.”

He ignored her half groan as she sank back into the chair. The informal tea Thursday afternoon, the parade and rally Friday, the Saturday football game, the evening’s dinner-dance, and Sunday’s farewell brunch made Homecoming a command performance for faculty members.

“You enjoy it. Admit it — even the football game,” he said.

Sheepishly she acknowledged a fondness for the hoopla. She was concerned that people would look askance at a professor who liked fight songs, cheers, tackles and touchdowns. “But I’ve already missed so much of this semester. I want to get started.”

Stewart removed his glasses to rub the bridge of his nose before replacing them. “You know it’s difficult with the semester already so advanced…”

She crossed her legs and waited for him to go on. He didn’t. “We discussed that before I went,” she reminded him. “We agreed the seminar would be worthwhile because of the opportunity.”

“Of course,” he acknowledged. “And since you’re one of the few from this country ever invited, I know publications are eager to have articles from you. That’s good exposure.”

“Yes, I’ll need to write several. And the organizers asked me to contribute an essay for a collection they’re publishing, but now—”

Now she wanted to teach. She missed it. The prestige of the seminar, the essay, the articles — all those were things any professor should value. They helped advance her standing in the academic world. How many people had told her how proud her parents would have been? Those words were always a reassurance: she was on the right track. These people, who’d been her parents’ colleagues and now were hers, certainly valued her accomplishments. Lately, though, she’d found the accomplishments less satisfying than she’d expected.

“I’ll write in my spare time. Until I get my own classes next semester, I thought I’d guest-lecture for the English Literature courses.” She leaned forward. “And if the graduate students—”

“That would be difficult, Carolyn. All the syllabuses are set, and you know how some of the professors get if anything interferes. Maybe next semester—”

“Next semester? I don’t want to wait—” Catching herself, she sat back with a conscious effort to stifle her disappointment. She couldn’t expect to be respected as a professional if she acted like a child. Knowing someone as long as she’d known Stewart, though, sometimes she expressed herself too emotionally. “What would I do the rest of this semester?”

As the words left her mouth, she wished she could snatch them back. She’d stepped into a trap. She wasn’t sure what kind, but his bland expression didn’t fool her. If he were a chess player, she’d say he’d just lined up the checkmate he’d been plotting.

“This is an unusual situation. Your department head wasn’t sure how to handle it, so he’s let me make arrangements. We can’t let you sit around, can we? It might be bad for morale.”

She sat up straighter. This was getting worse and worse.

“What do you have in mind, Stewart?”

“There’s a group of students I want you to work with, Carolyn. A special group.”

Oh, Lord, please, don’t make me a house-mother, she pleaded to herself.

“About ten or eleven,” Stewart continued. “It won’t be as impressive on your resume as the seminar, but you don’t need any help there. And it would be interdepartmental — not only English.”

Carolyn relaxed. Ten or eleven. That might not be so bad. And working across departmental lines might be interesting. Perhaps a short break to try something a little different wouldn’t hurt. It might provide an antidote for this restlessness.

Stewart Barron’s glasses dropped down his nose just enough for him to peer at her. “I’ve assigned you as academic adviser to the men’s basketball team.”

Her first inclination to chuckle faded at the look on his face. He was serious. “The basketball team!”

“It’s something Coach Draper and I have decided—”

“The basketball team!” Something a little different, yes. But this was outlandish. “I’m a professor. I teach English Literature. I don’t want to assist some ridiculous game!”

“You like the football games.”

“That’s because the board isn’t trying to ‘upgrade’ football. So far the Ashton football players are still students—”

“These basketball players are students—”

“Barely. They—”

“Carolyn.”

The single word stopped her.

“They’re students,” he repeated, “at Ashton University. As such, they deserve the best education we can deliver. I know your opinion of the board’s decision to return to top-division competition in basketball.”

She winced inwardly. The two of them had started arguing the issue as soon as the board had proposed that Ashton move to Division I basketball, with its scholarships, bigger budget, and top-level schedule. In Carolyn’s memory they’d never disagreed before on what course Ashton should follow.

“But the administration and the faculty,” he said with emphasis, “have an obligation to honor that decision and to nurture these students.”

“They’re here because they can bounce a round ball. Why should we pretend otherwise?”

“Whatever the reason, they are here. That’s the point. You wouldn’t deny these young men an education because they play basketball, would you?”

That wasn’t fair. He knew she couldn’t resist such an appeal to one of her most basic values.

“What do you expect me to do, Stewart?” She aimed for a dignified tone, but wasn’t sure she achieved it.

“I want you to teach them the best way you know how.”

She gave him a skeptical look, despite the flow of warmth at his confidence.

“You won’t be in a classroom situation. You’ll be overseeing the players’ overall class load, helping them find specific help if they need it, guiding them on study habits, advising them on next semester’s schedule. It will mean dealing with a very wide range of backgrounds, abilities, and interests. Coach Draper recommends—”

“Wait a minute. Who’s Draper? Didn’t the board hire someone else last year? I met him. Didn’t I?”

Stewart sighed heavily. “Coach Roberts quit last April, just before you left for England. Don’t you remember?”

She was no absentminded professor, but she did save her memory for things that counted. Basketball coaches didn’t fall into that category.

“His alma mater hired him,” Stewart reminded her. “I can’t blame him. It’s one of the top programs in the country, but it left us in rather a difficult position.”

“Why? Anyone with sense should be honored to come to Ashton. This is an excellent university.”

Admiration and exasperation mingled in his face. “Your loyalty is wonderful, Carolyn, but sometimes I fear we shut you in this ivory tower when you were much too young. Maybe we were wrong to bring you here—”

“Nonsense.” He’d fretted about that more and more in the past few years — and so unnecessarily. She’d become what she was meant to be. If her parents had been alive, she wouldn’t have spent six years on her grandparents’ farm before Stewart and Elizabeth brought her back; she would have spent all her formative years at Ashton. It was what her parents would have wanted. Carolyn spread the fingers of her right hand on the leather arm of her chair and gripped it. “This is where I belong. You and Elizabeth saw that, and I will always be grateful to you.”

Stewart gave another deep sigh, then returned to the subject. “However fine an academic institution this is, Ashton isn’t an athletic powerhouse. I know you don’t think that’s important, but I, for one, enjoy sports.”

He sounded so defiant that she had to smile.

“I liked playing them and I like watching them. Oh, I know some programs get out of hand — very much out of hand. But there are schools that maintain high academic standards and field competitive teams. I want Ashton to be one. I want our students to have opportunities for all the good things a university can offer, and sports is one of them.”

She’d liked sports, too, especially her years in competitive swimming. But following her parents’ footsteps had required eliminating distractions, and sports was one. “With so fervent a champion, I think any coach would jump at the opportunity to come here,” Carolyn said dryly.

“I’m afraid I don’t offset the drawbacks. In the basketball conference we’ve joined, we’re the smallest school among state schools that have five times as many students. That makes recruiting difficult. Our academic standards make it even more difficult—”

“There! You just admitted it: high academic standards are a drawback when you field a Division I basketball team.”

Stewart frowned, but doggedly continued, “We don’t pay the salary a coach can command elsewhere. With the gym needing repairs, we don’t even have enough in the budget for a real assistant coach until next season — only Dolph Reems when he’s not running the athletic department, and a couple of student team managers. We were extremely fortunate to get C.J. Draper.”

“Why?” She laced the bald question with her doubt that getting any coach warranted the label fortunate.

“He was a standout in college and led his team to the national tournament Final Four two years in a row. Then he had four good years as a professional. Experts were touting him as the next big star — until he hurt his knee. He came back when nobody thought he could, but he never played quite as well. He hung on for a couple of years, going from team to team. Then he played a year in an Italian league. A couple of years ago he signed on as assistant coach with one of his old pro teams.”

“So when he could no longer do, he decided to teach. Is that it?” She knew Stewart had recognized the bite in her words. She’d gone too far.

With his crossed forearms resting on the desk, Stewart leaned forward. “Professor Trent, C.J. Draper is Ashton University’s basketball coach. As such, he’s a member of this university and will be accorded the same respect every other member receives.”

Carolyn said nothing.

“I believe C.J. Draper is a good coach, a good teacher,” Stewart continued. “And the fact that he’s requested an academic adviser for his players shows me that he has their educational good at heart. That should be encouraged. Don’t you agree?”

“By all means, Stewart.”

He nodded, apparently satisfied with her neutral tone. Carolyn knew Stewart was too accomplished an administrator to expect more than acquiescence at this point.

He pushed the intercom button. “Marsha, please send Coach Draper in.”

Carolyn couldn’t sit still. She went to the window again. The sky-gazing couple was gone. The broken clouds seemed to have dropped closer to the chapel’s bell tower. Walkers pulled sweaters and jackets more tightly around them and hurried their steps. A shiver ran up her spine as she heard the double doors from the outer office open and shut.

“Afternoon, Stewart. How’re you?”

The words were delivered in a gravelly drawl.

Somehow it fit that the man who’d made her feel so uncomfortable outside was both the prominent figure in the new basketball program she’d fought and the instigator of this job she didn’t want.

“Very well, thank you. How’re you, C.J.?”

“Fine. Just fine.”

“C.J., I’d like you to meet Professor Carolyn Trent. Carolyn, this is Coach C.J. Draper.”

She turned, prepared for a cool exchange across the expanse of the office. But Coach Draper didn’t wait for such formalities. With hand extended, he stood in front of her, new Ashton sweatshirt, worn jeans, white athletic shoes, lopsided grin and all.

“Pleased to meet you, Professor Trent.” His grin cut grooves in his cheek, deeper by his mouth, then shallowing as they rippled higher.

Dignity demanded she meet his handshake firmly. A kind of disquiet pushed her heartbeat faster for an instant as her hand disappeared in his large grasp. His palm, slightly roughened with calluses, encompassed her cold fingers like a scratchy woolen blanket. He returned her grip solidly.

He was even taller than he’d appeared at first, at least a foot over her five foot six, and lean to the point of lankiness. But his shoulders were broad enough to block her view of the room, and his handshake promised strength. The sun through the window picked out streaks of gold and bronze and even a strand or two of gray in the straight sandy brown mop of hair that fell across his forehead, ending just above his eyes — the brightest, bluest eyes she’d ever seen.

Their corners crinkled. “And here I thought you might be a student out there in the waiting room,” he said.

Almost gratefully she felt anger sweep away the disquiet. He’d thought she was a student? Him, with his sweatshirt and sneakers? At least she wore a suit, an outfit appropriate to the office of the president of Ashton University.

“I don’t know, Stewart.” C.J. addressed the university president, but his grinning gaze was focused on Carolyn. “She looks awfully young. You think she’ll be able to handle my guys?”
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C.J. had known who she was right away. He’d had an appointment with Stewart Barron to talk about an academic adviser, and she’d been called in to the president’s office before him. It didn’t take much skill to come up with the right solution to that equation.

Besides, he’d remembered her from his first visit to the school. Dolph Reems, the athletic director, had been showing him around the compact campus, and C.J. had spotted her.

He had stopped Dolph right in the middle of explaining his dream plans for a new arena. Dolph didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he’d been nearly as loquacious extolling the attributes of Professor Carolyn Trent as he had of his mirage arena.

C.J. half suspected the older man knew he’d been talking a pipe dream — this school wasn’t likely to ever reach the big time.

Settled into the fertile hills of southern Wisconsin, it was about a two-hour drive from Milwaukee and not much more from Chicago — if you measured in miles per hour. Otherwise, it was a world apart. Still, it just might turn out to be his ticket to the big time.

Odd that he’d picked her out right away like that. Not really his type at all. “Women gotta be feisty, flashy, and fiery. What’s the fun if there isn’t some sizzle?” That was what Rake used to say when they roomed together. C.J. hadn’t followed the pattern as closely, or as often, as Rake, but looking back he could see he’d tended toward women who moved on. Or was he the one always moving on?

Well, one way or another, it didn’t last.

But this Carolyn Trent was a different kind entirely. Cool and smooth, like marble. Standing at the window in Stewart Barron’s office staring out like that, she looked like a statue he’d seen in Italy.

The image pleased him. As he crossed the room to meet her, he admired the unruffled sweep of her straight shoulder-length hair, as if newly sculpted from some warm golden-brown stone by a meticulous craftsman. Her face was gently rounded with a bone structure Michelangelo might have created. Not beautiful, maybe, by some standards. Her nose was a little too long, her mouth a little too wide. But she was elegant.

That realization made it easier to understand why his eye had been drawn to her all those months ago. Her kind of elegance wasn’t a common commodity in his world. No wonder he’d noted it.

On the other hand, close up she seemed about as warm as one of those marble statues.

He watched her stiffen when she turned to him, and sensed the reserve that settled over her. She had the kind of nose designed for looking down — long, straight and narrow. He was just glad nature fixed it so she’d have to look up before looking down on him.

He didn’t usually let a haughty attitude get to him; why it did with her, he didn’t know. Maybe he’d forgotten how it felt because he’d gotten past all that after five months at Ashton. Maybe he was just tired.

When he held his hand out to her, he wondered if he only imagined a moment of uncertainty beneath that surface, just as he’d thought he’d seen out in the waiting room.

Both times it disappeared so quickly that he couldn’t be sure. Just as before, a disapproving coolness dimmed the glimmer of light in her eyes. Then she placed her hand in his, and her eyes — the same distinctive color as her hair — flared with temper for an instant at his comment. He revised his image.

Marble had no spark like that … and it certainly didn’t stir him the way she did.


CHAPTER TWO


How dare he think her too young? How dare he question her ability? Carolyn fumed as they left Stewart’s office. As for “handling his guys,” she could teach, and teach she would, even if she didn’t have a classroom. C.J. Draper or no C.J. Draper.

“I suggest, since Stewart has left the details to us…” To her irritation she hesitated over the common pronoun, drawing a grin from her companion. That stiffened her back, and her voice. He found her amusing, did he? “I suggest we go to my office and discuss this program. It would be best if we both knew exactly where we stand.”

“Sure,” he agreed. He followed her out of the Administration Building’s main door and down the shallow granite steps. But there he stopped. “If you want to know about the guys’ courses and grades and all, we’ll have to go to my office first.”

Carolyn held in her impatience with determination. Why couldn’t he have said that in the first place?

They fell into step along a path that led across campus, then up the slope to the ridge where the Physical Education Building sat. It irritated her to realize he was shortening his long, easy stride to accommodate her smaller steps. It irritated her further that besides the disadvantage of a foot in height, she had to contend with a restrictive straight skirt and mid-heel pumps while he swung along completely comfortable in jeans and sneakers.

“It would be helpful, Mr. Draper, if you came to our next meeting prepared.”

“Why, Professor Trent, I came prepared to this one — all prepared to meet you. And that’s what I did,” he said, his drawl seeming to slow along with his pace.

She looked up. “Meet me?”

“Of course. I wanted to meet the guys’ academic adviser.”

“You might have considered what would happen after you met me.”

Carolyn lengthened her stride until it stretched the material of her skirt taut. His pace automatically and effortlessly adjusted.

“I guess I just didn’t count on you being such a gym rat.”

“I beg your pardon?” She heard the tone in her voice that said if C.J. Draper were smart, he’d start begging her pardon. She sounded like someone she hardly recognized — and didn’t particularly like. That didn’t matter, she decided grimly, if her attitude helped make it clear from the start that she would brook no impairment of Ashton’s academic reputation. Ashton was too much a part of her, her history, her heritage, to not defend what it had always stood for.

“Sorry, Professor. That’s basketball talk for a workaholic. Some guy who spends all of his time in the gym shooting hoops — that’s a gym rat.”

“Hoops?” she inquired coolly.

“Baskets, basketball,” he translated as he held a side door open for her at the Physical Education Center.

Carolyn noticed the return of the lopsided grin, and she regarded it with some suspicion.

But he gave her no time to investigate its meaning. He strode away down a dim, narrow hall that echoed faintly of voices, sneakers squeaking on hardwood and bouncing balls. She’d barely caught up when he turned into a doorway, then swung the door open for her to enter his tiny office.

The furniture was worn just short of disrepute. Patches rubbed nearly raw marred a leather couch pushed against one wall, but it stretched long enough for even C.J. Draper’s comfort. A wooden credenza with cracks in its surface marched across the back wall, all its doors neatly labeled. A large TV screen hung above it, flanked by prints of historic photos of Ashton’s campus. In front of that, a tall chair and a large desk topped by two screens and multiple tidy piles. On the wall above the couch hung whiteboards covered with x’s and o’s drawn in miniature basketball courts and lists of numbers and abbreviations she couldn’t decipher.

A door to the left opened to Dolph Reems’s office. Through it she saw another door labeled simply Gym.

“Have a seat.” C.J. gestured toward the couch as he squatted down to search a drawer in the credenza.

The room really wasn’t that small, Carolyn realized. It only appeared that way because of C.J. Draper’s long frame. Even crouched over the drawer he dominated the room. She caught herself staring at worn jeans stretched tightly over hard thighs and abruptly spun away, moving toward his desk.

She intently surveyed the stacks on top to block the memory of her previous view. The files, envelopes and folders were orderly; their owner would know where to find whatever he wanted.

Two photographs in frames stood apart from the working area of the desk. One showed two women and a young boy with C.J. — a family group. The woman on his right must be his mother; they had a resemblance not so much of features but expression and posture. The boy, tall and gangly with adolescence, shared enough similarities to link him to both C.J. and the older woman.

The other woman was harder to classify. A wife? C.J. Draper wore no wedding ring. Was he the kind who would? Carolyn didn’t pause to consider her uncharacteristic observation of ringless hands. Maybe a sister or sister-in-law.

Absently she picked up the other frame. She instantly recognized C.J. in a professional basketball uniform. He was lean and polished, the muscles and sinews of his arms and legs standing out in the instant after he’d released the ball that hung two inches beyond his fingers. A black man in the same uniform was poised to receive the pass, his powerful body bunched to go soaring to the basket above, a cocky smile already evident. Between them, a player in a different uniform stood, the realization of how he’d been duped just making an imprint on his face.

“Hard not to smile back at ol’ Rake, isn’t it?”

The words from over her shoulder jolted her into an uncomfortable realization: she was actually smiling. She started to put down the photograph but he intercepted her, taking it from her hand, their fingers not quite touching. She let out a breath.

He was so big. That was why she reacted that way, she decided. When someone a foot taller stood behind your shoulder, close enough to stir your hair with his words, close enough to breathe in the clean scent of his soap, you had to be aware of him.

“That was my last game with the Tornadoes. Last game with anybody for more than a year.”

He moved to stand next to her. What had Stewart said about his pro career? A serious injury? So it must have been in that game. Yet he smiled warmly at the photograph and its memories. She had to admire his ability to remember the good things.

“Rake and I worked that play to perfection. Rake’s one of the greats. You must’ve heard of him — Rake Johnson. Just retired after last season … Well, maybe you wouldn’t have heard of him. Rake’d be devastated.”

He put down the picture and picked up the other. Casually he answered the questions she wouldn’t have asked. “This is my family. My mom, my sister Jan, and my nephew Jason. They’re in Florida now.”

As he reached across her to replace the picture, his arm brushed hers and feathered the side of her breast. Resolutely she ignored the clamoring of her nerve endings. It was ridiculous to react to incidental contact, something that could just as easily happen in a crowded elevator.

She had to think of something else, so she focused on the picture C.J. had put down and wondered briefly about the missing father. Briefly was all the time she had to wonder because C.J. suddenly seemed in a hurry.

“You ready? I figure you’ll want to keep these in your office, so we might as well head over there.” He slid a stack of file folders under his arm and headed out the door.

Annoyance swamped her other feelings as she struggled to keep pace with his long strides, which turned their cross-campus route to her office into an endurance test. He was doing it on purpose, damn him. He was trying to unsettle her. Well, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. In her office, she would control the discussion.

“Won’t you sit down, Mr. Draper?” Carolyn asked as they entered her office. In her own territory she held an advantage. Right now she appreciated even the subtle edge gained by sitting in her big desk chair, and leaving C.J. Draper in the chair a colleague said reminded him of applying for a bank loan. That was exactly how she wanted this man to feel.

But C.J. Draper didn’t sit down. He wandered the room with long strides, examining titles in the orderly bookshelves, twiddling the cord to the blinds, running a hand along her uncluttered desk. And bothering her.

No sense lying to herself. He’d shown a knack for disconcerting her from the moment he’d caught her staring at him in Stewart’s office. She suspected he’d been cultivating the knack ever since.

Steeling herself, she began to speak. She made her points, and he agreed. After the introductory meeting tomorrow, she’d begin scheduled meetings with the ten members of the Ashton varsity basketball team, as a group and individually. She’d be given access to all material on their academic backgrounds and progress. She would serve as liaison with individual professors if that need arose. She would have the right to declare a player academically ineligible, with the time period subject to Stewart’s final approval.

C.J.’s only contribution was the stipulation that any questions from the media be directed to him. She had no trouble agreeing to that.

She raised one eyebrow when she counted out only nine folders. After checking them, he said he must have missed Frank Gordon’s, and he’d send it to her.

There was one final area to clarify. Now she’d find out what he really had in mind.

“Mr. Draper, why did you request an academic adviser?”

Deliberately she let her challenge speak louder than the question, and it stilled him. He turned from looking out the window and flipped the blinds closed.

“I don’t have anything against academics.” She accepted that with a slight nod; that was what Stewart said of him. “Not like you have against basketball,” he added. Then his usual drawl became less pronounced. “I’ve been meaning to ask, Professor Trent, just what do you have against basketball? Or is it me?”

At the last words, she looked up and saw anger in his eyes … and some other element behind it. “I have nothing against basketball, Mr. Draper. When the team played under Dolph Reems at the lower level of competition, I had no objection at all—”

“Gracious of you,” he murmured.

She ignored him. “What I do object to is Ashton becoming one of those schools where academic standards are subordinated to the athletic program.”

“And that’s where I come in?”

She let her silence answer.

“What makes you think I’d do that?”

“Are you an ambitious man, Mr. Draper?”

“Yes.” The flat neutrality of the word carried more weight than passion would have.

“Your ambition, I’m certain, extends beyond Ashton. So this is only a stepping-stone to you. Somewhere to win at all costs, make a name for yourself and move on. How many schools has that happened to? How many schools are better known for athletic scandals than academic achievement? I won’t have that happen to Ashton, Mr. Draper.”

“So you want to get rid of this program — and me — at any cost? Without giving it a chance, without giving me—” He broke off abruptly. He seemed to sweep all emotion away except an amusement that gently mocked them both. “Maybe that’s why I asked for an academic adviser.”

The drawl had returned. She could almost imagine it had never lapsed.

“Maybe I figure the best way to keep the academic community happy is to let one of their own right inside where she could keep us in line. Like one of those treaty inspectors who get in there to make sure the other side really isn’t making bombs.” He moved slowly to the door. “Maybe that’s the way I figured it. Maybe…” He touched the doorknob, but made no move to turn it as his gaze took in her office once more.

“Mr. Draper. Mr. Draper,” she repeated with emphasis to reclaim his wandering attention. “Is there something wrong with my office? I have the impression you don’t approve.”

She meant him to be nonplussed. This time she wouldn’t be the one off balance.

“Oh, it’s not that I don’t approve, exactly.” He seemed willing to clarify his thoughts, if only he were sure of them himself. “It’s just, it’s so…” He shrugged. Whatever anger he’d felt before seemed gone.

He swung the door open and crossed the threshold into the hall before producing a resounding snap of his fingers. It took only one long stride to bring him back into the office and half a second to close the door behind him.

“Monochromatic. That’s the word I wanted. Your office is monochromatic. I bet you thought I wouldn’t know a word like that, didn’t you, Professor? Nothing more complicated in this head than pick-and-roll, right?”

She couldn’t have said, since she had no idea what pick-and-roll meant, but he seemed to have followed the drift of her thoughts.

“Monochromatic. That’s just what your office is.” He looked around with seeming satisfaction, then down at her again. “Just like you.”

“Like me?” The words were out before she could stop them.

“Uh-huh.” He leaned over her desk and gently lifted a lock of her hair across two fingers. “Your hair’s the exact same color as your eyes. And that outfit’s nearly the same color again. Monochromatic.”

She twisted away from his hand, and he let the hair slip across his fingertips.

“It’s a nice enough color,” he continued, his eyes on the lock of hair, swinging along the side of her neck. “But you know what they say about too much of a good thing. You ought to wear colors. Red. Green. Blue. Let ’em see you, instead of blending in.”

“Mr. Draper—” His gaze lifted from her throat to her lips, then to her eyes, and Carolyn suddenly couldn’t remember the stinging rebuke she’d intended to deliver.

“I know. I shouldn’t say things like that, Professor. I just got so caught up with everything about you being the same color — what do you call that color, anyway?”

“Mr. Draper—” she tried again, but this time his words instead of his eyes stopped her.

“Now don’t tell me it’s brown, because dead leaves are brown, and that’s not it. No, I’ll bet all those European men have been telling you all sorts of things. You know, I lived in Italy a couple of years, and I know some of the things they’re likely to say.” The sparkle in his blue eyes contradicted the earnestness of his tone. “I’ll bet they’ve been calling it polished oak, or old brandy, or fine leather. And they’d all come close, but none of ’em is quite right.” He studied her closely, his head slightly tilted.

She pulled in a breath to stop this silliness, but he was off again, opening the door wide before turning. “Nope, I just don’t have it. But I’ll come up with it, Professor. And when I do, I’ll be sure to let you know.”
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Carolyn stopped outside her front door and turned to look back. Her apartment occupied the second floor of a seventy-year-old house that sat on a rise above the campus. The small covered porch at the top of the exterior stairway provided a wonderful view of the university, a view shared by the living room and bedroom. That was why she had chosen the apartment.

She could clearly see the rectangular Meadow. Three sides of it were enclosed by the Administration Building, the original classroom building, and the chapel. The fourth side sloped away to Lake Ashton, which glinted in late-afternoon sun. Beyond this core, the campus expanded in concentric rings of buildings, each ring older than the larger one beyond it.

Despite the university’s growth, huge trees and large, open areas remained. The grass had faded, but the trees displayed their pre-winter bravura of color. Yellows skittered away down pathways and roads, while the oranges and reds would time their flaming peak perfectly for Homecoming.

She needed no such dramatics to make her own homecoming pleasant, Carolyn thought as she stepped inside. No signs of disorder betrayed her return from a five-month trip. She’d unpacked immediately. Clothes had gone back to their accustomed spots. Presents waited on the dining table to be distributed to friends. Only books presented a problem.

She eyed the shelves that covered one wall of the living room and dining area, interrupted by the generously cushioned couch and the door to her bedroom. More shelves lined a tiny bedroom office she’d created from a walk-in closet. All the shelves were full. She’d have to juggle her collection to accommodate her European purchases, with the spillover going to her campus office.

Carolyn arranged her suit jacket on a padded hanger in the closet across from the front door. With a steadying hand on the small table next to the door, she slipped her shoes off, then padded across the soft nap of the buff carpeting.

The beige cotton-covered couch, matched by two overstuffed chairs facing it across a bleached pine coffee table, tempted her. What luxury to curl up and enjoy the panorama of Ashton through the picture window. But she should change first.

To the left of a pine table and chairs that made a dining area of one end of the living room was a compact kitchen with white cabinets and butcher-block countertops. She switched on a burner under the teapot and took a spoon from the drawer.

Just one, she told herself, scooping a heaping spoonful of Heavenly Hash ice cream directly from the carton in the freezer to her waiting mouth. She murmured with pleasure. If there was one thing she’d missed most in Europe, this was it … Five months was a long time without true Wisconsin ice cream, she justified as she took a second spoonful. And a third.

Resolutely she rinsed the spoon and started toward the bedroom. Her phone ringing from the couunter hurried her back to the kitchen. She caught it on the second ring. Her breathless hello drew a laughing response.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’d just run all the way from Europe. But I hear you’ve already punched in for work — before you’ve even taken the time to tell me about all the fashions from Paris. How are you, Carolyn? Tell me all about the trip. Have you decided what you’re going to wear to the dance Saturday? Did you like that hotel I recommended in Paris? I hope it hasn’t changed too much over the years. One time I went back to a hotel after ten years and discovered it had converted to the hourly trade, if you know what I mean — no luggage necessary. So, how are you? Tell me everything. Oh, how silly, I didn’t tell you who this is. It’s Helene.”

Who else could it be? Carolyn smiled, switching off the burner. “How are you, Helene?”

Five months or five years away, no one could mistake Helene Ainsley’s scattergun conversational style. It was as different from Elizabeth Barron’s as the two cousins’ lives had been. A former model and fashion consultant, Helene’s bone structure still gave her a claim to beauty at age fifty.

When Elizabeth had become ill three years ago, Helene had left New York without a question to nurse her. She’d stayed at Ashton after Elizabeth’s death fourteen months ago, saying she might as well retire here as New York, especially since the air was a whole lot better in Wisconsin.

“I’m fine. I always am. I wish I could get Stewart to take it easier, though. That man works too hard, just like you. What you both need is a good course in having fun.”

“Taught by Helene Ainsley, I presume.”

“Could be, could be. Who better?”

“No one, I’m sure.” The laugh faded from Carolyn’s voice. “How has Stewart been, Helene? Before I left, he seemed so—”

“I know. When Liz died, I wondered … But these past few months I think he’s better. Do you know he even took a vacation up to the lake house? A whole week of just sitting around and fishing. Best thing for him. Now, when are you going to do what’s good for you?”

“Helene—” Carolyn tried to ward off the imminent lecture with little hope of success.

“What you need is someone to show you a good time, someone to light you up, make you glow. You’re too … I don’t know, steady, I guess. You think too much. Everything neatly ordered, including your love life. I don’t suppose you did any high living over in England, did you?” Helene sighed deeply into the brief silence — silences were always brief with Helene. “No, I knew you wouldn’t. Probably not even in Paris, heaven help you. What am I going to do with you?”

“Well, you could start by going shopping with me,” Carolyn offered as a diversion from the you-need-a-man-in-your-life theme she knew would follow. “I need something for the dinner-dance Saturday.”

Perhaps a new belt or scarf to complement her black sheath. But she’d wait to tell Helene that. It would only start a lecture about her boring clothes.

C.J. Draper’s drawl floated into her head. You ought to wear colors. Red. Green. Blue. Let ’em see you, instead of blending in.

She shook her head, and the voice was once more Helene’s.

“Done. Though why you didn’t buy some marvelous dresses while you were in Paris, I can’t understand. But I did see a few things at that new boutique in town that just might do. Pick you up in half an hour.”
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From the foot of her bed Carolyn contemplated the shopping bags cluttering its surface. What had possessed her?

Helene, of course. She’d been caught up in a shopping tornado that had accumulated the most unlikely objects in its funnel cloud of fashion and deposited them here on her bed. And if she wanted to go to sleep, she’d have to clear away the debris.

The first bag held a silky undergarment unlike any Carolyn had ever owned. She needed it because of the nearly backless teal dress Helene had convinced her to buy.

Carolyn gave a little sigh of pleasure at the crackle of the taffeta skirt as she pulled the dress out of its wrapping and carefully placed it on a padded hanger. The maneuver required care, because with no back, the tight-fitting bodice tended to fall off the hanger. At least she’d had the sense to withstand Helene’s first choice: a red silk dress cut so low that it was nearly front-less.

Perhaps she shouldn’t have given in to the teal dress, either. She could always return it. She’d think about it tomorrow, decide rationally and reasonably whether the dress was too, well, too something, for a professor at Ashton. And then she could always wear her black sheath.

She frowned as she folded a soft new royal blue sweater into the drawer. But perhaps some changes in style were in order, she thought as she hung up a red blazer. She didn’t want to become stagnant.

Maybe that explained her twinge of dissatisfaction when she’d surveyed her living room while waiting for Helene. The beige of her upholstery, drapes and carpet usually soothed her, but today it seemed bland.

She pulled three vibrantly colored pillows — red, yellow and blue — out of their bags and headed for the living room.

These ought to fix that.

She tried multiple combinations before settling on the red pillow on one armchair and the yellow and blue pillows layered in the far corner of the couch. She ran her hand over the texture of the blue pillow.

Monet blue. The blue of the sky sharing the canvas with a sun-bright field of Monet tulips. The blue of a lake caressing serene water lilies … like C.J. Draper’s eyes.

Carolyn snatched her hand away and stood up. Where had that come from? She hadn’t thought about him since he’d walked out of her office that afternoon.

At least she’d tried not to.

But Helene extolling his virtues practically the whole evening had made it rather difficult. She’d heard how C.J. Draper had charmed the alumni; how he’d formed a team under difficult circumstances; how he’d won allies on the faculty; how he’d convinced Stewart to spend a week fishing.

Carolyn knew very well the purpose of that exercise. Helene meant to remind her, none too subtly, that C.J. Draper possessed charms her usual escorts lacked.

Helene had unstintingly described the visiting sociology lecturer Carolyn had dated before leaving for Europe as boring with a capital B. “And that anthropology professor before him wouldn’t cause a tremor on any Richter scale of excitement, either,” she’d told Carolyn after an unsuccessful dinner. “Come to think of it, the last one worth mentioning was the redhead who hung around Liz and Stewart’s house that summer I spent here. Whatever happened to him?”

“Tony Reilly?” Laughter and exasperation had warred in Carolyn. “I was fourteen that summer and Tony Reilly was fifteen.”

“So? Now you’re twenty-eight and he’s twenty-nine.”

“Yes, he’s also married with a child or two and selling insurance, I believe.”

“He could be selling cemetery plots and he’d be more exciting than these poker faces you’ve been seeing,” Helene had insisted.

To herself, Carolyn had admitted Helene might have had a point. Especially when it came to lovemaking. Either she couldn’t figure out what all the fuss was about, or her few ventures were far below standard.

But the men she dated were long on academic credentials. She had concluded that if their company left her rather dissatisfied, then she must have failed, not them. Being reminded of that failing counted as one more item to chalk up against Ashton’s new basketball coach.

What he represented was bad enough. But to call her too young! He’d tried to rile her on purpose. And worse, he’d succeeded. But then there had been that easy friendliness when he’d told her about the photographs and, nearly as surprising, the moment she’d sensed another person half revealed in that flash of anger in her office.

She snapped the light off in the living room with unnecessary force. It was probably all an effort to keep her at a disadvantage. Sure, that was it. He knew she disapproved of the basketball program, and he wanted to keep her from watching him too closely.

Well, she wouldn’t fall for it.

And the reason she was haunted by vibrant blue eyes, a set of broad shoulders and that crazy, lopsided grin? Jet lag. That was all. Simple jet lag.
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Carolyn looked across the Meadow toward Lake Ashton from the window of the small classroom in Ripon Hall. Waiting to meet the basketball team elicited an odd mixture of assurance and uncertainty that she always felt before the first session of a class. But she was ready.

She’d gone over their files and noted points to cover. That was after her head-smack moment – of course Marsha had given her electronic access to the files, probably before she’d left Stewart’s office. There’d been no reason for the side trip to C.J. Draper’s office for the paper files.

But she would not let that bother her. She would not.

She’d carefully chosen her suit of russet brown gabardine and effectively disposed of the box of toffee that she’d found on her desk this morning, along with a note from C.J. Draper saying he hoped he’d found the right color.

She’d thrown the note out and contributed the toffee to the English department assistant’s sweet tooth. She would just as efficiently ignore any lingering thoughts about the donor.

The pen she held between her index and middle fingers tapped rapidly against the window ledge. She knew her ability; she knew she was a good teacher. That represented the known in this equation. The unknown consisted of ten young men who would walk through that door in the next few minutes. She’d already done her homework, she thought with an inner smile. Now it was their turn.

Their files had been a pleasant surprise. Six of the players were upperclassmen, juniors or seniors who had chosen Ashton well before the return of big-time basketball there. They had solid academic credentials. That left the four players recruited by C.J. Draper.

One had a strong academic background. A smile tugged at her lips. Thomas Abbott III might play basketball, but his admission essay made it quite clear he’d set his sights on law school and politics. He wouldn’t jeopardize that with poor grades.

Ellis Manfred was another situation. He’d graduated from a strict parochial school in a poor section of St. Louis. Though unspectacular, his grades and test scores showed steady ability. Steadiness from a student could say a lot.

She wished Ellis Manfred could share some of that stability with Brad Spencer. Roller coaster grades linked with test scores that widened her eyes meant getting Brad Spencer to produce could rank as a full-time project by itself.

That left Frank Gordon. She knew only two things about him: he was a junior transfer from a two-year school in Pennsylvania, and it was his file that C.J. Draper had somehow overlooked. That in itself roused suspicion. The fact that it wasn’t in the computer system either had her on high alert.

She could just imagine Frank Gordon — he’d probably be closer to twenty-five than eighteen, he’d be overgrown — body and ego — and his knowledge would be limited to street smarts and basketball courts. Probably a troublemaker. Just the sort of player she’d expect C.J. Draper to bring in. Setting Frank Gordon straight would be her first priority.

The door swung open and two players came in. With a surge of adrenaline and nerves, she moved to her customary position in front of the teacher’s desk to start matching faces with names and backgrounds.

She also made a mental note to find somewhere else to meet. From the players’ expressions, classroom desks took the leap from discomfort to torture when you were over six feet.

C.J. Draper’s four recruits were last.

Ellis Manfred was a composed, polite African-American with intelligent eyes that didn’t miss a thing.

Thomas Abbott III wore faded designer jeans, a faded blue work shirt and a white cashmere sweater, which Carolyn guessed cost as much as her suit.

Brad Spencer, his blond hair casually styled, walked with a hint of a bounce on the toes of bright red high-tops that jammed up the bottoms of his black jeans. He needed the bounce to keep an arm hooked around the white-shirted shoulders of the player he came in with.

This last one must be Frank Gordon; no one else was left. He was certainly tall enough to play major college basketball; he had to be nearly seven feet. Other than that, he wasn’t at all what she’d anticipated. This was no rough troublemaker. With close-cropped brown hair and wide brown eyes, he seemed a sweet-faced boy. And he obviously felt ill at ease at being caught even at the periphery of the attention that Brad Spencer was now basking in like a cat in sunshine. While Brad exchanged good-natured gibes with the others, Frank slipped into a desk at the back of the group as unobtrusively as someone his size could.

She’d expected Bill Sikes and in walked an overgrown Oliver Twist. Chalk up another surprise from C.J. Draper.

Carolyn leaned back against the desk with a hand at either side of her and drew in a breath. “Good morning. I’m Carolyn Trent. I’m a professor of English Literature…”

Her introduction trailed off as ten faces shifted from her to the doorway.

“Morning, Professor,” C.J. greeted her. He sauntered in with his hands tucked into the front pockets of his jeans, pulling them even tighter around his lean hips. “Thought I’d sit in on this first session.”

Think again, Mr. C.J. Draper, she silently advised him with one raised eyebrow. She had no intention of sharing this forum with him. From the start she wanted it clear that to her these ten young men were students. His presence could only remind them of basketball.

The grooves in his cheek deepened as he met her look, but his lips didn’t betray the smile she was certain he’d suppressed. He started past the front desk, then stopped to look at her more closely.

She didn’t flinch. Not even when he shook his head and said that now that he’d seen her again, he had to admit toffee wasn’t quite right. Not even when the players chuckled a little, amused without knowing what he meant.

She wouldn’t let C.J. Draper get to her. She watched him fold into a desk chair with difficulty but without awkwardness. If he succeeded in getting a rise out of her in front of the players, she would lose a lot of ground she might never make up. He would get no rise out of her.

“Before you leave, Mr. Draper,” she said with emphasis, “would you like to say something to your—” she wouldn’t call them his team; she wouldn’t fall into that mentality “—to the students?”

He met her steady gaze with a faintly quizzical air, then he seemed to bow to her determination. He nodded in apparent acquiescence. “Well, if you don’t want me around…” His slightly plaintive murmur drew chuckles. She caught several quick glances from the students, and the chuckles abruptly died.

Slowly he unwound his legs. Slower still he levered his long body out of the chair. Apparently in no hurry to get there, he walked to the front of the room to stand right in front of Carolyn.

She looked him squarely in the eyes and waited. If he thought he’d intimidate her with some body language, he was wrong. She’d taken her stance carefully to show her authority; she wouldn’t relegate herself to the side of the room to leave him in charge.

The corner of his mouth twitched as he looked down at her, but other than that he remained solemn. He turned around and lowered himself onto the edge of the desk, his hip missing Carolyn’s hand by no more than an inch. It took all her self-control not to snatch her hand away. She would hold that position if he talked until doomsday.

“You guys know why you’re here. You know you gotta have the grades to play ball. I want you to be able to play. You want to be able to play. So you gotta have the grades. Professor Trent here is going to keep an eye on you to see that you have them.” He paused and looked from face to face.

With a teacher’s experienced eye, Carolyn classified them as not quite bored but prepared to lapse into that state the moment the situation warranted it.

C.J.’s conversational manner never varied. “The way I figure it, it’s pretty simple. You can be here at Ashton and have a whale of a time — party every night, play a little ball, spend time with the guys, maybe go after the women. And you can stay here one semester.” He paused again. “Or you can have a little less fun, work hard, and stay eight semesters. It’s up to you.”

He pushed off from his perch slowly until he towered above Carolyn, then stretched out a hand. “Thank you, Professor,” he said, shaking her uncooperative hand. Then he added, as if it had been his intention all along, “Guess I better be getting along now.” He headed out the door. “See you, guys.”

The air came out of her lungs in a slow exhalation. She’d prepared to battle him for the players’ attention. But the faces that turned toward her told her there would be no battle, not even a skirmish. At least not here, not yet.

Most of these players had chosen Ashton because of its academics in the first place. But the others — the ones recruited by C.J. — had heard his message loud and clear. As if they’d spoken aloud, their expressions said that his words had struck a chord.

She would have appealed to their thirst for knowledge; he went straight to common sense. His way worked. She gave him credit for that.

She smiled. “The first thing is the schedule that Mr. Draper and I have agreed on. I don’t imagine it will surprise any of you much to know you have no say in the matter.”

They smiled back at her.


CHAPTER THREE


The irregular rhythm of ten sets of lungs trying to replenish depleted oxygen stores grated into C.J.’s consciousness. The players lagged, made mistakes because their bodies didn’t obey the right commands. He knew the law of diminishing returns as well as any economist. There was just so damn much left to accomplish. If only the human body didn’t cause so much trouble.

“Okay. Listen up.” The gymnasium instantly stilled. “Gordon, Manfred, Spencer stay. The rest of you take off.” The emancipated shuffled toward the locker room without a backward glance. “Same time tomorrow. Be ready to work.”

The admonition drew groans. After working Frank, Ellis, and Brad another hour, C.J. acknowledged they had cause to groan.

He knew he pushed them hard. He had to. Especially these three. They formed the core of his team this season and next, the core of his program at Ashton.

At his gesture they flopped down at midcourt. He sat facing them, elbows hooked around bent knees. “We’ve got to be a team that outsmarts opponents. There aren’t a lot of teams we can beat on pure physical ability.”

They nodded, acknowledging the kind of soaring, sprinting, and leaping that set the stars apart from the likes of them.

“We’ve got to always use our heads. Mental and physical. The two of them together, times the ten of you on the team, can stand up to almost anybody.”

He looked directly into Ellis Manfred’s serious dark eyes. “You’re my brain out there, Manfred. You’ve got to know what I want in a situation as well as I do because the situation changes on a basketball court in a split second. You’ve got to adjust and make the right decision.”

Ellis nodded.

“If you don’t shoot, you can’t win. But only about five minutes each game is shooting. Most often it’s the other thirty-five minutes that determine whether you win or not. Okay. Back to work.”

C.J. stifled a grimace of pain as he stood up, but he refused to favor his aching left knee. What was the good of the damn brace if it didn’t let him practice for a couple of hours?

“I have to go, Coach,” objected Ellis. “I have a hundred page reading assignment due tomorrow.”

His expression didn’t change under C.J.’s glare. “Okay.” What else could a coach say? Especially with an academic watchdog on the case. An image of Carolyn Trent’s face appeared before his eyes. Oddly his scowl lightened. “How about you, Brad?”

“Sure, I’ll stay.”

A gym rat, C.J. thought. The cheerfulness gave him away.

“Frank?”

Frank looked after Ellis’s retreating back as if for support, then back. “I’ll stay.”

When C.J. dismissed them forty minutes later, Frank left practically before he’d said the words. Brad lingered, trailing him to the office and talking. C.J. recognized the heavily casual questions as an effort to pump him about his playing days. There had been a time he’d encountered it often. These days it was a rarity.

“I saw you in Chicago the next year,” Brad said after one anecdote of the Tornadoes’ championship season. “I’ll never forget the way you drove the lane like nothing in the world could keep you from that basket. You dished off to Rake Johnson, and he got the slam. It was so smooth. I’ve never seen anything so smooth. I went home and practiced that move for months. I never did get it.” He paused, a wave of embarrassment at his own enthusiasm abruptly stopping his flow. “I mean, I was just a kid then.”

“Hey,” C.J. objected. “I’m not that old. My last season with the Tornadoes didn’t happen during the Dark Ages.”

He glanced at the photo on his desk. My last season.

He was still looking at it when he added, “My old high school coach used to say, ‘Drive the lane like the Indy 500. Go all out, but put on the brakes before you crash into a wall.’ The one time I didn’t put on the brakes, I crashed in flames. Remember that when you practice that move.” He gestured with his clipboard. “Now get outta here. Hit the showers. I’ve got work. And you’ve got books to crack.”

Half an hour later, when Brad came past and said good night, C.J. looked up from his notes for the first time. The interruption reminded him he was hungry. Making sure he had video for the six games to review that night, he headed to the apartment he called home. When he got there, he swallowed the last of a half gallon of milk while he checked messages. Then he crunched through an apple while he read the only thing that interested him: a letter from his mother full of the small news of a peaceful life. He heated leftover pizza.

Video equipment and notebooks were the only accessories in the minimalist decorating scheme of his furnished apartment. As long as the functioning parts met his needs, he was happy. The couch stretched long and firm, so he ignored the raucous paisley cover that even clashed with white. The end table showed a dent and two burn marks, but it had a drawer and a shelf underneath.

He knew it was ugly, and when he really looked at it, he winced. But he wasn’t here much, and even when he was, he seldom really looked.

There had been a woman when he played for the Tornadoes who had wanted to decorate his place in Chicago. Kim had said he should think of his image. The way things had been going, he probably would have let her redecorate eventually.

Then the injury.

He gave her credit, though. She didn’t disappear when his knee — and his career — shattered. But seven months into the rehabilitation she’d told him she couldn’t compete any longer with machines, exercises, and strength tests. It was just as well it had ended there; it never would have survived his swing through the league, to Italy, then back. And if by some miracle she’d still been around, the relationship surely would have withered at Ashton.

The thing was, he knew himself well enough to recognize that the challenge here affected him much the way the challenge of rehabilitation had. He hadn’t really minded when Kim had left. To be honest, he’d barely noticed. He’d had a mission.

Now the mission was to give Ashton a decent basketball program and give himself a shot at the big time. For five months he’d been going practically nonstop. He’d looked at every player, every highlight video that had come his way, hoping to find the remaining recruiting nuggets the swarms of prospecting coaches had somehow missed. He’d studied videos until he’d known each twist and turn.

Sometimes, like tonight, he felt permanently attached to the screen. He rubbed his eyes. He wouldn’t have minded it so much if his eyes would just stop superimposing an image — a smooth sweep of amber-brown hair surrounding a serious face. Carolyn Trent could develop into a real thorn in his side if he let her.

This morning he’d thought his presence might show the guys how seriously he took the adviser program. But she’d made it damn obvious she didn’t want him around.

The toffee? Just a little friendly joke. A little teasing to see if she’d come out from behind that marble facade.

And that moment in his office yesterday when he’d stood close enough to smell the hint of spice and flower in her hair? Or when his arm had absorbed the slight contact with the swell of her breast like a branding iron?

The memory tightened his body.

C.J. cursed emphatically and moved on to the next game to review. Definitely a thorn.
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Doing her Homecoming duty wasn’t so bad. Being outdoors in the brisk sparkle of an autumn afternoon was nice, and the colors and noise swirling around the football field and stands were wonderful. Oh, the level of play fell below what television audiences would expect, but that suited her fine. This was the way college sports were supposed to be.

Carolyn just wished that doing her duty didn’t include sitting on these bleachers in front of C.J. Draper. Not when his long legs — the only ones clad in jeans in the entire presidential party — put his shins within tempting reach of providing the backrest her body craved. She shifted for the third time in two minutes.

“See, that’s the problem with football games,” C.J. said, leaning over from the row behind her to speak directly into her ear. “No backs on the seats.”

“There are no backs on the seats at basketball games, either, Mr. Draper.”

Turning to confront him was a mistake. His eyes were so close that she felt wrapped in blue. Against the brisk air, the touch of his breath was warm on her cheek. His lips slanted into a grin inches from hers, showing strong white teeth. She turned back to the field, fighting the disturbing sensation that a feather had lodged in her throat.

“I guess not, but I’ve never sat through a basketball game. I’ve always played.” She couldn’t detect even a note of bragging. “You think maybe that’s why people are jumping up all the time at these games? It’s not so much that they get excited, as they just can’t stand to sit still.”

Before she could answer, Stewart, seated to her left, spoke up. “Don’t forget about the dinner-dance tonight at the Ashton Club, C.J. It’s one of the best parties at Ashton. Isn’t it, Helene?”

Helene, sitting on the other side of Stewart, agreed with a laugh. “I guess I think all parties are good, but the dinner-dance and the cocktail party at Mrs. Dawton’s beforehand are something special. She has the most wonderful house up on the Heights with a marvelous view. And she always has such elegant hors d’oeuvres.”

“Do you have the directions, C.J.?” Stewart asked.

“I’ve got the address. I’ll find my way.”

Stewart looked concerned. More concerned than the situation called for, Carolyn thought. He’s up to something.

She shifted for a better view of his face.

“It can be very difficult to find. It’s very confusing up there on the Heights. Navigation gets it wrong all the time. What might work best—” Carolyn became fully alert when she heard the calculated blandness in Stewart’s voice “—is if you and Carolyn drove up together.”

“That’s an excellent idea, Stewart,” Helene seconded quickly, confirming Carolyn’s suspicion. This was a setup.

“I’m sure Mr. Draper will have no difficulty finding it, Stewart. He has, after all, traveled extensively.”

“Carolyn,” objected Helene, “you know how confusing it is up there with all those streets twisting and turning on themselves. Why, I’ve been there hundreds of times, and I still get lost, so imagine how hard it would be for someone new.”

“I do have a tendency to get lost,” murmured C.J.

Carolyn shot him a dark look under frowning brows. He returned one of utter innocence.

Stewart took the cue. “Then, of course, it certainly would be better—”

“But I’m sure Mr. Draper has a guest he’s bringing tonight. I don’t want to intrude—”

“Nope. No guest,” he contradicted cheerfully.

“There. It’s all settled.” Satisfaction suffused Helene’s face.

“No, it’s not settled,” Carolyn said. “I think I should go with you and Stewart as planned.”

“If you’re concerned about driving with C.J. up those roads, Carolyn, I can assure you, I’ve ridden with him, and he’s an excellent driver,” Stewart said.

Carolyn opened her mouth for another attempt at escape, but C.J.’s drawl intruded. “I don’t think it’s the driving that’s worrying the professor. I think it’s the arriving. You see,” he explained, “if we arrive together, people might think we’re together and that could be awkward for the professor.”

Stewart and Helene turned questioning eyes to her, and Carolyn felt her shoulders sink under the hopelessness of extricating herself.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want people to think they were together; she was just uncomfortable with him. She hadn’t worked out yet in her own mind why — an oddity in itself. But she knew she definitely didn’t want it brought up now. How he’d stumbled so close to the truth, she didn’t know. But since he had, she could only deny it.

“Not at all, Mr. Draper,” she said, looking away quickly from the laughter in his blue eyes before she lost her temper. “Of course I’ll drive with you. Heaven knows we wouldn’t want to risk our new basketball coach driving off a cliff, would we?”
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Graciousness and stoicism are the keys to getting through this with dignity, Carolyn told herself as she smoothed the taffeta skirt of her new dress. She’d put the black sheath on first. But she’d seen herself looking staid and boring in too many mirrors. In the end she’d flung the sheath on the bed and pulled on the teal dress with a tingling — and unaccustomed — sense of daring.

The color added glow to her hair and heightened the natural pink blush of her fair skin. The tight bodice molded to the curves of her breasts and the narrowness of her waist. The skirt crackled around her with whispering touches against her silk-hosed legs. She felt the headiness of a woman who knew she looked good. But it didn’t prevent a surge of nerves at the sound of her doorbell.

The porch light glinted on the fair strands of C.J.’s hair, and a smile barely pulled up the corners of his mouth. His double-breasted navy blue topcoat kept the perfect line of his squared shoulders and dropped without a wrinkle or fold. Beneath it the sharp crease of charcoal-gray slacks showed. The coat’s V opening displayed a crisp white shirt and rich burgundy silk tie.

Wordlessly she stepped back as he entered.

“This is for you.” He handed her a brown paper bag as he closed the door behind them. He shrugged out of his coat and laid it over the back of a chair. His suit jacket was as trim as the topcoat. The precise fit across the shoulders and down his long arms and torso proclaimed it tailored for him by a master.

“I can understand your surprise, Professor,” he said with only the brightness of his eyes betraying his sympathetic expression. “But you really ought to do something about that—” he nodded toward the bag she still held “—before it drips on your dress.”

Abruptly the cold penetrating her hands registered in Carolyn’s mind. “What is it?”

“Ice cream. And I think it’s melting.”

“Ice cream! What on earth possessed you to bring ice cream?” For a moment she had an eerie feeling this man could see inside her. How had he divined her vice?

“The color. You better put it in the freezer first and ask questions later, Professor.”

The bag was suspiciously limp. Carefully holding it away from her, she carried it to the kitchen, fully aware that C.J. followed her. Blocking his view of the Heavenly Hash carton already there and giving silent thanks that at least he wasn’t a mind reader, she closed the freezer door on the ice cream, bag and all, then moved to the sink to wash her hands.

“That’s quite a dress, Professor.” His low voice came from right behind her.

She twisted around to hide her bare back and found herself no more than four inches away from him, and her eyes roughly on a level with his collar despite the three-inch heels she wore. His nearness startled her into a backward step, which was abruptly halted by the counter’s edge.

His light grasp helped restore her balance, and her hands rested on his forearms for a moment as she steadied herself. Under her fingertips she felt the smooth warmth of his fine wool sleeve. Beneath it, the solid bulk of a muscular arm.

Carolyn resolutely ignored a thrumming in her veins to concentrate on the knot in his silk tie. Standing like this, his body seemed a wall against the outside world. Cutting her off or protecting her?

She pushed the question aside and concentrated on her heartfelt gratitude that she hadn’t let Helene talk her into the red dress. With that plunge front and from his vantage point … She glanced up quickly at his blue eyes sparkling with something she couldn’t quite describe as mischief, and just as quickly looked down again. She didn’t want to think of what he would have seen.

“Thank you,” she said stiffly as she stepped around him. “Now, would you like to explain the ice cream?”

“It’s mocha chip.”

She waited, but that, apparently, was the extent of his explanation. “Is that supposed to have some significance?”

He nodded. “I saw the mocha chip in the ice cream store after the game, and I thought for sure I’d got something the exact color of your hair and eyes.” He shook his head forlornly. “But now I see that’s not it, either.”

Impatiently Carolyn headed toward the front hall. “Really, Mr. Draper, don’t you think this is rather silly?”

Scooping up his coat as he passed the chair where he’d laid it, he started to follow. “Yeah, I should have known it was too light. Guess I’ll have to try something else.”

In the mirror over the small hall table she watched his reflection as he smoothly pulled on his coat. Something on the bookshelf next to the bedroom door caught his interest, and he changed direction with an easy economy of motion.

He held it in one large hand before she realized what he’d seen: the photograph of her as a little girl with her parents, the last one taken of them. Their eyes met in the mirror, and she saw his question. “My parents,” she jerked out. She remembered how easily he’d told her of his family.

“I’ve heard about them. Both professors here, weren’t they?”

She nodded.

“What happened?”

There was something in his voice. It couldn’t be pity. Pity never would have made her answer.

“They were killed in a car accident. Up north. Trying to avoid a deer in the road. I was five.” She turned away from the mirror. “I lived with my grandparents until Stewart and Elizabeth Barron brought me back to Ashton.”

None of it was a secret. He probably knew it already; anybody at Ashton could tell him the story. But she didn’t tell people. Why was she telling him?

And why was she feeling the urge now to tell him it had been the end of being sure? The end of the security known by that happy little girl holding hands with the two laughing adults.

“Everybody says how proud they’d be of you.”

There it was in his voice again. Perhaps an echo of understanding? But why should his understanding mean anything to her? It didn’t.

She turned to watch his gaze roam the living room, taking in the details the way he had in her office. “Monochromatic,” she said with a snap. “Like me.”

Confused by her own sharpness, she turned away to open the closet door, reaching for her coat to give herself time. She wished, for an irrational moment, that she could close the closet door behind her and hide in the dark awhile.

One large hand pushed her fingers aside as she fumbled with the hanger, deftly removing the coat. His other hand ran down the smooth slipperiness of the dress’s tight-fitting sleeve to her wrist, then turned her so that she faced the mirror with her back to him.

She couldn’t move; her muscles refused to heed her orders. She could only watch him survey the smooth, bare flesh of her back and feel herself become unaccountably heated by the look.

His eyes rose to meet hers in the mirror as he held her coat for her. “No room’s monochromatic as long as you’re there in this dress.”

Stoicism and graciousness, Carolyn reminded herself as they headed down the stairs toward his car. Ignore him.

What about your reactions to him? asked a sneaky little voice from the back of her mind. How are you going to ignore yourself?
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They reached the drive to Mrs. Dawton’s estate and drew into the slowly advancing line of cars headed into the long, curving drive.

“Still worried about people thinking we’re together?” C.J.’s voice was soft and sympathetic.

Carolyn looked over at him quickly; just as she thought, the grin lurked just beneath the surface. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Draper?” Detached and calm, her own tone pleased her. Surely her coolness would penetrate eventually — if not to him, at least to herself.

“I guess I can see your point. You being a professor of literature and all.” He eased the car forward, moving around a curve to the front of the sprawling stone mansion. At the door each car in turn discharged its passengers and a young man in an Ashton jacket took it away to leave room for the next. “And I hear this meeting thing you attended in England is pretty exclusive. Only for the best. Sort of an all-star game for literature professors.”

She didn’t bother to reply to that, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll make you a deal, Professor. We’ll call it a bet, as long as you don’t tell the guys — it wouldn’t set a good example for them.”

They were next in line. Once inside, she decided she’d convince Stewart and Helene to drive her to the dinner-dance.

“Now what should the bet be, Professor? How about if you can say something nice about basketball?”

“No.” No need to answer more. Carolyn’s door opened as C.J. stopped the car, and a gentlemanly hand extended to help her out.

“Professor Trent!” Frank Gordon’s eyes widened.

She smiled at him and headed up the stairs. Knowing C.J. was close behind still didn’t prepare her for the warmth of his big hand slipping under her elbow.

She turned to frost him with a look, but he seemed immune. She could have pulled away from the light grasp; it wasn’t until much later that she came up with the explanation that it would have appeared blatantly rude.

“Okay, you pick the bet,” he said. “And to make it interesting, we’ll have a little something riding on it. How’s that?”

For a moment Carolyn considered the satisfying temptation of telling him exactly what she thought of his idea. But parting to hand their coats to attendants gave her time to reconsider. C.J. immediately returned to her side. His palm cupped her elbow once more, guiding her to the end of the reception line.

He bent his head so that his low voice reached only her.

“If you win, you’ll be spared my company the rest of the evening. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

His words surprised Carolyn even more than the rasp of his drawl and the tightening of his fingers. She looked up quickly to find his blue eyes disconcertingly close, and even more disconcerting in their directness. Once more he’d come closer to reading her feelings than she liked. She did want to be spared his company. She only hoped he didn’t realize that the reason was the peculiarly unsettling effect he seemed to have on her.

His customary lightness replaced the slight harshness of his previous question, but his grip remained firm. “And if I win the bet, I continue to be your escort for the evening. And you dance with me — at least twice. Agreed?”

She opened her mouth to deny it, to end this immediately. But the pressure of his hand on her elbow turned her face-to-face with Mrs. Dawton. C.J. Draper had timed it perfectly.

Mrs. Dawton said a polite welcome to Carolyn, then gushed over C.J. There was no other word to describe it, Carolyn decided. And Mrs. Dawton wasn’t the only one. In fact, the press of people trying to meet him ultimately succeeded in loosening his hold on her arm.

Just before she moved away, though, some impulse that took her by surprise pushed her up on her toes to bring her mouth closer to his ear, so only he could hear.

“You have to make a literary allusion before we leave for the club. An allusion that impresses a professor of literature. How’s that, Mr. Draper?”

She caught a flicker of his surprise before she slipped past the encircling people eager to talk to the new basketball coach, and gave a short sigh of accomplishment. Maybe it indicated a weakness in her character, but turning his “bet” on him brought a certain satisfaction.
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