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      This book is dedicated to the women making a difference in this world. There is no job you cannot do if you set your mind to it. Nothing is impossible if you keep dreaming.
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      This book discusses sexual harassment. Reader Discretion is strongly advised.

      No one should have to face this, but sadly, it happens. Predators will always do what they can to make you feel as if you are to blame, but they are wrong. You did nothing wrong.

      If you have found yourself in a similar situation, I am genuinely sorry for all you have endured. Tell someone, be brave, and stop the pattern. Make them accountable for their actions. I hope that through Ava’s story, you can find some healing.

      This romance novel is a work of fiction. My intent when writing it was to show others you can survive horrible situations. Being strong and believing in yourself first is what will get you through.
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      I step off the plane and immediately decide I’m making the best of this latest probation my bosses have placed me on. I’m pissed about why they thought I needed a time out, but I’m not going to let that ruin my mandated vacation. I signed up for four years and had less than a year to go. This time I probably actually deserved getting put on probation and walked out of the office with my head held high.

      I’ve work for one of the biggest sports agencies in the country for a little over three years now. I’m a publicist/analyst. Basically, it is my job to keep everyone happy, to make my clients look good, while I figure out how to fix reputations.

      When I accepted the position, I was certain I’d have no problem dealing with the bastard Lyle Crenshaw. It was a four-year contract; I could handle it. How hard could it be? It was no secret the man was a chauvinist pig, who had an unhealthy habit of belittling women. Several others in the business warned me to think twice before joining his firm. They told me there were reasons most women in the sports industry worked elsewhere and avoided Crenshaw & Hibbard like the plague.

      I ignored each one of those warnings. I even ignored my gut after my interview right before graduation. There I sat in a small conference room with Lyle Crenshaw and Jordan Hibbard, letting those uncouth remarks he made get swept under the rug. When he mentioned my family, poked fun at me for having to settle on the opposite side of the fence because I was a girl, it rubbed me wrong. I knew I couldn’t be an athlete like my brothers, and I’d accepted that. If I let it go, ignored him, my time in this agency would offset all the crap thrown at me.

      Jordan didn’t appear impressed by his partner’s behavior. He called later to apologize. He said the other man was going through some rough times and having an off day. Assured me it wasn’t an everyday occurrence, and if I accepted their job offer, I’d deal with him more than Lyle. I was well aware I’d be dealing with both, and that these men could make or break me if I accepted the contract. I’d put my trust in Jordan’s words. I had no reason not to given his reputation was the opposite of Lyle’s.

      I was just stubborn enough to assume I could handle working for these arrogant men. After all, I’d grown up in a home with four brothers. The four-year noncompetitive contract they required me to sign would force me to stick it out while I learned from the best. It would toughen me up in a business that dealt with numerous male egos the size of Texas. Four years was a drop in the bucket. After I survived their challenging firm, proving I could hang with the toughest of them. I’d be able to go anywhere else I wished. Eventually, I’d open my own firm, pull in other women who were as tough as me. We’d show these men, who believed they ruled this industry, a few things.

      Three years and two months later, I wanted to go back and kick that stupid girl’s ass.

      The first six months hadn’t been unbearable. I’d worked under Jordan; he’d mentored me. Once he felt like I was doing a decent job he’d allowed me to take the lead, and I’d learned so much. My clients were even happy with my performance, throwing praises to my bosses. I’d expected to get a pat on the back for putting out so many fires while keeping a number of our more difficult clients away from scandals that could ruin careers.

      Jordan was out of town the first time I was called into Lyle’s office. I’d assumed he’d invited me to discuss how impressed he was regarding my latest accomplishment. He, however, had summoned me to make a few suggestions on ways he felt I could do better.

      I remember sitting there completely speechless, while he went over each detailed hidden suggestion. I’d thought this had to be some kind of cruel joke. Surely, I was hearing him incorrectly. He was not outright saying it, because he didn’t want a sexual harassment suit slapped on his desks faster than he could blink. However, he was implying that me being a woman might benefit my career if I offered a few other services to my clients. It didn’t take a genius to read between the innuendos and his famous line, “Well you understand what that means. You’re a female after all who knows the best way to get a man to bend.”

      When he finished with his recommendations, he transferred three of his more problematic clients to my docket. Ones he thought would be very interested in those new services he’d mentioned. Before dismissing me, he instructed me to do whatever was necessary to clean up their messes. Coach them accordingly to make sure they didn’t continue attracting the wrong type of attention. Dared to proclaim his confidence in a young woman like myself could persuade them easily enough. Once I figure out how to use the tools God had provided, that is.

      I wish I could say I was never summoned into Lyle’s office again. That after I confidently ignored what he suggested, he dropped it and let me perform the job my way. Supported me and trusted me to do what he had hired me to do, the way I’d been doing it successfully from the start.

      I wish I could report that when I marched into Jordan’s office to share Lyle’s recommendations, he seemed shocked. After he listened, that he told me not to worry and then offered to take care of it. Tell you that in no way did he want me to feel obligated to implement any of those exploits recommended.

      I wish I wasn’t just as stunned when Jordan stared at me with a blank expression on his face while I described it in detail to him. That he didn’t lean back in his chair before he advised me to take a hard look at where I wanted to be in three years. Then revealed, in a roundabout way, that his partner was right. Implied the best way for me to soar ahead of my male colleagues was to use my feminine wiles that made me stand apart from them. Even hinted I could offer my clients’ services they couldn’t, so maybe I needed to consider why that made me unique.

      I walked out of there fired up. Two years ago, I began fighting an uphill battle against two powerful men. They assigned me the worst and toughest clients they retained. I was on the road more than anyone else in the office, even more than the few other women. These were women I could only assume were following those unspoken policies laid out for them.

      All my assumptions were confirmed when I once again was called into Lyle’s office in late February. He was drunk. In his slurred voice he asked if I liked my job. Then inquired on why I refused to fall in line like other female employees. I’ll never forget that moment as long as I live.

      “Do you think you are better than the rest of us because you’re a Matthews?” His eyes skimmed down my body and made bile rise in my throat. “You’re not. Your legs spread the same as the others. I could show you how if you need me to.”

      “No, thank you.” My skin felt like it was crawling and I wanted to throw up. “I’m not sure your wife would appreciate that.”

      “Too good for a little… fun, Miss Matthews?” He reached for the tumbler again as he loosened the top button on his shirt. “You could learn something from me you know. I could teach you how to play nice and loosen you up a little. Or is it that you’ve never… I also wouldn’t mind helping you with that problem.”

      Gross.

      I bolted to my feet and placed my palms firmly on his desk. “You’re clearly drunk. I’m going to write this off as that, but if you ever suggest anything like that to me again, I’ll report it. I’m leaving. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow and don’t have time for…” I waved my hand at his drunken slump, “this. Good night.”

      It was no secret he wasn’t a fan of my family; he’d made a few comments on how much he didn’t like them. I got the impression he was hoping to ruin my career just to prove a point. Asshole.

      Lyle never came out and mentioned if I didn’t accept his proposal my remaining time in the company was going to be a living hell. No, he let me storm out of his office, outraged. A few days later, he had the nerve to place me on probation. His reasoning was after my over-the-top reaction to his outlandish proposal, a complaint had been filed against me, one that required an investigation.

      During my downtime, I learned of a rumor circling in the world of sports agencies, implying I’d bucked the system. I’d pissed off the wrong men, and they were now out for blood. My bosses were making me look incompetent in case I left the firm once my contract ended. They were hoping to tarnish my reputation and paint me as being difficult, as if being female wasn’t hard enough.

      Nick Washington, who is my brother Dexter’s agent, offered me a job if I was interested in getting away from the chaos. I wanted to accept his offer, but instead, I disclosed that my contract was for four years. If I left, I couldn’t work for another agency until the original contract had run its course and an additional six months had passed. A stupid clause I’d not taken as seriously as I should have. Now I regret it.

      Yep, I’d signed something I would have advised my clients not to sign. Nick called me out on it and then recommended I make the best of the remainder of my contract. While I waited it out, I needed to figure out how to expose what Crenshaw and Hibbard were up to. Blow the whistle on how these men were using their power to intimidate young women interested in making it in the sports industry. A profession currently controlled by men exactly like the ones I work for. He revealed the best way to prove I wasn’t difficult was by surviving without giving in to their stupid suggestions. Then warned me to not offer them a reason to fire me, but somehow catch them with their backs against the wall.

      Once back to work after my ten-day break, I continued to do my job the way I felt was the right way to do it. Using my brain instead of my body to endorse my clients, just like I had always done. I refused to have any private meetings with Lyle or Jordan unless they were both present or one of the junior partners could attend. I went to HR and filed a complaint to cover my ass in case they tried to come after me. Not that it did me any good. The HR rep smiled at me with sympathy like she’d heard it all before. I was wasting my breath and time if I thought it was going to stop this practice Lyle was leading. At least it would go inside my personnel folder as proof should I need it, and offer my side of what had happened that day.

      I also took notes and record all future meetings openly. When questioned on why, I expressed I was doing so because I found it useful to go over later, to ensure I didn’t miss any significant details. Although, I knew they were aware why I was doing so. It was to catch Lyle slipping up, say something inappropriate, and give me the leverage required to either sue them or get out of my contract, or better yet, both.

      I started encouraging other female employees to do the same. Their threats didn’t stop me approaching a new female colleague and delivering the 411 on how office politics worked around here. Or offer suggestions on ways they could also protect themselves.

      Once word got back to Jordan and Lyle, they convinced one of the women under their control to set me up. They had her record me while she questioned why I felt the need to be open about what was going on—not openly, of course. They forced her to be sneaky about it, hoping I’d say something I shouldn’t.

      Later, I was called into a conference room and informed it was going to stop. I realized then who was running this show. Jordan was a wimp, afraid to stand up to his partner who was not afraid to be a sleazeball. Lyle was in charge and Jordan was his bitch. They informed me that I was being insubordinate and disrupting the work flow of the office. Lyle proudly announced they couldn’t allow it to continue and then presented me with two choices.

      Quit and walk away, since it was clear to everyone I didn’t want to be there. They had no grounds to fire me; I’d done nothing wrong. I’d said nothing to the other woman that implied I was creating a hostile work environment. I simply offered her suggestions on how to protect herself, along with those she represented.

      Or I once again would be reprimanded for my actions. They would force me to use the vacation time I had accumulated—all four weeks—so the office could recover while they did a thorough investigation. It was suggested my time away would allow me to get my head back in the game and let tempers cool.

      No way was I quitting. If I quit, then they would win. They would have successfully run me out and ensured I’d not get the chance to take them down. I was not going out that way.

      Subsequently, I agreed to the next four weeks off—thirty days plus one, to be exact. Twenty days would be from the hours I’d saved up. They granted the other eleven days to me in good faith, in hopes I’d used my time wisely and come back ready to do my job the way they believed it needed to be done.

      My plan was to not once think about the job I’d dreamed about most of my life. To forget how it was my way of entering the family dynasty centered around sports. My idea of doing what my brothers had done.

      I wasn’t born with a penis, so my chances of becoming a professional athlete were even slimmer than for them. Women weren’t paid, or even offered contracts to play in the sport I loved most—football. There wasn’t a place for women in that arena, and I hated admitting I understood why.

      So, I’d decided I wanted to tackle one of the hardest professions out there. Rally around athletes who weren’t as privileged as my brothers. Men who were raised by parents who’d taught them how to deal with fame and fortune. I hoped to teach other athletes how to be different, show them what it took to be successful both on and off the field. I knew I wouldn’t be able to save them all, that some were doomed to fail and would never learn. But for those who were willing, I wanted to give them the tools my parents had given my brothers. Show them how to do it and then support them while they went out into the world and made a real difference.

      I’d done a damn good job at it, too, if I did say so. Most of my toughest clients called me first when they had questions or found themselves in situations that were a little sticky. They trusted me to help them alter the way the public perceived them. Many realized if they listened to me, did as I told them to do, stayed the course we had set before them, then life was easier. They were offered larger contracts when it was time to renegotiate. When a career came to an end, that stellar image we’d worked so hard at maintaining, provided other opportunities to roll in that they’d never envisioned.

      I’d done all that while dealing with assholes, who hated the success I was having by doing it my way. Even hating me personally for not complying with their way.

      So, I was going to enjoy this vacation they had forced me to take. Let my hair down and relax for once.

      I’d earned it, after all.

      I was in Hawaii. Beautiful, sunny Maui to be exact.

      Being in the business I’m in creates all kinds of connections. One phone call to the right person who owed you a favor can secure you a nice vacation cottage. Which also happened to be secluded and off the grid. Exactly what I required to get me through until next June, ten months away, when my contract ended and I was free.

      While here, I intended to do all those activities others did while on vacation. Unplugging from the world and soaking up some much-needed vitamin D was top on my list. Finding an isolated beach was a close second. Going off and exploring all the places this scenic island paradise offers was on it as well.

      One thing was certain, I plan on playing lots of golf while I’m here. Some of the best courses in the country are on this island. I don’t recall the last time I took a day off and swung an iron. That in itself will be therapeutic and allow me to play the other sport I love, one that relaxes me.

      I type in the address and let the GPS lead the way. It looks like I’ll be on the road for a few hours, and that is fine by me. I have nothing but time to kill, no place to be. And I have to tell you, I’m thrilled about that.

      I put the top down on the convertible I rented and take off.

      Taking my time, because I’m in no hurry, I pull over to shop at a small local market. While I’m there, I pick out some nonperishables to ensure I have food to munch on until I figure out where to buy my groceries. I even stop and eat dinner when I uncover a hidden gem.

      I’m glad I did. Because once I hit the open road, heading toward the Pacific Ocean, it’s then I realize there won’t be many businesses from here on out. This side of the island isn’t as touristy, which is exactly what I was hoping for. I was looking forward to being isolated while I rejuvenated, only socializing when I felt the need to.

      By the time I pull up to the solid iron gates with the letters SK interwoven on them, located just on the other side of the Pools of Oheo, it is dark. I have to use the flashlight on my phone to punch the code into the keypad. They creak loudly like it’s been a while since they were last opened. As soon as I can slip through, I pull forward and watch to make sure they close again. Once I hear them shut, I follow the driveway and stay to the left as instructed.

      This property has two homes located on it. The main house and a guest. Of course, I’m taking up residence in the guesthouse.

      I have no idea whose place this is. Probably would have been smart to have asked when it was offered to me. At the time, that was the last thing on my mind. Plus, I trusted the woman who recommended this vacation home to me.

      Jasmine North was once my brother Corey’s agent. She still works with him when he needs her to. I’ve known her for a long time. The two of us have talked these last three years a lot. I filled her in on parts of what I was going through, but not everything. It was too hard for me to admit I’d made a huge mistake thinking I could take Lyle on and win. But she knew his reputation, that he was an asshole, so as soon as she received the email I sent her about needing a place to escape for a month, where no one would bother me, she messaged me back she was on it. (I specifically requested tropical, if at all possible, but wasn’t about to turn down someplace in Alaska.) When she wrote back a few days later, “How does Maui sound?” then explained how she knew of a place located on the less popular sector of the island with an ocean view. A home surrounded by tropical trees, offering me total privacy. Yeah, it sounded like the perfect location that was calling my name. Without hesitation, I’d replied, “Yes.”

      Jasmine sent me the keys, address, and later the code that would grant me access to the property. She told me the person who owned the homes rarely used them anymore. Meaning, I would likely not be bothered at all—minus the cleaning staff who stopped by once a week to freshen up the place and check on things. She even shared that she’d used it several times when she needed to escape reality. Promised me it would rejuvenate my soul enough to get me through.

      I step inside the two-bedroom V-shaped home, with windows that look out over the view. It’s hard to truly appreciate it since it’s so dark, although I could hear the ocean slamming into the rocks far away. I imagine it looks a lot like those I’d passed and admired on the drive here. The living room and kitchen are centered between two wings, where the bedrooms were located. Both bedrooms have queen-size beds and access to the covered patio, which offered me the perfect space to just sit and relax.

      Which I do, by the way, as soon as I change out of my travel clothes and shower in the wonderful outdoor one. It felt odd at first but as soon as I dared to take the chance, the breeze had me forgetting that I was naked and allowed me to really enjoy it.

      After I’m finished and back in the house, I open all the windows to let the wonderful breeze inside. Pouring myself a glass of wine that has been chilling in the cooler, I sip on it and close my eyes. Doing my best to relax and make myself loosen up so I can enjoy the quiet. That happy feeling inside taking over, knowing this will be my home for the next thirty days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            SHAY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The reason I bought this place in Maui was to get away from the hassle associated with the life I chose. Golf was my life, and here I could enjoy the course they built in paradise. My life, at that time, had been a wreck. Falling apart at the seams and I had no one else to blame, but myself.

      I guess one might say I could have blamed my ex-wife. She certainly played a role in why it went south. But if I am honest, and this last year I have vowed to be just that, it was both our faults. And now that things have settled, I can see it all more clearly.

      I married Ilene Terry when she was merely a baby—eighteen. We met on a golf course. I was supposed to be giving her lessons to help improve her game. Instead, I gave her lessons of a whole different sort. Mainly because I was a horny guy who let his dick lead the way. While Ilene was a looker, she wasn’t more than a girl who was willing to have some fun. Before I knew it, we were married, all because she told me the stick she peed on made a plus sign.

      Her family was a very influential one from Savannah. Meaning, I hadn’t been given much of an option. It was marry their pregnant daughter, or watch my up-and-coming golf career tank right before my eyes. When you are a young man who grew up watching men like Buford Terry ruin others who’d dared to cross him, you did what you had to do.

      I was a stupid kid myself, almost twenty-one and just getting noticed. I wasn’t about to risk my career over something I had obviously done freely. I may not have been raised in a prestigious southern home like Ilene, but I understood how things worked. I was brought up by a single father. My dad would have been equally distraught if all his hard work had been tossed aside, all because I messed with the wrong man’s daughter. So, I manned up and married her, which in the long run had been a mistake for all involved.

      After about three weeks of what didn’t seem so bad, I thought maybe married life would be okay. I mean, any young man could appreciate that being married meant you got to have sex regularly and in a bed. No longer required to sneak around. No more doing it in the front seat of my truck or in the hard truck bed on top of sleeping bags. A real soft bed made it so much more enjoyable.

      That was until she dropped the bomb on me during an argument. She was never really pregnant to begin with. As she stomped off, she made it clear she was looking for a way out from under her father’s thumb. And because I had been dumb and horny, I’d fallen into the trap she set for me. I’d not been concerned about getting her pregnant after we got married, because I thought she already was, so we didn’t take precautions. Her being pregnant after I learned the truth became a real possibility. As you would imagine, I was ticked beyond ticked, at her and me, for not confirming it with a doctor before jumping into marriage.

      That’s why our new life together turned into this huge, manipulative mess. I quickly learned her father didn’t care that his daughter lied; he threatened to ruin me if I made Ilene appear wild or told anyone about what she did. I was one of the best new players golf had seen in a very long time. He planned on riding the wave with me, for as long as he could, for as long as I felt obligated to allow him to do so. And because he supported me financially while I got my start, it took a while before I could get out from under him.

      Over the course of our five-year marriage, my initial elation quickly gave way to bitterness. The way our life took a nasty turn, one I never saw coming after her confession, made me feel trapped. My wife hated that I was always gone, perfecting my skill, doing whatever I had to do to get noticed, leaving her behind in Savannah alone in our cheap one-bedroom apartment.

      Her daddy put his foot down about teaching her a lesson, said she’d have her day if I ever made it. He took care of the traveling expenses, allowing me to send home my winnings—which, if you aren’t aware, were extremely small when first starting out. Unless you are one of the major players, you don’t earn shit. It forced me to rely on Buford Terry and his large bank account, giving him way too much power over my career and the life I shared with his only daughter.

      Golf is not a cheap sport to play. A person can’t just hit balls in a field and make it on the circuit. Granted, hitting balls in a field, or the bayou, doesn’t hurt. Except, in order to gain the skills one needs to conquer difficult courses—expensive/exclusive courses that cost good money to play—you had to practice those courses.

      That was the kind of money my single father, who hunted gators for a living, didn’t have. He worked out deals that would allow his son—who accidentally figured out he had skill, shortly after he’d stolen a pair of clubs and snuck onto one of those golf courses with his friends—to have a career. A dumb kid who was playing in front of a group of men who noted the kid goofing off with his buddies. The one who was out–shooting everyone else playing that day. Later, he was invited to join that individual’s group the following day—after the man doing the inviting reported he wouldn’t turn me in if I played a round with him.

      I’d kicked each one of his associates’ asses and taken a nice chunk of their money—because I was a poor kid, remember, who quickly learned these men had money they were willing to hand over as long as I kept playing. After I’d done that, the man in charge drove me home. He told my father I could have a career in golf if I would train and learn the game properly. The following weekend he advised him to bring me back to the club, ask for him specifically. We’d sit down and discuss how we could make it happen and get the ball rolling.

      That man was Macklin Welch, a professional golfer who was one of the best out there. And the clubs I’d stolen also happened to be his. He’d recognized them but hadn’t said anything until later. Even shared I’d made them work better than he ever had. Even let me keep them as long as I promised to meet him once a week when he was in town for a challenging match.

      Buford Terry was a friend of his, or more like a friend of a friend of his. Which is how I ended up giving Ilene golf lessons. All because that was a requirement for a new professional golfer working his way up the ladder. In order to be accepted into the golfing world, I had to prove myself by completing a two-to three-year training program. It required me to learn all the rules to play the game while also teaching it to those who wanted to get better. That meant learning the etiquettes surrounding the game, how each facility was managed, and then become an instructor at one of those facilities.

      Macklin sponsored me. He taught me all he knew and did the best he could to make me respectable. He also expressed how disappointed he was when I got messed up with Ilene and her family, but never turned his back on me, thankfully. Instead, he did all he could to help me make a name for myself and then invited me to tour with him.

      I was only twenty-three when I finally got my chance to do just that.

      My biggest problems were connected to the crazy woman I married. The one who didn’t want me to focus on golf any longer and became determined to distract me. She wanted me to stay home and forget about the dream I had long before she waltzed into my life. Started cheating on me and then telling me about it, hoping it would throw me off my game. It only made me that much more resolved to prove myself to those who were waiting to see me fail. And since she didn’t seem to take our marriage vows seriously anymore, I decided I didn’t need to either.

      Four years into our farce of a marriage, my wife informed me she was pregnant. I laughed in her face. I knew—if it were true this time—that the kid in no way was mine, and thankfully I had been correct. My marriage ended shortly after that, and I dropped her family like a hot potato.

      Buford Terry tried to accuse me of driving his daughter to cheat. He did all he could to convince the jury of public opinion, along with the golf community, that I was a bad seed. Even urged those in charge to throw me off the tour and make an example of me.

      But here’s the thing Buford overlooked while he was building me up and helping me make it. Once you are in and making golf more popular than it has ever been, people don’t always care. Especially when you are the face those in charge have elected to ride through a tough season with. I was the guy they latched themselves to in hopes of gaining a younger generation’s interest in this lost sport. There wasn’t much the higher ups wouldn’t do to protect me. They weren’t exactly thrilled with the choices I’d made, but since I was making them a ton of money, they were willing to look past those mistakes.

      Eventually, Macklin hooked me up with a stellar agent, Jasmine North. The first time we met was right after I’d bought this place. It also happened to be right after a judge ruled in my favor and only made me pay my ex-wife half a million dollars—five hundred thousand four hundred and seventy-two, to be exact—what he considered to be more than fair. Since I made almost two million that year, rising in the ranks quickly and finishing fifth overall, I called that a major win. And because I’d finally made it, and knew I’d be winning most of the tournaments I planned to enter in the future, I splurged and purchased this home to get away. My retreat away from the chaos. I intended this island home to be my sanctuary, my new beginning.

      A few years ago, I decided I was tired of living in the past. I started focusing on moving away from my womanizer reputation. I’ve done a fairly respectable job of it. My playboy image unfortunately was still shadowing me, even though in the last two years, I’d never been caught playing.

      I’ll admit after my marriage ended, I played pretty hard for a while. I openly chased tail while I was still married, since my wife didn’t seem to have an issue pursuing other men. I’m not condoning what I did, excusing it as a result of her infidelity. But I saw no reason for me to stay faithful when she wasn’t faithful to me. Even though I knew two wrongs didn’t make a right, I just didn’t care.

      Jasmine was the one who finally persuaded me to see what I was missing out on. She straightened me out by introducing me to other men she thought would be great mentors for me. Men from different professional sports who had their shit together.

      I saw something inside of them I liked. Discovered that I wanted to be the kind of role model they were being to kids who reminded me of myself. Kids who weren’t privileged and needed assistance to play the sport of their choice. These men didn’t just buy equipment for them; they invested in these kids’ lives. Even careful on how they lived their own lives to set the right example. These guys wanted the kids they influenced to read positive articles that focused on what they did, not how they messed up. The plan was to make the news because of the good they had achieved, not the scandals they were involved in. It was explained to me like this: these men felt living in a world where social media played a large role in how you were perceived, it was important to maintain a positive image. To not get caught up in the drama that would explode as soon as someone put something negative about you out there. It was better to leave the drama behind and focus on the positive.

      I didn’t miss how these guys were very selective about the ladies they dated. They went for women who were real and not simply attracted to them because of the sports these men participated in. Their women were actually interested in the man behind the athlete.

      Which I realized was what I wanted, too; a woman who couldn’t care less that I was a professional golfer or even a man who had money to blow. I craved a woman who could look past all that and see the man I had become. A lady who was capable of overlooking the boy I once was, someone who had made his share of mistakes. It would not be easy to find, but I was willing to put in the work so I could one day have it too.

      Jasmine and I grew close, or as close as an agent can be with her client. We’ve never mixed business with pleasure. She doesn’t play that game and it never crossed my mind to suggest it. I respected her. While I found her attractive, I didn’t want to blur the lines. It was important for us to separate the two, but that didn’t mean I didn’t consider her a friend.

      Because of that, I’d lent her my bungalow a few times when she needed to escape. It was why I told her it was available when she asked a few weeks ago. Although I was a little surprised she requested to borrow it for an entire month. I’d never known her to take more than a week off at a time; even though I had no doubt she earned it. I also knew she often worked during her break, did a lot of virtual deals while in paradise, which meant she had to arrange it all ahead of time.

      I hadn’t planned to fly to Maui after the tour ended. Typically, I headed to Savannah and spent a few weeks with my old man. However, that was no longer possible. He passed away in January from lung cancer. I’d spent those last days with him. Had been grateful I hadn’t listened to him and waited to resume my tour until after he was gone. I needed to be there for him like he’d always been there for me. Now, going home to Savannah didn’t feel right.

      I could’ve returned to California, where I live most of the time when I’m not touring. But instead, I felt Hawaii beckoning me home, so that is where I ended up. I landed Monday morning and did what I usually do when I first arrive. Nothing, absolutely nothing.

      According to Jasmine’s email, she needed the place starting yesterday until the end of the month. Since I’m here, I decide to see if she made it in.

      I haven’t seen her in a few months. She’s a very busy woman, making her rounds corresponding to the sports seasons. Right now, football preseason is in full bloom. Another reason I found it odd for her to take a timeout. Usually, it’s one of her busiest stretches. She has to deal with cuts, final contracts and new contracts, players who get traded or reassigned, put out fires, and stroke those big egos. There is always someone who requires her undivided attention, so it has me worried about why she needed to get away. It had me jumping on my four-wheeler and driving over to the guesthouse to determine how bad it was and if I could possibly help.

      The first thing I notice as I’m pulling up is the convertible parked under the carport. A sign she made it in last night.

      I jump off and head to the front door. I ring the doorbell, and when it goes unanswered, I decide to mosey around back. Maybe she’s on the patio taking it easy, or just outside enjoying the view.

      It’s a great view, by the way. A green lush lawn stretches out all the way to the cliffs. It has a blanket of thick trees, both behind and between my homes, giving off the impression you are secluded and alone.

      I’d bought both, intending to give the second to my father when he was ready to retire. Even though I knew he was years away from it, not even fifty when cancer took him. At least he’d made it out here once. It wasn’t easy to convince him to come, but since I’d been playing in the area, it provided him the excuse he needed. He fell in love with it as much as I had. Later even said that perhaps one day he might consider it a good retirement home.

      My plot of land covered eight acres, all of which had one of the greatest views of the Pacific Ocean. The sound of the crashing waves was therapeutic and blocked out the minimal amount of traffic that passed by on the highway behind us.

      After taking it in, smiling as I let myself get lost in it, I stroll the path to the patio and stop just short of it.

      I swear I nearly swallow my tongue.

      Seated on one of the double loungers is a woman sporting what she undoubtedly considers a modest bikini. Although in my male mind it is so much more, even if it covers her more than most I’ve seen.

      It is black and white. The top has thick straps that tie behind her neck. I am barely able to admire the swell of her nice breasts—sue me, okay? I am most indubitably a breasts man, and unfortunately, I always notice them. Her bottoms are more like shorts, which I get a proper inspection of when she stands and bends over to pick something up. Really short shorts, but shorts nonetheless.

      She is a stunning sight, by the way. Better than the view behind me that I was admiring when I walked back here, actually—since I promised I’d be honest with you earlier.

      But the problem I’m having is there is no way I should be admiring this woman. She cannot be older than eighteen, if that. Those cute little pigtail braids warn me to look away, and apologize later to Jasmine for nearly drooling over her young guest.

      I am just about to do that when she shrieks, the kind of screech that gets my feet moving. I’m confident I know what caused such a reaction from her.

      As she spins to run away, I am now directly behind her and startle her even more. She shrieks louder the second time. Then she stares up at me with these large blue eyes that remind me of the deep ocean pools not too far from here.

      I’m a goner.

      I’m staring at her breasts. Damn, I’m such a pervert. I’m headed to hell for having impure thoughts about my friend’s niece. She is going to castrate me and then ruin my career. Call in every favor she has and send me down the river.

      This young girl is breathing hard, panting to be exact. I imagine making her pant while I do wicked acts to her. It is not helping my overactive brain.

      “What the hell is that thing?” she shrieks.

      I recover and shove her behind me so I can have a look. Just as I suspected, she has discovered one of our large cane spiders. This one is about as big as they get, spreading out fully to nearly five inches. Scary looking, but not at all dangerous.

      “That, princess, is a cane spider. He eats all those nasty cockroaches that like to invade homes where messy teenagers live.” I slowly walk over to where she was seated and pick up one of her flip-flops. “He won’t bite ya.”

      “That is no spider. That is some Godzilla creation that escaped from some lab.” She points her finger at the stunned spider. He is probably just as frightened as she is. “What are you doing? Don’t kill it!”

      I can’t help but chuckle at how she is truly concerned for the nasty beast that frightened her. “I’m just going to move him along, princess. If your aunt sees him, it will be an ear-piercing torture zone on both our ears. Godzilla will be glad to make his escape, trust me.”

      She squeals when the creature jumps as I do my best to scoot him along. “Well, excuse me, but where I live, spiders don’t grow to be the size of a sewer rat.”

      The large guy moves along rather quickly once he realizes I’m not going to harm him. He gladly scurries under a rock to hide out until it is safe to hunt again.

      I stand up and slap the flip-flop against my thigh as I spin around. “So, is Jasmine in the shower?”

      “What? No.” Those gorgeous blue eyes look confused about why I am asking. “How do you know Jasmine?”

      “She’s my agent and contacted me a few days ago about borrowing this place. However, she didn’t tell me she was bringing her niece with her. Not that I care. But had I known, I would have called before just dropping by.” I hand her back her flip-flop.

      I notice the sweet grin that spreads over her face as she reaches out and takes it from me. “Jasmine isn’t my aunt.”

      “Oh.” I nod and then run my hand over my face. “So, what is she to you, then?”

      “A friend.” I watch her slip her flip-flops on her cute dainty feet. “She called for me. Told me you never use this place, and since I needed something quickly…”

      “I’m sorry. I’m confused. So, Jasmine loaned you my place? Are you old enough to be here without adult supervision?”

      I watch her shoulders straighten as she rolls her eyes. That is definitely a defiant teenager move.

      “I don’t know, Dad. How old does one have to be?” Her arms cross, pushing those breasts upward. “I’m guessing twenty-five should make me legal enough.”

      “No way you are twenty-five,” I blurt out and look her over again, this time in an entirely new light. “Who are you, sweetie? I’m not going to turn you in or chase you off. Just want to make sure no one is looking for you and all.”

      She stomps off toward a door leading to one bedroom. I’d send Jasmine a text if I could, but this part of the island doesn’t pick up cellphone service. If I need to get in touch with someone, I have to use the landline.

      I notice the blue booklet in her hand as she advances on me, looking extremely peeved. “Here, this should be enough proof for you. I guess it could be fake, although the airline didn’t seem to question its authenticity.”

      She slaps it in mine and waits while I open and read it carefully. The photo on her passport makes her look older than the version of her standing in front of me. “Looks real enough.”

      I catch her name before she is able to snatch it away.

      “That’s because it is, you moron.”

      “Did you just call me a moron, Ava?” I watch her roll those eyes again and smirk. Now that I know she is twenty-five and not eighteen, I take my time to appreciate all of her.

      “I did. If you are going to act like one, then I’m going to call you one.” Ava stares at me and doesn’t even blink, standing her ground.

      I feel my face break into the biggest smile I believe I’ve smiled in years. This woman, damn this woman, has no idea what it does to me to hear her say that, say it like she means it. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Let’s try again. Hello, I’m Shay Kelly, and you are?”

      “Ava Matthews, but you know that already.” She takes a step back, and I see realization wash over her face. “Shay Kelly?”

      “That’s me,” I proudly announce with my signature wink.

      “Jasmine North! I am so going to make you pay for this.” Ava spins around as she shouts at the air and reenters the house. “I said I needed a vacation, not a set up. A reprieve from morons like him.”

      I should probably be offended. Instead, I think I might be in love.
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      I glance out the doorway I just stormed through, cursing my dear friend Jasmine. Of all the male clients she had, this is the one she decided owned a place that would best accommodate me. During my retreat, where I made it perfectly clear I didn’t want men near me.

      I don’t keep up with golf the way I once did when I was in high school. I was a member of the girl’s golf team back then. Everyone who has ever played golf knows who Shay Kelly is. My seventeen-year-old giggly girl self, pinned the cover of Golf World to her bedroom wall. The one that had his gorgeous mug featured on it, while he studied a ball before he putted it. The bad boy of the golf world is what they had dubbed him.

      And we all know every good girl has a bad boy fantasy. She may never act on it, but she has one. Shay, with that long flowing head of hair—longer then than it is now—is calling to that teenage girl inside me. He used to tug his hair through the back of his worn baseball cap and dress in the most colorful shirt he could get away with, matched with his signature lime green shorts that shrouded his thick thighs and defined butt. God it would make my mouth water. I’d had tons of impure thoughts when I stared at that cover—still do when I return home and see it hanging there.

      He stood out for so many reasons. His talents on the golf course being the biggest one. The fact he hadn’t picked up a set of clubs until he was seventeen, and had only done it then because of a dare a buddy tossed out, made him unique. But so did the fact he knew how to work a crowd. Understood how to pump them up and quiet them back down. It wasn’t considered appropriate to cheer for a guy when he was putting or chipping or even driving the ball. Golfers were supposed to require silence so they could focus, but Shay liked a little noise, thrived off it. But he also understood the guys playing with him might not. So, while he encouraged his fans to cheer him on, get loud when it was his turn, he also encouraged them to respect the other men around him and let them play their game.

      Then there was the fact he was a known womanizer. I don’t know his unabridged story, don’t plan on asking him about it. I only know a few truths everyone else also knows.

      He married a young girl when he was twenty, Ilene. Several rumors surrounded why they’d gotten married so young, although I knew better than to believe rumors. By the time he was twenty-five, they were divorced. She remarried shortly afterward, had a baby, and has recently divorced again.

      I only know all that about Ilene, because she is dating one of my clients, an up-and-coming baseball player who plays for Atlanta’s farm team. It was my job to advise him about the sort of woman she seemed to be. I advised. He chose not to listen. My hands are washed.

      I’ve heard through the grapevine that Shay went through his share of women. Had a different one stashed away in the cities he toured, sometimes more than one. A publicist’s nightmare client, because that meant there would be a mountain of fires to stomp out before they burned out of control.

      There was a rumor spread a few years ago, stating several agents had refused to work with him. Claiming he was a crisis waiting to explode. I heard Jasmine accepted him under one condition. She expected him to clean up his act and start taking his career seriously.

      I know her well and assume it to be true, given that his name hasn’t come across the newsfeed since she took him on. Plus, he hasn’t been photographed with a woman in… I’m not sure how long. Long enough that they are discussing how maybe he’s finally outgrown his playboy persona and ready to settle down.

      And that is something I cannot allow myself to think about. Not with him currently standing twelve feet from me after having experienced his blatant perusal of my scarcely covered body.

      Which is why I’m pacing this bedroom, cursing the woman who I want to believe didn’t set me up. Although my gut is warning otherwise, saying she knew exactly what she was doing when offering me this place.

      I reach for my phone currently on the nightstand next to the bed. Zero bars show up when the screen flickers on.

      “You won’t get a signal.” His deep voice echoes from the open doorway, making my skin tingle. “One of the reasons this is my favorite getaway is because of that fact. It forces me to disconnect and enjoy what the land has to offer.”

      I toss my useless phone on the bed and sit down. “Jasmine knew you were going to be here, didn’t she?”

      He chuckles and shakes his head, his hands gripping the door frame. “I didn’t even know I was coming, Ava. So no, she didn’t. I usually head to Savannah after the tour is over. Spend time with my father, catch up, and then help him out like I did before I became some famous golfer.”

      “Why didn’t you do that this time?” I feel I should probably know this answer, except I don’t. Or I’d forgotten until I hear the pain in his voice as he gives me his reply.

      “He died shortly after the New Year. Lung cancer. I’d considered making a stop to visit some of his buddies, old friends, people who knew me long before the world did.” He rubs the scruffy growth on his face. “But I felt like this place was summoning me home. Calling me to do some soul searching. So, I listened. I expected to find Jasmine here; instead, I found you.”

      I don’t miss how he articulates those last words. He’s flirting, like he’s trying to melt my panties. It’s impossible not to hear the meaning behind them, which is why I fall back onto the bed and stare at the much safer ceiling.

      The shuffling of his feet echoes in the room as he comes closer. When the bed dips, I refuse to turn my head to figure out why. But then I feel the distinct plop of him falling. Suddenly his head is right next to mine, and I can’t ignore him.

      “Hi.” He grins, or I assume he grins. I don’t know for sure, because I keep my gaze on the ceiling. “Do you believe in fate?”

      “What?” My head rotates to discover his brown eyes right there. “What am I sixteen? Of course, I don’t believe in fate.”

      I’m not lying. I don’t.

      Although, I do believe we meet people when we open ourselves up to it; like how my brothers both met their wives. I don’t consider it fate. I’m not sure what one would call it. Maybe I’m just a romantic at heart.

      Because if I believed things happen for a reason, or that people meet the person they are meant to meet at a specific time, then I have to assume other circumstances also happen when they are meant to happen, right? Good or bad. It can’t only occur for the good stuff. Meaning our lives are predestined and we have no choice on how it plays out.

      I’d like to believe I have a say in my future. That my past wasn’t predestined, since that goes against my beliefs or how my parents raised me. I couldn’t accept God had predestined me to suffer for almost a year, and have me so confused I had no clue what to do next.

      However, I believe God sent my brother to me when he saw I was about to break. A time in my life when I’d almost allowed someone to manipulate me into doing something I felt was wrong for so many reasons. Wrong for me, at least. Not for others, but wrong for me, because I wasn’t the person this individual assumed I was. And like that sentence, it confused me and had me questioning everything.

      Shay smiles, really smiles, and I hate that it makes my entire body tingle. “Me, either, really, just checking. I do however believe there are moments in time when we are forced to make a quick decision. When we have a choice to go left or right, and that decision affects where our life heads next.”

      “That’s deep.” I shift so I am now lying on my side facing him. Staring at him does things to my insides I don’t fully understand. “I agree. I’ve certainly made some shitty choices that took my life down a path it would never have gone if I’d been smarter.”

      He flips onto his side and rises on one elbow, his head resting in his hand. It’s very distracting. “Me too. I made some really stupid duffs when I was wet behind the ears. Those duffs affected the direction my life went. I had to learn how to sit back, watch, and then patiently wait.”

      The air heats and thickens around us. It’s something I can admit has never once happened to me before. I should probably jump up and get as far away from this guy as I can.

      I’ve done it before, left without an explanation, leaving the guy I was on a date with to wonder what in the world just happened. Of course, I wasn’t lying on a bed with him or eyeing that guy like I was trying to figure out what in the heck was going on. Yet for some reason, the last thing I want to do is run away. I have no idea why or what either of us is thinking. All I know is this is one of those times when I have a decision to make. And it is going to affect where this, whatever it is, goes.

      I decide to ask the question on the tip of my tongue. “What were you patiently waiting on?”

      Shay takes a deep, slow breath, and at first, I could have sworn he was going to reach out and touch me. It was as if I could sense his fingers twitching in the palm of his hand, experiencing his touch even though it never happened.

      He sits up instead and wipes his hands off on his board shorts. “Will you spend the day with me?”

      The room cools slightly as he pulls away. I have to wonder if maybe I was imagining something that wasn’t really there.

      “Answer my question first? If I like it, I’ll consider your offer.” I don’t know where my boldness came from. It wasn’t like me to call a guy out like this.

      Shay stands and shoves his hands in his pockets before he bites. I take all of five seconds to realize this man doesn’t back away from a challenge.

      I should have known that to be the case. It takes a lot of confidence to make it as a professional athlete. Which is why so many of them get in over their heads. They let their egos do most of the decision-making.

      “Fair enough. I’m not sure exactly. Maybe I just needed time to grow up. Maybe I required a timeout so I could evaluate what I wanted and where I needed to go next.” He shrugs, keeping his eyes on me. “I can honestly say I’ve never thought about it too hard. I only knew something in my life had to change, and in order to do that, I had to take a step back and let someone else hold the reins.”

      I fiddle with the bedspread below me, as I debate if I should ask him something so personal. Having nothing to lose, I decide I want to know his answer, that it is important to me. I was raised in church, but I see the world a little differently than my family. Life led me down a rocky road, and the lessons I’ve learned have differed from theirs.

      “Are you saying you believe in God? That you turned from some rowdy playboy to some church going man?” Even I can hear the skepticism in my voice.

      “I do, always have. My father was a God-fearing man. He took me to church when I was a boy. I stepped out of that way of life when I turned fourteen, then got involved with the wrong crowd. Recently, I’ve done some reevaluating, realized my life started spinning out of control after I made some choices that weren’t the best. But I’m not some holy-roller who thinks there are all these rules we have to follow or we’ll get struck down. I believe in God, but I also believe we have to live our lives up to the standards we set, not the ones others set for us.”

      His honesty is refreshing.

      “I started looking at my life differently. Learned how to take a step back and slow down. I watched people more closely, taking notice of why they chose to be around me, all while I did my best to figure out why I preferred to be around them. Eventually weeding out those who felt toxic and started surrounding myself with people who cared about me instead of all the stuff that surrounded me. It’s not easy finding those who aren’t attracted to the fame you bring with you. To find the authentic people in the crowd I’ve slowly become a part of, all because of what I do for a living. Which is where patience comes in; eventually everyone reveals his or her true colors, if you wait long enough for them to show you.”

      He pauses before he continues. “Plus, I also had to learn that others weren’t instantly going to notice I was changing. It would take time for me to prove I’d changed. To convince those around me I was no longer interested in doing things the way I’d done them in the past. I had a lot of hard lessons to learn. I also needed to realize my earlier choices had not only affected me but others as well. I was learning to wait and listen to subtle hints along the way. Recognize the difference in the voice guiding me from the ones trying to distract me. Eventually, I guess, I had to trust myself to know what to do when I found myself in peculiar situations.”

      I stand up and walk over to the closet where I slip a sundress on over my swimsuit. I don’t miss what it is he’s referring too, because I’ve found myself in situations where I, too, had to make a choice. “So now that we’ve cleared that up, how do you feel about spending your day at the beach?”
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