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      Pro-quarterback Tucker’s romance with Lela was a force of nature – steamy, unstoppable, and tempestuous. Until a family tragedy made him run, leaving her behind.

      When Tucker gets a call that his old coach needs help, he doesn’t hesitate to return home. And when he sees Lela, he realizes the more things change, the more they stay the same. 

      Like she’s still his, and right or wrong, he’s reclaiming the woman he foolishly walked away from all those years ago.
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      Tucker stared out the window of his bungalow in Turks and Caicos. The beauty of the sun setting over the crystal-blue water did nothing to ease the pressure pushing against his temple. He’d come here hoping to find some sort of peace and an answer to the question that had been plaguing him for months. But, for the first time in his adult life, the ocean was failing him.

      He’d spent the last few weeks here falling into a mindless routine—one that offered neither comfort nor insight. He rose each morning after a restless night tossing and turning, and walked a couple of miles along the shore before returning for breakfast. After that, he sat on the porch, staring out at the horizon, his mind consumed with a million thoughts. If it was a good day, he could sit there until dinnertime, breaking the monotony with long jogs. On bad days, the headache returned and he would drag himself to his bedroom, pulling the room-darkening curtains and burrowing under the sheet for hours, waiting for the pain to subside.

      Every few days, someone from the team called—his coach, the offensive coordinator, his agent or the trainer—to see how he was feeling. The phone calls always gutted him, sent him spiraling to a dark place. They needed a decision. Hell, he owed them one.

      But everyone had a different opinion—and none of them had trouble expressing their feelings. His coach was in the this-too-shall-pass camp, suggesting he take the rest of the summer to recover so that he could come back strong when the season began. The trainer told him he was a fool to even consider stepping back onto the gridiron.

      Meanwhile, his agent, Marty, was lining up commercials and interviews like there was no tomorrow, trying to pad Tucker’s bank account—and his own—in case there really wasn’t a tomorrow. The man had actually spent the better part of an hour with him yesterday on the phone, attempting to convince Tucker to consider a career in acting. He started listing all the great athletes who’d gone on to become successful in Hollywood. Tucker had laughed his ass off until he realized Marty was serious. Jesus. The man must have taken one too many hits to the head himself if he thought Tucker would entertain that idea for a split second.

      Tucker rubbed his brow, praying the twinge of an ache wasn’t the beginning of another migraine. He hadn’t had one for more than a week and he was actually starting to hope he’d turned a corner. Of course, he’d had similar bouts of optimism before and they’d all been laid to rest by another round of agonizing, nausea-producing, head-splitting pain.

      His cell phone rang. Tucker ignored it for one beat, then two. He ran through the list of people constantly calling him and acknowledged he didn’t want to talk to any of them. He glanced at the screen, then frowned. It was a Texas number, but one he didn’t have contact information on. Not that that was unusual. Tucker was sort of shit about filling in his contacts. His last girlfriend-slash-booty call had added herself to his phone when she’d realized that after two months of dating, he still hadn’t attached her name to her number.

      Curiosity won out as he reached for his cell.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi. Is that you, Tucker?”

      Tucker recognized the voice immediately, his spirit lightening. “Yep. It’s me.”

      “Hey man. I thought it was, but your voice sounded sort of off.”

      “How are you doing, Joel?”

      Tucker’s lips lifted as he spoke the man’s name. It occurred to him he could count on one hand the number of times he’d smiled in the past six months. Hearing Joel’s voice was a welcome respite from the depression he was drowning in.

      “I’m doing fine. Just busy with work.”

      Typically Tucker tried very hard to avoid his past. He hadn’t returned to his hometown of Maris since he’d made good on his escape twelve years earlier. However—that departure came with a cost. By cutting ties to his hometown, he’d left behind quite a few people he genuinely missed. The guys on his high school football team were pretty far up on that list. “Jesus, bro. It’s good to hear your voice. What’s it been? Two years? What the hell are you up to?”

      Joel had been a decent center on the state championship team, but his friend hadn’t stepped on the field since that last game they’d played senior year. For Joel, football had been a high school game, a way to make friends and be a member of something cool. His future—his entire life—hadn’t depended on the sport like Tucker’s had.

      “Well, I’d like to say I’m calling to shoot the shit and catch up, but the truth is I have some bad news.”

      Lela.

      Her face was the first to flash in Tucker’s mind. He sat up straighter, his heart suddenly racing with a fear he hadn’t felt since he was a young boy hiding in his closet to avoid his drunken father’s fists.

      “What is it?” Tucker forced himself to ask. If anything had happened to her⁠—

      “It’s Coach Carr.”

      Tucker stood quickly, walking over to grip the railing of the porch.

      Fuck. No. Not Coach.

      “What about him?”

      Joel blew out a long breath. “He had a heart attack three days ago. He’s in rough shape.”

      From the strength in Joel’s voice, it occurred to Tucker this wasn’t the first time his friend had broken the news to someone. Joel had always been the responsible friend, the one who took it upon himself to keep their gang of guys up-to-date with what the others were doing. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Yeah. It was touch and go for a few days, but the doctors seem pretty hopeful now. Lorelie’s been with him ’round the clock.”

      Tucker grinned as he recalled Coach Carr’s willful, headstrong daughter. She’d been a couple years behind them in high school and more than a handful. Coach had charged the football team with keeping an eye on her, casting them all in the big-brother role as she was his only child. Tucker figured Coach had set up those parameters to ensure none of the lead-with-their-hormones teenage boys on his team looked at his pretty daughter with anything other than protective feelings. Plus Coach had made it perfectly clear there would be hell to pay if anyone on the team ventured toward her in a romantic way.

      Not that any of the guys ever would have. And it wasn’t fear of Coach’s vengeance that kept them honest. It was Lorelie. None of the young bucks he called friends had been brave enough to take her on. So instead, they’d kept an eye on her at the parties down by Harper’s Lake, thwarting her attempts to sneak away with older guys and keeping her from drinking too much. She hadn’t appreciated their efforts.

      “I’m damn sorry to hear that, Joel. Is there anything I can do?” Tucker would email his accountant as soon as he hung up to ensure that Coach’s medical expenses were covered. It was the least he could do for the man who’d been like a father to him in high school.

      “Naw. We got it covered. As you recall, Coach has a pretty substantial amount of property.”

      “I remember the ranch. Spent enough summers working there in high school.”

      Joel chuckled. “Yeah, conditioning through back-breaking work. It was Coach’s standard training plan. I think I told you I’ve been working there full time along with another fella, Oakley.”

      “You did. Did we go to school with Oakley?” Tucker tried to recall that name, but came up empty. There were very few people from home he could remember after so many years away.

      “Nope. He’s from Austin. Moved to Maris a couple years back. Thing is, a lot of the chores were usually done by Coach. I’ve been telling him for years that the ranch is a five-, maybe six-guy operation, but you know how he is. His idea of a normal workload is always twenty times what the rest of us mere mortals can do.”

      Tucker recalled the sheer burly strength their football coach possessed. The guy was a giant, a powerhouse. Tucker had no doubt Coach really was doing the work of five guys around that ranch and not even breaking a sweat.

      “Lorelie’s been trying to do as much as she can, but she’s at the hospital most of the day. Me and Oakley have been pulling longer hours, but we’re struggling to keep up. So I’ve been calling some of the guys to see if they’d be willing to come home for a couple weeks to lend a hand. I know that’s not a possibility for you, with training camp gearing to start up in a few weeks. I’m not asking for that. I just…I knew you’d wanna know about Coach.”

      Tucker looked out at the ocean, trying to capture that sense of peace he’d felt the first time he’d stepped onto these islands years earlier. The white-sand beaches, the crystal water, the gentle breezes had eased his weariness, made him feel stronger. It wasn’t working this time.

      “I’ll check out flights, Joel. With any luck, I’ll be back in Maris tomorrow or the day after at the latest.”

      Tucker could tell from the silence on the other end of the line he’d surprised his friend. “Seriously?”

      “I got some time. I’m on the injured reserve list right now anyway.”

      “Oh, damn, man. I didn’t know. You okay?”

      “Yeah,” Tucker said, the lie bitter on his lips. “Just a concussion.”

      Just a concussion.

      He wished that was true. In reality, he was on concussion number seven in six years, and this one wasn’t going away. He’d taken a hell of a hit in the final game of the playoffs. The sack had benched him just after the third quarter started and he’d had to sit in the locker room watching his team’s last chance at making the Super Bowl evaporate. Since then, he’d seen countless specialists as he suffered one migraine after another. In addition to the headaches, he kept experiencing bouts of dizziness that left him disorientated and nauseated. The general consensus was the migraines would eventually come less often and be less severe until they just stopped. The other thing all the doctors agreed on was the thing Tucker was struggling with.

      Another hard hit to the head could cause serious brain damage. It could even kill him. His coach didn’t agree, insisting the doctors were playing a game of cover-your-ass.

      Tucker understood where his coach was coming from. Hopes were riding high that this would be the year their team made the Super Bowl. They’d come so close the last two, but injuries during the playoffs had knocked them out of contention both times. This year, all the sports analysts were pointing at Tucker, swearing this would be the season he took his team all the way.

      While the coaches and the doctors disagreed on the prognosis, there was one thing they all understood as the truth. The choice of returning to the gridiron was Tucker’s.

      And so he’d spent months agonizing over the decision. Super Bowl or permanent brain damage. Both were very real possibilities.

      “Coach will be beside himself to see you, Tucker. He never misses watching your games. Just about busts with pride every time you throw a touchdown pass.”

      Tucker grinned, then winced. The pain in his temple flashed hot, dark spots clouding his vision. He wasn’t going to escape it tonight. The migraine was coming.

      “I’ll get there as soon as I can, Joel.” He needed to wrap up the conversation.

      Joel thanked him, and then said he had a couple more guys to contact. He told Tucker to call him when he got back to Maris.

      They said their goodbyes and Tucker turned toward the front door of his bungalow. He wanted to take his medicine and get into bed before flashing white lights behind his eyes blinded him.

      As he entered the bedroom, the panic hit and he realized what he’d just committed to do.

      He was going home. Maris.

      He hadn’t stepped foot in that town in a dozen years. At the time he’d left, he’d sworn there was nothing—no force on Earth—that would send him back there.

      Time had a way of making a liar out of everyone.

      As he crawled between the sheets, he tried to fight, tried to find something to concentrate on that would help him combat the fire blazing inside his head.

      He imagined Coach, lying in a hospital bed, recovering from the heart attack that could have killed him. And Lorelie sitting beside him, holding his hand.

      He envisioned the picture of the tombstone in the cemetery next to Maris Methodist Church, marking his mother’s grave. He’d left town immediately after her funeral. His dad certainly hadn’t had the money to give her a proper tombstone, so Tucker had sent money to Coach right after he signed with the NFL and that first pile of money hit his bank. He’d never seen it in person, but Joel had snapped a photo of it for him and emailed it.

      He remembered the anguish, the devastation in Lela’s eyes as he’d driven away, refusing to turn around to comfort her as she’d cried.

      And he recalled the smell of the whiskey on his father’s breath when Tucker turned the tables, throwing the punch instead of receiving it.

      His last memories of Maris were that of his drunken father, lying in a pool of his own piss with blood trickling from his split lip, and Lela crying, begging him not to go.

      Tucker closed his eyes.

      Fuck it.

      For the first time, the oblivion brought on by the migraine was actually a welcome relief.

      Going home was a mistake.
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      Lela Whitacre stepped out into the sunshine and considered turning right back around to return to the hospital.

      It was another scorcher in Texas. The late June sun beat down on them hard, offering day after day of humid, heavy, breath-stealing heat. As a result, Lela’s summer break had consisted of moving from air-conditioning to long, refreshing swims in the lake before quickly returning to the AC.

      She’d only broken the routine this week, stopping by the hospital daily to check on Coach Carr and to see if her friend, Lorelie, needed help with anything. It was hard to accept that the larger-than-life man she’d always looked up to and respected could be brought down so quickly. Coach had looked almost frail in the hospital bed, his face drawn, his eyes tired.

      But even his failing heart couldn’t dim his lively spirit. His face lit up when she walked into the room and for the first time in days, she felt genuinely optimistic that he would fight and defeat his health problems and be back on his feet in no time.

      She was almost to her car when her cell rang. A quick glance confirmed it was Carl. She briefly considered letting the call go to voicemail, but guilt won out. “Hello.”

      “Hey, pretty lady.”

      “Hi Carl. What’s going on? Aren’t you at work?”

      “Yep. I’m not some lucky teacher lounging lazily by the lake for months.” She knew he was teasing, but it was one of those jokes he’d repeated far too often. It was starting to wear thin.

      “Did you need something?” she asked as she unlocked her car and climbed behind the wheel.

      “I thought I’d see if you were available for lunch.”

      Lela considered briefly, trying to come up with an excuse not to go. Unfortunately, she wasn’t quick enough.

      “You’re in town, right? I remembered you saying you were going to go visit Lorelie’s dad in the hospital. Thought if you were nearly finished we could meet at Sparks Barbeque for a sandwich. It’s Tuesday, which means the pork platter special.”

      Lela’s stomach responded before the rest of her could come up with a reason to resist. “That sounds great. I’m leaving the hospital as we speak. Meet you there in ten minutes.”

      “I might be closer to twenty. If you get there first, you can just order me a sweet tea and the special. I’ll get there as quick as I can. Okay?”

      “Sure. I’ll see you soon.” Lela disconnected with a sigh, glad that Carl’s call had come after she’d left Lorelie and her dad. Her friend had been encouraging her to break up with Carl for several weeks. It wasn’t that Lorelie didn’t like Carl. It was just that she didn’t like him for her. Problem was Lela wasn’t sure how—or even why—she would break things off. They didn’t fight. He wasn’t cruel. They had a good time when they went out.

      Lorelie swore none of that was a good enough reason to stay with him. And lately Lela was starting to believe it.

      Carl was probably one of the nicest men she’d ever met. He was polite, charming, intelligent…boring.

      Lela chastised herself for the uncharitable thought. She’d been dating Carl for nearly a year. She would have gone on happily dating him forever, simply for the companionship, but he’d started dropping hints about them moving in together, marriage, kids. The idea of making a commitment to Carl freaked her out. He was fine to hang out with and her friends and family liked him well enough. And he wasn’t the worst lover she’d ever had. She rolled her eyes. God. He wouldn’t thank her for that faint praise.

      He just didn’t make her heart race. She wasn’t counting the minutes until she saw him, and she was perfectly fine if a few days passed without her seeing or speaking to him at all. He’d gone to some bank convention two weeks earlier. He’d come back telling her how much he’d missed her, but the truth was…she hadn’t felt the same. She hadn’t really even noticed his absence.

      To make matters worse, lately they’d fallen into the pattern of him sleeping over without having sex. He didn’t seem to want her with any more passion than she wanted him.

      She missed sex. She missed…

      She shook her head, refusing to think the name, pushing it into her subconscious to that place where she didn’t have to remember, to hurt.

      She pulled into the parking lot next to Sparks Barbeque and found a spot near the door. Carl’s car wasn’t there. She killed the engine, sighing heavily. Then she leaned forward, resting her head against the steering wheel.

      Tucker.

      The name came anyway, unbidden. He’d been the ghost haunting her memories for well over a decade. He had—unbeknownst to him—impacted pretty much every relationship decision she’d made since the day he’d walked out of her life.

      Tucker had broken her heart. It was as simple and as complicated as that. He’d really fucked her up. Stolen her virginity, her trust, her naïve view of the world. He’d ripped away every innocence she’d ever possessed.

      And she still couldn’t find it in herself to hate him. Because he’d been just as broken, just as destroyed.

      Maybe even more so.

      She closed her eyes and let herself drift back to that day—that one moment—she’d purposely tried to forget for twelve long years.

      She’d gotten the phone call that would change her life from her friend, Bridget, whose mother was an ER nurse. Lela had struggled to digest the news as she drove to Tucker’s house.
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        * * *

      

      What the hell am I going to say to him?

      As Lela stepped out of the car, she was surprised to find Tucker sitting on the front porch, his elbows resting on his knees, his head bowed. He was so still she wondered if he’d somehow turned to stone.

      “Tucker?”

      He didn’t move at the sound of her voice, gave no indication he even knew she was there. She approached him slowly, a tiny part of her frightened, which was weird because Tucker was no threat to her. He’d never physically harm her.

      But something in his stiff, rigid posture and the way he didn’t acknowledge her presence told Lela he was going to hurt her.

      When she stood directly in front of him, she said his name again.

      He glanced up. Lela sucked in a quiet, painful gasp as she faced the shattered look in his eyes. She almost didn’t recognize her funny, swaggering, self-confident boyfriend.

      She knelt in front of him, grasping his hands in hers. She was taken aback by how cold they were. It was June in Texas and while the summer hadn’t quite reached its full potential, it was definitely building steam. Even this early in the morning, she was starting to feel sticky and too warm in her shorts and t-shirt.

      “I’m so sorry, Tuck. I came as soon as I heard.”

      He nodded wordlessly. And his silence left her tongue-tied, clueless about what to say next.

      How did you comfort an eighteen-year-old boy who’d just lost his mother?

      Finally, when the awkward silence drifted too long, she said the same thing she’d said before. “I’m just so damn sorry.”

      Lela preferred his silence to the derision that greeted her words. “It’s not your apology to make, Lela. That honor belongs to someone else. And I don’t hear him fucking saying it.”

      Lela bit her lip. Bridget had filled her in on as many details of the accident as she knew. Maris wasn’t a particularly big town and there weren’t too many people who were not perfectly aware of Mr. Riley’s serious drinking problem. Apparently Nelson, the bartender at Cruisers, had called Tucker’s mom around two a.m., suggesting she come pick up her husband, who was far too intoxicated to drive. Mrs. Riley had gotten out of bed and driven across town to retrieve him. The only thing Bridget knew about the actual accident was that somehow Mrs. Riley had wrapped the car around a telephone pole. She’d been killed instantly.

      “How is your dad?” Lela asked.

      “He’s still in the hospital. The doctors wanted to keep him overnight for observation. That’s their nice way of saying he needed to dry out.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      Tucker snorted, the grief she’d witnessed when she’d arrived slowly replaced with a fury the likes of which she’d never seen. “Yeah. I got the privilege of telling the drunk fucker he killed my mother.”

      There had never been any love lost between Tucker and his dad. Lela had started going out with Tucker their sophomore year and his relationship with his father during that entire time had been strained, to say the least. Lela had tried to talk to him about it a few times, but it was the one subject Tucker was resolutely silent on. He gave her the standard reply of “my dad’s a drunk loser and not worth talking about,” and then he’d change the subject.

      “What are you going to do now?” Lela wasn’t sure how Tucker would survive the loss of his mother. He’d adored the woman, was closer to her than anyone else in the world.

      Tucker shrugged. “I guess I’m going to bury my mom.” Lela winced at his harsh tone, but Tucker continued speaking before she could say anything. “Then I’m going to do the same thing I’d planned to do all along. Get the hell out of this shithole and never look back.”

      He bowed his head, his fists clenched in his lap.

      Lela wasn’t sure how to respond to his heated words. In her heart, she knew he meant them. Fear kept her silent for several moments, but Tucker didn’t seem to notice. He was too lost in his anger, his grief.

      Finally she cleared her throat and forced herself to ask the question. The one that was going to change everything for her. “Never?”

      At that, Tucker’s head rose, his gaze sharpened. For the first time since her arrival, Lela felt as if he was really seeing her. “Lela.”

      She recognized the tone. Could fill in the rest of the words. “Don’t, Tucker.” She raised her hand, hoping to ward off the inevitable. She’d seen this day coming. After all, Tucker had signed on the dotted line with Texas A&M way back in January. A full ride on a football scholarship. Tucker’s feet hadn’t touched the ground for weeks after that announcement. Of course, he was leaving town.

      She’d known since they were fifteen about Tucker’s desire to leave Maris and to play pro ball. His family couldn’t afford to send him to college and his grades, while okay, sure as hell weren’t going to get him into a great school. Football had been his only way out of town. He’d certainly said that enough times, but in the back of her mind, she’d always imagined him coming home on holidays and the occasional weekend to visit his mother…and her. Lela had always thought they’d keep the relationship going, despite the distance.

      The thought that he never wanted to come back…

      Well…never was a long time.

      “You’ve had a shock today. We don’t need to talk about any of this right now. Give yourself some time to process what’s happened and⁠—”

      “Nothing’s going to change later.”

      She struggled to get air to her lungs. Fear had weakened her breathing. “Tucker. Please.”

      She didn’t explain her plea. It was clear from his expression he knew what she was asking. It was equally clear he wasn’t going to stop.

      “Lela. I can’t do this anymore. I love you so much it hurts, but we’re not going in the same direction.”

      “We can work it out.”

      He shook his head. ‘We’re eighteen years old. You know as well as I do the odds are stacked against us. Besides, I’m not going off to college then coming back to settle down in Maris. I’m serious when I say I never want to come back here again. Ever.”

      She winced. As much as Tucker hated Maris, that was how much she loved it. It was home. The place she wanted to spend the rest of her life. She’d been accepted to Tarleton, preferring a smaller college campus, though she’d certainly considered following Tucker to Texas A&M. Ultimately, her parents convinced her she needed to choose a college based on what was best for her.

      Suddenly she was regretting that decision.

      “I can transfer after the fall semester. It’ll only be a few months and then⁠—”

      “No. You’d hate a school that big. You’re going to Tarleton. And you’re going to stay there. It’s the right place for you.”

      Tears filled her eyes before she could bat them away. Tucker had just lost his mother. The last thing he needed was her hysterics. But she honestly wasn’t sure she’d survive if he broke up with her.

      “Please don’t do this.”

      He reached out, stroking her cheek, wiping away the tears. “We’re the perfect couple, L.B., but that doesn’t change the fact we were never going to go the distance.”

      A sob escaped when he called her by his pet name for her. He’d taken great pleasure in learning her middle name was Beatrice. From that point on, she’d ceased being Lela to him, becoming L.B.

      He tugged on her hands, directing her to the spot next to him on the porch. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, his voice quiet as he tried to explain. If she’d been able to speak, she would have told him he didn’t need to bother. But Lela was struggling to accept the truth. Her heart refused to admit defeat even if her head could acknowledge that Tucker was right.

      “You’d be miserable at A&M. And if I manage to catch the eye of the professional scouts, I’m signing and going. My future is football. And when I try to put you in that life with me, L.B., I can’t make it work. You want to live in Maris and teach kindergartners. That’s your dream. And it’s perfect for you. You’d be unhappy living on the road, and even though you’ve never come out and said it, I know you hate football.”

      She laughed through her tears, sniffling. “Damn. I didn’t realize you’d figured that out.”

      He smiled at her, his same beloved crooked grin. The sight of it sent a fresh round of tears to her eyes.

      “God. I’m so sorry. I can’t stand to see you cry. It’s eating me up inside, Lela.”

      She turned to him, burying her face against his chest, not wanting to add to his pain, but unable to stem the flood. “I don’t want to hurt you, Tucker. And I’m so sorry to fall apart like this.” She wiped her eyes, willing herself to stop crying. After several deep breaths, she felt as though she’d composed herself enough to look at him again. “It’s okay. I get it. I do. It just doesn’t make it hurt less.”

      He tightened his arms around her. “I love you. So fucking much. I always will.”

      “I feel the same.”

      “I’m leaving for school next week.”

      She nodded. She’d had the date of his departure circled in red on her calendar for months. The damn thing had taunted her every time she looked at it, but she’d always consoled herself with the idea that he’d come home occasionally and she’d go visit him. Now that date marked a definite end. There wouldn’t be anything after.

      “So we have one more week.”

      He pulled back until he could see her face. “You’re okay with that?”

      “Jesus, Tuck. You don’t really think I’m going to leave you alone now, do you? Your mom just died.”

      His composure cracked a bit as he bent his head and muttered the word “fuck.”

      It would take time for the reality of that loss to sink in. Lela wasn’t going to leave him to face it alone.

      “I guess I have to talk to someone about planning her funeral. And then there’s her stuff to go through. I…I don’t know how to do any of this.”

      If Tucker’s father had been any sort of decent parent, he’d be here, consoling his son, taking care of the details instead of leaving it all to Tucker. Unfortunately, Tucker had no choice but to step up and take charge.

      “We’ll make a list,” Lela said, standing and offering a hand to help Tucker rise as well. “And we’re calling Coach. Right now. He’ll help us sort it all out.”

      Tucker’s worried expression cleared. “Yeah. Coach. You’re right. He’ll help.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lela raised her head from the steering wheel and stared blindly at the diner. Coach had been at Tucker’s house within twenty minutes of their phone call, and he’d guided Tucker and Lela through all the tasks associated with the death of a loved one. Tucker’s dad—true to character—had crawled into a bottle about five seconds after he was released from the hospital, remaining completely shit-faced through it all.

      She’d stuck by Tucker, holding his hand during the funeral, helping him pack up his mother’s clothing for Goodwill. And she had been with him the morning he’d loaded his crappy, ancient Buick with all his belongings.

      Lela wondered what she would give to go back to that one day—that one hour—and rewrite the ending. During that last week, she’d held it together, giving Tucker exactly what he needed, never once alluding to their breakup.

      She’d arrived just as he’d closed the trunk to his car. Tucker had clearly been planning to leave without saying goodbye. She had fallen apart in pure dramatic teenage girl fashion. She’d pleaded with him to change his mind, insisted they could make it work, telling him he was wrong to assume they wouldn’t last. She’d cried, screamed, cursed and even slammed her hands against his chest, but Tucker had held his ground.

      Finally, he had opened the car door and climbed into the driver’s seat—and that was when she’d really lost it, telling him he was a complete asshole, that she would never forgive him, that she would hate him until the day she died.

      Tucker had accepted her venom, his jaw set, his posture stiff. All he’d said was “okay” and then he drove away, never looking back.

      It had taken all of five minutes for the regret to appear. Lela had tried to call him several times a day for over a week. Tucker had never answered the phone. She’d emailed him apology after apology and had even written him several long letters, but he hadn’t responded to any of them.

      She’d spent the remainder of that summer shut up in her room, crying and swearing she’d never fall in love again. Then her freshman year in college began and time went to work, healing the broken pieces, dimming the pain, and even erasing some of the things she’d sworn she would never forget.

      She had moved on. And, though her fondness for football hadn’t grown, she’d never once, in twelve years, missed one of Tucker’s televised games. Not one.

      Lela climbed out of the car and wondered what had prompted that unwanted reminiscence. She supposed it was Coach’s heart attack. Lorelie had mentioned that Joel was contacting some of the guys from Coach’s old state championship team to see if they’d be willing to come back to Maris for a little while to pitch in at the ranch. Lela hadn’t asked if Tucker had been called. It was too close to training camp starting up. There was probably no way he would come back to help anyway, but Lela still wondered if he’d been contacted, what he’d said, if he’d asked about her.

      She blew out a frustrated sigh. She needed to get a grip. She was here to have a lunch date with her boyfriend, Carl. She was too damn old to keep mooning over a guy who’d probably forgotten she’d even existed. Tucker Riley was a football god, one of the most successful quarterbacks to ever play in the NFL. No doubt he had beautiful women throwing themselves at him nightly.

      She had just reached the door of the diner when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She jumped as if bitten by a snake.

      Carl reared back. “Damn. I’m sorry, Lela. I was calling your name.”

      She placed her hand on her racing heart and tried to play off her reaction. “I didn’t hear you.”

      “Yeah. I see that. You were pretty deep in thought there. Everything okay?”

      She nodded and gave him a breezy laugh that didn’t sound a bit lighthearted to her, but seemed to fool Carl. “Oh yeah. Just trying to figure out what to make for dinner.”

      Carl accepted the lie easily, which didn’t sit well with her. It was just another thing about this relationship that felt off. Everything between them was surface-y. He took whatever she said at face value and didn’t seem compelled to dig much deeper than that.

      Lela stiffened her spine, realizing what she had to do. Lorelie was right. It was time to break up with Carl.

      He led her to a booth along the wall, claiming the side facing the front door and most of the restaurant while she took the other. Her view was of a few empty back tables and the kitchen. He always took the best seat. Her irritation flared as she studied the swinging door to the kitchen. At least she’d be the first to know when their food was coming. If they made it that far into the meal.

      Now that she’d decided to end the relationship, she was anxious to get it over with. No reason to dawdle. She’d just say the words.

      God. The next few minutes were bound to be uncomfortable.

      Carl was an easygoing guy. She’d never seen him ruffled…ever. She used to think that was an admirable quality, but now she viewed it as a flaw. He wasn’t passionate about anything—not his job, politics, sports or her. He just traveled through life, strolling along the path of least resistance. Just once, she wished he’d get pissed off, throw something, cry at the end of a sad movie or book. Do something to prove he possessed some sort of emotion.

      Instead, he just smiled that same affable smile. She felt a bit like smacking him just to see if he’d still offer her that plastered-on grin.

      Lela didn’t bother to return his cheery look. She was tired of playing this game. Instead, she stared at him, scowling, daring him to ask her what was wrong.

      He didn’t.

      Carl picked up his menu, once again oblivious to the fact she was troubled, and started musing aloud about his lunch choices, even though they both knew he was going to order the special.

      “I’m absolutely starving,” he said as he pondered breaking his usual routine by going with the cheeseburger or chicken salad.

      Lela didn’t bother to offer her opinion or pick up the menu. “I’m just going to have the special.”

      Carl nodded, acknowledging that was the best choice, and put the menu down.

      Lela had just opened her mouth to speak when Macie came over to take their drink orders. Carl opted for his usual—sweet tea.

      “I’ll have a Coke,” Lela said. Then she added, “And if a splash or two of Jim Beam happens to fall in the glass, I won’t complain.”

      Macie laughed, declaring herself quite clumsy behind the bar, and left.

      Carl gave her a curious glance. “Liquor? At lunch?”

      “I’m on summer break. Why not?”

      “Aren’t you driving?”

      She shrugged off his concern. “I’m only having one and I was thinking of spending the afternoon doing some window shopping along Main Street.”

      Lela gritted her teeth when she realized the opening she’d created when Carl responded with his usual, “Must be nice to have summers off to do whatever you want.”

      “Listen, Carl,” she started, and then bit back a groan when Macie reappeared with their drinks.

      “Y’all ready to order?” Macie asked.

      “Two specials,” Carl replied as he handed her the menus.

      Lela picked up her glass and chugged half the drink. Carl lifted his eyebrow, but didn’t make a remark. For the first time since they’d sat down, she thought perhaps he was starting to realize something was wrong.

      However, rather than ask, he launched into a five-minute recitation about some computer issue they had at the bank that morning. She only half listened as she tried to find the words—and the courage—to say what needed to be said.

      When his story finally ended, she leaned her elbows on the table. “Carl. I was hoping we could talk about your suggestion that we move in together. I’ve been thinking about it a great deal and I…” Her words died away when she realized he wasn’t listening. “Carl?”

      He bent closer to her, his words an excited whisper. “Don’t turn around too suddenly, Lela, but I swear to you, Tucker Riley just walked into the restaurant.”

      Lela’s stomach lurched.

      No. It couldn’t be. Carl didn’t have to worry about her turning around. If Tucker really was here, the last thing she wanted was for him to spot her. She was wearing cut-off jeans, a tatty old t-shirt that said You Can’t Scare Me. I Teach Kindergarten and flip-flops. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail and she hadn’t bothered with makeup this morning.

      Figures she’d run into her first love looking like this.

      When she failed to react, Carl unnecessarily added, “Tucker Riley, the NFL quarterback.”

      “I know who he is.” Carl had only lived in Maris a couple of years, but there was no way he wasn’t aware that this was Tucker’s hometown. Tucker Riley was touted as a hometown hero regularly.

      Carl chuckled. “Yeah. I guess you do. I mean, I knew he was from here, but he’s never come back, right?”

      She shook her head slowly. “Not once in twelve years.” Her words were spoken quietly, painfully.

      Carl didn’t recognize the emotion.

      Lela heard several voices behind her calling out excited greetings as Maris’ local superstar made his way into the restaurant. She prayed he would take a seat near the front, that he wouldn’t claim a table close to them. Perhaps if she stalled long enough, she could hide in this booth until Tucker finished his meal and left.

      That hope was dashed when Carl waved and called out to Joel, who walked up to their table.

      “Carl, Lela.” Joel shook Carl’s hand. “Look who’s back in town.”

      Joel took a step away as Tucker came into view. Lela sucked in a nervous, shallow breath, then had to make a conscious effort not to start shaking.

      “Hey, L.B.”

      His voice was deep, sexy, and just a touch uncertain. She liked knowing he was as nervous about this unexpected reunion as she was.

      “Tuck.”

      The nicknames, though unused in years, felt right. She hadn’t been L.B. since he’d driven away from her. That girl had vanished along with his taillights.

      He looked good. Damn him. His faded jeans hung low on his hips, his t-shirt—though not particularly tight—was straining against his massive muscles. His dark-blond hair was longer than he’d worn it in high school. She had no doubt it was cut professionally by someone who knew how to take a handsome man and make him stunning. A far cry from the buzz cut he used to give himself with an old pair of his father’s clippers.

      His face was older, more weathered, but it gave him the look of a dangerous, experienced man. Her sweet teenaged boyfriend had stolen her heart—and virginity—with his boyish good looks and charm. But this gorgeous, chiseled-in-stone, fucking hotter-than-hell man—God help her—was deadly to her libido.

      Carl cleared his throat in an obvious fashion, reminding Lela he was still there. Shit. She was all but drooling over Tucker in front of him.

      “I’m sorry, Carl.” She offered him a placid smile, trying to hide her sudden blush. “Carl, this is Tucker Riley. Tucker, this is Carl Wilkins.”

      Carl stood and shook Tucker’s hand effusively. That’s when Lela realized Carl hadn’t even looked at her since Tucker’s arrival in the restaurant. He seemed to be a bit awestruck as he fumbled for words to tell Tucker how much he’d enjoyed watching his team kick the crap out of the New York Giants last year.

      Tucker was gracious, talking shop for a few minutes, but every time Lela got the nerve to look in his direction, she found his gaze on her. Carl might be oblivious to Lela’s current state, but Tucker clearly wasn’t. She could only imagine what he was thinking. He wasn’t a fool. He knew what her flushed cheeks, shallow breathing and—Lela glanced down to check, then tried not to wince—hard nipples meant.

      Finally, Carl ran out of gushing words and managed to regain some semblance of control.

      Tucker took advantage of the opportunity, turning to her. “Looks like you got your dream job, L.B.”

      She frowned until he pointed to her t-shirt. “Oh. Yeah. I teach kindergarten.” It was a stupid thing to say, but her brain synapses seemed to be short-circuiting. “You got your dream too. The NFL.”

      Carl decided to hop back into the conversation and Lela was grateful for the save. For about two seconds. “Lela and I never miss your games. Watch you every Sunday.”

      Tucker flashed her that crooked grin he used to give her in high school, the one that told her she was busted. “Really? I thought you didn’t like football, L.B.?”

      She narrowed her eyes, though she nearly laughed at his knowing smirk. “It’s okay.”

      “Okay?” Carl asked with a laugh. “I thought you were going to go through the TV during that last game of the season.” Carl turned to Tucker. “You remember, the one where you took a bad hit from that big-ass lineman, Rodney Jefferson, from the Chiefs? Knocked you out of the game.”

      From Tucker’s expression, it was clear he recalled. For a moment, Lela saw that same pain in his eyes that she’d seen the morning she had found him on the front porch after his mother’s death. However, he shuttered it away quickly, nodding. “I remember that.”

      Carl chuckled, oblivious to anything except the story he was telling. “Lela stood up and let out a stream of cuss words, and I swear to God, if she could have crawled through that television and beat the hell out of the guy, she would have.”

      Tucker smiled, clearly enjoying her embarrassment. “It’s a shame you weren’t there. I would have enjoyed seeing you take Jefferson down.”

      She didn’t even bother to pretend she didn’t care about the game. “It was a dirty hit.”

      Tucker lifted one shoulder, not commenting one way or the other.

      “You staying in Maris long?” Carl asked.

      Though Carl had asked the question, Tucker looked at Lela as he replied. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be in town.”

      Something in Tucker’s voice made her think part of his decision whether to take off immediately or stay awhile would be based on her reaction to his return.

      Macie arrived with their food, so Joel and Tucker found a table nearby. Tucker made sure to claim the seat that faced her. Any hope she had of having a serious talk with Carl about their future—or lack thereof—was dashed.

      She was too aware of Tucker’s heated glances, the way he kept staring at her. She wished it made her uncomfortable because it was annoying, but the fact was, all his looks made her want to do was rip her clothes off and straddle him.

      “L.B.?” Carl asked.

      Lela forced herself to pay attention to her lunch date. “A nickname. Sort of a way to tease me about the fact my middle name is Beatrice.”

      Carl smiled. “I didn’t realize you two were friends in school. You never mentioned it.”

      Lela tried to decide if there was suspicion in Carl’s voice, but dismissed the thought. His tone was pure curiosity and maybe even a bit of jealousy. Not over her, but of her. Apparently Carl was envious of her past association with an NFL god. That idea would be funny if she were in a better mood.

      “Maris High School isn’t that big and we were in the same grade.” As far as non-answers went, that one definitely fit the bill. Carl was bound to find out she and Tucker had been an item. She suspected the only reason he hadn’t heard before now is because the locals who knew about her past relationship with Tucker never mentioned his name in front of her in order to spare her feelings. There wasn’t anyone who’d lived in Maris all those years ago who didn’t know Tucker had broken her heart quite thoroughly, completely.

      Carl accepted her vague comment as enough and the conversation turned to mundane things.

      Lela chanced a glance at Tucker. Sure enough, he was looking directly at her. Cocky bastard even winked. She turned away from him, blew out an exasperated breath and ate her lunch without tasting a single bite. She was vaguely aware of Carl talking, but she had no clue what he was saying. Finally, the meal ended.

      She stood and threw Tucker what she hoped was a carefree, maybe-I’ll-see-you-around wave, then left. Carl gave her a quick kiss on the cheek as they parted at the door. He returned to his car and work, while she decided to walk. She needed time to clear her head.

      Within an hour, she’d decided to break up with her boyfriend and had been blindsided by the return of a man she thought she’d managed to get over.

      Ha ha. Yeah right.

      She was still in love with Tucker. Something told her she would be until the day she died.

      That thought gave her no comfort.

      Her life had just taken a hard left down a street she hadn’t even known was there. Now she had to decide if she wanted to turn around to seek the familiar path or keep driving down this route to check out the changing scenery.
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      Tucker stood on the porch of Coach’s large ranch house. He’d started to knock on the door, but had felt compelled to turn around and study the view first. The large, sprawling landscape was a far cry from Turks and Caicos. Instead of the simplicity of white sand and sparkling blue water, Tucker found too many things for his gaze to land upon.

      He soaked it all in. Fields of green and brown dotted with outbuildings and cattle, trees and scrub brush lining the horizon, as well as mile after mile of picket fencing surrounded him.

      The only similarity between his hometown and the paradise island he’d just left was the sky. He’d spent weeks at the ocean watching fluffy white clouds riding the same endless sea of blue as he floated, letting the waves carry him along. He’d almost felt a kinship with the clouds, content to spend his days drifting without direction or purpose. A free agent. There was a freedom in letting go and letting nature take over.

      He’d been seeking peace for the better part of six months. When the beach had failed him, he’d latched on to home. He’d been back in Maris for three days and apart from that lunch with Joel and his unexpected face-to-face with Lela, he hadn’t seen anyone else.

      He had been brought down by the worst migraine he’d suffered since April. For two days, he’d barricaded himself in his hotel room, keeping the thick curtains closed, welcoming the darkness and whatever rest he could find. He’d sort of anticipated the pain would come. Flying did not agree with him anymore. He hadn’t mentioned it to his doctors. Instead he’d credited the migraine to air pressure and accepted that if he wanted to travel these days, he’d have to suck up whatever came after.

      Today—mercifully—he’d awoken and realized his head didn’t hurt. After a quick shower and room service, Tucker had decided it was time to seek out Coach, who had been released from the hospital yesterday. Tucker was relieved to hold this reunion with Coach in his home. Joel had warned Tucker that the man had aged and the heart attack had definitely taken its toll on their strong-as-an-ox coach.

      “Are you going to stand there all day or are you going to come over here and give me a damn hug?”

      Tucker grinned at Lorelie’s imperious tone. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. He turned and just managed to get his arms up as she launched herself at him. He was blown away by the changes in her. Lorelie hadn’t aged in his mind. Whenever he’d heard her name, he had seen that same gangly sixteen-year-old girl she’d been when he left.

      But this Lorelie had grown up.

      When she pulled away, Tucker gave her a quizzical look. “I’m sorry,” he teased. “Do I know you?”

      She punched him on the arm and he fought not to wince. Lorelie packed a wallop. Growing up around ranchers and football players without a mother to lead her along the path of all things feminine had insured Lorelie was a rough-and-tumble tomboy. It appeared that part hadn’t changed, even if her looks had.

      She’d gotten her father’s height and, as a teenager, she’d sort of struggled with her long arms and legs. Somewhere along the line, she’d gotten used to her stature. She was much more at ease, graceful. Tucker suspected Coach found it harder to chase the men away these days. Lorelie was damn pretty.

      She gave him a smirk. “Smartass. It’s about time you got your ass over here. I was just on my way to the hotel to drag you out. Where have you been? Joel said you got back in town on Tuesday.”

      Tucker went with a lie. After so many months of pretending, it was getting far too easy to make up stories that wouldn’t lead to more questions. “I must have picked up a flu bug on the airplane. Just spent a couple days in bed. Didn’t want to see Coach until I was one hundred percent.”

      Lorelie bought the lie. “I’m sorry you were sick. And yeah, they wouldn’t have let you see him in the hospital if you’d come in with the flu. He’s sort of weak as a newborn kitten these days.”

      Though the words flowed steadily, Tucker could see the worry in Lorelie’s eyes. Her mother had died in childbirth, leaving Lorelie alone with the loving man who had been a father and a mother to her. It was clear the fear of losing her dad hadn’t left Lorelie since the night he’d keeled over shortly after dinner a week ago.

      Joel had recounted the story of how Coach hadn’t been feeling well that day, complaining of heartburn. Coach and Lorelie had eaten early as Lorelie had plans to meet some girlfriends for a movie. Coach had remained at the table while Lorelie cleared the dishes then grabbed her purse. She’d just given him a quick kiss on the cheek to say goodbye when Coach slumped over. Lorelie had tried to catch him, but despite her height, her dad had at least six inches and a hundred pounds on her. As a result, he’d gotten a nasty cut on his head from his tumble to the floor. Lorelie had called 911 and the doctors had insisted it was lucky she’d still been home. If the heart attack had come a few minutes later—after Lorelie had gone out for the evening—Coach would have died.

      “How’s the old man doing?” Tucker asked.

      “Why don’t you get in here and ask him yourself?” Coach’s gruff reply came to them through an open window on the first floor.

      Lorelie pointed to it. “He’s in the living room. Been asking about you since Joel told us you came home.”

      Tucker started to enter the house, but Lorelie stopped him. “I’m going out to the barn to check on a few things. Give you two some time to catch up.” Then she reached out and gave him another hug, whispering in his ear to shield her words from her eavesdropping father. “Thank you so much for coming back.” Her voice broke as she spoke. Another hint of emotion. The poor woman was working overtime to put on a happy façade.

      Tucker patted her cheek affectionately when she released him, then watched her descend the porch stairs.

      “You still there, Tucker?” Coach called out.

      Tucker let himself in the front door, grinning widely as he took in the same familiar foyer. He’d worked on Coach’s ranch—along with several other guys on the team—for three summers. Coach claimed doing man’s work would make them stronger on the field. Tucker had to admit that workout plan had definitely been as effective, if not more so, than simply lifting weights in a gym.

      Tucker tried to keep his face impassive when he got his first glimpse of Coach, but he must have failed.

      Coach grimaced, then pointed to the bandage on his forehead. “I know. I look like hell.”

      While Coach’s hair had thinned and grayed over the past dozen years and his massive build appeared slighter in the aftermath of his heart attack and bypass surgery, his voice was as steady, deep and firm as ever.

      Tucker approached the couch where the man was reclining. He’d put out his hand, intent on offering Coach a handshake, but was surprised when the old guy used that grip to pull Tucker down. Coach wrapped one arm around Tucker and gave him a strong squeeze and a hard slap on the back that immediately set Tucker’s mind at ease. Coach might have been knocked down, but there was a lot of kick left in this old mule.

      When they parted, Coach gestured to the chair across from the couch. Tucker claimed it.

      “Damn good to see you, boy.”

      Tucker smiled. “Good to see you too.” Apart from the occasional phone calls with Joel, the only other person Tucker had remained in touch with over the years had been Coach. Tucker had turned to the man for career advice time after time as he’d moved from college ball to the pros. Coach had never steered him wrong.

      The only thing Tucker hadn’t talked to him about was the decision he was grappling with now. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t confided in Coach. Part of him figured he was too afraid to hear the man’s response.

      “So how long are you planning to stay in Maris?” As he spoke, Coach pushed himself up to a more comfortable position. The movement clearly caused him a bit of pain.

      Tucker shrugged. “Not sure.”

      “Shouldn’t you be heading to training camp soon?”

      Tucker had known before he came here today he’d have to answer that question. He’d sort of evaded it with Joel on his first day in town, but folks were obviously curious about why he was here and not there.

      “I’m on the injured reserve list.”

      Coach studied him. “Head?”

      Tucker nodded, not bothering to lie. It was apparent he didn’t have any broken bones or other visible injuries.

      “That was a hard hit you took in that last game.”

      Tucker swallowed heavily. “Concussion.”

      Coach scrutinized his face too closely and Tucker resisted the urge to squirm uncomfortably. “Headaches?”

      Again Tucker nodded.

      “Still?” Coach asked. Tucker had said less than twenty words since entering the room, but it didn’t matter. Coach was putting the pieces together pretty damn fast.

      “Yeah.”

      Tucker held his breath, waiting to see what Coach would say next. Would he tell him to beat back the pain, fight through it? Or would he tell him to walk away?

      “You’re not sure if you’re going back, are you?”

      Tucker blew out a long sigh, then shook his head. “Another hit and the doctors say I’m in danger of permanent brain damage. I’ve had too many concussions. The thing is…I think we’ve got a real shot at the Super Bowl this year. A really good shot.”

      Coach folded his arms, his brows furrowed, while Tucker awaited his response.

      Finally, Coach gave him a rueful grin. “Life’s a bitch sometimes, isn’t it?”

      Tucker frowned. That was it? “That’s your answer?”

      Coach lifted one shoulder. “I didn’t hear you ask me a question. Besides, this isn’t my decision. It’s yours.”

      “Yeah, but don’t you have any advice?”

      Coach tugged the blanket over his lap a bit higher. “I could offer you some. I’ve always got an opinion. You know that.”

      Tucker chuckled, despite the heavy pressure pushing against his chest. It was always this way with Coach. Even when he was at his wit’s end and it felt like the world was falling apart, his coach always found a way to make him smile, to make it all seem a bit less dire.

      “The thing is, Tucker, my advice is worthless to you. We all make the big decisions based on our previous experience. My experiences are different than yours. The things that would make me decide one way or the other aren’t what are driving you. That’s the beauty of being human. The freedom to choose our own paths.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” Tucker admitted.

      Coach smiled. “I’m pretty sure you know exactly what you’re going to do. You’re just not ready to accept it yet. Give it time and stop thinking so damn hard. I can tell from the lines in your face and the dark circles under your eyes you’ve been letting this eat away at you for a long time. You need a distraction.”

      For a moment, Lela’s face flashed in Tucker’s mind. He hadn’t stopped thinking about her since seeing her in the diner. She was absolutely beautiful. He’d seen her sitting in that booth and it felt like all the air in his body had flown out in a loud whoosh. It had taken him a few seconds to find enough breath to speak.

      She’d be a perfect distraction if not for two things. For one, he’d broken her heart after graduation and been a grade-A prick for not returning her calls or emails. There was no way in hell he’d risk hurting her again. And secondly, the guy she’d been sitting with—according to Joel—was her boyfriend.

      Lela was off-limits.

      “A distraction, huh? What did you have in mind?” Tucker asked.

      Coach’s grin grew. “You look like you’ve let yourself go soft, my boy. What did I always tell you?”

      Tucker didn’t even have to think about the answer, though it was a lesson he had forgotten these past few months. “Sweat and hard work are the answer to every question.”

      Coach nodded, then his face sobered up. “I’m worried about Lorelie. She’s been working herself ragged since my damn heart attack. Joel and Oakley are pulling long hours. Jack and Walt are back in town too. They’ve been helping out some. I’d give anything to be able to get off this couch and take some of the load away from her, but…”

      Coach was a proud man, one who didn’t like to be beholden to others. Tucker could only imagine how hard it was for him to accept his body simply wouldn’t let him do what he wanted.

      “I’m sort of between gigs right now,” Tucker said, taking a page out of Coach’s book, trying to lighten the mood. “And I’m in the market for some sweat and hard work. Maybe I could pitch in around here to help her out.”

      Coach gave him an appreciative smile. “I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you boys came back.” The older man’s voice grew thick with emotion.

      Tucker leaned closer, letting himself say things he should have said years earlier. Ever since learning of Coach’s heart attack, Tucker realized he’d almost missed out on the chance to tell the man what a huge impact he’d made in his life. “I owe you so much, Coach. Everything. I can’t imagine what my life would have been like if you hadn’t handed me that football and taught me the game.”

      Coach tried to shrug off his comments, to say he hadn’t done that much, but Tucker wouldn’t let him get away with it.

      “When my mom died,” Tucker swallowed heavily. He hadn’t talked about that night in a long time. “I don’t think I would have survived if it hadn’t been for you and Lela.”

      “Your mother was a fine woman, Tucker.”

      Tucker smiled, grateful for the compliment. He’d loved his mother and there wasn’t a day that passed when he didn’t think about her, miss her. Sometimes he thought she was the only person in his life who’d ever really understood him. Because she lived in that house too. “I just wanted you to know how much I appreciate your help. You got me out of this town. Away from…”

      Tucker didn’t bother to finish the sentence. They both knew how it ended.

      He was surprised by Coach’s harsh, almost angry reply. “I didn’t teach you the game so you could use it as an escape. Courage means standing up, Tucker. Not running away.”

      Tucker felt the need to defend himself. “I stood up to him. Right after my mother’s funeral⁠—”

      Coach’s voice softened. “Throwing a punch doesn’t count, Tuck.”

      Tucker ran a hand through his hair. He knew that. Knew the second his father hit the floor he’d done no more than stoop to the drunken man’s level. He’d actually been ashamed of himself. Then that shame turned to a burning anger that hadn’t left him. Not once in twelve years.

      Coach sat up straighter, his expression one of concern. “Your father is still around, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “You got a game plan?”

      Tucker didn’t. He’d flown to Maris without putting much thought into the repercussions. His only goal had been to see Coach, to make sure he was okay.

      Then Tucker mentally chastised himself. Coach hadn’t been the only person to bring him back.

      Lela.

      “Twelve years is a long time to sit on unfinished business.”

      Tucker nodded. It was clear Coach understood Tucker better than he did himself. It had been too damn long. If he accomplished nothing else while he was home, he knew he needed to put some sort of ending to the Lela and dear old Dad chapters.

      “Yeah. It’s too long.” Problem was, Tucker couldn’t see how the things he’d let fester for so long could end any differently. It was one of the reasons he’d stayed away. He’d never forgive his father. And Lela would never forgive him.

      It appeared Coach could read his emotions as well as ever. He’d never failed to see when Tucker was losing his cool in a game or getting rattled. And he always found a way to help him rein in those feelings.

      Coach began filling him in on how the ranch operated these days. Despite all the new technology, it seemed his coach was old school. He listed some of the tasks that needed to be done daily, many the same ones Tucker had performed during his summers on the ranch.

      Tucker’s former teammates had returned to Maris as well and would be pitching in to help. Tucker was looking forward to seeing them again. It would be great to reconnect with Walt, Jack, Caleb and Tyson. They’d been some of the best friends Tucker had ever had. They shared a past. A legacy.

      State champions. Tucker couldn’t remember any victory—not in college or the NFL—that was sweeter than walking off that high school football field with the state trophy in his hands. He’d always thought the only thing better would be winning the Super Bowl.

      His heart lurched, a quick, sharp pain that pricked anytime he thought about the Super Bowl. Some dreams were impossible to let go of.

      Tucker pulled himself out of his thoughts when he realized the room had gone quiet. He grinned when he saw Coach dozing on the couch. The man had talked himself to sleep.

      Tucker quietly rose and left the room, careful not to rouse the poor man. He needed his rest. The two of them would have plenty of time over the next couple of weeks to catch up.

      He stepped back out into the Texas sunshine, and then froze.

      Lela was standing beside his rental, admiring the sleek Camaro convertible, dark sunglasses hiding her pretty brown eyes.

      She lifted them, the frames becoming a makeshift headband, when she saw him on the porch. “I wondered whose car this was.”

      He grinned, descending the stairs. He didn’t stop until he was standing directly in front of her, too close for casual politeness. There was some perverse part of him that wanted to see if she still smelled as good as she used to, if she still used that coconut shampoo in her hair. He’d woken up more nights than he cared to admit, the memory of that scent haunting him.

      Unfortunately, Lela took a big step back. That move gave him pause momentarily.

      Then some devil lurking inside prodded him to challenge her, to decrease the distance between them again.

      Lela started to counter that move with yet another step, but he caught her hands, held her in place. And then, God bless America, he caught a whiff of that sweet smell.

      She tried to tug her hands from his, narrowing her eyes in warning. He ignored her unspoken admonition.

      Tucker released one hand easily, but kept a firm grip on the other as he gestured to his car. “Wanna go for a ride? We can put the top down.”

      Tucker had played out this scene between them a million times in the past, always imagining what he’d say if he ever saw her again. He’d always begun with an apology and some lame explanation, but he couldn’t find those words now. He owed them to her, but he would be damned if he’d fill this reunion with past mistakes. He’d missed her.

      She glanced longingly at the car. Lela had always admired convertibles. If he were being honest with himself, he would admit it was what had prompted him to rent this particular car.

      She shook her head, though he felt hopeful when her rejection wasn’t immediate. She’d actually considered going with him. “No. I’m here to check on Coach.”

      Tucker looked back toward the house. It was still and quiet. “He’s in the living room, but he’s asleep.”

      “Oh.” Lela fidgeted, clearly searching for some other reason to escape him. He refused to make it easy on her.

      “So why don’t we let the guy get some rest? We’ll go for that ride and you can visit him afterwards.”

      “I’m afraid I…have…to…” She was searching for an excuse. And doing a terrible job at it.

      He smirked. “You still suck at lying, L.B.”

      She shot him a dirty look. “Did you ever consider that I don’t want to hang out with you and I’m looking for an acceptable reason, so that I don’t hurt your feelings?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. That thought never occurred to me. Because you’re dying to go for a ride.”

      She rolled her eyes and started to walk away from him. “You cocky son of a b⁠—”

      Tucker had no idea what prompted his next move. Maybe it was because she was trying to get away. Or the adorable exasperation on her face. Or that damn smell that had his cock going hard in an instant.

      Whatever it was, it had his hands on her upper arms, twisting her around to him, cutting off her words with hard, hungry lips.

      Lela was motionless for several seconds. Tucker used her shock against her as he deepened the kiss. Her mouth had been open and he’d taken advantage of that fact, pressing his tongue against hers.

      When she did move, Tucker tightened his grip and planted his feet to prepare, ready to halt her flight. But she didn’t shove him away. Didn’t turn her face away from his, didn’t slap him for his forwardness.

      Instead, she responded. Her lips softened and her tongue met his.

      It was her turn to claim the advantage. She lifted her arms, wrapping them around his neck, her firm breasts pressed against his chest. Tucker released her arms, his hands dropping to her waist. He needed to touch her skin. He hadn’t lived like a monk, hadn’t resisted the perks associated with being a star quarterback. It wasn’t unusual for beautiful women to invite him to their beds and he’d taken more than a few of them up on the offer.

      He’d ventured into sex clubs and given in to dominant urges he’d never shown Lela when they’d been younger. He’d tied women up, down and sideways, but nothing, not one damn kinky, hot, sex-filled night, had turned him on more than this relatively simple kiss from Lela.

      His hands drifted under her shirt. She shivered slightly when his fingers grazed her soft skin, despite the scorching heat.

      Lela ran her hands through his hair before she closed her fingers in the strands, tugging it harder, using her grip to increase the pressure of the kiss.

      Tucker didn’t try to escape, didn’t acknowledge the prickling pain in his scalp. There was a new roughness, an impassioned hunger to Lela’s response. It spoke to Tucker’s own needs.

      With his hands on her hips, he twisted them, lightly pushing her back against the side of the car, stepping closer. He pressed his cock against her, letting her feel how hard he was, how much he wanted her. She whimpered, but didn’t seek to break the union of their mouths.

      Tucker was vaguely aware of their surroundings. They were in the front yard of a fairly busy ranch. Anyone and everyone could be watching them, but Tucker couldn’t find it in himself to give a shit.

      Besides, Lela was too pragmatic. Common sense was going to raise its ugly head soon enough and she’d definitely shove him away. Until then he had to make sure to leave a lasting impression. Take care to ensure this encounter wasn’t something she’d soon forget.

      His hands still lingered beneath her shirt. Lifting them, he wasted no time cupping her full breasts. He squeezed the flesh firmly, loving the way Lela moved toward the touch, encouraging him to continue.

      They’d been virgins the first time they’d come together. Tucker had been so much bigger than her and he’d been terrified of hurting her. That fear had never left his young man’s heart, so their sexual history had been steeped in gentleness and slow, easy lovemaking.

      This older version of Lela was stronger, self-confident, sexy. Tucker couldn’t offer her softness if his life depended on it. Instead, he felt the intense need to conquer. To prove to her she wasn’t the only one who’d changed. To take her in all the ways he’d dreamed of on those lonely nights when he gave in and let himself fantasize about her.

      She’d been the face he’d seen every time he’d closed his eyes, wrapped his hand around his cock, and brought himself to climax. He’d envisioned her on her knees before him, her hands tied behind her back, sometimes blindfolded, sometimes not. She’d open her mouth upon his command and…

      Tucker forced the sexy thoughts from his head before he really did do something neither of them was ready for.

      Then, the devil inside pushed his way to the forefront again and Tucker pinched her nipples, letting the lacy material of her bra add to the pleasure-pain of the sensation.

      Lela moaned, a throaty sound that demanded he give her more. He responded, then jerked slightly when she slipped her hands into the back pockets of his jeans, squeezing his ass cheeks roughly and using that grip to press his cock more firmly against her.

      “You do realize my father is less than fifty yards away with a very clear view of all of this?”

      Lela’s hands disappeared instantly at the sound of Lorelie’s voice. She ducked under his arm, desperate to put distance between them. Tucker found it more difficult to move. His dick was full to bursting and any sudden movements had the potential to maim him for life.

      He rested his palms against the car door and took several long, deep breaths, trying to will away the painful erection. He was going to suffer the worst case of blue balls in history after this encounter.

      It took several moments for him to realize that Lela wasn’t fairing much better. She leaned against the hood, only a few feet away from him. Her cheeks were flaming, her chest rising and falling rapidly. He’d expected to see anger and accusation in her gaze. Instead he was met with the same confusion and shock he was experiencing.

      Lela found her voice first. “I’m so sorry, Lorelie. I don’t know what…”

      Lorelie laughed. “Twelve years didn’t do a damn thing to put out the fire that always blazed between you two. That was fucking hot. I’m probably going to have to go a few rounds with my vibrator later. Better than watching porn.”

      Tucker turned, shaking his head. Lorelie had never had a filter, always saying exactly what she thought and felt, no matter how inappropriate.

      Lela covered her mouth, though her laughter escaped anyway. “God, Lorelie.”

      He was relieved to see she could find some humor in this situation, that she wasn’t freaking out or giving him hell.

      “Well, I guess I’ll let you two sort out whatever the hell that was. I’m going inside for some lemonade.” Lorelie looked at Lela. “Feel free to join me in a little while if you want to.”

      Tucker didn’t have to be a woman to know Lorelie was dying to question her friend about what had just happened. Tucker wouldn’t mind hearing Lela’s thoughts on the subject either. Then he thought it was probably better if he didn’t know.

      Lorelie left them alone.

      “Tucker.” The resigned tone in her voice told him everything he needed to know in one word. She was going to brush it all off, pretend it didn’t mean anything.

      His temper flared. It damn well meant something to him. He raised his hand. “No. We’re not discussing it.”

      Her brow creased. “What?”

      “I’m not interested in analyzing what just happened or picking it apart.”

      “But—”

      “No, Lela. I mean it. Neither one of us knows what that fucking was. It’s too soon to try to reason it out or dismiss it.”

      She bit her lower lip, drawing his attention to how kiss-swollen they were. “Okay.”

      He hadn’t expected her easy capitulation. It soothed him to know she was as staggered as he was.

      “I’m sticking around for a couple of weeks.” He wanted her to know this wasn’t going to go away. Not easily anyway. Then before he could consider it, he added, “Maybe even longer than that.”

      She nodded. “Okay,” she repeated.

      He reached for the door handle, every instinct in his body demanding that he kiss her once more. But if he started again, he wouldn’t be able to stop, no matter who was watching.

      Lela took a few steps away from the car as he opened the door. He turned to look at her. “This isn’t over, Lela.”

      She didn’t wince, didn’t deny it. Instead she held his gaze and said, “I know it’s not.”

      He forced himself to get in the car and though it killed him to do it again, he drove away from her.

      This time, however, he was definitely coming back.
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      Lela stood at the edge of the small dance floor at Cruisers, staring at the gyrating bodies without seeing them. Lorelie had gone to the bar to grab them a couple of beers, insisting they needed some serious girl time. Against her better judgment, Lela had let herself be dragged along even though this was the last place she wanted to be.

      She’d much preferred the state she’d been in a few hours ago, bra-less in sweat shorts and a t-shirt, curled up on her couch with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia in hand.

      The past week had been rough. She still wasn’t sure what had possessed her to sort of sexually attack Tucker in the front yard of Coach’s house. She’d tried to blame it on her distraught state. That same morning, she’d broken things off with Carl.

      She had expected it to be an amiable, easy split. The relationship had been quite staid and uneventful, so she’d been unprepared for Carl’s uncharacteristic show of emotion. He’d jumped from anger to pleading to utter devastation then right back to completely pissed off. She’d been floored by the sheer magnitude, the melodramatic way he’d responded. Where had that passion been when they were dating?

      Regardless, she’d stuck to her guns, helped him gather the few things he had stashed at her house—a toothbrush, razor, change of clothes—asked for her key back, then watched him peal out of her driveway, spinning tires and kicking gravel against her garage door.

      Then she’d gone to visit Coach and freaking lost her mind with Tucker. Since then, she’d been a complete basket case. She’d cleaned her house and her classroom like a woman possessed and when she’d run out of stuff to throw away, organize or alphabetize, she’d hit the grocery store, stocked up on wine and ice cream and hit the couch.

      That was where Lorelie had found her this afternoon. The only thing that had offered her even the slightest bit of consolation was Lorelie’s news that Tucker seemed to be just as off-kilter as she was. Apparently, he’d spent the last seven days working like a man possessed, repairing broken fencing, repainting the barn, and putting a nail in every creaking floorboard in Coach’s house. Lorelie swore the place had never looked better.

      “Earth to Lela.”

      She blinked, and then realized Lorelie was standing in front of her, holding out a beer. She hastily took it from her with a quick word of thanks.

      “You’re going to have to step it up,” Lorelie said. “You’re killing my buzz.”

      Lela laughed. “I warned you about that before we left the house. Told you you’d have more fun with Paige or Gia. You still made me come.”

      Lorelie shrugged. “I refuse to believe you were sitting in that house nursing a broken heart over Carl. Which means you were really only hiding.”

      “From?” Lela should have known better than to ask.

      Lorelie didn’t mince words. “From that hot stud of an NFL quarterback. And believe me, I don’t blame you for thinking twice before taking on that freaking perfect specimen of a man. A man shouldn’t be prettier than a woman, but damn, he looks fine. I’d be sincerely intimidated to take my clothes off in front of a guy who looks like he jumped right off the Photoshopped page of a men’s magazine. I swear to God you can bounce quarters off that guy’s ass. He was wearing these tight jeans today and I⁠—”

      Lela lifted her hand to cut her friend off. “Spare me the description. Please.” She didn’t need the visual. She’d spent too many hours over the past week recalling exactly how good that firm, muscular ass had felt in her hands.

      Lorelie was right. Lela hadn’t been nursing a broken heart. Instead, she’d thought of nothing but the feeling of Tucker’s lips on hers.

      How long had it been since she’d tasted that kind of desire?

      She knew the answer. Never. Not even in her previous experience with Tucker had she felt that intense, breath-stealing, heart-throbbing, pussy-clenching need to rip off a man’s clothes, toss him to the ground, straddle his hips and ride him until they broke bones. She wanted him with a hunger that bordered on painful and with a need that was nothing short of pure insanity.

      She was a woman spiraling out of control with no desire to leave the chaos.

      The problem was, Lela wasn’t so sure Tucker was the right man for her any more than Carl had been. Their situation hadn’t changed at all in twelve years.

      They’d always set off sparks whenever they were within a fifty-yard radius of each other, but the reality was, he was in the NFL and she was a Maris girl through and through. This was her home. She loved her friends, her job, her little house by the lake and her life.

      “Uh-oh,” Lorelie muttered.

      “What’s wrong?” Lela looked toward the entrance to see what Lorelie had spotted, then she blew out a long breath. “Damn.”

      Carl was walking into the bar with a few of his coworkers.

      It was times like this when she wished her beloved hometown were bigger.

      “We’re not leaving.” Lorelie’s voice was resolute.

      “Lorelie,” Lela said, hoping to convince her friend to see reason.

      “There are a million people in here. We’ll just give him a wide berth. I mean, you were going to run into him sooner or later. Might as well get this awkwardness over with.”

      Lorelie had a point. It didn’t matter when they did this initial run-in. It was going to be uncomfortable. At least here, it was too loud and crowded to have much of a conversation. She could just wave, say hi, and then get swallowed up in the throng once more.

      She took a sip of her beer. Two local farmers came over to ask them to dance. Lorelie jumped at the chance, tugging Lela onto the floor with her. It was an easy, fast-paced line dance and by the middle of the song, Lela was laughing, enjoying herself.

      One dance turned into two and then into three. Lela’s face was flushed from the heat, the nape of her neck growing damp with sweat from the workout. She was just about to excuse herself to step outside for some air when the music changed, the band playing a slow country song.

      Perfect timing for an escape.

      She pointed to the door over her shoulder as Lorelie nodded and partnered up with one of the farmers. The other guy accepted her departure, asking a cute little blonde near them to dance.

      Lela turned, then found her nose pressed against a brick wall of a chest. A very familiar wall. She glanced up.

      Tucker didn’t ask her if she wanted to dance. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and started swaying. She didn’t take him to task or even try to leave.

      One of these damn days, she was going to have to find some semblance of self-restraint.

      He pressed his face against the top of her head. “You smell good.”

      She grinned, calling him on his lie. “I’m hot and sweaty.”

      “My favorite scent on a woman.”

      Just like that, her body went into overdrive. Her pussy fluttered, her nipples tightened and that same familiar ache she’d felt since he’d kissed her at the ranch reappeared. She’d never experienced such a simple—and terrifying—need. Basically she felt as though she needed to fuck this man or die.

      “Tucker.” She started to pull away. Lela needed to put some distance between them, hoping she could think rationally if he wasn’t touching her.

      He tugged her tighter to him, the pure, unassailable strength of his embrace turning her on even more.

      “It’s just a dance, L.B.”

      She lifted her face, capturing his gaze. “Liar,” she whispered, the word disappearing in the noise of the music. He read her lips and gave her a crooked grin.

      At that point, she simply let go. She rested her cheek against his chest and disappeared into the moment, enjoying the music, the dim lighting, the heat and his masculine scent.

      Nothing else existed. They didn’t have a past or a future. Just this place. This time.

      She didn’t realize the song had changed, another fast line dance starting up, until Tucker’s grip loosened.

      Lela accepted the hand he proffered and let him lead her to a corner table where Joel and Oakley were sitting.

      “Look who I found.” Tucker gestured for her to slide into the circular booth, then he followed her. She shot him a warning look when he plastered himself to her side, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. He ignored her when she tried to put some distance between them. Of course.

      “Hey, Lela. Been meaning to call you about your lawn mower. It’s just with all the stuff happening with Coach…”

      Lela waved off Joel’s comment. At the beginning of the summer, her fairly new mower had gone kaput. “Don’t give it another thought, Joel. I know you’ve been busy. My grass isn’t going anywhere,” she said with a laugh.

      “You need a handyman?” Tucker asked. “I took the same Small Engines class as Joel in high school, remember? I could come take a look at it.”

      She shook her head. The last thing she needed was Tucker anywhere near her house…or her bed. “That’s okay. I know you’re helping out at the ranch too. Coach needs you guys way more than I do.”

      Tucker looked as if he wanted to argue that point, but mercifully a waitress stopped by to take their order.

      “What’s your poison?” Tucker asked her.

      Lela smiled at the waitress. “I’ll have a Miller Lite, Denise.”

      Tucker crinkled his nose. “Miller Lite? Seriously?”

      “Mind your own business,” she teased.

      “I’ll just have a water,” Tucker said before Oakley and Joel added their own drink orders.

      “Water?” Lela asked after Denise left.

      It took Tucker a second to respond. When he did, she knew he wasn’t telling her the truth. “Preseason conditioning. No alcohol.”

      “There you are. I thought you skipped out on me, Lela.” Lorelie bumped Joel’s hip, forcing him to scoot over and make room for her in the already crowded booth.

      “I wouldn’t leave without telling you.”

      Lorelie narrowed her eyes. “Of course you would. It’s the only way you’d be able to escape, and since I had to drag you out tonight to begin with⁠—”

      “Drag you?” Tucker interjected.

      Lela shrugged. “I wasn’t in the mood.”

      “She dumped her boyfriend,” Lorelie added.

      Lela was tempted to kick her best friend under the table, but she was fairly certain she would hit the wrong leg. The booth was only made to sit four people comfortably and the men surrounding her weren’t exactly small guys.

      Tucker turned to her, his voice lower when he spoke. The loud music helped hide his question from the others at the table. “When did you break up with him?”

      No doubt the cocky man thought she’d called things off with Carl after their kiss. She gave him a grin. “Two hours before the last time I saw you.”

      “Before, huh?”

      She didn’t bother to reply. In truth, she wasn’t sure what to say. Did Tucker think her actions at the ranch were simply a knee-jerk rebound response? Or did he think she’d left Carl for him?

      Neither was true.

      Or…now that she considered it…both were actually true.

      She should have stayed on the couch.

      The band started playing Day Drinking and Lorelie yelled loudly. “Oh my God! I love this song.” She grabbed Joel’s hand to pull him out of the booth. “Come on. You and Oakley have to dance with me.”

      “Is this even a song you can dance to?” Joel asked as he stood up. His question was clearly rhetorical. Neither man bothered to refuse. They worked with Lorelie all day, every day at the ranch. They knew her well enough to know resistance was futile.

      Lela tried to take advantage of the extra space and started to scoot over. Tucker’s grip on her shoulder prevented that maneuver. “Tucker. You’re going to have to stop manhandling me.”

      “Why?”

      She gave him a dirty look. “Because it’s annoying.”

      He laughed loudly. “No, it’s not.”

      “Were you always this arrogant?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.” When he flashed her an of-course-I-was-how-could-you-forget-that look, she giggled. God, she hadn’t giggled like that since high school.

      Smugly, she said, “You’re right. You were. No wonder I dumped you.”

      His grin faded. “Is that how you remember things going down?”

      She’d meant her comment to be playful, but she’d missed the mark by about a mile. “I was just teasing.”

      She hoped he’d let that conversation die there. Lela wasn’t ready to rehash those painful days with him. She was feeling too raw from his return.

      He lifted his hand from her shoulder, picking up a strand of her hair and running his fingers through it. “Your hair is still soft.” He leaned closer, breathing in her scent before whispering, “Coconut. Always loved that smell.”

      Lela’s heart began to beat a little bit harder, the air in the room growing thick. It would be so easy to simply turn her face to his, cup his cheek in her hand, and kiss him.

      But those memories of the past she’d managed to bury on the dance floor weren’t staying down. They were sprouting up like ugly weeds. Letting herself get swept away in this, giving in to these sexual desires, would do nothing more than leave her with another bruise on her heart when he left again.

      “Tucker. I don’t think⁠—”

      “Well. Isn’t this cozy?”

      Lela looked up, surprised to see Carl swaying next to their table. He was clearly intoxicated—she’d never seen him drunk—and still very angry.

      “Carl? Are you okay?” she asked.

      Her ex-boyfriend practically snarled at her. “So let me see if I’ve got this straight. You dumped me the second this asshole snapped his fingers. Never pegged you for one of those shallow sluts who screw professional athletes, Lela.”

      Tucker rose, his face pure fury. If Carl hadn’t been so drunk, he would have known to back down…quick. Tucker had at least six inches on the other man and he was probably twice as wide, made of pure muscle.

      Instead, Carl clenched his fists.

      The insane man had a suicide wish.

      Lela followed Tucker out of the booth as quickly as possible, putting herself between the two men. “Carl. You’ve had too much to drink. You’d never say anything so cruel otherwise.” She hoped her words would knock some sense into him and soothe Tucker’s temper, calm him down. “The reasons I gave you for breaking things off were true. We both wanted different things from the relationship. It wasn’t fair to keep you hanging on for marriage when that wasn’t what I wanted.

      Some of the anger in Carl’s eyes faded. “I told you I didn’t need marriage, Lela.”

      “I know, but that’s not true. You want a family. Forever. Please, Carl, don’t do this here.” She could feel too many people looking at them, watching the unfolding drama, waiting to see if the NFL superstar would knock out the bank manager. From the corner of her eye, she could see a couple people holding up cell phones, no doubt hoping for some juicy video to share on YouTube.

      Carl swallowed heavily. “It’s only been a week, Lela. Was I that easy to get over?”

      Lela’s shoulders fell. It was official. She was the biggest bitch on the face of the Earth. He hadn’t been hard to get over at all because her heart had never been engaged. It never was. She’d tried to gently explain that when she’d broken things off, but it didn’t appear he’d heard her.

      “Of course not. The thing is,” she lowered her voice and leaned closer, “I wasn’t completely honest with you about Tucker. He and I dated in high school.”

      “You dated Tucker Riley?” She saw a light bulb go on. “All those Sundays we sat and watched the games together, you weren’t watching because you liked football, were you?”

      “I was watching Tucker.”

      That answer was going to reveal more than she cared to Tucker, to Carl, to Lorelie—who’d left the dance floor, clearly ready to step in to defend Lela if necessary.

      The wind went out of Carl’s sails, his chest deflating. “I see.” And she could see that he did. Lela’s throat clogged up and she found it difficult to breathe. She took no joy in hurting Carl, but that was exactly what she’d done.

      Carl walked away without another word and the phones disappeared, the gossipmongers clearly disappointed.

      “I need to leave,” Lela said to Lorelie, pointedly ignoring Tucker. She couldn’t face him right now. She was fighting back tears and she refused to shed them in public.

      Lorelie nodded. “Okay.”

      “I’ll drive you,” Tucker said.

      Lela started to shake her head, but Tucker stopped the motion, his fingers on her jaw, forcing her to look at him. “I’m driving you.”

      “More manhandling?” She was trying for levity, trying to escape the heaviness of the moment, but the quivering in her voice betrayed her sadness.

      He nodded, and then took her hand. They walked to his car without speaking. She felt numb as he opened the passenger door for her. Lela sat slowly, her head falling back against the headrest.
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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