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      ATTENTION!

      ALL MALES IN THE VAUGHN HOUSEHOLD

      THE RULES FOR THE UPCOMING SUMMER SEASON ARE AS FOLLOWS:

      1. THERE WILL BE NO MORE HOT WHEELS IN THE BATHROOM SINK

      2. TOOTHPASTE IS NOT TO BE USED AS FINGER PAINT

      3. AK-47 IMITATIONS ARE NOT ALLOWED BEFORE 7:00 A.M.

      4. BROTHERS ARE NOT ENEMIES AND SHOULD NOT BE TREATED AS SUCH

      

      Evie Vaughn chewed on the cap of her pen and surveyed the paper in front of her. Had she forgotten anything?

      No, the list looked good. Not too many items, but enough for the summer season.

      Evie doubted that other mothers divided their years into seasons—but the process worked for her. Her job as a high school physical education teacher and extracurricular coach made her think in terms of seasons. It was a division she understood, as did her three sons.

      Evie anchored the paper to the refrigerator with a magnet. Sounds of a war in the making drifted from the twins’ bedroom. She glanced at her watch—6:55 a.m. Rule number three definitely needed enforcement.

      “Mom! He started it.” The shout greeted her as she entered the first bedroom off the hallway.

      Danny, her youngest son by four minutes, his carrot-colored hair sticking up in numerous cowlicks, made a beeline for her leg. Yanking on her sweat suit, he turned an entreating gaze upward. “You don’t like it when we make war, and I told him.” He pointed a semi-grimy finger at his identical twin, Benji, who ignored them both as he blasted all the bad guys into another dimension with his own slightly cleaner finger.

      “Boys.” Evie disengaged Danny’s fingers from her leg one by one. “The new list of rules is on the fridge.”

      Groans replaced the machine-gun sounds as the twins clutched their middles and fell to the ground.

      “Adam! Take your brothers into the kitchen and read them the new rules.”

      “I’m not dressed,” her seventeen-year-old shouted from his room.

      “Then get dressed. In ten minutes my car leaves for school.”

      The twins still played dead on the floor. One still wore his Batman pajama bottoms; the other wore only Ninja Turtle underwear. With one week left before summer vacation, you would think they’d be used to getting dressed in time for school. She’d heard them arguing over cereal choices before the sun shone. What had they been doing since?

      Evie had been too busy getting ready for work to notice. As long as no one was crying or bleeding, she counted herself lucky.

      “Ten minutes, boys,” she repeated. “And you’d better wash those hands, too.”

      She’d given them a bath last night. How had they gotten dirty between then and now?

      As she returned to the kitchen, frantic scrambling sounds assured her all three boys raced to get ready.

      Picking up her coffee cup, Evie leaned against the counter and took a moment to calm down. Every morning was the same—a flurry of activity to get out of the house and to school on time.

      Raising three boys alone wasn’t easy, but she did her best.

      The death of her husband six years ago had made Evie’s dream of a teaching degree a necessity. With the help of her parents, and the money from a small insurance policy, she’d earned her degree at a college near her home of Newsome, Iowa.

      When she was offered the position of high school physical education teacher in Oak Grove, a few hours east of Newsome, she’d jumped at the chance. Her boys would at last have a stable home in a good community, free of the memories of their father—his life and his death.

      With one dream realized, Evie found a new one. She wanted her children to have college diplomas. If she could land a varsity coaching position, she could put away enough money to send the boys to college. The events of the coming summer would make or break her dream.

      The sound of stampeding elephants in interrupted her thoughts. The elephants materialized into boys as the twins skidded into the kitchen, followed closely by Adam—tall, wiry and as dark haired as Evie herself.

      The two youngest stood in front of the refrigerator; their faces scrunched up in concentration as they tried to read her note.

      “The,” Benji said.

      “All,” Danny added.

      Adam ignored them both and read the rules, putting a hand on the shoulder of each brother as they started to argue.

      “But Mom, we have to put the Hot Wheels in the sink after we play with them in the tub, so they can drool off.” Danny planted somewhat cleaner hands on his hips.

      “What does em-eny mean?” Benji snatched his backpack from a chair.

      “Enemy,” Evie corrected. “It means I’m sick of the fighting. You’re seven years old and in the first grade. I think you can try to get along with your brother.”

      Adam snorted. “That’ll never happen. They were born to beat on each other.”

      Evie grabbed her duffel bag and handed Danny his backpack as she herded her three sons out the door. “I just don’t understand why you can’t be nice. I never had a brother or sister. I would have loved one.”

      “That’s the problem, Mom. You don’t understand. They like to fight.”

      Adam was right. Benji and Danny lived and breathed conflict. But if anyone outside the family so much as glanced at one of them cross-eyed, they defended each other fervently.

      “Can I drive?”

      “Huh?” Evie gaped at Adam.

      He smiled, and her heart skipped a half beat. When he turned on the charm, Adam was the spitting image of his father, a fact that caused her no small alarm. While alive, Ray Vaughn had made countless lives miserable, her own and her sons’ at the top of the list. He had used his good looks and charm to get his way, regardless of the consequences.

      “Mom?” Adam asked. “Are you all right?”

      His eyes, warm, brown, concerned, peered into hers, and Evie relaxed. Adam resembled his father only superficially. Ray had died before he could totally ruin his sons, and Evie had spent the past six years fixing the damage he had managed to accomplish.

      “Sure.” She tossed Adam the keys.

      The small size of Oak Grove meant driver’s education was only offered once a year. Therefore Adam, despite being seventeen, had gotten his driver’s license just a week earlier.

      Evie’s throat tightened as Adam urged the twins into the back seat, then climbed behind the wheel. Somewhere along the way he’d become a young man—and she’d been too busy keeping the family afloat to notice.

      Blinking back the unaccustomed wetness from her eyes, Evie climbed into the battered Ford station wagon. The twins were already arguing about who had fastened his seat belt first.

      Evie tuned them out and concentrated on the road.

      The high school stood on a flat stretch of land just a few miles from their house, with the grade school and the middle school on either side. Adam dropped the twins off at the front door of Oak Grove Elementary, and the two raced inside without a backward glance.

      He made the short trip to the high school teachers’ parking lot and pulled into Evie’s assigned space. He handed her the keys with a grin.

      She was about to compliment him on his driving, when a flash of red at the corner of her vision made her turn her head.

      A car skidded into the lot. Before she could warn Adam, he opened his door to get out, and the vehicle—an expensive, foreign sports car—scooted into the parking space next to them, slamming into the door.

      Evie instinctively grabbed for her son, but he shook off her protective hand and stepped from the car.

      She jumped out her side and hurried around to survey the damage. The driver’s door was mangled and tilted crazily, held only by one bent hinge. Evie winced when she considered the price of a replacement compared with her insurance deductible.

      The to the sports car opened with a whoosh of expertly oiled hinges

      “I’ll handle this,” she said, shushing Adam when he would have argued.

      She stood there, foot tapping in impatience, while she waited for the owner to make an appearance.

      Tennis shoes the size of small boats hit the ground. The rest of the body followed. Evie’s gaze traveled up, up, up along the black jeans and body-hugging black T-shirt, until she met the eyes of the giant in front of her—ice blue framed by bronzed skin, short, silver-blond hair belying the youth of the face.

      Evie had never seen such a large man in her life—or one so striking. Even though she was petite and used to looking up to most people, this man made her neck ache.

      He stalked to the front of his car, bending to squint at the damage, which appeared minor from Evie’s point of view, then slowly straightened. “What are you kids doing in this lot?”

      Evie frowned. “Excuse me?”

      The man slammed his car door. “This lot.” He pointed at the sign directly in front of her car. “The teachers’ and visitors’ lot. Shouldn’t you kids park somewhere else?”

      Evie stifled a laugh, certain this giant would not be likewise amused. This wasn’t the first time she’d been mistaken for a student. When she wore her sunglasses, as she did now, the telltale lines around her eyes were hidden.

      “I think you’ve made a mistake—” she began.

      “No, you have, honey. And your boyfriend, too.” He glared at Adam, who stared back without flinching. “Did you just get your driver’s license, kid?”

      Evie’s amusement died at the man’s condescending tone—and she had never taken well to being called “honey” by a stranger.

      “Listen, mister, you’re the one who came tearing in here about fifteen miles over the speed limit. This is a school zone. And you hit our car. So if anyone should be asking about a driver’s license, it’s us.”

      Evie could have sworn she saw a flash of amusement in those cool blue eyes before they narrowed to assess the damage on her car. The sight of their demolished door deflated his anger, and his shoulders moved on a silent sigh.

      He reached for his wallet, pulled out several bills, which he handed to Adam. “I’m sorry about the car, son. She’s right. I should have been more careful. But let me give you some advice. You’ve got to stand up for yourself in this world. Don’t ever let a woman do it for you. Once you lose control in a relationship, it’s tough to get it back.” After a wink at Evie, who stood speechless, he walked into the school.

      “Of all the nerve,” Evie sputtered. “Who does he think he is?”

      “I don’t know. But he thought you were my girlfriend.”

      Her son’s laughter made Evie stiffen. “Hey, it’s not that funny. I’m only thirty-five.”

      Adam eyed the money in his hand, and the laughter stopped. “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?” He held out the bills.

      Ten crisp, new, one hundred dollar bills lay in his palm.

      She looked from her son’s wide eyes, to the fire-engine-red car, to the front door of the school. “Who is that guy?”
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      Joseph Scalotta, known as “Joe” among his friends, “Iceman Scalotta” to football fans across the United States and “Wild Man” in too many newspaper stories, entered the central office of Oak Grove High.

      The school secretary’s smile froze when she saw the size of the man on the other side of the counter. “M-may I help you?”

      “I’d like to register my daughter for school in the fall. We’ve just moved here from Chicago.”

      The woman gathered the appropriate papers, then tossed them across the counter toward Joe from a distance of three feet. He slammed his palm on top of them before they could scatter over his tennis shoes.

      The secretary gave a startled little shriek at the thump his hand produced when it connected with the Formica countertop, and scurried behind her desk.

      Why did people in Oak Grove treat him as if he were a monster? Didn’t they grow big, strapping farm boys in Iowa anymore? Obviously not, from the way everyone gaped at Joe’s height and breadth.

      The only person not intimidated by him had been that teenybopper in the parking lot. She’d stood up to him. She’d even stepped in close to argue. Funny, now that he thought about it, she hadn’t smelled like a teenager—teenage girls wore too much perfume—or looked like the ones he was used to seeing—they used too much makeup.

      No, she’d smelled like summer air and Ivory soap, and her face had been attractive in a fresh-scrubbed way. Maybe he should find out her name so he could introduce her to his daughter. Heaven knows Antonia could use a friend with some spunk. Toni was far too quiet and eager to please.

      Even though he, too, had been at fault, Joe blamed a lot of Toni’s problems on his late ex-wife. The woman had been a pain in the—

      “Sir?”

      Joe snapped out of his reverie. The secretary hovered nearby. He tried smiling at her, but stopped when she inched back. He should have known better. He’d used that smile often on the opposition—with the same effect. He wasn’t called “Iceman” for nothing.

      “When you’re through with those papers, you can go to Mrs. Vaughn’s office. Room 123. She’ll be your daughter’s adviser for next year.”

      Joe picked up the forms. With a nod to the secretary he left.

      This domestic stuff confused him, but with his ex-wife’s death he now had custody of their sixteen-year-old daughter. His status as a pro player with a degree in physical education had brought numerous offers for coaching jobs all over America, and now that he was done with football he wanted to use the degree he’d worked so hard to obtain.

      His mom had always said he was a born teacher, just like his father, who had been a high school principal. When people needed a hand, Joe was the one who helped—be it in baseball, football or algebra. He had a lot of patience. He liked kids, and he loved coaching. He planned to make the most of this opportunity.

      He’d picked the job at Oak Grove Community College because he wished to raise his daughter in a town reminiscent of the one where he’d spent his youth. The money wasn’t great coaching at this level, but then, money wasn’t one of Joe’s problems. He’d made scads in pro ball, and he had invested it well. What he wanted was to give his daughter the stable home she had never known. The kind he’d grown up in. The kind he himself craved again.

      Joe paused in front of Room 123. The nameplate read: Mrs. Evelyn Vaughn. Physical Education.

      He reached for the doorknob, only to have it spring away from his hand. Before he could move, a tiny Fury of a female barreled straight into his chest.

      “Oh!” She stumbled backward. Her arms flew out as she struggled to keep herself upright; papers and books scattered in every direction.

      Joe caught her by the elbows, hauling her upward until her toes dangled above the floor.

      “Hey! Put me down!” She windmilled her feet, catching him in the knee.

      “Ow!” Joe set her on the floor with a thump. Leaning over, he rubbed his kneecap, then bent farther to collect the books and papers she’d dropped. “I was just trying to keep you from falling. The least you could do is say thank-you.” Joe glanced up, then straightened.

      The Fury was none other than the girl he’d met in the parking lot.

      “You.” Her mouth twisted into a grimace, as though she’d just stepped ankle deep in a swamp. She snatched her books and papers from his hands and rearranged them in her arms as she continued to frown at him.

      “We meet again.” He nodded at the door. “Is she your adviser?”

      “Who?”

      “Mrs. Vaughn. I suppose she’s one of those iron-maiden teachers—as wide as she is tall, with steel-gray hair and thighs like thunder.” He paused, remembering teachers from his past. “She’s probably a widow—nagged her husband to death before they’d been married five years—and teaches kids since she doesn’t have any of her own. I want Toni to like it here.” He squinted at the girl. “Don’t you ever take off those glasses?”

      “Not when I’m on my way outside. Who’s Toni?”

      “My daughter. She’s going to start school at Oak Grove in the fall. I think you might be about her age.”

      “Think again.”

      “You’ve got to be close if you’re at this school. She could use a friend. What’s your name?”

      The “girl” yanked off her sunglasses to reveal annoyed hazel eyes. “I’m Evie Vaughn.” Her frown deepened the faint lines of life surrounding those eyes. “The iron-maiden widow.”
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      “Uh-oh,” the man muttered.

      “Yeah. Uh-oh.” Evie grabbed the papers from his hand and scanned them quickly. “Well, Mr. Scalotta, I can only hope your daughter has better manners than you do, or I suspect we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other.”

      “My daughter is wonderful. The sole problem I see is that she thinks she has to be perfect. She wants everyone to like her. That’s a normal teenage thing, isn’t it?”

      Evie raised her eyebrows at the hopeful tone of his voice. He was trying to convince himself as much as he was her.

      “Of course. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a class to teach.” Evie turned away.

      A hand on her arm stopped her. She looked down at the offending fingers, then up at their owner. Taking the hint, he set her free, but Evie could still feel the imprint of that hand. Gritting her teeth, she purposefully ignored the shiver of awareness. She knew where such mindless attractions led—straight to disaster.

      “Did you want something else?” The chill in her voice warred with the heat of her body.

      “Joe.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My name is Joe. My father is Mr. Scalotta.”

      “You’re a parent. I’m a teacher. I see no reason for us to start calling each other by our first names.”

      He shrugged, the easy movement stretching the taut black cotton across his chest. She’d always enjoyed the sight of a well-built man in a T-shirt.

      Evie yanked her gaze from the intriguing view and met his eyes, startled again by the light color against the bronze of his face.

      “Suit yourself, Mrs. Vaughn. I wondered if you could spare a moment to discuss Toni. Advising is part of your job, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. A part. But right now my job is teaching freshman phys ed, and if I don’t get outside, they’re likely to start without me. Believe me, we don’t want twenty freshmen having a gym class alone. It wouldn’t be pretty.”

      A chuckle slipped from Scalotta’s lips, and from his expression, the spark of humor surprised him as much as it surprised her.

      “No, I can’t imagine that it would. Something like the first day of training camp with a team full of rookies.”

      Evie stared at him blankly.

      “Football, Mrs. Vaughn. I used to play football. I’m afraid I have the habit—annoying, or so I’ve been told—of likening life to the playing field.”

      “Football,” Evie repeated. “Professional?”

      He gave a half smile. “I guess you don’t follow the game much. I used to be pretty good.”

      Suddenly she remembered those eyes, that hair, the size—but, of course, he’d never appeared this big on her small television set. “Joe Scalotta.” The name burst from her lips. “You’re that Scalotta? Offensive lineman? Pro Bowl six years running? The Iceman?”

      “You do follow the game.”

      “I’m a high school physical education teacher. Of course I follow football. If not because I like the game, which I do, but because I don’t want to appear like a moron to my students.”

      “Good point.”

      “That explains how you can throw hundred-dollar bills around like paper. You left before we could give your money back.”

      “I don’t want it back. Get your car fixed.”

      “We have insurance.”

      “We?”

      “Me. My family.”

      “Ah . . . your husband, and you, and whoever that was with you this morning.”

      Evie stifled a smile. “Definitely not my boyfriend. And I don’t have a husband. He died.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t need your money.”

      “Take it. I was at fault.”

      Evie hesitated. Actually, she did need the money. Badly. She had no extra cash for a new car door and she could hardly drive without one. “All right.” Swallowing her pride, she nodded. “Thank you.”

      He acknowledged her thanks with a shrug of one large shoulder. “I suppose you should get to class before all hell breaks loose. I’ll just give you a call about Toni.”

      The thought of any more encounters with this man unsettled her. An ex-professional football player, no less. Top of the macho hill. Bad news—especially for Evelyn Vaughn.

      Just her luck she hadn’t experienced such an instantaneous attraction since she’d met Ray—and with that memory to guide her, she should run like a scared rabbit. But Evie couldn’t run from Joe Scalotta, and she couldn’t hide, either. From the looks of him, he’d find her wherever she went.

      “Sure, call me and we’ll discuss your daughter. I’d be happy to help in any way I can.” With a sharp nod Evie walked away, not pausing until she reached the relative safety of the softball diamonds.

      As she set about putting order to the pandemonium around her, Evie couldn’t keep her thoughts from returning to Joe Scalotta. Despite her best intentions, she wondered when she would see him next, and where her dangerous attraction for the wrong type of man would lead her this time.
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      Joe drove home, his mind filled with Mrs. Evelyn Vaughn. She was exactly the type of female he should avoid: bossy, opinionated, a career woman. He needed a settling-down kind of woman—someone who would take care of Toni the way the girl had never been taken care of. Someone who could understand his daughter. He certainly couldn’t.

      Joe turned into his driveway. The house, a colonial situated in a quiet suburb of Oak Grove, was much too big for the two of them. But the place reminded Joe of his childhood home in rural Missouri, where he’d lived happily with his parents and three brothers, and he’d been unable to resist.

      “Toni?” Joe called as he came in the front door.

      “In here.”

      He stepped into the family room and found his daughter exactly as he’d left her—watching game shows on the television. Joe couldn’t remember spending any childhood free time watching TV when the sun shone, but then, he’d had three brothers to play with. Toni had only him.

      She looked up from the screen. “Hi, Joe.”

      “Hi.” It hurt every time she called him “Joe” and not “Dad,” but once she’d turned twelve, that was what she’d done. He had no idea why, and he didn’t know how to ask. Or maybe he was afraid to. He’d rather face a 350-pound offensive lineman than have his daughter tell him he was such a terrible father that she couldn’t bring herself to address him as “Dad.” Joe hoped to change her mind—but once again, he wasn’t quite sure how.

      “You been sitting here since I left?”

      Dismay flickered over Toni’s face, and Joe wanted to smack himself. She’d taken his question as a criticism, when all he’d meant to do was make conversation.

      She stood. “I’ll have a shower and get dressed.”

      Joe wracked his brain for a way to get through to her. “Why don’t we go out to lunch? I’ll tell you about your new school.”

      Toni hesitated, almost as though she were going to refuse, then she shrugged and pounded up the stairs; seconds later the shower hissed.

      Joe wasn’t sure whether he should be happy she’d agreed to go or dismayed she’d agreed only to please him. He sat on the couch and stared at the happy people on the television screen, who had just won a trip to Tahiti for spelling a word he had never heard of. What was he going to do about Toni?

      Since Joe and his wife, Karen, had split up over ten years earlier, he’d seen very little of Toni. During the season, he’d been on the road with his team. In the off-season, there’d been days here and there—a weekend, a holiday—typical of a divorced father’s visitation rights. Now his little girl was a young woman, and he had no idea how to be a father to her.

      The death of her mother from cancer right before Christmas had devastated Toni. Even though a nanny had cared for Toni since birth, Karen had still been Toni’s mother, and her death continued to haunt the teenager.

      Karen had been a corporate headhunter, a perfectionist, a career woman who had no desire to be a mother. Joe never should have let her have custody of Toni, but what would he have done with a little girl on the road?

      Well, he could feel guilty for the rest of his life over something he could not change, or he could set about making things right between his daughter and him. He would just have to show her that things were different with Dad. She did not need to be perfect. He loved her as she was. He would erase the tension from her smile, the wariness from her eyes and the sadness from her face. He just had to figure out how.

      Toni entered the room. She resembled like a picture Joe had once seen of his mother as a young girl—all long coltish legs and sleek blond hair. Her skin tanned easily, like his, but her eyes were warm, Italian brown instead of Joe’s light blue, which must be a throwback to a nearly forgotten Norwegian ancestor.

      They lunched at a nearby cafe, sitting at a table outside beneath the late-May sunshine. Joe bit into his Reuben on rye, then watched as Toni took tiny bites of a turkey on white. To him it didn’t seem that she ate enough, but what did he know? He was used to dining with football players, and they definitely ate more than sixteen-year-old girls. The books he’d read about teenagers all said the same thing—don’t make an issue out of nothing. Save your breath for real problems. Joe’s dilemma was that he saw a “problem” wherever he looked.

      “What do you want to do this summer?” he asked.

      Toni popped a piece of the sandwich into her mouth. “I’d like to play baseball.”

      Joe hadn’t expected that.

      “I’m pretty good. I was on the team at home.” Flushing, she sat up straighter, putting her hands into her lap. “I mean, where I used to live. I saw in the paper that Big League practices begin this weekend. I’d like to go.”

      “Your mother never said you played.”

      Toni took another bite. “She traveled a lot.”

      “We both did.” He tried to peer into his daughter’s eyes, but she was busy pushing her food around on her plate. Once again, he didn’t know what to say except that he was sorry—and he figured she’d heard that enough from him already.

      “I’ll drive you to practice. I’d love to see you play.”

      Toni grinned. It was the first real smile Joe had seen since he’d taken her away with him.

      Maybe, just maybe, they could make this work.
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      The morning of league practice arrived with the threat of a downpour heavy on the air. But by ten o’clock the sky had filled with sunshine—an ideal Iowa spring morning—and the baseball diamonds behind the high school had filled with kids.

      Evie arrived precisely at ten. She’d wanted to be at the field at least half an hour early to watch the players warm up, but Danny had lost his shoes, then Benji had found them but neglected to tell the rest of the family. She’d spent a frantic fifteen minutes with her head under every piece of furniture in the house, before Adam had pried the shoes loose from behind his brother’s back.

      She dropped the twins off at the T-ball practice for seven-year-olds, waved at the father who was brave enough to referee, and hurried over to where the Big League hopefuls awaited her on the field.

      In small-town Oak Grove, Little League, Senior League and Big League baseball dominated the spring and summer months. Boys and girls ages six through eighteen could participate. The games were as much a social event as an athletic activity, and when a team had the potential of going to the championship—the way Evie’s did—interest skyrocketed. Already a majority of the onlookers had gathered to watch her players.

      Evie had been virtually assured of the boys’ baseball varsity coaching position next spring if she could take her team to the Big League state championship. The coaches of the boys’ teams received higher salaries because of the larger number of participants and the larger number of fans at the games. Evie wanted that money for her sons. College was expensive these days.

      Last year her team had missed the championship by one game. They would go this year if her luck held—and if she could find a decent pitcher.

      Evie surveyed the boys waiting for her attention. How was she to find a new star player in a town where all the kids on her team this year had played for her the year before? Sure, she had younger players she’d drafted last month, but she knew what she had—and no one could pitch.

      Too bad she couldn’t entice some of the girls she’d coached during their junior high years back into the game. Though Big League was open to both sexes, by the time the kids were juniors and seniors, the girls had gone on to other interests. She would just have to train a younger player, mold him into what she needed and pray for the best. She was a coach—a darn good one. She could conquer this obstacle. She would. Her dream of sending her sons to college depended upon it.

      “Good morning, boys.”

      “‘Mornin’, Coach Vaughn.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Evie paused in the midst of dumping a bag of baseballs onto the ground, her gaze searching the crowd for the owner of the voice.

      A tall blond girl stepped through the herd of boys. “I just wanted to let you know I was here.” She shrugged and glanced around sheepishly. “You said ‘boys’ and well...” Kicking at the grass with the toe of her baseball spikes, the girl avoided Evie’s eyes. “I’m not a boy.”

      “No.” Evie smiled. “I can see you’re not.” Evie couldn’t remember this girl from earlier years, but then, they changed so fast. “I take it you’d like to play Big League?”

      “Yeah. I was told to come to your team ‘cause you were short a player, and I missed the tryouts. Is that right?”

      “You’re new in Oak Grove?” The weight in Evie’s chest lightened at the girl’s nod. “What position did you play on your old team?”

      “Pitcher.”

      This is too lucky to be true.

      “Are you any good?”

      “I pitched in the state championships last year. But we didn’t win.”

      “Hot dog!” Evie clapped her hands, then bent down to snatch a baseball from the ground. Tossing it to the girl, she motioned to Adam, “Let’s see what she can do.”

      In seconds Evie’s team had taken position in the field. The boys had played together since childhood, with few additions or deletions. They were a great team. All they needed was a break.

      With a nod to the girl on the pitcher’s mound, Evie lined up to bat.

      The windup.

      Steady eyes, Evie thought. Looks good.

      The throw. Fast and straight on.

      Evie swung, expecting to hear her bat connect with the ball. Instead, she stumbled forward when her bat connected with her left shoulder. Turning, she stared in amazement at the ball resting in Adam’s glove.

      She’d whiffed! She hadn’t whiffed since high school.

      Shading her eyes, Evie squinted toward the pitcher’s mound. “What’s your name?”

      “Antonia. But everyone calls me ‘Toni.’ Toni Scalotta.”

      Evie’s hand dropped to her side and hung, a dead weight. “Scalotta. That figures.”
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      Joe had driven Toni to the baseball diamonds, but, at her request, he stayed away from where she was playing. His daughter wanted to do this on her own, and she knew too well how teenage boys reacted to the sight of Iceman Scalotta.

      Instead, Joe walked around the section of the field where the smaller children practiced. He found their antics as they learned the basics of baseball endearing.

      Standing on the outskirts of one diamond, Joe watched in amazement as the boys and girls in the field played a game he’d never seen before. It looked to be some kind of tackle baseball, with every child on the field racing for the ball, even going so far as to take it away from a teammate by force. Then, when the winner tried to throw the ball back to the infield, he or she discovered there was no one left to throw the ball to. They had all left their posts to chase after the runaway hit, and now the runner headed for home, stubby legs pumping like an old-fashioned steam engine.

      Joe had to bite down on his cheek to keep from laughing. A tug on his pant leg had him staring down into the bright blue eyes of a redheaded tyke.

      “Hi,” Joe said. “Are you lost?”

      “Nope. I’m Danny.”

      “Uh-huh. Did you want something?”

      “A T-ball coach. My team’s the only one without a coach. If we can’t get one, we can’t play.”

      “Why don’t you ask your dad?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Poor kid. Cute little thing, too.

      Still, Joe had to discourage the child right away. He knew nothing about little boys and even less about coaching T-ball.

      He noticed another redheaded kid in the outfield. “That your brother?”

      “I’ve got a big brother. Adam. He’s on the Big League team. Over there.” Danny shot a thumb over his shoulder toward the field where Joe had last seen Toni. “Hey, mister, what about bein’ my coach?”

      The kid wasn’t going to be sidetracked. “Did you ask your mom? I’m sure if you explained your problem, she’d help you out. Moms are like that.”

      “She’s already coachin’ my big brother’s team.”

      “Oh.” Now what? The kid kept staring at him, big blue eyes full of hope. “I’m sorry, Danny. But I don’t know anything about T-ball.”

      “That’s okay. Neither do we.” Danny fixed Joe with a smile that was all the sweeter because of the two empty spaces in his bottom row of teeth. “I’ll get my mom. She’s in charge of the coaches, too. You can talk to her.”

      Before Joe could stop him, the redheaded imp raced off. Joe had been bamboozled by a pint-size sharpie. He couldn’t remember saying yes, but somehow he felt as though he had. Well, he’d just have to find a way to extricate himself from the situation once he talked to Coach Mom.

      “Here she is, mister.” Danny’s voice rose above the shouts of the other children.

      Joe turned and froze. “You.”

      “I think we’ve had this conversation before,” Evelyn Vaughn said. “Why is it I can’t seem to take a step without running into you or your offspring, Mr. Scalotta?”

      In the midst of admiring the legs of the lovely Mrs. Vaughn—he’d never had a teacher who looked that good in shorts; heck, he’d never had a teacher who wore shorts—Joe glanced up. “You’ve met my daughter?”

      She raised her eyebrows at his perusal but didn’t comment. “She seems to have ended up on my team.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “I was short a player, so the next kid who signed up was mine. I’m sure the other coaches think it’s a riot that I got a girl.” She grinned, and there was a bit of wolf around the edges. “Are they gonna be surprised.”

      “You teach, coach Big League and manage all the coaches?”

      “Do you have a problem with that?”

      The way she asked the question, chin up, a little defensive, made Joe think of his ex-wife. Karen had always met any hint of conflict head-on, sometimes before any conflict appeared, just so she could be on top of the situation. She had been forever on the go, taking any job or volunteer position in order to climb higher up the ladder. Why should Evelyn Vaughn be any different?

      “I don’t have a problem with your multitude of jobs. Do your children? Seems to me a mom should be with her kids.”

      Someone on a nearby diamond shouted, “Hey, Evie! How’s it going?”

      Everyone seemed to know her in this town, and why wouldn’t they? She seemed to be involved in just about everything.

      Evie waved before turning to Joe with a scowl. “My kids are none of your business. You can keep your outdated, chauvinistic attitude to yourself.”

      She was right, and Joe knew it but he couldn’t help how he’d been raised or what he believed. He was a fifties man living in a new-millennium world. He needed to keep his thoughts to himself. Most of the time they just got him into trouble.

      Evie took a deep breath, as if for patience, and when she spoke her voice held a professional distance that matched her expression. “Danny tells me you’d like to coach T-ball.”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly say so.”

      “That’s what I figured.” She blew her bangs upward then went on one knee next to her son. “Mr. Scalotta is too busy, and he probably knows nothing about baseball. We’ll find you another coach.”

      “But I want him.” Danny stabbed a finger in Joe’s direction.

      “We don’t always get what we want.”

      The little boy’s shoulders slumped. “I guess. But why can’t I get what I want just once?”

      Evie rolled her eyes, then ran a hand over the top of her son’s head. “I’ll find someone to coach your team. Just give me a little time. I’ll find you the best coach. Someone who really knows the game and understands seven-year-old kids.”

      Joe gritted his teeth at the slight. He wasn’t a total moron. He did have some knowledge of baseball. Just because he’d played football didn’t mean he was ignorant of every other sport. What he didn’t know about T-ball he could pick up from a manual. He could read, after all. And he’d spent years playing games with grown men—huge, mean men. After that, how tough could ten or twelve seven-year-olds be? He could handle the T-ball league with his eyes closed.

      Before Joe could think twice about what he was going to do, he put a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Never mind, kid. You’ve got yourself a coach.”
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      Sunday evening and the clock read 8:00.

      Evie wandered through her house, which was quiet at last, checking the locks as she did every night.

      The twins lay in bed, having completed their litany of last-minute requests.

      “I need a drink.”

      “One more book.”

      “I have to go pee.”

      Adam listened to music in his bedroom, ear buds in place so as not to wake the twins, while he finished his homework.

      Evie debated making a half pot of coffee. Did she really need the caffeine?

      Lethargy gripped her. Yes, she did. She had essays to grade for senior health and a final exam to prepare before she could go to bed. Then the twins would be up before the sun. They always were.

      As she filled the coffeepot with water, Evie stared into the darkness beyond her kitchen window. Another day over. She’d made it through.

      Hard to believe that a week ago the name Joe Scalotta was only one she’d heard on television or read in the paper. Now the man filled her thoughts more often than not. She was attracted to him; she couldn’t deny that. She just didn’t like it. He was exactly the type of man she needed to avoid. Forever playing little-boy games, macho to the core, a total disaster in waiting.

      After her husband had been killed in a motorcycle accident when the twins were only a year old, there had been many mornings when just making it through the day sane had been a doubtful prospect. Not that Evie had been crushed with grief—not exactly. By the time Ray had died, she’d felt little beyond contempt for the man she’d once loved.

      Ray had remained a little boy at heart until the day of his death. Handsome, fun loving, irresponsible—bottom of the pile in father and husband attributes.

      He and Evie had been high school sweethearts. Back then, when they were seventeen, Ray had represented a dream come true to the new girl in town who was shy, scared and insecure.

      Evie was the product of a policeman father, who taught her sports as soon as he discovered her God-given talent for any game that involved a ball. But while her father had praised such talent and helped her to mold it, the rest of the world saw Evie as something of a freak.

      Girls did not play sports as well as the boys, or if they could, they did not admit it. When she moved to Newsome, she felt lost, and alone, and weird. Until the cutest guy in school fell for her.

      Evie flowered into a princess, and Ray was her prince. She loved him and believed with a childlike hope that she could save Ray from himself.

      Then the clock struck midnight. Evie became pregnant, married Ray and settled down. But for Ray, the playing never stopped.

      When Adam was born, Ray was on a road trip to Chicago with his buddies. It was Super Bowl weekend, and the gambling pools were more impressive in the big-city bars.

      Though her parents loved her and never turned their backs on her, still their disappointment hovered in the air whenever they came near. So Evie sweated through the sixteen-hour labor alone.

      Her husband arrived in time to hold his day-old son.

      Evie had so hoped Ray would change once Adam was born. No such luck. For the next nine years, Ray went from one job to the next, spending what money they put aside on fast cars, motorcycles, drinking and gambling.

      The coffee burped and dribbled a last drip into the pot.

      Evie roused herself enough to pour a cup, then carried it to the kitchen table and spread out her papers. But once the memories had started, they could not be stopped. Instead of correcting the essays, Evie stared into her coffee and remembered.

      She had stayed with Ray for her son’s sake, but when she overheard him telling Adam to have a sip of whiskey, exhorting him to “Be a man like Daddy,” Evie took Adam to her parents.

      Then the one thing happened that could make Evie give Ray another chance. She was pregnant died, and right back where she’d started at seventeen—except now she had a nine-year-old son, as well.

      Ray swore he’d change, and for a little while he had. When the twins were born, he stayed beside her through the delivery and even helped her with some of the night feedings. Then the familiar cycle started over again—gambling, drinking, new cars and motorcycles—until the night when the doorbell rang at three a.m.

      Her father stood on Evie’s doorstep, and before he opened his mouth, she knew. He held her close while he explained that Ray had been driving his motorcycle under the influence and had decided to play chicken with a pickup truck. His neck broke when he hit the pavement.

      Her parents helped Evie with the boys while she earned the teaching degree she’d once given up as lost. One of her father’s buddies was the athletic director in Oak Grove and offered her a position. She eagerly packed up her children and moved out of town. The boys needed to live in a place that did not see them as “sons of that no-account Ray Vaughn.”

      The twins were too young to remember their dad, but sometimes Evie caught Adam looking at the picture of Ray he kept on his bedside table. She’d tried to talk to him about his father, but Adam refused to discuss the subject.

      He was a quiet boy, a good boy. Sometimes, though, she wondered how much he recollected of his father, and how much like Ray he really was inside.

      Such thoughts scared her to death.
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      Joe stared at the picture of Karen on his daughter’s night table. Her pale blond hair had been cut by a master, who’d made the strands fall about her flawless face to the best advantage.

      Karen had been beautiful, intelligent, seemingly perfect in every way—until you glanced into her eyes. Even in the picture, Joe saw the coldness that came straight from his ex-wife’s heart.

      He should have seen the same coldness when he stared into Evie Vaughn’s eyes. A woman who was out for her career at the expense of everyone and everything should reflect that selfishness in her eyes. Yet Joe thought he saw warmth, and caring, and a hint of the same attraction that had grabbed him the moment he realized she was a woman and not a child.

      Toni walked into the room wearing a T-shirt that sported a sleeping cat. She’d braided her long, blond hair—a color that Joe always thought of as cornhusk blond, though he knew his daughter would not appreciate the comparison—and she appeared younger than her sixteen years.

      God, he loved her, and he had missed so many years of her life.

      “‘Night, Joe.”

      “‘Night, sweetheart.” Joe kissed the top of her head. “See you in the morning.” He turned out the light and left the room.

      Tucking in a teenager was pushing it, but Joe couldn’t help himself. He had so little time left before she was all grown up. He’d take advantage of every gift she allowed him.

      Joe absently flipped through the television channels with the remote control, not really seeing the programs or caring what they were. He left the television tuned to a rerun of I Love Lucy and let his mind wander once more.

      He couldn’t blame Karen for everything that had gone wrong with their marriage. He’d been attracted by her ambition and drive. Those two traits were as much a part of him as breathing, and he admired them in others. So why had he come to detest Karen for the same traits that had interested him in the first place?

      Maybe because he saw in her neglect of Toni a reflection of his own behavior.

      But one thing he could not forgive Karen for was her never-ending criticism of their daughter. Karen had constantly harped on the girl. Toni never dressed right, walked right, spoke right, ate right or looked right. As a result, Toni now tried too hard to please everyone, rarely considering her own happiness.

      Toni’s aptitude for baseball appeared to give her confidence, and though Joe would have liked to keep his daughter as far away from Coach Mom as possible, he couldn’t take from Toni this first step toward self-assurance. Since he would be coaching Danny Vaughn’s T-ball team, he’d be able to keep an eye on the boy’s mother and make sure she understood how to deal with young girls.

      Joe clicked off the television, and the silence settled around him. He hadn’t lived in such a quiet place since he’d left home. At night, the sounds of the neighborhood disappeared, one by one, until only an occasional barking dog broke the stillness. Oak Grove, Iowa, was peaceful—just the sort of place he and Toni needed. Joe had lived too long on the road with too many people and too much noise. He was tired of it all.

      But at least on the road he’d never had a chance to become lonely. Someone was always available for a game of cards, a drink in the bar, an hour of conversation.

      He needed to start dating again. There had to be some single women in Oak Grove—stable, dependable women who could help him make a home and understand his daughter.

      His dream was outdated, even chauvinistic, but he couldn’t help himself. His childhood had been the stuff of a Mark Twain novel: long summer days playing with his brothers, fishing on the Mississippi, camping beneath the stars, followed by cold winter nights studying in the kitchen, endless pillow fights, squabbles and wrestling matches.

      He missed those days. He wanted to experience them again—from a father’s side of the fence. And he would. He just needed to stay on course, focus on his goal and rush over every obstacle. Kind of like football.

      So what if he continued to see Evie Vaughn’s face every time he closed his eyes. He could handle that.

      No problem.
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      The day after school let out for the summer, Evie held a picnic for the members of her Big League team. The backyard filled with teenage boys, and the twins ran circles around small groups, pestering Adam and his friends.

      Evie watched from the kitchen while she made another pitcher of pink lemonade. She loved summer—the warmth, the freedom, the opportunity to shape diverse young people into a team. The self-confidence her players developed was one of the best gifts of Big League ball.

      The doorbell rang, and Evie dried her hands on a dish towel before she went to answer. She stopped at the sight of Joe Scalotta, resplendent in a royal-blue T-shirt and stonewashed jeans, standing on the other side of the screen, his huge hand cupped over Toni’s shoulder.

      “Hi,” Joe said, his voice cool and remote. “When should I pick her up?”

      Evie pushed open the screen, motioning Toni inside. “Everyone’s out back. Why don’t you join them?”

      Toni nodded and went through the living room into the kitchen. The back door slammed as the girl left the house.

      “I’m not exactly sure when we’ll be done,” Evie said. “If they’re having fun and they’re not too crazy, they can stay all day. I’ll have Adam drive Toni home, if you’d like.”

      Joe frowned and stepped forward.

      Evie, who was still holding the screen door partway open, took a hurried step back as he came inside. What was it about the man that appealed to her? His size? His looks? His seemingly endless array of colorful T-shirts? Or maybe the cold eyes that made her feel hot all over?

      “Adam. That’s your son?”

      “Yes. He’s seventeen—very responsible, I assure you.”

      “Yeah, aren’t they all? I remember seventeen quite well, thank you. I’ll pick Toni up myself. Just have her call me when she wants to come home.”

      “Fine.” Evie tamped down her irritation at Joe’s implication. He was just protecting his daughter. She’d react the same way if Toni were her child.

      Laughter drifted to them on the breeze.

      “Seems they’re having a good time already,” Joe said

      Evie was suddenly all too aware of her lack of makeup and short cap of hair, cut close to her head to shear preparation time every morning. She wore her most comfortable pair of cutoff shorts and a loose cotton shirt, favorites because of their age and well-washed softness. Her toes curled against the ceramic tile of the entryway; her shoes resided on the back porch.

      An analysis of the reason she gave two hoots how she looked to Joe Scalotta was interrupted by the whirlwind arrival of Benji, who came skidding through the kitchen doorway and slammed to a halt against the back of Evie’s legs.

      She stumbled forward, and Joe grabbed her shoulders. His big hands felt scaldingly hot as they molded the thin material of her shirt against her skin. In his eyes she saw the same heat, and she hurriedly regained her footing, then pulled away before she did something extremely stupid.

      “Hey, there, Danny. You ready for T-ball practice next week?”

      Benji squinted all the way up the mountain of man, his eyes widening when they reached Joe’s face. “Who’s he?”

      “This is Mr. Scalotta. Toni’s dad.”

      Obviously puzzled, Joe glanced from Benji to Evie. “He’s the one who asked me to be his coach. Now he doesn’t remember me?”

      “That was Danny.”

      “I know.” Joe pointed at Benji. “Danny.”‘

      “I’m Benji,” the boy shouted. “Why does everybody get us mixed up, Mom? You never do.”

      “I don’t get you mixed up because I’m your mother and I know everything. Now, go back outside. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Benji raced off, whatever he’d wanted in the first place forgotten, and Evie met Joe’s rueful smile.

      “Twins,” he said.

      “Bingo. Want to back out of being their coach now?”

      “Not a chance. I’m excited about it.”

      “Why?” Evie couldn’t understand what would entice a man like Joe Scalotta to spend his summer with a herd of seven-year-olds.

      “I like kids. Always have. But I’ve never had the opportunity to get involved with them before. And this way I’ll be able to keep my eye on things.”

      Evie got the feeling he was warning her with that cryptic statement—but about what, she had no idea. Before she could ask, he opened the screen door and left.

      Evie admired the way he walked—light on his feet despite his size, as if he knew where he was going, now and for always. It had been far too long since she’d seen such a good-looking man, and she couldn’t help but indulge herself for a moment.

      Joe turned, and Evie’s gaze flew to his face. He smiled knowingly, and she flushed, feeling like one of her students caught staring at the cutest guy in school.

      All the more reason to stop this interest before it got the better of her. Ray had been the cutest guy in school, and see where that had led her?

      “How do you tell them apart?”

      “Wh-who?” she stammered.

      “Benji and Danny. It’s a secret that might come in handy to their coach.”

      “Like I told Benji, I’m their mother. I just know.”

      “I thought it might be something like that. They’re gonna run me ragged.” He stalked to his sports car.

      “Count on it,” Evie called after him.

      The kids had filled their plates with the multitude of offerings from the potluck picnic. The twins had managed to get something to eat without undue disaster. After grabbing her own meal, Evie planted herself in a lawn chair next to Toni, who had taken a seat at Adam’s table. She ignored the frown her son gave her for sitting by him, and addressed the girl. “Ready to start practice next week?”

      Toni paused in the act of cutting her submarine sandwich in half. After carefully laying down her knife and fork, she nodded. “I’ve been throwing some to Joe here and there, but it’ll feel good to get into the swing of the game again.”

      The girl never seemed to call her father “Dad,” but that was none of Evie’s business, even though it made her curious.

      “From what I’ve seen so far you’re a great pitcher. You might even be the best hitter, too.”

      Toni glanced at the boys, who listened in on the conversation avidly. Her cheeks pinkened and she ducked her head. “I do all right, but I wouldn’t say I’m the best.”

      Evie had had the same problem when she’d moved to Newsome eighteen years earlier. It wouldn’t do for the new girl to be better than all the boys. Even if she was, she didn’t need to flaunt it before the fact was proven.

      “We’ll see how things go next week.”

      Conversation picked up around the table, and Evie glanced at each table to make sure a food fight wasn’t in the offing. So far, everyone was behaving, but she knew better than to let her guard down for more than a minute.

      Toni had cut her sandwich, but she wasn’t eating. Instead, she stared at her plate and snuck shy, timid glances at Adam from beneath her lashes.

      Adam wasn’t shy and he wasn’t timid. He hadn’t cut his sandwich, but he was eating it. Like a pig. He wasn’t sneaking glances at Toni; he was studiously ignoring her. Same difference.

      Not only did she have to deal with her own unfortunate attraction to an insufferable man, but apparently she would have to endure her son’s first crush at the same time. From the looks of Toni Scalotta, Evie’s star pitcher had caught the same fever as Adam.

      Evie cast a glance heavenward, hoping for divine intervention.

      Puppy love. What next?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Toni did her best not to look at Adam. But she couldn’t help it. He was the cutest guy she’d ever seen.

      He kept looking at her, too, which only made her nervous, and when Toni was nervous she got quiet. Then people thought she was stuck-up. She wasn’t. She was just terrified she’d do something stupid and ruin any chance she had for friends, or boyfriends, in this town. The only time she felt confident was on the playing field. On mound she didn’t have a chance to think about how dumb she appeared; she only had time to react.

      Adam got up and, without so much as a glance at her, left the table to dump his plate into the garbage can at the foot of the porch.

      Toni’s face heated. She’d turned him off, and she hadn’t even said anything. In fact, not saying anything was probably the problem. She’d sat there like a lump. She was so boring.

      Other girls always seemed to know exactly what to say to guys, how to flip their hair, laugh and wink without winking at all. Toni never could get the hang of that.

      Since she was no longer hungry, Toni gathered the remains of her lunch and went to the garbage can. She wondered if Mrs. Vaughn would hate her if she asked to call Joe now. No one was talking to her. She could tell they didn’t want her here. Tears pressed at the back of her eyes, but she forced them away. If she cried in front of the guys, she’d never be one of the team.

      Toni turned and bounced off Adam Vaughn’s chest. He made a grab for her as she tilted backward. Her heart leaped into her mouth when his hands closed about her upper arms, steadied her, then clung.

      He grinned, and her stomach twisted; she couldn’t seem to breathe. For a long moment they stared at each other as if no one else in the world existed but them—it was the strangest thing.

      “Do you want me to tell you about the team?” he asked.

      “Team?” The word came out of her mouth before she could stop it, sounding as moronic as it was.

      “You know—” he waved his hand at the guys still stuffing their faces at the tables “—the team.”

      He had a man’s voice, and the contrast to her own childish repetition of his words made Toni wince. He would never like her if he thought she was a baby. She very much wanted Adam to like her.

      Toni took a deep breath, swallowed her fear and said, “Why don’t we sit over there?” She pointed to an empty table beneath the largest oak tree in the yard, far away from everyone else.

      He raised one eyebrow, as if he heard her heart beating too loudly and her breath coming in gasps, then he walked toward the table. Toni followed, praying with every step that she wouldn’t trip and fall on her face.

      Why couldn’t she be more like Mrs. Vaughn? When Toni’s coach walked, she did so with grace and confidence. When she spoke, everyone listened. Toni doubted Adam’s mom had ever done anything stupid in her life. And with that example, how could Adam ever think Toni anything less than a geek?

      She reached the table without screwing up and sat on one side. Adam sat on the other. Her knee bumped his; then their feet clunked together. They both mumbled “Sorry” at the same time.

      Toni felt her face go hot. She wanted to die. This guy/girl stuff was way out of her league.

      “What can I tell you about the team?” His voice was normal, just like she hadn’t done anything dumb.

      “Uh, well, I was kind of wondering . . .”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are the guys going to . . . uh . . .” Her gaze fell to her hands, which were twisted together on top of the table. “Hate me,” she whispered.

      “Why would they hate you?”

      He sounded so surprised that Toni found the confidence to tell him the truth. “I’m different. Always have been.”

      There was a long moment of silence, during which Toni waited for him to get up and leave—to tell his mom she was a nutcase, tell the guys she was a freak. She’d never fit in, and Joe would know for sure she was worthless, then he’d dump her on someone else and pay that person to take care of her. The way her mom always had.

      Toni didn’t realize she was holding her breath until Adam reached across the table and put his hand on top of hers. The breath rushed out. Adam’s one right hand was bigger than both of Toni’s put together, and for some reason that made her feel safe and not so all alone.

      He squeezed her hands. “I like different.”

      Toni was a goner right then and there.
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      “Man, oh man.” Evie watched as her son touched Toni Scalotta’s hands. “Trouble like this I do not need.”

      Adam’s expression flashed her back so fast to Ray that she got dizzy. Most of her memories of him were bad, but lately, maybe because Adam was the same age now that Ray had been when she’d fallen for him, she was starting to remember some of the good times. There had been some very good times.

      Young love, first love, hormones, passion—nothing was ever that wonderful, or that horrible, again. Funny, but she could still remember when Ray had first touched her hand.

      Evie shivered despite the heat of the sun beating down and burning the bridge of her unsunscreened nose. She always managed to slather up the kids and forget about herself.

      “Mom, what should we do now?” The twins leaned against her back. With a bright red head on each shoulder, they announced in stereo, “We’re so-o-o-o bored.”

      Evie hooked an arm around each squirming waist. Then she pulled their hot little bodies against her and rubbed her cheek first on the top of one sun-warmed head and then on top of the other.

      They squealed in mock dismay.

      “Hey, there are big guys watching,” Benji whispered.

      “Sorry.” She let them go. “Why do sweaty little boys always smell like sunshine?”

      “One of God’s little tricks to keep you from killing us,” Danny answered, used to the question.

      Smiling, Evie glanced around the yard to see what the “big guys” were doing to amuse themselves. The usual—talking, tossing a soft football—and starting a water fight with the garden hose.

      Uh-oh.

      She started across the yard. But her memories of her dead husband had kept her a bit too long in the past, and the water fight was too far gone to be stopped with a single “Hey!”

      The boys had already found extra buckets and cups and had started to douse one another in earnest.

      The twins left her side at a run, whooping like mad cowboys. Surprisingly, they halted halfway between her and the nexus of the fight, glancing back to see if she was going to put an end to it all.

      Evie spread her hands in a “Be my guest” gesture, and they grinned before diving in and wrestling an empty ice-cream bucket out of the third-baseman’s hands.

      What could be more fun than a water fight on the first day of summer vacation? Not much.

      It took a few minutes for Evie to realize someone was missing.

      Her son and Toni were still talking—and holding hands. Time for that to stop.

      Evie left the shouting boys behind her and headed for her son. Unfortunately, the moment she saw Adam and Toni so did everyone else.

      With shouts that would rival Attila the Hun’s, the team tore across the lawn to include the only dry members in the fun. So engrossed were Adam and Toni in each other that they didn’t see the sheet of water coming until the tidal wave sloshed over the table and them.

      Toni shrieked and jumped to her feet. She turned to the group, and one of the twins heaved a bucket of water right into her face.

      Water dripped off Toni’s nose, darkened her blouse, ran down her legs. She opened one eye, then the other, and blinked the droplets from her lashes.

      The yard was as quiet as Oak Grove on a Sunday night.

      Evie held her breath. If Toni acted like a girl with wet hair, she’d never be one of the guys.

      Toni approached the hose-wielding third baseman. He watched her, uncertain, the hose hanging from his hands and filling his shoes with water. When she stood directly in front of him, Toni grabbed the hose. In one quick, agile motion she flipped it around and sprayed the group with a stream of water, sending them flying in the other direction. She chased them, laughing, as far as the hose would allow.

      Two points for Toni.

      “Mom!”

      The twins went running by on either side, nearly knocking her over in their attempt to get away from Adam. He chased them into the fray, wrestled the bucket from Benji, got Toni to fill it, and then sat on his brothers while he dribbled water onto their heads in an impressive demonstration of the Chinese water torture.

      She could put a halt to that—Evie sat in a lawn chair and let the sun warm her closed eyelids—but why?

      The sound of children’s laughter—shrieks, shouts and giggles—announced summer in full swing. As long as there was noise of a certain kind, everything was fine. When it got quiet or a voice got too shrill, Evie would worry. For now, everyone was happy.

      Wham!

      The coldness of the water nearly stopped her heart—it did take her breath away. A sitting duck in the lawn chair, Evie could do nothing but gasp as the hose drenched her from head to foot.

      “Wh-wh-who did that?” She gasped for air and blinked the ice from her eyes.

      Stupid question.

      Benji and Danny stood directly in front of her chair, the hose held tandem.

      When she narrowed her gaze on them, they looked a little scared.

      “Give me that.” Adam yanked the hose from their hands.

      Since the hose was still on, the force of his yank sent a fresh spray across Evie’s face. The blast caught her right in the mouth. She choked.

      “Hey, you’re drowning her!” Toni grabbed the hose, too.

      What followed was a display of waterworks seldom seen in southern Iowa. Toni and Adam wrestled with the hose. Water sprayed upward, sideways, all around. The two of them started giggling and collapsed into each other’s arms

      “What is going on here?”

      Everyone froze as the deep voice boomed across the yard.

      Joe Scalotta did not appear happy to find his soaking-wet daughter locked in the embrace of Evie’s equally drenched son. She really couldn’t blame him. The two of them looked kind of stuck together in a suction born of water and sunlight.

      Evie shoved her wet hair out of her eyes and went to face the music.
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      Joe hadn't meant to come back and check on Toni. But he hadn’t been able to help himself. His little girl amid all those . . . those . . . those . . . boys. The thought would not leave his head no matter how hard he tried to get it out.

      He’d attempted to amuse himself mowing the lawn. That had taken all of an hour and hadn’t been very amusing. Trying to find something worth watching on the television had taken another fifteen minutes. A car ride had occupied two more minutes, then the drive back to the Vaughns’ house another five. He’d planned to meander down the street. If the house wasn’t on fire, if there were no police cars blocking access or ambulances waiting in the driveway, he would just make a circle back home.

      The street seemed like any other on a weekday summer afternoon—Midwest suburbia. Some driveways were empty, the houses having the deserted air of a two-income family. Other driveways sported a single motor vehicle—usually a minivan—bikes strewn about, colored chalk drawings scuffed and blurred. Screen doors banged; moms called out; children answered, their laughter on the wind.

      As he had driven past Evie’s house, Joe had been congratulating himself on finding a paradise named Oak Grove—then he’d heard a girl scream.

      His blood went cold. His heart lurched into overdrive. He parked half on the curb and half in the street. He didn’t bother with the front door, just ran to the backyard, and he’d found . . .s

      Chaos.

      Joe glared his best Iceman glare at the crowd of drenched teenagers. They appeared suitably abashed, especially the one with his hands all over Toni. He’d bet his Super Bowl ring that was Adam, the responsible seventeen-year-old Vaughn.

      “Grrr.” The sound came from deep in Joe’s throat, and the kids scattered.

      Except for the twins, Toni and her octopus. They remained frozen where they were.

      “Adam, take the boys into the basement and dry them off,” Evie ordered.

      He’d been right. The octopus was Adam.

      The kid dropped his hands from Toni’s shoulders. His face was red, but he met Joe’s eyes. Kid had too much guts for his own good.

      The twins moaned, but when Evie snapped out a command, moved. Impressive, really, if Joe had been in the mood to be impressed by her parenting skills. After what he’d just seen, he wasn’t.

      “Toni, you go in the house and use my bathroom.”

      “No, Toni can get in my car and come home right now. “

      His daughter gazed at him, then Evie, then the ground, which was steadily becoming mud beneath the hose she held in her hands. She was soaked from her head to her toes, and would resemble a lost, scared little girl—except for one thing.

      Her wet blouse revealed she was no longer a little girl.

      Joe started growling again.

      “Stop growling like a bear,” Evie said. “This isn’t the woods. Toni, turn off the hose and go inside. There’s a hair dryer under the sink and some dry clothes in the laundry basket on the kitchen table. Help yourself. And take your time. Your father and I need to talk.”

      Without glancing Joe’s way for approval, disapproval or anything in between, Toni did as Evie told her.

      To be honest, Toni had been nothing but obedient since Joe had driven away from Karen’s condominium. So obedient, in fact, that she scared him, and Joe had been yearning for a single hint of rebellion to prove she was a normal teenager. But right now Joe wanted to roar his annoyance that she listened to a stranger instead of him.

      “You look like you’re going to have a stroke,” Evie said as soon as the screen door banged behind Toni. “You want to sit down?”

      “Grrr,” he returned.

      “I’ll take that as a no, though you really need to relax. A big guy like you, out in the heat, veins bulging in your forehead . . . One of these days you’re just gonna go splat. I’ve seen it happen.” She made a tsking sound as she shook her head.

      Joe’s blood pressure went up a notch. He wasn’t the one who should be embarrassed here. Coach Mom of the Year was the one who should be embarrassed. The fact that she wasn’t—at all—made him see red.

      “My blood pressure is fine and none of your business.”

      “You’re right. But if you grit your teeth like that, it’s hard to understand you.”

      “Grr.”

      Incredibly, she laughed, right in his face, and Joe stood there with his teeth no longer grinding because his mouth hung open. People did not laugh when Iceman Scalotta growled. They choked; they swallowed; they went white; they ran the other way. They did not laugh.

      “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her hand across her mouth as if to make her smile disappear. It did, but her eyes still danced. “That growling—it works for you?”

      “Until now.”

      “I’m sure it’s frightening when you’re all padded up and ready to slam someone into another dimension. But here—” she shrugged and waved her hand to indicate the empty yard “—when you’re wearing sandals, and I know you’re not going to tackle me...” She tilted her head. “You aren’t going to tackle me, are you?”

      “Hardly. I’d send you into the next dimension.”

      “Maybe. My father was a cop. I know some tricks.” She winked.

      Joe’s blood pressure continued to rise, though not from anger any longer. She had very nice eyes. They changed color depending on her mood or what she wore. Right now her washed-out purple shirt made them more green than hazel. He’d always been partial to green.

      “There aren’t enough tricks in the world to stop me, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Does that ‘sweetheart’ thing work for you, too?”

      “In what way?”

      “Do women like it? Or do they knock your teeth down your throat?”

      Now it was his turn to smile. “See any teeth missing?”

      “Grr,” she said.
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      “You're not doing it right,” Joe said. “When you growl you have to make the sound come from your gut. Like you really mean it. As if you’re going to tear someone’s head off if he rubs you the wrong way.”

      “You have, and I plan to.”

      He laughed. “You and whose army?”

      Joe let his gaze wander from the top of her dark head to the tip of her bare feet. Soaking wet, like now, she might weigh 110 pounds.

      His eyes were drawn irresistibly up those shining legs. Great legs, he observed—long despite her height, muscles in all the right places. Curves, too. He’d always been fascinated with the way a loose shirt became a tight shirt when you added water to the mix. How on earth had he ever thought she was a high school student, with curves like those?

      “The bigger they are, the harder they fall, buster.”

      The annoyance in her voice made Joe realize what he was doing—ogling his daughter’s coach, teacher and counselor as though she were the prime attraction at a wet T-shirt contest. He yanked his eyes back to where they belonged—her face.

      A single raised eyebrow made Joe wonder if she knew exactly what he’d been thinking, feeling. Then her words penetrated the sudden and surprising haze of sexual attraction that had clouded his mind.

      “The bigger they are...?” he repeated.

      Evie crossed her arms over her chest, and Joe’s cheeks grew warm. She knew. How mortifying. He felt like the high school kid now.

      “A big guy will go down harder than a little guy if you take him out the right way.”

      “True.”

      She shifted, dropped her arms and turned around.

      Joe’s traitorous gaze admired how her cutoff jeans had worn thin across the seat. No one cut off old jeans for shorts anymore—and it was a shame.

      She spun about, and Joe pulled his eyes back to her face, trying to appear innocent.

      Her long-suffering sigh that of a teacher with an unruly student, showed she wasn’t buying his act.

      “You’ve proven your point, Mr. Scalotta. It won’t happen again.”

      “I have? It won’t?” He had no idea what she was talking about. His thoughts had been mush since he’d stepped into the backyard.

      “I live in a house full of Y chromosomes, and they don’t see me as anything other than head cook and bottle washer.”

      “Yeah?” He still wasn’t following her.

      “I’m not used to girls. Having Toni here today . . .” She shrugged. “I didn’t realize until you illustrated your point.”

      “My point being?”

      “Toni’s a young woman amid a team of boys. And those boys don’t look at her the way my houseful looks at me. I never thought something as harmless as letting them have their first water fight of the summer would be such a mistake. If you hadn’t shown up when you did, they might have ogled her as rudely as you ogled me. I’ll make sure nothing like this happens again.”

      She thought he’d been staring at her to prove a point—and a good point it was. He wished he’d thought of it. Now that he was thinking of it, his blood pressure rose again at the image of those boys staring at his daughter the way he’d stared at Evie.

      Things appeared a whole lot different when you were responsible for a little girl—who wasn’t a little girl anymore.

      “Maybe baseball isn’t the best of ideas,” he said. “But she wanted it so bad, I didn’t have the heart to say no.”

      “It’ll be fine. Toni held her own in the water fight. Acted like one of the guys and not a girlie-girl. If she pitches as well as I think she’s going to, none of the boys will want to offend her. They want to win.”

      “Enough to put up with a girl on the team.”

      “They’ve got a girl for a coach.”

      “Good point. Do any of the parents object to a woman coaching a boys’ team?”

      “It’s not a boys’ team.”

      “Anymore.”

      “Girls have always been welcome. They just don’t choose to play at this age.”

      “So no one objects?”

      “They did the first year I coached.”

      “And?”

      “I told them if they could find another coach, or coach themselves, they were welcome to. I got no takers. After the first year, no one objected.”

      “And why was that?”

      “Because I’m a good coach, and we won a lot.”

      Joe frowned as another thought occurred to him. “Is Toni in for teasing because she’s chosen to play on the boys’ team?”

      “It’s not a boys’ team!”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She nodded, silently conceding his point. “She might get teased. But if she wants something she’ll have to stick up for herself. That won’t hurt her. And it won’t hurt her to have the boys on this team for friends when school starts. I think Adam will keep an eye out for her.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he muttered.

      “She could do a lot worse than claiming Adam as a friend.”

      “Friend? He looked a bit too friendly when I got here.”

      “I know.” Evie glanced toward the house, then back at Joe. Her eyes held the same concern that lived in Joe’s heart. “I think we’ve got a raging case of puppy love fueled by hormones.”

      “Great.”

      “Yeah.”

      For a long moment they stood in silent commiseration.

      Finally Joe gave a rueful smile. “I don’t want any of those boys near her.”

      “Spoken like a true daddy.”

      Evie seemed so sure of herself, that Joe had a sudden urge to confess—which he held back for all of a minute. “Toni’s a mystery to me. I want to do the right thing, but I don’t know what the right thing is.”

      “Does anyone?”

      “You sound pretty certain.”

      “How I sound and how I feel are two different things. I’ve been around a lot of teenagers and I can give advice pretty well. But to be honest, Mr. Scalotta, I don’t know what’s right any more than the next guy.”

      “Joe,” he said.

      This time, instead of refusing to use his first name, she dipped her head in agreement.

      Just then the objects of their discussion came out of the house together.

      Joe scowled. Toni was supposed to be on the ground floor, and that kid in the basement. Yet they’d obviously met up inside. At least Toni had changed from her wet shirt into something of Evie’s that was dry.

      Toni sat on the porch rail and looked into the kid’s face. The late-afternoon sun hit her hair, painting the strands every shade of gold.

      Joe swallowed a sudden thickness at the back of his throat at her expression as she peered at Adam Vaughn. If that kid hurt her, Joe was going to . . . A growl burst from his throat.

      “We’re back to that again?” Evie’s gaze was on their children.

      He hoped she was hatching various and devious ways for them to put a stop to this new problem.

      “What are we going to do about this?” he said.

      “Nothing.”

      “That’s your professional advice?”

      “Yep. My mommy advice is to watch them like hawks.” Her face went all dreamy. “Do you remember what it was like, Joe?”

      It had been so long since anyone had actually called him by his first name like that, he got distracted. He’d heard Iceman, and Wildman and Scalotta, and Joe instead of Dad. Even his parents called him Joseph. But just Joe? Not lately. He really, really liked how she said it.

      “Do you remember the first time you fell in love?”

      Joe recalled the back seat of a Chevy Nova and Janine Petrowski—

      He didn’t think she meant what he’d done with Janine when she talked about love.

      After Janine there’d been college. Football. Studying. Parties.

      Girls? Yes. Love? No.

      Then there’d been pro football. Another round of parties. Girls. Karen. No love there.

      “Not really,” he said.

      Evie tore her gaze from the kids, who now sat hip to hip on the porch rail. Too close for Joe’s comfort, but Adam wasn’t actually touching Toni. Yet.

      “Watching those two, I remember like it was yesterday,” she said. “The first time you love someone there’s never anything like that again. I don’t know if it’s because you’re young and love is so new, and so wonderful and terrible at the same time. Or if what you feel is stronger when you’re in the middle of all those confusing changes and there’s one person in the world who makes those changes make sense.”

      Not only was her face dreamy, but her eyes were, too. Her mouth had gone all soft and full, as if she’d been kissing someone at a drive-in movie. Did they even have drive-in movies anymore?

      If they did, Adam and Toni certainly weren’t going there.

      “You remember a first love for the rest of your life,” Evie continued. “Even when he becomes a man you don’t know, you still remember forever the boy who took your heart that first time.”

      Joe had no idea what she was talking about with that young love, first-love, forever stuff, but it sounded really dangerous. Too hot for kids to handle.

      He looked past Evie’s dreamy face and caught the same expression on his daughter’s.

      “Toni!” Her name burst in a panic from his lips. “Time to go.” When she hesitated, he ordered, “Right now, young lady.”

      All the way to the car Joe heard the echo of his father’s voice coming out of his mouth—and he decided, maybe that wasn’t so bad.
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      Their first real game came the next week. Evie worried for days that Joe would pull Toni from the league. Joe was trying too hard to be a father to a girl who’d never had one. Too much, too late, was not the way to go. But Evie doubted Joe wanted her advice on raising his daughter.

      She couldn’t blame him for protecting his little girl. She did her best to protect her little boy. But sometimes Mother Nature was too strong to stop. From Adam’s expression as he’d watched Toni leave with her father, now was one of those times.

      When should she have “the talk” with him? Damn Ray Vaughn for dying and leaving her with three boys. The point of having boys was that the dad took them to the men’s room at the mall, and the dad told them about women, sex and responsibility.

      Evie made a soft sound of derision. There hadn’t been a responsible bone in Ray’s body. He would have been as worthless at “the talk” as he had been walking the walk of a husband and father.

      Adam drove to the park. Some days Evie wondered if she’d ever get her car keys back. He had on his uniform—team shirt, white baseball pants and the hat he usually pulled low over his brow, now turned bill backward for driving safety. When had he grown up on her?

      A low-level argument began between the twins, which Evie chose to ignore. No one was crying or bleeding yet—round one. After the game they would have a talk about the continued abuse of rule number four.

      “You keep staring at me,” Adam said.

      “Sorry.” She stopped.

      However, Adam wasn’t going to let “Sorry” be enough. “Staring, staring, staring. Last night, this morning, now. What gives?”

      She wasn’t about to tell him, before a game and in front of the twins, that she was terrified he was going to fall in love and screw up his life.

      Would she have listened if her parents had told her the same thing eighteen years ago? Come to think of it—they had, and she hadn’t.

      “It’s nothing. You just look so grown-up.”

      “I am grown-up.”

      “I know.” Her eyes burned. She blinked hard and fast before the burn turned into tears.

      Adam had seen her cry a lot of times after Ray died, but not at all since they’d moved to Oak Grove. Evie planned to keep it that way. Their lives were on track now, and she wasn’t going back to how things had been.

      Her son had grown up too fast. Though she’d never asked him to, she still felt guilty whenever he acted like the man of the house. He was just that kind of kid. Responsible.

      “There’s Joe!” Danny cried.

      Evie’s heart thumped in a new sort of rhythm. Tonight Joe wore a jade-green T-shirt tucked into jeans.

      Before the car even stopped, the release of twin seat belts pinged from the back seat.

      “Freeze!” she ordered. “Please stay seated until the aircraft comes to a complete stop at the gate.”

      “Huh?”

      “How many times do I have to tell you not to unbuckle until the car has stopped? For all you know, Adam could hit a brick wall, or someone could smash into us from behind.”

      “It’s happened,” Adam said. “And then you have chaos.”

      He wasn’t happy the door that had replaced the one Joe hit was a different color from the rest of the car. His friends had started referring to the car as “Patch,” an embarrassment to a seventeen-year-old.

      For Evie, not so much. She needed a door—pronto—and a red door was the only one in stock.

      “Just keep the belts on until the car stops. Don’t get out of the car until it stops.”

      “And don’t run in the street unless there’s traffic.”

      “Adam!”

      He shrugged. “Sorry.”

      Evie acknowledged it wasn’t easy to have seven-year-old twin brothers. One little brother was a royal pain—but two? Still . . . sometimes she was amazed at how mean brothers could be. Evie would never understand this complicated relationship that was love-hate all the time.

      “Just leave traffic out of it.”

      Adam didn’t hear her, since he was already out of the car and jogging across the grass to where Toni waited alongside her very father.

      “Grr.” Evie dragged herself out of the passenger seat.

      “What, Mom?” Benji appeared at her side.

      “Nothing. Go chase balls in the outfield, okay?”

      ‘Kay.”

      He trotted off in pursuit of Danny, who had already hugged Joe’s knees, leaving ten dusty fingerprints on the previously pristine denim.

      Joe didn’t seem to care. He patted Danny on the head, waved to Benji and didn’t even bother to swipe at the mess on his pants.

      Impressive.

      The scowl he sent at Adam’s and Toni’s backs as they headed toward the diamond was also impressive. His wide shoulders lifted and lowered with a deep sigh before he raised a hand to greet Evie.

      She tried not to admire the way the jade-green cotton molded the muscles of his chest. What was it about this man in a T-shirt? She was definitely losing what was left of her mind.

      Being attracted to Joe was a bad idea. How many times did she need to get hit by the same truck to know better than to stand in the road?

      Joe Scalotta was a womanizer and a . . . a . . . She struggled to think of a single term to encompass all she’d read about him.

      A party animal. Or at least that was what all the papers had said he was years ago.

      Was he still a womanizer? Evie chuckled. She’d know about any lingering tendencies if he chose to play the field in Oak Grove. There would be a full report at the Dairy Queen within a day of his first conquest.

      Party animal? Evie shook her head. Not in Oak Grove. To find a decent bar he’d have to drive to Cedar City—and make sure it wasn’t Sunday, when the whole town went dry.

      If Joe Scalotta wanted to be Wildman, he’d come to the wrong side of the Mississippi.

      To be honest, he made every appearance of mending his ways. Still, something about the man rubbed Evie wrong. Thus far he had been a bit of a chauvinist. As an offense it was relatively minor. Most likely, her exasperation with him was due to her own annoying response to his large, toned body and his icy eyes, which seemed to stare right into her brain, and—

      “Hey, Coach.”

      And the deep, somewhat raspy voice, which sent shivers down her spine.

      “Coach?” she repeated.

      The word came out sounding breathless, a little sexy, as if she were oh, so excited to see him. His light-blue eyes darkened to turquoise when they lit upon her face. Suddenly she was breathless, and it wasn’t because the bag of bats she’d lugged from the car to the diamond weighed about twenty pounds. Joe Scalotta, irritating as he was, could take her breath away with a mere look.

      “Isn’t ‘Coach’ what they call you?” He single-handedly lifted the heavy bag of bats.

      “I guess. If they aren’t calling me ‘Mrs. Vaughn’ or ‘Adam, Danny and Benji’s mom.’ I answer to just about anything.”

      “Except ‘sweetheart’.”

      She peered at him from beneath the bill of her baseball hat. “A woman’s gotta have limits.”
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      “Say, aren’t you Iceman Scalotta?”

      Joe plastered a PR smile on his face and greeted the tenth person who had asked him that in the past hour. What he really wanted was to watch his little girl make her pitching debut. But so far Coach Mom hadn’t put Toni into the game.

      “Can I have your autograph?”

      “Sure.” Joe reached for the pen and paper the man held out.

      “It’s for my boy. Andy. He’s one of your biggest fans. Me, too. I didn’t believe it when I heard you were actually living in Oak Grove. What for?”

      Joe finished scribbling his name. As a kid he’d often practiced giving autographs. Now, after the eight-thousandth time he’d signed his name to paper, football, shirt or poster, he wondered why he’d ever thought it would be fun. He liked talking with people, but the signature thing got old fast.

      He handed the autograph to the man, flicked his gaze toward the game and shrugged. “Why not here? It’s a nice town.”

      “Nice but boring. Nothing ever happens in Oak Grove. What about New York? L.A.? Heck, even Chicago is better than here.”

      “Ever visited any of those places?”

      “No, but I’d sure love to.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. Too many people. Too many cars. Smells like . . .” Joe thought a minute. “Like burned-up rubber tires and month-old bananas. And loud, so loud your ears hurt.”

      “Sounds exciting to me.”

      “To each his own, I guess.”

      The guy seemed puzzled, and Joe couldn’t blame him. You always wanted what you didn’t have. He’d been the same way as a kid. Couldn’t wait to get out of Missouri. Then he’d lived the express version of “If it’s Tuesday, it must be Philadelphia” and Missouri had started to look pretty darn good—as good as Oak Grove did right now. He already loved this place.

      “Well, thanks for the autograph,” the guy said. “See ya ‘round.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Joe returned his attention to the game, just in time to see his daughter take the mound.
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      Toni swallowed, but the lump in her throat didn’t move. She hadn’t been this nervous since the championship game last year. Why would taking the mound in the first game of a new season, when her team was up 3-2 in the bottom of the ninth, make her so nervous?

      She focused on home plate and saw her problem—Adam Vaughn. Toni had never cared what a boy thought of her as a girl—until now. Boys had been her teammates, her buddies, her pals. But this season, something was different.

      Was the difference in her? Or in the boy behind the mask?

      Toni threw a warm-up pitch, hard and wild.

      Adam let the ball go by, since there was no batter to worry about. But before he went to chase it, he lifted his mask and frowned in her direction.

      Toni’s fair skin went hot. She wanted to crawl into a hole and stay there. Why on earth had she asked to play ball in this town? Why had she ever started in the first place?

      Her mother had gone ballistic when she’d first discovered Toni spent her spare time playing sandlot baseball. But Toni loved the game, and she was good. Since she was good at very little, according to her mother, Toni had refused to give up baseball, even when her mom had ranted and raved about Toni’s tomboy tendencies. Mom had gone so far as to say that Toni was trying to get her father’s attention through sports. By winning games, she thought she could win Daddy’s love. She also said Toni could never win enough to make that happen. Toni was a girl, and Joe just wasn’t interested.

      Because her father saw her rarely, and when he did he was so stiff and uncomfortable it was painful to watch, Toni half believed her mother was right—and it had hurt. But she kept playing. Though she might not be able to win her dad’s love, she could feel good about herself whenever she won a game.

      Adam brought the ball back to the mound, rather than throwing it.

      Toni held her breath as he approached. He was so cute. Dark hair, dark eyes, tall and lightly muscled. Not big like Joe, but toned.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He’d been really nice to her, but she wasn’t going to make the mistake of thinking he liked her or anything. He was the most popular guy in town. She could tell from the way kids called “hello” and the way the girls sitting on the home-team bleachers whispered, pointed and scowled in her direction.

      “Toni?” Adam bent at the knees so he could look into her face.

      She tried a smile, but the attempt no doubt appeared as stiff as it felt.

      Adam put a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down. It’s the first game.”

      She could feel the warmth of his hand through her team jersey and resisted the urge to step closer. The whole town was watching—or at least it seemed so.

      “No big deal.” He dropped his hand, and she could think straight again.

      “You want to tell that to your mom?”

      “What does my mom have to do with this?”

      “She’s the coach.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, so?”

      “She’ll yell if I screw up.”

      “She will?”

      “Won’t she?”

      “Did your coach in Chicago yell at you?” Adam seemed mad.

      Toni didn’t know if he was mad at her, or what. She stared at the ground and squashed a clump of dirt with her spikes. “If I screwed up, yeah. He yelled at everyone.” She didn’t mention that when her coach yelled at her, she’d wanted to cry. She hadn’t, but she’d wanted to. “My coach liked to win.”

      Adam made an exasperated sound. “I’ve never seen my mom yell yet. At a player, anyway—”

      Toni glanced up in time to catch his wink.

      “The twins are another story. She does like to win. Who doesn’t? But she likes to teach kids even more.” Adam held out the ball.

      “Really?”

      The ball dropped into her glove. “Really.”

      They smiled at each other, and suddenly Toni felt just fine.
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      Toni pitched well and got the save.

      Joe was a nervous wreck by the time the game was done.

      When Toni walked a batter, some bozo shouted, “Take out the girlie-girl.”

      Joe had been on his way to rearrange the guy’s world, when he caught Evie’s glare.

      She turned to the bozo. “Put a sock in it, Randy. You know the rules.”

      “ . . . Watch nice or go home!”

      “ . . . Be an adult or at least pretend!”

      “ . . . Set an example or get out of town!”

      The admonitions came from different sections of the bleachers, both home and away.

      Randy did put a sock in it, and the rest of the inning passed without incident. Evie seemed to have control over more than her team.

      Joe was impressed, and a bit embarrassed that his first instinct was toward violence. How would his behavior have looked to Toni?

      He wasn’t used to worrying about how he behaved all the time, but he’d better start. He had his first T-ball game in less than twenty-four hours.

      Toni threw her arms around his waist. “I did it, Joe!”

      Her joy made his heart turn over. The spontaneous hug caused him to think that perhaps they were starting to break through the stiffness that had always existed between them. He wanted very badly to be the kind of dad she needed, if he only knew how.

      “I haven’t seen anyone pitch that well in years.”

      She grinned and danced out of his arms.

      Joe dropped his hands, which suddenly felt empty.

      As Adam approached, Toni’s face changed, and Joe had the urge to grab Adam by the throat and tell him what would happen if he so much as put a finger on any part of Toni’s anatomy.

      “Is it okay if I have ice cream with the guys? Adam will drive me home.”

      He wanted to shout, No, you’re too young! Instead, he nodded. “Be home by eleven.”

      Joe’s eyes met Adam’s over Toni’s head, and he gave the kid his Iceman stare.

      Adam Vaughn, like his mother, didn’t even flinch.
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      Joe hated to admit it, but he was nervous about a peewee T-ball game. He’d arrived half an hour early, just in case one of the kids needed him. He’d ended waiting sitting alone on the bench.

      He’d had several practices with the kids, and they’d improved immensely from the chaos that had reigned the first time he’d seen them. But at the end of every practice, Joe was exhausted. They ran; they jumped; they fell. They talked and talked. The questions made his head spin.

      “Coach Joe, why are you so big?”

      “Coach Joe, why is your hair white?”

      “Coach Joe, my daddy says you’re famous. What’s ‘famous’?”

      “Coach Joe, my mommy says you’re a stud muffin. Is that better than blueberry?”

      The last had come from a boy whose mother made no secret she was divorced and in search of contestant number two.

      Joe wanted to date, and he wanted to get married again, but frankly, that woman scared him to death. She was pretty enough—if you liked tight jeans, high heels at the ballpark and big hair. But she had the look of a hungry panther on the prowl. Joe had no desire to be the monkey feast in her sights.

      What he wanted was a nice, normal, wifely woman. Whatever that was.

      A door slammed, bringing Joe’s attention back to his little slice of Iowa. Evie Vaughn had arrived. She definitely did not meet his requirements.

      What was it about her that appealed to him? She was petite—a type he’d never been attracted to. A guy of his size had no business with a woman he could break if he wasn’t very careful. She was abrasive at times—maybe only with him—but still abrasive. Then there was her overabundance of jobs.

      And her son, who had the hots for his baby.

      Evie approached, confident, light on her feet, as if ready for anything—and with those twins, she probably was—he found himself wondering if she would taste as good as she looked.

      Yep, he was definitely losing his mind.

      The twins barreled past, hooting and hollering. She didn’t even flinch when they careered into her.

      The more Joe saw Evie the more he thought she was good at the mom thing. And he liked the twins. They kind of grew on you—like a fungus that wouldn’t let go.

      They hit him at the knees, one attached to each leg. “Hey, Coach Joe!”

      “Hey, Benji. Hey, Danny.” He had no idea which was which. He usually addressed them both at the same time until he could figure out who was wearing the red shirt or the blue cap.

      Joe took in the identical faces framed by identical caps, identical uniforms covering identically sized bodies, and he rubbed his eyes. When he lowered his hands, the double vision remained the same.

      He didn’t want them to know he had no idea who was who. That would be asking for trouble he didn’t need.

      “Warm up,” he ordered, and they released him to run onto the field.

      Evie shielded her eyes from the sun at his back and peered into his face. “Ready for the first game?”

      “Sure.” He didn’t sound sure, even to his own ears, and when she laughed, he knew he hadn’t fooled her, either.

      “Calm down.” She dropped her hand. “This is T-ball. The only fans in the stands will be the parents, and they just want their kids to have fun and learn a little.”

      “They don’t want to win?”

      “In T-ball?” She stared at him as if he’d said Martians were going to play football against the Minnesota Vikings. “We don’t worry about winning at that age.”

      Though he’d been competitive all his life and winning had been his business, the more Joe worked with little kids, the more ridiculous the old ideas of winning and losing and being perfect seemed.

      “Great,” he said.

      “That’s okay with you?” Her voice reflected surprise at his attitude, which annoyed him.

      “Are you here as a parent, or my boss?”

      She tilted her head, studying him. “Both. Though I’m not really your boss. It’s not like you get paid or anything.”

      “But you can fire me.”

      She grinned. “There is that.”

      “The twins like to play.”

      “They like to do what their brother does.”

      “And where is their brother?”

      “At the batting cage, practicing.”

      “He’s that serious about baseball?”

      “Weren’t you that serious about football?”

      “I guess I was. You think he has a chance to go pro?”

      “How many kids go pro?”

      “Not very many.”

      “Especially from a town like Oak Grove,” she agreed. “Hard to get noticed unless you win championships, and that doesn’t happen here very often.”

      “Until now?”

      “That’s what I’m aiming for.”

      “Serious aim you have.”

      “I always do.”

      “I don’t want Toni terrorized for Little League.”

      “It’s Big League, and do I seem like a woman to strike terror into the hearts of children?”

      He eyed her for a long moment, considering. “I don’t know.”

      Her lips tightened. “I guess you’ll find out.”

      Evie had said they didn’t worry about winning in T-ball. But T-ball and Big League were two different things. Joe recalled how Toni had looked every time her mother criticized her. He didn’t want her upset because this woman had an agenda.

      Still, yesterday when someone had yelled at Toni, Evie had put her foot down. He’d wait and see what happened when Toni lost a game. If Evie didn’t behave like a lady, Toni’s pitching days were history.

      “So which one is which?” He pointed at the twins.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I can usually figure it out by the middle of a practice, then I keep them straight by who’s wearing what. But now...” He shrugged helplessly.

      “You realize they’ll switch on you, just for fun?”

      “They do that a lot?”

      “Not to me.”

      “I guess it doesn’t really matter.”

      “No?”

      “So they switch and one plays outfield and the other plays infield. If they’re happy, I’m happy.”

      “That’s the kind of attitude I like to hear in a coach.”

      “I live to please,” he said sarcastically.

      She raised her eyebrow. “That’s the kind of attitude I like to hear in a man.”

      Evie sauntered off before he could say anything more. Joe just enjoyed the view.
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      Evie watched the stands around the T-ball diamonds fill with spectators.

      What was going on? Even if every kid brought parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles, that didn’t explain all these people.

      Joe lifted his hands in supplication. Another person asked him for an autograph, and he turned away to comply.

      Evie admitted the truth she’d suspected for the past twenty minutes. All these people had come to see Joe.

      Something had to be done, and she was the one who would have to do it. She strode toward the field.

      The middle school kid who had drawn this game to umpire stared into the stands with a white, still face. Evie put her hand on his shoulder, and he jumped.

      “Relax. It’s just a game like any other game.”

      He didn’t appear convinced.

      “Start,” Evie urged. “They’re here to watch Scalotta anyway. They won’t pay attention to you.”

      He swallowed, and the movement made his Adam’s apple seem even more prominent than it was. Poor kid.

      “Play ball,” he shouted, and his voice cracked in the middle.

      The game went on without incident. The kids enjoyed the increased attention rather than being intimidated by it. Luckily, this had happened at the T-ball game and not the AA League. First graders liked to be watched. Middle school kids did not

      “Isn’t this marvelous?”

      Evie winced. She knew that voice.

      “Mrs. Larson.” Evie greeted the elderly patron. “What brings you to Little League?”

      Decked out in her usual attire—dress, hose, heels, pearls, hat and purse—Mrs. Larson looked as though she’d arrived from a garden party. She just might have, since they still had those in Oak Grove.

      “I’m here to see this, dear.” She swept out a perfectly manicured hand, indicating the game and the crowd. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Wonderful?” Evie echoed.

      “Oh, my!” Mrs. Larson pointed to the parking lot. “Why, this is a dream come true.”

      A crew from Channel 8 News hurried toward them.

      This was shaping up more like a nightmare.

      “How splendid. Look at all the spectators. Look at that concession stand.”

      The parents who were running it were—well, they were running. The line was long and getting longer. If this kept up they’d have to close down, or go and get more stuff to sell.

      The level of noise surrounding the game was deafening. Joe didn’t seem to notice. Why would he? He was used to doing his job in front of television cameras, beneath field lights and under the scrutiny of thousands. For him this was business as usual.

      What had she done in letting Iceman Scalotta coach T-ball? Would this chaos repeat itself at each and every game? If so, how could she stop it?

      “I’ll have to fire him.”

      “You’ll do no such thing, missy.” Only Mrs. Larson could get away with calling grown women “missy”—and she knew it. “That boy is the best thing to happen around here in aeons. The school board, and Don Barry, have plans for him.”

      Don—her father’s oldest and dearest friend—was the athletic director who had hired Evie to teach at Oak Grove. Also the vice principal, he had the final say on who was employed. He wouldn’t screw up her life for a sound bite, would he?

      The school board, of which Mrs. Larson was also the president, was another story.

      “What about the board?” Evie asked, though she had a very bad feeling she wasn’t going to like the answer. “What would they want with Joe Scalotta?”

      “If he can bring this many folk to a Little League game, just imagine what he could do for our varsity program.”

      “Varsity baseball?”

      “What else, dear?”

      What else, indeed. At Oak Grove, baseball was all she wrote.

      “He’s a football player!” Evie’s shout drew disapproving glares from several people engrossed in the game—or rather, in watching Jock Hollywood.

      “What difference does that make?”

      The camera crew set up shop right next to Joe and began filming the game from his point of view. The reporter stuck a microphone next to his mouth and taped his words of wisdom to the kids. Scalotta didn’t even flinch; he kept right on coaching. At least he didn’t stop the game and give a live, prime-time interview.

      “Just because he was a football hero doesn’t mean he knows diddly about baseball,” Evie pointed out, quite calmly, too, considering her roiling stomach and the state of her mind.

      “If he doesn’t know ‘diddly,’ as you say, then why have you allowed him to coach your sons?” The sweet-voiced question did not match the deliberation in those eyes.

      Evie didn’t think Mrs. Larson would be happy to hear “He was the only man for the job.” Only being the operative word.

      Evie hadn’t searched elsewhere for a better candidate because there weren’t any other candidates, let alone better ones. Therefore, because Evie had let Joe coach her kids, he had just become Coach Extraordinaire in Oak Grove.

      And Evie was hung with her own rope.

      She spent the rest of the game helping at the concession stand, while trying to glimpse what was happening on the field. The news that one of her Big League coaches had fallen off his roof and broken his leg made Evie’s night complete. How was she going to find another coach at this late date?

      She tried to keep her mind on the worries at hand. Namely, that they had run out of hot dogs in half an hour, and soda in forty-five minutes. There was no candy left by the fourth inning, and there were people whining all over the place.

      When the game wound down, Joe’s team had lost. Evie would have taken childish and unprofessional pleasure in that, except no one seemed to care. Everyone gathered around him, slapping his back and shaking his hand as if he’d just won a gold medal.

      She returned to her own disappointment. She’d been promised that varsity coaching job if she won the championship. She’d been willing to work hard to get it. Now Joe would likely be handed her prize on a platter just for being a great big manly man.

      Grr.

      Mrs. Larson approached Joe and introduced herself.

      Evie was close enough to hear what followed, though she pretended to be checking the bench for leftover caps and gloves.

      “Mr. Scalotta, I’m the president of the Oak Grove School Board, and we’re convening a special meeting tomorrow night that we’d like you to attend.”

      Joe appeared puzzled, but he nodded. What else could he do? He had a child in the system and no idea of the kind of politics that went on in a small town. He probably thought the school board was like some welcoming committee.

      Well, Evie wasn’t going to roll over and play dead. Not yet, anyway.
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      Joe had no clue why the little old lady wanted him at the school board meeting, but he also knew better than to argue with a woman like her. Joe would bet that when she said jump, most of Oak Grove didn’t even ask how high.

      He tried to get Mrs. Larson to tell him what was going on, but she merely smiled and said, “We want to talk to you, sonny. Make you welcome and all that.”

      By the time he stopped chuckling over someone of her size calling someone of his size “sonny,” she was gone. The woman moved amazingly fast for an octogenarian.

      With all the people waiting to talk to him, it took Joe another half hour to get to his car. He hadn’t thought there were this many people in Oak Grove. Now that he did, he realized there weren’t. Some of his new best friends had mentioned driving in from neighboring towns.

      Joe hoped this circus atmosphere was a one-night occurrence. Why would people watch him coach T-ball once a week? How boring was that?

      Evie had disappeared in a flash, just like Mrs. Larson. The few times he’d glanced her way during the game, she’d looked shell-shocked. He figured he should give her a call and reassure her that he didn’t think this fiasco would repeat itself.

      Joe drove home meaning to do just that. But when he arrived, and Toni wasn’t in yet, he got caught up in pacing the floor.

      She showed up before eleven—by five minutes, but still before.

      Joe, who had been staring out the window down the long, empty street, wishing and waiting for headlights to appear, dove for a chair and the remote control when twin beams turned onto his road.

      By the time he heard the car door slam, Joe was sufficiently engrossed in the “Nick at Night” episode of Happy Days to answer any quiz on this particular adventure—mainly because he’d seen it ten times already.

      The fifties—now those were the days, or so he’d heard from his grandparents. He himself had grown up in the eighties. By then most of the innocence had gone.

      Growing up in the first decades of the new millennium? Toni had a tough road ahead. Joe only hoped he’d be able to help her negotiate the trials without making things worse. The terrors out in the big bad world were enough to cause a grown man to cry for his mother.

      Joe planned on doing so regularly. His mom had raised four boys and no girls, but she was all he had available for expert advice. Joe was a firm believer in the adage When the Going Gets Tough, Call Mommy.

      The front door opened—then shut with unnecessary force. What was it about kids and doors? They had to slam every one.

      “Hi, Joe.”

      He glanced up, trying to act as though he’d fallen asleep in the chair.

      Toni leaned in the doorway, that new dreamy smile on her face.

      “Did you have fun?” Joe checked her for telltale rumples or hickeys, keeping his sigh of relief silent when he found nothing. He’d moved to Iowa to eliminate some of the everyday dangers of the world, but even in Iowa they had teenage boys.

      “Yes. Fun.”

      She sighed like a teenage girl who’d just gone out with Eddie Van Halen. Make that Bon Jovi. No, not him, either. Who the heck was the dreamboat of the decade? Probably Adam Vaughn. Joe resisted the urge to growl.

      “What kind of ice cream did you have?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You were going for ice cream.”

      Suddenly she focused on him and caught him focusing on her. “You checking up on me, Joe?”

      He blinked at the unexpected ice in her voice. Where had that come from? He’d heard teenaged girls could switch moods in a heartbeat, but he’d yet to see such behavior from Toni. Still, he’d only had her for a few weeks.

      “Checking up on you?” he repeated.

      “Asking me what kind of ice cream I had, like I didn’t go to the DQ or something.”

      “Where else would you go?”

      She peered at the television. “Inspiration Point?”

      He followed her gaze and saw the Fonz escorting a duo of giggling, taller women to just that location. “They have one of those here?”

      “I doubt there’s a Point, or even a Hill, but I’m sure they have a make-out place.”

      “And if they do?”

      Anger flashed in her eyes. “What are you asking me? If I’ll go there? Or if I’ll tell you where it is?”

      “Why would I want to know where the equivalent of Inspiration Point is?”

      “According to the papers, you’re quite the ladies’ man.”

      “You read about me in the papers?”

      She shrugged but didn’t answer him.

      “I did a lot of things I’m not proud of. Before I met your mother and after.”

      Toni stiffened. “Like having me?”

      “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. One of the few things I am proud of.”

      She didn’t look convinced. Why would she be? She barely knew him.

      “I just want you to be happy here, baby. With me.”

      “I’m not a baby anymore. I haven’t been for a long time.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry I missed that time of your life.”

      “Well . . . you did.” Belligerence colored her voice.

      Joe felt as though he were walking on thin spring ice and could break through into cold deep water at any time.

      “I can never get back those days no matter how badly I want to, no matter how sorry I am for screwing up. But I can be with you now. And if you’ll let me, I want to be your dad.”

      “You are my dad.”

      “Just because your last name is Scalotta and my name’s on your birth certificate doesn’t give me the right to be your dad. I have to earn that privilege, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”

      If he could only figure out what that was.

      Toni didn’t say anything—didn’t dispute or agree. Instead, she went upstairs without even a good-night.

      Joe let her go. They both had to get used to each other before they engaged in deep conversations about the past.

      Or maybe Joe was just too chicken to hear what he had done that was so bad she could not bring herself to love him. Because maybe it was so bad she would never be able to love him. And cowardly though it was, he’d rather not know that his dream might not come true.

      The next day Toni was even quieter than usual, and Joe didn’t pester her. She would have to come to him on her own.

      When Joe was ready to leave for the school board meeting that night, he found her sitting in the living room with a book open in her lap and the television blaring. Her hair still wet from a shower, she wore her sleeping-cat pajama shirt, and curled bare legs beneath the knee-length hem.

      “How can you read and watch TV at the same time?” Joe asked.

      “I always have. You should see me study and watch TV.”

      Didn’t sound productive to him, but that would be a discussion best saved for fall, when school started. “I’m going to the board meeting. It probably won’t take more than an hour.”

      “Okay. Adam’s coming over.”

      Joe already had his hand on the front doorknob. After that announcement, he walked back into the living room. “For what?”

      She looked up from her book, her eyes unfocused, no doubt still thinking of the story—or Vaughn. “Huh?”

      “What’s he coming over for?”

      “To watch television. His mom’s going to the same meeting as you.”

      That threw Joe for a minute. Why was Evie attending this “welcome to the neighborhood” thing? Maybe she was on the welcoming committee. “And the twins?”

      “Are not my problem. But Adam said they were at a bowling party tonight, or he’d be stuck watching them.”

      Toni was right. The twins weren’t his problem—at the moment. Toni was.

      “I assume you’ll put on pants before he gets here.”

      “Why?”

      “Toni,” he warned.

      She laughed. “Yes. I’ll put on pants, and a shirt, even.”

      When Joe hesitated, she waved toward the door. “Have a nice time. See you later.”

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of him being here while you’re alone.”

      “Jeez, Joe. We’re gonna watch a movie. Besides, you’ll be back in an hour. What could happen?”

      Joe knew very well what could happen, but since she didn’t seem to, he didn’t want to give her any ideas. “All right. See you.” He started out once more, then poked his head around the door. “Soon,” he reminded her.

      She just raised her eyebrows and stared at him, unsmiling.

      Joe’s uneasiness followed him all the way to the meeting. It only increased when he walked in on a room full of people who took one look at him and immediately started whispering.
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      Scalotta didn’t appear too pleased at the size of the welcoming committee.

      Fancy that.

      He filled the doorway, and for a minute Evie just sat back and enjoyed the view. She’d never seen him in anything but T-shirts. Tonight he wore a powder-blue dress shirt, the cuffs rolled up to just below his elbows, revealing muscular forearms. The man had a way of playing to her weaknesses.

      The shade of that shirt brought out the intense blue of his eyes. As he scanned the room, she shivered. Very few men—heck, very few humans—had eyes that shade of blue. He was impressive—the stuff outright fantasies were made of.

      Unfortunately, she’d been having quite a few fantasies lately—and Joe was always in them. Like the one last night, where she’d imagined him without a shirt, out in the sun, on a beautiful summer day. He’d been painting her house—something she badly needed done but couldn’t afford. His muscles, all of them, had glistened, and not with the pretty-boy oil bodybuilders used but with a combination of sunshine and well-earned sweat.

      Joe was not a boy. Thank God. She really did enjoy looking at men who were built like him—tall and firm, and large in all the right places. Too bad he was off-limits to all but her secret fantasies.

      Since she was an underpaid, overworked, overtired, school-teaching mother of three, Evie continued to fantasize. She was entitled.

      How much hair did he have on his chest? How much did she like? Just a little, so she could see all that glistening skin. Presto chango—just what she wanted.

      Washboard stomach? You betcha.

      Pants tight over the rear but loose enough at the waist to gape and allow a teasing hide-and-seek glimpse of a golden line of hair leading down to—

      “Evie?”

      She opened her eyes to find the subject of her fantasy leaning over her. With the harsh light of the fluorescent bulbs behind him, his hair appeared more silver than blond and his eyes had gone dark.

      “Oh, yeah.” The two words escaped before she could prevent them. The tone of voice—husky, sexy, inviting—was not one she’d ever heard herself use.

      Joe blinked as if the lights had suddenly blinded him, or as if he’d also heard a stranger’s voice coming out of Evie’s mouth.

      “Pardon me?”

      Evie blushed. She couldn’t help it. Even though Joe had no idea she’d just been having mind-sex with him, she still wanted to crawl in a hole and pull the hole in after her. Just because she hadn’t had sex in . . . oh . . . six years did not mean she had the right to conjure visions in the midst of a school board meeting—no matter how appealing they were.

      Evie sat up so fast that her tailbone bumped against the metal foldout chair, and she hissed with pain.

      “You okay?” Joe held out his hand.

      She ignored the hand, even though the palm was wide, the skin tanned and the fingers long—just the kind of hand she liked. The man who owned it probably knew just what to do with it to make her every fantasy come true.

      Her entire body went hot, and she pulled on the scooped neckline of her ivy-green dress, hoping a little air would help. It did not.

      Joe appeared worried now, and she couldn’t blame him. She was acting like a lunatic.

      “I’m fine,” she hastily assured him, more to get him to back off than because she was fine.

      The way he loomed above her made Evie’s flushed skin tingle. The way he smelled . . . She caught herself breathing deeply of his scent and mind-cursed both him for smelling that way and herself for being aroused by it. Joe Scalotta smelled better than any man had a right to—like summer heat and winter breezes, picnics and ice skating, lemonade and hot tea.

      How could he be so contradictory, yet so enticing? She didn’t know, but heaven help her.

      Evie scooted onto the empty chair at her side, then stood. Her attempt to get away from him didn’t work. That huge hand reached out and took her arm—gently—but that didn’t stop the shudder of awareness that rippled through her. The contrast of his hard hand and his gentle touch made her mind spin.
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