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In the tenth sexy novel in the Play-By-Play series from New York Times bestselling author Jaci Burton, a sexy baseball player is done striking out . . .


Baseball player Tucker Cassidy is experiencing a slump in his professional – and personal – game. After a painful altercation involving his ex-girlfriend’s knee, he’s convinced things couldn’t get worse . . . until a gorgeous doctor comes to the rescue at his most embarrassing moment.


Dr Aubry Ross’s father owns a baseball team and she’s been around players all her life. She’s not about to fall for Tucker, however funny and sexy he may be. She’s pleasantly surprised, though, to find he respects her job and, when he keeps appearing at her hospital, Aubry starts to think he’s getting injured just to see her. But with her father disapproving of their relationship, will they realise this game-changing love is worth the fight?


Want more sexy sporting romance? Don’t miss the rest of this steamy series which began with The Perfect Play. And check out Jaci’s gorgeously romantic Hope series beginning with Hope Flames.
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IT WAS COOL, DARK AND—MOST IMPORTANTLY—private in Clyde Ross’s wine cellar, which was why Tucker Cassidy had brought Laura, his girlfriend, down here.


She’d had a lot to drink today, and when she drank, she got loud and obnoxious.


She was also pissed at him at the moment.


Laura angry, drunk and loud? Not a good combination, especially not while they were at the house of the owner of the St. Louis Rivers. Clyde Ross was Tucker’s boss, and the last thing he needed was his girlfriend making a scene. He had enough of a bad boy image without Laura making things worse by screaming at him in the middle of Clyde’s very nice, very fancy party.


“I don’t think there’s anything more to discuss, Tucker, about why you keep dragging your feet about the two of us moving in together.”


Yeah that so wasn’t happening. “We can talk about this when I take you home tonight, Laura.”


He’d brought her to the wine cellar in the hopes of cooling her down. Plus, they were alone here and no one could hear them. Okay, mainly no one could hear Laura, since she was the one who was doing all the talking. Loud talking. She was like a dog with a favorite bone once she got on a topic.


“We’ve been dating two whole months, Tucker. Don’t you think it’s time we make it official?”


It had been the most awful two whole months of his entire life. Okay, maybe not at the beginning. Laura was a knockout. Tall, with long dark hair, curves that just didn’t quit and the best ass he’d ever seen. She was a cocktail waitress and they’d met one night when he’d been having drinks in the bar where she worked. They hit it off right away and had gone out, had a night of hot sex and had started dating. She’d been fun, adventurous, great in the sack and they had a lot in common.


Plus, she liked baseball, and he played for the Rivers. Not that it was a deal breaker if a woman he dated wasn’t a baseball fan, but it didn’t hurt if she was. She’d come to watch him play and she actually knew the game, as opposed to other women he’d dated who claimed to but in fact didn’t know balls from strikes or a curve from a fastball. In his mind, that was a goddamned crime.


But as the weeks progressed, he’d noticed she didn’t hold her liquor well, and when she drank, she was not a fun drunk. She was loud, obnoxious and she insulted his friends. Whenever she allowed him to be around his friends. Which lately wasn’t often because she’d also grown more demanding of his time. Whenever they weren’t together, she wanted to know where he was and how soon he was coming over. In other words, when he wasn’t playing ball, she wanted him with her. Only with her. And she wanted him to account for every minute of his time.


He didn’t need a mother—he had a pretty great one already.


And now the past few times they’d been together she’d thrown down hints about the two of them moving in together. He was so not ready for that.


So now he had to redirect her and calm her down before things got out of hand.


“How about we check out Clyde’s awesome wine collection?”


She pushed at his chest. “I don’t give a shit about Clyde or his wine. I want you to make a commitment to me.”


He sighed and raked his fingers through his hair. He didn’t want to do this here, but she hadn’t left him much of a choice. “That’s not gonna happen. We’ve only been dating two months and I’m not ready to live together.”


She poked at his chest. “You know what? You’re a sonofabitch. I thought we were heading somewhere. You led me to believe—”


He was going to have to stop her there. “I never made promises to you, Laura.”


And now the tears. He’d seen a lot of those lately, too. Especially when she’d been drinking.


“I thought we were in love, Tucker.”


“I never said that, either.”


She broke down then and sobbed.


Well, shit. He walked over to her and pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry.”


“Sorry my ass. You’re not sorry at all.”


He didn’t know how a woman could be so drunk, yet so accurate, but her knee hit his crotch at just the right angle, and he went down like a fighter who’d just been blasted by a perfect punch.


Lights out. Only instead of a hit to his jaw, she’d KO’d him right in the balls.


He vaguely registered her slurred words. “You’re a prick. We’re done, Tucker. I’m calling a taxi to take me home.”


He heard the click of her heels on the stone floor as she walked away.


He couldn’t even breathe, let alone care that she’d just fucking left him on the ground.


Jesus Christ, that had hurt. His balls throbbed like someone had—


Well, someone had shoved a knee into them.


He lay there for what seemed like hours, but he knew it was only minutes before he managed to stagger to his knees. He found the wall, still struggling to catch his breath.


In a minute. He’d be able to stand in just a minute.


“Oh, my God. Are you okay?”


He heard a female voice.


Great. Just what he needed. A witness to his humiliation.


Then cool, soft hands swept across his forehead.


“Are you hurt? Did you fall?”


He shook his head. “I’m fine.”


“You are not fine. You’re sweating and practically hyperventilating. Tell me what happened.”


His eyes were still closed and he concentrated all his effort on trying to determine if his balls were still attached to his body. He did not want some woman being nice to him.


Actually, he wanted nothing to do with any female. Possibly ever again.


He managed to stand—with the woman’s help, unfortunately.


“Tell me where you’re hurt,” she said.


He shook his head. “I’m not hurt. Just go away.”


“I am not going to go away. I’m a doctor and I can help you.”


Awesome. This night was getting worse by the second. “I don’t need a doctor.”


“How about you let me be the judge of that?”


He opened his eyes and looked over at his unwanted savior.


She was, of course, gorgeous. Which made her immediately untrustworthy, since he’d just vowed to never again fall for a beautiful woman.


She was average height, with short blond hair and the most intense blue eyes he’d ever seen. She also had the most perfect mouth—


Not that he was ever going to think about a woman in a sexual way again. Thoughts like that only led to trouble, and crushed testicles.


He leaned against the cool wall and tried to think about anything but this humiliating situation.


She slipped her fingers around his wrist.


“What are you doing?” he asked.


“Shhh.”


Fine with him. Maybe if he didn’t say anything, or look at her, she’d disappear.


But she didn’t. She kept holding on to him.


“Your pulse rate is a little high.”


He opened his eyes and looked down at her. “Not surprising since I just got kicked in the balls.”


She pursed her lips as she met his gaze. “Literally or figuratively?”


“Literally.”


“Ouch. I can’t speak from experience, of course, but that must have been painful. What did you do to deserve that?”


Figures she’d think he was deserving of a knee to the groin. “Nothing. I had a drunk girlfriend who had it in her head we were supposed to move in together. When I tried to let her down easy, that was her response.”


“Ouch again. Sorry.”


He shrugged. “Not your fault.”


She rubbed her hands together. “I should examine you.”


He let out a laugh. “Honey, no offense, but the last thing I want is any woman near my balls tonight. Or possibly ever again.”


She smiled. “You say that now. You’ll change your mind once they feel better. And you need to let me take a look and feel them to make sure your girlfriend—”


“Ex-girlfriend.”


“Okay. To make sure your ex-girlfriend didn’t seriously injure you.”


“Uh, no. I’m okay.”


She put her hands on her hips. She had nice hips, showcased in a white lacy sundress, which was attached to one very cute figure. Not that he was into noticing that kind of thing at the moment. “Who’s the doctor here? Me or you?”


“You. Or so you say. This could be some conspiracy. You could be a friend of Laura’s setting me up for round two of let’s-destroy-Tucker-Cassidy’s-manhood night.”


Now it was her turn to laugh. “I can assure you I have no idea who your girlfriend—”


“Ex-girlfriend.”


“Right. I can assure you I am not in league with your nefarious ex-girlfriend.”


“I like that.” He finally had something to smile about.


“Like what?”


“Nefarious. It fits her. But you’re still not getting in my pants.”


“Playing hard to get, Tucker?”


He looked her over. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”


“I see you’re starting to feel better. That’s a very good sign. But no, I’m not showing you mine. I am going to look at yours, though. And in your weakened condition, I’m pretty sure I can get into your pants.”


His balls still throbbed. What if Laura had broken them? What if he was unable to have kids? Not that he wanted any—right now. But someday . . .


“Okay. Fine. You’re really a doctor?”


“I really am. So drop ’em and let’s take a look at the goods.”


He reached for the zipper of his pants. “If I had a dollar for every time a woman said that to me . . .”


She snickered, moved in closer, and he caught a light citrusy scent. He breathed it in, the best thing he’d smelled all night. It smelled like renewal, like starting over.


Which was ridiculous because he didn’t even know the doctor’s name. But if she fixed him, she’d be his savior.


She cradled his ball sac in her hand, then examined his dick. There was something about having a woman so close to his goods that should be exciting as hell. But he wasn’t getting hard. He hurt too damn bad.


“It’s inflamed, but she didn’t break your penis.”


“Well, hallelujah.”


She tilted her head to the side and gave him a wry smile. “Right? She hit you pretty hard, though. Your testicles are swollen and red.”


She took a step back. “You can pull your pants up now. You’ll be sore for a couple of days, but you’re going to be fine.”


“Thanks.”


“You’re welcome.”


He zipped up. “I hope your husband or boyfriend doesn’t mind you inspecting my stuff down here in the wine cellar.”


“No husband. No boyfriend. I’m a resident at Washington University here in St. Louis, and way too busy for that.”


“I see. So who are you here with?”


“Oh, my father is Clyde Ross. I’m Aubry.”


Shit. Shit, shit, shit. The boss’s daughter. This night couldn’t get any worse.


“I didn’t know that. I mean, I knew he had a daughter in medical school or something. I don’t know why I didn’t make the connection.”


“No reason for you to. Nice to meet you, Tucker. I’ve seen you pitch. You’re pretty damn good.”


“So are you, Doc. Thanks for the once-over.”


“You’re welcome. I actually came down here to grab a bottle of wine for my dad.” She obviously knew what she wanted, because she made a direct beeline for a spot on the far wall and plucked a bottle from the rack before turning to face him. “Got it. Shall we go upstairs, or do you need more time to reflect on your evening?”


“No, I think I’ve spent enough time . . . reflecting down here.”


He led her toward the stairs, hoping like hell Aubry was discreet enough not to tell her father what had happened to him.


Still, he stopped and turned to face her. “One question.”


“Sure.”


“Did you make me drop trou because it was medically necessary, or because you wanted to get a good look at my dick?”


One side of her mouth curved up in a sexy-as-hell smile. “Tucker. I’m surprised you’d ask that question. I am a doctor, after all.”


She turned and headed up the stairs.


Which wasn’t an answer at all.


The night was starting to look up.


But his balls still hurt like hell. After the debacle with Laura, and given the fact that the doc was Clyde’s daughter, he should definitely avoid Aubry Ross.


Or . . . maybe not.
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AFTER GRABBING A COLD BEER AND MAKING MINIMAL rounds at the party, Tucker determined that Laura was, in fact, gone.


He should have been ashamed to feel relief about that, but he wasn’t. Not after the episode in the wine cellar. As far as he was concerned, they were over. More than over. If he was lucky, he’d never hear from her again.


Now he needed to find somewhere out of the way to sit so he could nestle the beer in his crotch like an ice pack. It was too early to leave without a good explanation, and he sure as hell didn’t want to call attention to himself. Laura had done enough of that by getting drunk as hell within the first hour. He hoped he could lie low for a bit, then leave without anyone noticing.


He found a perfect spot outside in Clyde and Helen Ross’s backyard. Clyde’s property was expansive, and since the team party included family and friends, there was enough of a crowd that Tucker could disappear for a while without anyone noticing. He intended to get lost in one of the many winding garden areas, and he finally found a gazebo that was fortunately deserted. He laid his head back in one of the very comfortable cushioned chairs, nestling his beer between his thighs.


Hell of a night. He could enjoy this solitude for—


“I would have been happy to get you an ice pack for your testicles.”


That could only be one person. He peeked one eye open. “My balls are fine, Aubry. This is just where I rest my beer.”


“Between your legs, which is one of the warmest areas on your body? What man in his right mind wants warm beer?”


He sighed, opened both eyes and set his beer on the table next to the chair. “Are you following me?”


She laughed, then stepped inside the gazebo. “No. I was on my way to the guesthouse to check on . . . something.”


He cocked a brow. “Something? Or someone?”


She shrugged. “Maybe both.”


She gave a quick glance to the house in the distance.


“Searching for your boyfriend?” he asked.


She quirked a smile. “Uh, no. My uncle. He has a tendency to wander off with inappropriate people. People who aren’t my aunt.”


“Oh.”


“My mom asked me to check and see if he was in the guesthouse.”


He stood, trying not to wince as he did. “I’ll go with you.”


“That’s not necessary.”


“Still, I’ll go with you.”


She looked him over. “Are you sure you can walk that far, given your . . . condition?”


“Funny. Let’s go.”


He stepped off the gazebo and walked next to her as she made her way around the gardens and toward the house.


“So your uncle? Related to your mom or your dad?”


“He’s my mom’s brother.”


“Do you like him?”


She shrugged. “I tolerate him because he’s married to my aunt, whom I love, and he’s the father of my cousins, whom I also love. My uncle has an unfortunate wandering eye, according to my mother.”


“And does your aunt know about this?”


“Apparently she does, and she looks the other way because they’ve been married a long time and have three kids—my cousins. My aunt, according to my mother, is . . .”


He waited, but she didn’t finish, so he glanced over at her. “Comfortable?”


Aubry shrugged. “I guess so.”


“And what do you think?”


“I think it’s none of my business.”


He stopped. “Surely you have an opinion.”


“I don’t want to get involved in their marriage. And if it works for both of them, then why should I get in the middle of it?”


He looked over at the guesthouse. “Isn’t that what you’re doing right now?”


“No. I’m doing a favor for my mother, who doesn’t want Aunt Farrah to be publicly embarrassed if someone else wanders into the guesthouse and finds Uncle Davis in flagrante delicto with some bimbo.”


He wanted to cringe at her use of the word “bimbo.” He didn’t know the relationship dynamics between Aubry’s aunt and uncle, but apparently they weren’t good.


She stopped at the entrance to the house. “Lights are off.”


“Which means nothing.”


She sighed. “True.”


She dug the keys out of the pocket of her dress, stared at the house and hesitated. Not that he blamed her. If it were his family member, he wasn’t sure he’d want to know, either.


“Would he be able to get in there without keys?” he asked.


“He knows where the spare set is kept. He’s stayed in the guesthouse before when he and my aunt have had . . . tiffs.”


“I see. Would you like me to go in there?”


She frowned. “Why?”


“You know, that way if your uncle—”


“Davis.”


“Right. If your Uncle Davis is in there, then you don’t have to see anything, and he won’t know you were the one to find him.”


“You make valid points.” She handed him the keys.


“I’ll be right back.”


As Tucker headed off, Aubry inhaled a deep breath, then let it out slowly, hoping Tucker wouldn’t find anyone at all inside the guesthouse, let alone Uncle Davis, who shouldn’t be with anyone but Aunt Farrah.


She did not understand relationships. Or marriage. Her mother tried to explain the nuances of Uncle Davis and Aunt Farrah’s, but she’d always held up her hands and told her she didn’t want to know. It wasn’t her business. She loved her aunt and stood by her decision to stay with Uncle Davis, but this cat-and-mouse game the two of them played was ridiculous.


You either loved someone or you didn’t. You were either committed to them or you weren’t. And if you didn’t want to be with that person anymore, then why not get out of the relationship, before someone got hurt?


She’d seen her Aunt Farrah watch her uncle tonight, had seen the way her uncle flirted with some young woman. She’d seen the pain in her aunt’s eyes before she’d masked it with a laugh and a flip of her gorgeous hair.


Aunt Farrah might tell her mom that everything was fine, but clearly it wasn’t.


Her Uncle Davis confused her. He’d always been nice to her, and he absolutely adored his children. And when he was side by side with Aunt Farrah? The adoration he showed her was so loving.


But sometimes men were douchebags. Why was it so hard to be faithful? Her aunt, who’d just turned fifty, was still stunning, had an amazing figure, was an incredibly successful businesswoman and had raised three amazing children. And if Davis couldn’t see and appreciate that, then—


Tucker came back outside, shut and locked the door.


She hadn’t heard any voices, no yelling or embarrassed female screams, and the lights hadn’t come on.


A hopeful sign.


He dropped the keys in her hand. “No one was inside. I even checked the closets. Nice guesthouse.”


“Thanks. And thank you for looking around.”


“Not a problem.”


She stood there for a minute, gathering her bearings.


“Are you ready to go back to the house?”


“I suppose.”


He studied her, and she, in turn, studied him. She’d been in full doctor mode earlier, so she hadn’t taken the time to fully appreciate Tucker’s good looks. He was tall and lean, with thick, dark hair and amazing green eyes. The dark glasses he wore only added to his appeal. He wore a blue button-down shirt, untucked, and dark jeans.


And she’d already seen the package, which had been quite impressive. Though she’d only admit that to herself.


Not that she had any intention of seeing it again. After finding out about Uncle Davis, she’d decided all men were pigs.


Even men with impressive packages.


Besides, she had no time in her life for men. Residency was overwhelming. She was lucky she had a night off tonight to spend with her parents. Too bad it had to coincide with a team party to celebrate the start of the Rivers season, which meant her parents’ house was filled with men.


When they made it back to the house, she stopped and turned to Tucker. “Well, thanks again.”


“Thank you. You know, for helping me out earlier.”


Her lips curved. “You’re welcome. Take care of your testicles.”


He laughed. “I think you might be the first woman who’s ever said good-bye to me by telling me to look out for my balls.”


She lifted her gaze to his. “They are important. And delicate. Try not to piss off any more women.”


“I’ll try. Thanks again, Aubry.”


“You’re welcome, Tucker.”


He opened the back door for her and she went inside, the loudness of the party reminiscent of the emergency room at the hospital.


Tucker disappeared into the throng, and, after taking a moment to admire his very fine ass, she dropped the keys on the hook inside the door, then grabbed a glass of wine from the island in the kitchen.


She’d been hoping to steal some quiet time, visit with her parents and catch up. Since medical school, she hadn’t seen them often enough.


But she wasn’t going to get to see them much tonight, either. She went in search of her mother, found her with her usual group of friends, Aunt Farrah among them. Her mom spotted her, excused herself, and grasped Aubry around the arm.


“Anything?”


She shook her head. “The guesthouse was dark and closed up. No sign of Uncle Davis or anyone there.”


“That’s good, I guess. Though I haven’t seen him anywhere.”


“Maybe he’s in the den reading a book or watching TV.”


Her mother slanted her a look. “And miss a party? Davis never misses a good party. Besides, I already checked the den, and the pool house. He’s not there. I didn’t check the wine cellar, though.”


“I was down there earlier. He’s not there.”


“Okay.”


“I’ll take another look around, Mom. And stop worrying. I’m sure everything’s okay.”


Her mom patted her arm. “You’re probably right. Thanks for checking out the guesthouse, Bree.”


“Not a problem.”


“I’m going to stop worrying about Davis. Let’s go have some fun.” Instead of rejoining her friends, her mother led them over to the padded window seat, where it was just the two of them. She motioned to a crowd of guys, one of which was Tucker. “Why don’t you go chat up some of the very available single men here?”


Aubry laughed. “Mom. Seriously. You know I’m not dating anyone. Or looking to date anyone.”


Her mother graced her with a benevolent smile. “I know. That’s why I want you to go talk to some of the single men here.”


She linked her arm with her mother’s. “How about I hang out with you instead?”


Her mother sighed. “At this rate, I’ll never have grandchildren.”


Aubry laughed. “I’m only twenty-eight, Mom, and still in my residency. That’s a lot of stress. I don’t have time for men.”


“Oh, honey. There’s always time for men. Besides, great sex is good for stress.”


“Not having the sex conversation with you again, Mom.” She loved her mother, but sometimes the things that fell out of her mouth were appalling. And so embarrassing.


Maybe some daughters didn’t mind being frank with their mothers about relationships and sex. Aubry was not that daughter. She preferred to keep their discussions light and easy and about topics like television and fashion.


Not sex.


“I don’t know why not,” her mother said. “You’re a doctor for heaven’s sake, Aubry. You’ve talked about the most disgusting medical anomalies during dinner. Yet we can’t be open about your sex life?”


“There’s a big difference between my talking about what I do at work and what I do . . .”


Her mother graced her with a knowing smile. “At play?”


She rolled her eyes. “Something like that. Which I don’t, by the way.”


“Don’t what?”


“Play.”


“And that’s your problem. You’re not having enough sex, which is why you’re so tense all the time.”


Since when did her mother think she was tense? Which she wasn’t at all. “I’m not tense. I’m busy.”


Her mother arched a brow. “There’s a difference?”


“Yes.”


“I don’t think so. Anyway, look at those men over there. I know Gavin Riley is married, and so is Dedrick Coleman. Garrett Scott is engaged. I think Jack Sanchez is single, though he has a very cute date with him tonight. But how about that hot one with the glasses? He is so attractive. Tucker Cassidy, isn’t it?”


Of all the men her mother pointed out, it had to be Tucker Cassidy. “Yes, he’s very nice looking.”


“I know he’s single. He’s only been with the Rivers for about a year, but oh, Aubry, he’s looking your way. And smiling. You should go over and talk to him.”


It was like the sixth grade dance all over again, when her mother chaperoned. Aubry wasn’t the least bit interested in the boys back then. Not because she didn’t like boys. She did. But she was way more interested in her math teacher, Mr. Griffin, who of course had been way too old for her—and married.


But she’d been twelve and more interested in math—and Mr. Griffin—than twelve-year-old boys who smelled bad and thought making fart jokes was hilarious.


Her mother hadn’t understood then any more than she’d understand now. She should tell her mom now about her infatuation with Mr. Griffin. Wouldn’t she be horrified? The thought of it amused her. Then again, probably not a good idea. Right now she had to dissuade her mother from trying to fix her up with any baseball players. And especially with Tucker Cassidy.


“No, Mom.”


“Would you like me to introduce you to Tucker Cassidy?”


“Uh, no. We’ve already met.”


Her mother shifted sideways. “Really. When and how?”


Now, that she wouldn’t explain. “I ran into him earlier tonight.”


“Is he nice?”


“Yes. He’s very nice.”


“Good.” Her mother stood, grabbed her hand and lifted Aubry out of the seat. “Let’s go talk to him.”


Aubry tugged at her hand. “Let’s not.”


But it was too late, and the one thing she’d known all her life was that Helen Ross had a very strong grip.


God, this night couldn’t get any more complicated.
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TUCKER HAD SEEN AUBRY TALKING TO HER MOTHER. He saw her mother stand and take Aubry by the hand, and then the horrified look on Aubry’s face as they made their way over to him.


“Tucker Cassidy,” Mrs. Ross said.


“Mrs. Ross. How are you doing this evening?”


“I’m doing fine. My daughter here tells me the two of you met earlier.”


Uh-oh. Surely she wouldn’t . . .


He shot a quick look over at Aubry, who shook her head back and forth very fast.


“We did.”


“Before you dragged me over here, Mom, I was going to tell you I met Tucker outside by the gardens.”


“That’s right,” Tucker said. “Your property is beautiful, by the way.”


Mrs. Ross smiled. “Thank you so much. We’ve done extensive work to the place over the years. And I do love my flowers.”


“It shows. I’m a big fan of the outdoors, so I had to take a walk out there. That’s where I ran into Aubry—near the gazebo.”


Aubry’s mom turned to her. “Of course. Well, I’m so glad you two met. I’ll leave you to talk, because I see someone I should say hello to. Nice to see you again, Tucker.”


He nodded. “Mrs. Ross.”


After she left, Aubry laid her hand on his arm. “I am so sorry about that. My mother is in matchmaking mode tonight.”


Tucker’s lips curved. “And she thought you and I—”


Aubry shrugged. “Apparently. Again, I’m really sorry. I saw that look of panic on your face and you can rest assured the incident in the wine cellar will stay between us.”


“Thanks for that. But really, quit apologizing. It’s not like you’re hideous, Aubry. Any guy would be happy to be fixed up with you.”


“Thank you, but I’m not looking to get fixed up. Especially not by my mother.”


He laughed. “I can understand that. Parents seem to have that need to see their kids settled.”


She seemed to relax after that. “Yours too?”


“My mother texts me all the time whenever she sees pictures of me with women.”


“And?”


“She mostly disapproves. And then she tells me that she knows this really nice girl . . .”


Aubry laughed. “Thank you. That makes me feel better.”


He led her away from the middle of the living room, toward the open French doors leading out back. They walked outside where it was quieter. “Though in the case of Laura—”


“The ex from the wine cellar?” Aubry asked.


“Yes. In the case of Laura, my mom might have been right to disapprove.”


“I can’t say I blame her. Was this now ex-girlfriend of yours always so . . . angry?”


“No. In the beginning she was fun and easygoing, always up for anything. She didn’t show her true colors until recently. Then it was all demands and heavy drinking.” He turned to face her. “Laura is not a fun drunk.”


Aubry wrinkled her nose. “We see a lot of ‘not fun drunks’ in the ER.”


“You’re doing a rotation in the ER?”


“Actually, I’ve changed my specialty. At first I wanted to go into obstetrics. One rotation in the ER changed all that.”


He took a seat in one of the Adirondack chairs and motioned for her to do the same. She didn’t hesitate. “There’s a big difference between delivering babies and working in emergency medicine. Why the switch?”


She liked that he took an interest in her work. “There’s such a thrill about working emergency medicine. The immediacy of it, the chance to really do some good for people who are injured or sick. It hit me in the gut when I did my first rotation in there, and I knew right then that I had to make it my career.”


“I can see how it would suit you.”


She cocked her head to the side. “You don’t even know me.”


“You helped me earlier, during my . . . issue.”


“Oh. Right. Well, you were definitely hurting.”


“You can say that again.”


“How are you feeling by the way? Down there.”


“Better. Thanks. I don’t think I’ll be up for sex anytime soon, but I’m sure I’ll recover.”


“Good to know.” She stood. “I should get back to my parents.”


He got up. “I’d like to see you again.”


She frowned. “Don’t feel obligated because of my mother, Tucker.”


“Your mom doesn’t have anything to do with why I asked to see you. I like you. I think you’re interesting.”


“I like you, too. But my life is crazy. I work all the time. I’m not good dating material.”


“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”


She shook her head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to have to decline.”


He nodded. “Okay. I guess I’ll see you around, Aubry.”


Aubry watched Tucker walk away. He really did have a wonderful ass. She smiled to herself and changed her mind about searching out her parents. She decided to linger outside for a while. She could use a quiet moment. And knowing her mother, there was a chance she’d find Aubry and not so subtly ask for an update on her and Tucker.


Not that there was a “her and Tucker,” and there never would be. Her life was crazy enough without adding one of the Rivers players to her agenda.


That was never, ever going to happen. She and baseball players would never mix, despite her mother’s attempts to match her up with one of the guys.


It was bad enough her father owned the team, which for years meant she had been constantly surrounded by jocks. They had too much ego, too much testosterone, too much of everything.


And dating one?


That was never going to happen.


After taking some time to enjoy the peace and quiet of the night, with the gentle sound of the party in the background, Aubry decided to search out her parents. She easily found them and wandered over to where her mother stood having a rather animated conversation with her father.


Her dad was frowning. Never a good sign. When he saw her, though, he smiled.


“Aubry. Where have you been?” he asked.


“Around.”


“And where is Tucker?” her mother asked.


“He left to join his friends.”


“Oh. No connection between the two of you?”


Her mother looked disappointed. “We’re not going to date, Mom. I don’t date baseball players. Never have and never will.”


“She shouldn’t be dating anyone, Helen,” her father said. “Her entire life right now should be focused on medicine.”


She didn’t necessarily agree with her father in that respect, but for tonight, she’d allow him to push that thought.


“That’s a ridiculous notion, Clyde,” her mother said. “Aubry is a young, vibrant, incredibly attractive woman who just happens to be at prime dating age. This is the time she should be out finding eligible men.”


“No. This is the time she should be concentrating on her career. Residency is tough, and once she’s through that, she has exams and a fellowship.”


Aubry loved how she was being discussed as if she wasn’t present, or as if her opinion on her own life didn’t matter. But she also knew her parents were both arguing for her best interests, so again . . . she’d allow it. Not that it mattered anyway. She was an adult and living on her own, and she’d do what she damn well pleased. It wasn’t like either her mother or her father dictated her life. Though her father checked up on her more than she liked.


“No dating for you, young lady,” her father said, pulling her against him for a gentle squeeze. “You don’t need the distraction.”


She’d found over the years that it was much less of a hassle to placate him than argue with him. “You got it, Dad.”


Her mother just shook her head and moved off to greet other guests.


Aubry moved away, too, so she could refill her glass of wine.


It didn’t matter what either of them said. She was busy with work, and wasn’t interested in Tucker Cassidy, or any man for that matter.


She liked her life just fine the way it was.


Why change what worked?
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IT WAS THE TOP OF THE SIXTH INNING AND TUCKER had this game in hand. The Rivers were ahead of Cincinnati by three runs. His pitch count was manageable, his curveball was working, and he was in the groove.


He felt the pitches, knew when he was in the zone and when he wasn’t.


Tonight, he was in the zone. He rolled the ball around in his fingers while he took the signal from Jack Sanchez, the Rivers catcher.


Sanchez called for a fastball. That would work. The batter was down in the count, one ball to two strikes. He’d be expecting the curve, which was what Tucker had been giving him.


Ninety feet away was the third out.


Easy.


He wound up, threw the ball and the batter got a piece of it, hitting it between first and second base.


Shit.


Gavin Riley, the Rivers first baseman, fielded the ball. Tucker had already made a run off the mound, knowing he was going to have to tag the runner at first base.


It was a footrace, and they were dead even.


He made it to the first base bag a fraction of a second before the batter.


Who subsequently ran into him, then slid across his calf with his spikes.


Sonofabitch, that hurt.


They tumbled over each other, but all he heard was the umpire saying the batter was out.


He’d held on to the ball and hit the base with it in his hands before the runner. Good enough.


He got up, hobbling a little on his calf. He was fine, though, as he limped his way back to the mound.


Until the pitching coach came out, along with Sanchez.


“You’re bleeding, Cassidy,” the coach said.


Tucker looked down at his leg. “I am?”


“Yeah. Your uniform’s torn and there’s blood running down your leg.”


“I’m fine.”


“You’re not fine.”


The umpire came over to take a peek. “That looks bad.” He signaled for the coach and the medical personnel.


Goddammit! He was pitching a good game.


“I’m really okay.”


Coach Manny Magee stepped up to the mound along with the team doc.


“Cassidy has an injury to his left calf, Coach,” the umpire said.


By now, all the infielders had crowded around, plus the umpire and the pitching coach.


“I feel fine.”


Phil, the team doctor, looked at his leg then at Manny. “This is going to need stitches. Cut is pretty deep.”


“Your leg looks like shit, Tucker. You pitched a good game.” Manny signaled to the bullpen.


Once he did that, there was no sense in arguing.


Tucker handed the ball to the coach and walked off the field. The crowd stood and cheered for him. He tipped his hat, but the bottom line was, he could have finished the game. He’d been in a comfortable pitching groove, his pitches had landed in the strike zone, and if not for that collision with the batter, who’d gouged him in the leg, the game could have ended great.


He made his way down to the locker room, where he met up with the team doc.


“Get your pants off and let’s see what’s going on with that leg, Tucker,” Phil said.


“It’s hardly even a scratch.” He took off his cleats and socks, then dragged his pants off and lay on the table.


Phil cleaned out the wound, which made him wince a little.


“It’s a pretty deep wound. Needs stitches just like I thought.”


“Great.”


“You and Green had a hell of a run-in there at first base. How do you feel?”


“I feel fine.”


“You guys always say that.”


They did. No one wanted to miss any games.


“I’m going to send you over to the ER for them to do a thorough exam.”


Tucker sat upright. “I don’t need to go to the ER.”


But Phil had already written on the chart. “I’ll give them a heads-up and let them know you’re on your way over. I’ll put a bandage on your leg. The docs there can stitch you up. I’m a little worried about your knee.”


Tucker frowned. “My knee? My knee is fine.”


“Again. All you guys say that. And I saw the way you landed, then limped.”


“Of course, I limped. My leg got stomped on. Come on, Phil, the game’s still on.”


Phil tore the form off his clipboard and handed it to him. “Off to the ER, Tucker. Your ride will be waiting for you outside.”


He took the sheet from Phil and climbed back into his pants, grumbling under his breath.


He should still be out on the mound, not headed to the ER.


He was fine. Fucking fine.


And that game had been his to finish.
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ONE WOULD THINK ON A WEDNESDAY NIGHT THAT THE ER would be slow.


But not tonight. So far Aubry had covered an eight-year-old’s asthma attack, a suspected myocardial infarction, an automobile accident with a non-trauma injury and a drunk who’d started his happy hour very early in the day, then had spent the past three hours vomiting. Nonstop.


Typically a lot of these cases were saved for weekends.


Maybe it was a full moon or something. Either way, she’d been busy.


She liked busy. Her shift went fast when she stayed moving. The only problem was she ended up working late updating her charts.


“Dr. Ross? There’s a new patient in room seven,” the intake clerk told her as she stood at the counter trying to stay ahead of said charts.


Aubry reviewed the labs on the cardiac patient, ordered new drugs, then signed off and had a short conversation with the shift nurse about the patient’s care before turning to the intake clerk. “What’s the deal with the new patient?”


“Baseball player from the Rivers. He was injured during the game.”


She nodded. “Heading there right now.”


She grabbed the patient’s chart and flipped through it on her way down the hall. When she scanned the name, she stalled for a second, then shook her head and resumed her walk to the examination room.


Unbelievable.


She opened the door to find Tucker Cassidy, still in uniform, sitting on the exam room table.


He was frowning, looking down at the floor. When he looked up, he smiled.


“Oh. Hey, Doc. I didn’t expect to see you here tonight.”


She laid the chart down on the table and grabbed exam gloves. “I don’t suppose the injury is to your groin.”


He laughed. “Not this time. I took a cleat to the calf at first base.”


“I hate to be repetitious each time we see each other, but you’re going to need to drop your pants.”


He slid off the table and unbuttoned his pants. “This is getting to be a regular thing with us, Doc. I’m thinking you just want to get to the goods.”


She rolled her eyes. “I’m afraid I won’t be touching your penis or your testicles tonight.”


“Too bad.” He laid his torn, bloody pants on the table, then climbed on the table and lay on his stomach.


She removed the bandage the team doctor had applied. “Nice.”


“Thanks. I try not to half-ass anything I do.”


“Apparently. This will need several stitches.”


“That’s what Phil said. I don’t know why he couldn’t just stitch me up in the locker room.”


“According to the notes he e-mailed over, he wanted to make sure your leg is sound and there are no other injuries, especially to your knee. Or to your head, since it appears you collided with the other player. Once I stitch this up, I’ll do a more thorough examination.”


He looked over his shoulder at her. “Which probably means you’ll want me naked.”


She couldn’t help but smile at his sense of humor. “You’d like to think that, but I don’t believe your full nudity will be necessary.”


“Come on, Doc. I’m already pissed about not finishing the game. At least make the ER experience a fun one.”


“I don’t think this is the place you come to for a fun time, Tucker.” She got out the suturing kit and scooted the stool across toward the table. “You’ll need to lie still now while I clean and numb the area.”


At least he was a good patient. He didn’t complain and didn’t move, allowing her to clean and suture the wound quickly. It took twelve stitches, but he was muscular and in good shape, so the injury shouldn’t cause him much discomfort.


After she finished, she examined the rest of his leg. There were no other scrapes or scratches, and other than slight swelling around the wound area, she saw no further injuries to the back of his leg.


“You can roll over now.”


He did, and she examined his knee, which was the area Phil was most concerned about.


“How does your knee feel?” she asked.


“It’s fine. Same thing I told Phil.”


She examined his knee. He had full range of motion without pain. She saw no redness or swelling.


“Can you put weight on it?”


“I walked in here just fine.”


“Do that for me.”


He hopped off the table and walked the circumference of the room without favoring the leg.
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