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Josie Barnes has always craved a sense of home. She’s found that in Hope, Oklahoma – she bought a house, has a new job as an English teacher at Hope High, she’s made wonderful friends, and she’s taking in stray animals that no one else wants. Now she’s flirting with fellow teacher and hot high school football coach Zach Powers. But he’s almost too good to be true, and Josie learned long ago not to trust in the too-good-to-be-true, because it has always let her down.


A former pro football player, Zach had to pull back when a career-ending knee injury forced him to rethink his future. Now he’s happy calling plays as Coach. If he could just get Josie Barnes to stop benching his players for their poor grades, life would be perfect. Instead, she drives him crazy as the stern teacher at school and the sexy woman of his dreams outside of the classroom. He knows she’s been hurt in the past, but he wants to be that guy she can trust.


The one thing Josie has never been able to count on is the people closest to her. But Zach intends to show her that what they have between them is a textbook case of love.


For more romance to warm your heart, check out the rest of the Hope series which began with Hope Smoulders, or look for Jaci’s sexy sports romance series, Play-By-Play, beginning with The Perfect Play.




To every amazing, hardworking teacher,
I appreciate every one of you for infusing a love
of learning in your kids. What you do matters.




Chapter 1
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ZACH POWERS READ over the list of grades, then scanned down to his two football players who had been placed on academic probation. His gaze narrowed when he saw which teacher had been the one to put them there.


Josie Barnes.


“Dammit, Josie.” He clenched the paper in his fist and left his classroom in search of the woman who was trying to ruin Hope High School’s football season.


He found her in her classroom, looking work-like and gorgeous in her long skirt and white short-sleeved button-down shirt, so unlike the outfits she wore outside the classroom. Here at school, she was buttoned up and professional, always nodding in greeting in the halls but never giving away anything other than polite teacher-to-teacher glances.


When they were out with their friends, though, she flirted with him. Nothing had happened between them yet, but Zach knew she liked him.


He liked her, too. Or he had, until now.


He knocked on her classroom door. She looked over and waved him in. She always wore her hair cut short, which did nothing to detract from her stunning face. In fact, it brought out the amazing sea blue of her eyes and her generous mouth, which today was painted a pale, shimmering pink. Which he shouldn’t be noticing while they were at school, but whatever. Classes were out for the day, so her room was empty.


If she’d been his teacher, he would have never been able to concentrate. Like right now, when he was supposed to be pissed off about those grades.


He opened the door and closed it behind him, then walked toward her desk and stopped to hover over it.


“What’s this all about?” he asked, shaking the paper at her.


She looked at his hand, then raised her gaze to his face. “What’s what all about?”


“You put Paul Fine and Chase Satterfield on probation.”


She leaned back in her chair and gave him a confused look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


He dropped the paper on her desk. She opened it up, read it, then lifted her gaze to his. “Oh. Football.”


She said the word football as if she had no idea what the word meant. That word meant everything to him.


“Yeah, football. You know, the thing that’s my life here.”


“Huh. I thought teaching history was your life here.” She finished her statement with an arched brow.


He narrowed his gaze at her. “Don’t play games with me, Josie. Paul’s my best wide receiver, and Chase is my center.”


“Uh-huh. Whatever. We’re four weeks into the semester, and Paul’s missing four assignments. Chase is missing five. Which means neither of them is passing my class. I’m just doing what the school board requires by submitting progress reports.”


Zach clenched his jaw. Bureaucracy always got in the way of his players doing what they did best—playing football. Some of the other teachers understood this and were more . . . lenient with grades for his players, giving them a sliding scale to work with so they could catch up. But those instances were typically for players who were on the cusp.


Five assignments? Jeez.


He took another glance at Paul’s and Chase’s grades in the class. They were both Fs.


It wasn’t like you could “sliding scale” your way up to a passing grade when you were already so far down the hole that the fires of hell were licking at your ass.


Damn kids.


“How bad is it?” he asked.


“Take a look.”


She took out her grade book and showed him. “Chase has only turned in one assignment. Paul two. And the two Paul turned in—” She looked up at him. “I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt, Zach, but honestly? They were bad. I couldn’t even say he was phoning it in. He hasn’t even picked up the phone.”


This was where he needed to remind himself these were high school students. High school students who had potential college careers ahead of them, which meant they’d have to be able to do the academic work.


He unclenched his jaw. “Fine. Tell me what they need to get done, and I’ll make sure it’s turned in before you submit this week’s grade report.”


Probation was one thing. If his players were suspended, they’d be off the team for God only knew how long. Bad for them, very bad for Hope High’s Eagles.


“Sure.” She got out a piece of paper, opened her laptop, and jotted down the list of assignments. When she handed it to Zach, she looked up at him. “And, Zach, make sure they’re the ones doing the assignments, okay?”


“What the hell does that mean?”


“It means not bullying any of my stellar students to do the work for them. Or, even worse, buying the work online. Because I’ll know it if they do.”


“Christ, Josie. What kind of guy do you think I am? What kind of guys do you think my athletes are?”


She sighed. “Let’s just say I’ve seen students like this before. They get in a jam and they’re desperate, and more than willing to do anything—and I mean anything—to turn in passing work.”


He laid his hands on her desk and leaned in. “My guys aren’t like that. And if they are, they won’t play for me for long.”


She didn’t flinch. She held his gaze. “I guess you should make sure you know your players well, then.”


“I intend to, because these two will be sitting with me every day after school this week doing these assignments while their teammates are on the practice field. So I can guarantee you, Ms. Barnes, that when this work is turned in, it’ll be work that both Paul and Chase have done themselves.”


Her lips lifted. “I’m glad to hear that. And I’m sorry about all that classwork you’ll have to do this week. If you need any research assistance, feel free to give me a call.”


“I think I can handle it. After all, I’ve been to school myself, ya know.”


She laughed. “Yes, I’m sure you’re great and all. But that was a long time ago. And I require a lot of my students.”


“How hard can it be?” He scanned the assignments and bit back a curse.


“Poetry? A journal of thoughts and feelings? Aww, hell, Josie.”


She smiled. “You did say you were going to help them, right?”


He pushed off the desk and pivoted, already halfway to the door. “Yeah, yeah.”


Once out the door, he stopped and read the assignments again.


Poetry. Journals. Ugh.


A small part of him understood why Paul and Chase were blowing off the homework. He’d hated poetry in English class. All that evaluation of shit that had never made sense to him. But he’d sucked it up and done it. And had maybe learned a few things in the process. He might not have enjoyed it, but he’d done the work. Because not doing the work would have meant he couldn’t play football. And he’d have done anything to play football.


High school football had gotten him into college so he could play football there. And college football had paved the way for him to play pro football. All of which had taken a hell of a lot of sweat and hard work. Some of that work had been schoolwork. And some of that schoolwork hadn’t been fun, but it had been necessary to get him where he’d wanted to be, which was the pros.


He needed to remind his kids of the long-term goal. Plus, not doing the work was lazy, and he wouldn’t accept that from any of his players.


He headed toward the field.


Time to kick a couple of asses from here to next week.


JOSIE PONDERED HER conversation with Zach all the way home, then ended up gravitating toward the library, where she hoped Jillian Reynolds would be working this afternoon.


She’d made friends with so many wonderful women in the time she’d been here in Hope, Oklahoma. And friendship was a new thing to her. She hadn’t had much of that in her lifetime. Or any friendship, really.


But she and Jillian had grown closer in the past few months, likely because out of their group of women friends, they were the two single ones. Everyone else was either coupled up or married, and several of their friends had kids or were expecting. So Josie and Jillian had started hanging out more and more lately.


Plus, it didn’t hurt that they had a lot of things in common. Jillian was the head librarian, and she had an appreciation for all forms of literature. A language arts teacher, Josie had loved books and reading from the time she was a kid. She had started hanging out in her local library as a means of escape from family drama, but her refuge had turned into a love of reading that had developed into a voracious appetite.


She could still remember Elda, the librarian at her small-town library, who’d introduced her to countless books when she was a kid. She’d fallen in love with classic literature and poetry and mysteries and romances and science fiction and fantasy. She’d returned day after day to turn one book in and check out another. She’d also spent hours at the back of the library reading and soaking in the quiet.


After all, no one was drunk or high or screaming at her while she was there. It was peaceful, and she could lose herself in a story of magic or fantastical worlds or escape into romantic escapades.


Reading had been her life, and the library had been her salvation. While at the library, her head in a book, her mind in a story, she was someone else. She could be somewhere else. She could escape.


And that had been nirvana. At least for a couple of hours.


Meeting Jillian had evoked warm memories of those early years because Jillian ran her library the same way Elda had all those years ago. She was fierce and protective and fostered a love of books in every kid she met.


Just walking into the Hope library settled a feeling of calm over her. Josie always thought it was the smell of books that made her feel that way. There was nothing like it anywhere else.


She spotted Jillian in her office at the back of the library, so she headed in that direction.


Jillian was working on her computer. Josie didn’t want to interrupt her, but Jillian happened to look up and smiled, then motioned for her to come in.


Josie opened the door, then closed it behind her. “You looked busy. I didn’t want to bother you. I just stopped in to say hello.”


“It’s okay. I was ordering some books.”


Josie sighed and took a seat. “Ordering books. How fun.”


“Always. How was your day?”


“Good, mostly. Until after school when Zach came into my room and told me I was ruining his football team.”


Jillian leaned back in her chair. “Really. And how did you manage to ruin his team?”


“A couple of his players aren’t passing my class, so now they’re on probation.”


“Oh, Josie. How could you? Don’t you know football is king here?”


“Uh-huh. Well, in my classroom, literature is king, and I’d like my students to do their assignments. And actually pass the class.”


“So did you two have words? Was it a hot and passionate argument?”


Jillian always turned any heated discussion into a hot and passionate argument. In her imagination, anyway.


“No. I gave him their assignments, and he’s going to work with them this week so probation doesn’t turn into a suspension.”


“How disappointing. I mean, not for the kids, of course. But I was hoping you two would end up making out on your desk.”


Josie laughed. “I don’t think the principal would appreciate that.”


“Who cares what the principal appreciates? I would have appreciated it immensely.”


“I think you need a hot guy to come make out with you across your desk.”


“Don’t I ever.” Jillian waggled her brows.


“He’s out there for you somewhere.”


Jillian waved her hand. “Not looking for him. I’m busy.”


Josie sighed. “Aren’t we both. Which doesn’t mean I’d turn down some hot guy throwing me across anything and making out with me.”


Jillian pointed a finger at her. “See? You wouldn’t have turned down Zach throwing you across your desk.”


Josie laughed. “That wasn’t the topic of conversation at the time.”


“But you like him.”


“Yes, I like him. Most days, anyway. Just not this afternoon.”


They fortunately got off the topic of Zach and onto other things, mainly Loretta and Deacon’s deck party this weekend and what they were going to take, food-wise. Then Josie left so Jillian could get back to work.


But she still stewed about Zach on the way home. He could be so sweet to her when they were all out with their friends. Today, though, he’d been hot.


Angry hot, not sexy hot.


Then again, angry hot could be sexy. Just not when the mad was directed at her.


Of course, at school, they had to be all business. Teenagers had the uncanny ability to zero in on any type of flirting or attraction.


Working with someone you were attracted to had its disadvantages. And she didn’t know how she was going to handle it. Because she and Zach had been dancing around each other for months now.


So far, nothing had happened between them other than friendly hanging out in groups with their mutual friends.


Maybe that was all it would ever be. But as she thought back, there’d been glances. And touches that felt like a lot more than just casual friendliness.


So maybe it wouldn’t be just friendship between them.


It wasn’t like she was looking for a relationship. The last one she’d been in had ended badly—really badly—and she wasn’t looking forward to wading in those waters again.


But still . . . Zach was impossibly tall and had great biceps. She really had a thing for biceps. Plus, he was incredibly good-looking, with dark hair and those steely gray eyes that could catch and hold her attention like nothing Josie had ever experienced. That man could make her melt faster than a stick of frozen butter in the hot August sun.


So maybe she’d just dip a toe in and test the waters.


She just wouldn’t go for a swim.




Chapter 2
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IT HAD BEEN a tough Thursday. Zach had given a test in his American history class, and every kid had groaned about it as if they hadn’t known for a week the test was coming. In his other classes his students hadn’t been paying attention. Some days it seemed like all he was doing was talking to himself.


Anyone who thought teaching was easy should try it for just a day. It was always a challenge, but then you had that one good day when everything clicked and the kids really got it, and it made all the shit days worthwhile.


After he wrapped up practice for the day, he sat in his classroom with Paul and Chase, who were the only ones who hadn’t been grumbling at him this week. Not after he’d laid down the law with them on Monday. He’d pretty much told him they were going to get caught up on their assignments, they were going to do the reading and all the work, and he was going to check their work first. If it wasn’t good enough, they’d have to do it again.


He’d had conversations with their parents earlier in the week. Chase’s parents were horrified and told Zach he could do whatever needed to be done, and that Chase would spend the entire week and weekend at home getting caught up on all his schoolwork, and that “just passing” wasn’t good enough for them. Paul’s parents were a little less enthusiastic about academics other than wanting to make sure Paul stayed on the football team.


Since their assignments were due in to Josie by tomorrow, he stayed and read everything. Zach wouldn’t have considered anything they had written to be the best prose ever, but he hoped it was enough to get them up to a C grade.


By the time he’d finished with all of that, he needed a drink. He drove over to Bash’s bar, hoping for a nice juicy steak and a tall beer.


Since Bash had expanded the bar to include food service, the place had really picked up. The No Hope At All bar had always been a popular place for the drinking crowd. Now it catered to not only the bar crowd but also couples and families.


Lou, Bash and Chelsea’s Chihuahua, greeted him with a tail wag when he came through the door.


“Hey, girl.” Zach crouched down to give Lou a few rounds of petting before Lou scurried off to chase after a couple of kids who were eating in the separate dining area outside, so Zach made his way up to the bar and pulled up a seat.


Bash was there and had just served a drink to a customer. He spotted Zach and smiled.


“Didn’t expect to see you here the night before a big game,” Bash said.


“I had a long day. I need a tall glass of beer. And a thick steak.”


Bash poured the beer and placed it in front of him. “I’ll get that steak ordered for you. Medium rare, with fries, right?”


Zach grinned. “You got it.”


While Bash was off putting in the order, Zach swiveled around on the barstool to check out the crowd.


He’d grown up in Tulsa, which was about thirty minutes from Hope. He’d been in Hope about a year, and he was getting to know a lot of people. He frequented Bash’s bar on a fairly regular basis, so some of the regulars looked familiar to him. He smiled and waved at a few people he knew.


The door opened, and Bash’s wife, Chelsea, walked in. She was pregnant, and she looked amazing, as always, her flaming red hair pulled into a high ponytail, her full-length dress flowing around her ankles as she walked. Normally, Chelsea wore those high heels that women seemed to like, but he noticed lately she’d changed to flat shoes. He couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to carry a baby and maintain your balance, though he knew women were capable of anything.


He also zeroed in on Josie as she came in behind Chelsea, along with Jane Griffin. They were all teachers at Hope High, so it didn’t surprise him they’d hang out together. Plus, they were all part of the group of friends that Zach hung out with. He was friends with Bash, Chelsea’s husband, and Will Griffin, Jane’s husband.


Chelsea saw him and headed his way while the other women grabbed a table.


Josie smiled and waved, too. He waved back. He felt a little weird about their altercation at school the other day. Or maybe it had been more of a heated conversation, since it wasn’t like they had come to blows or anything.


“What’s up, Zach?” Chelsea asked.


“Not much. What are you up to?”


“About fifteen pounds more than I’d like to weigh right now, but, you know. Baby.”


He laughed. “You’re gorgeous, as always. But don’t tell Bash I said that or he might kick my ass.”


“Why do I need to kick your ass, Powers?” Bash asked as he reappeared behind the bar.


“Because Zach said I’m gorgeous despite being in my third trimester of pregnancy and feeling as big as a cruise ship.”


Bash’s lips lifted. “You get a pass, Zach. And yeah, you are gorgeous, babe.”


“I’d lean across the bar and kiss you, but . . . ugh.”


Bash stepped around the bar and pulled Chelsea into his arms, laying a hot one on her. The entire bar oohed and clapped.


Chelsea blushed. “You did that on purpose.”


Bash laughed. “I’ll always kiss you on purpose. I’ll send Monica over to the table to take your drink orders.”


She sighed. “Okay. I’ll just float on over to the table. See you, Zach.”


“Later, Chelsea.”


Lou wandered in through the dog door and followed Chelsea to the table. Chelsea picked her up and set the dog on her lap. His gaze shifted back to Bash, who smiled.


“Yeah, she treats Lou like her kid.”


“Ready to add a baby to that?” Zach asked.


“Yes and no. The whole baby thing hit us like a tornado. But I’m so excited to meet our little girl.”


“I’ll bet you are.”


“Chelsea’s going to be an incredible mother. She keeps telling me she’s out of her element and she has no idea what she’s doing, but she’s more prepared than she gives herself credit for.”


Zach could see that. “She’s an incredible teacher. Her students love her. She’s relatable, she’s got a fun sense of humor, but at the same time, she knows when to draw the line with those kids. She’s going to be an amazing mother, Bash. And you’ll be a great dad.”


“Thanks for that. I’m just ready to hold the baby in my arms, to know she’s okay and she’s healthy, and to just . . . see her, ya know?”


“Yeah.” Having never had kids, Zach really had no idea. But he’d been around his brother and sister-in-law and his nephew, and the whole kid thing was pretty awesome. He could imagine the excitement and anticipation Bash felt. It had to be monumental. He could see himself wanting that, too.


Someday. When he found the right woman.


Right now, all he was interested in was getting through football season and winning State. His football team was his baby. He might have lost out on the chance to continue his pro career when he’d blown out his knee, but coaching these kids was the second career he’d never thought he’d have. Turned out he was a pretty damn good football coach. And hanging out with teenagers didn’t suck, especially teenage boys who loved football as much as he did. He’d spent last season sharpening them up and getting them focused and healthy and prepped.


It was a good team. A unified team. They were tough and formidable, and they could beat anyone.


As long as everyone played.


That part needed some work, apparently.


Despite the noise level in the bar, he zeroed in on the sound of Josie’s laughter. Bash had made his way over there. Jane’s husband, Will, had come in and was now sitting with them.


Since they were all his friends, normally he’d go over and join them.


So what was stopping him from doing that?


Maybe after he had his steak. After all, they were just drinking, and he didn’t want to eat in front of them.


Yeah, that was it.


Or maybe you’re avoiding Josie.


He frowned at his inner voice and swiveled around in his chair to check out the TV. There was a baseball game on, so he focused on that.


“Why aren’t you sitting with us?”


He looked up to find Josie standing next to him. She looked pretty—hell, she always looked pretty. Tonight she had on a flowery long skirt and a black top, and she wore silver bangles on her wrists that made him want to touch her arm.


Not that she had to be wearing jewelry to make him want to touch her.


Plus, she smelled good, like some kind of seductive wildflower.


“I was watching the game.”


“You can do that with us.”


“I ordered a steak, and I didn’t want to eat in front of all of you.”


She slanted an exasperated look at him. “We’ve ordered food, too, Zach.” She laid her hand on his arm. “Come on. Sit with us.”


Obviously, he was being a standoffish jerk for no reason. He grabbed his beer. “Sure.”


He followed her to the table.


“Hey, buddy,” Will said. “I didn’t see you when I came in.”


“What’s up, Will?”


“Keeping the highways safe, as always.”


There was an empty chair next to Josie, so he sat there.


“Tell Zach about the lady you pulled over today,” Jane said. “Oh, and hi, Zach.”


“Hey, Jane. How are you feeling?”


Jane laid her hand over her belly. “Much better now that I’m through the first trimester. I don’t feel like barfing up everything I eat.” She winced and looked around. “Sorry I was so graphic.”


“Please,” Chelsea said. “Quit worrying. You’re in tough company. Dudes don’t care, and I definitely don’t since I’ve been through it. Unless Josie is squeamish.”


“Stomach like iron over here,” Josie said. “I don’t think you can be a teacher and have a weak stomach.”


Chelsea nodded. “Isn’t that the truth? I remember my first few weeks as a student teacher. One of the kids had the flu and puked all over his desk.”


“He couldn’t have raised his hand and asked to leave the room?” Jane asked.


“Come on, Jane,” Josie said. “That would have been too easy.”


Zach grinned. “At least it came out that end.”


Josie gave him a horrified look. “I don’t think I want to hear whatever horror story you have.”


“No, really, you don’t.”


“I dunno,” Bash said. “I might.”


“Let’s just say some students take their test taking very seriously,” Zach said. “Maybe too seriously.”


“Like maybe forgoing an urgent need to use the bathroom?” Will asked.


Zach nodded.


Chelsea wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”


Just then, their food arrived.


“On that gross topic, I’m going back to the bar,” Bash said with a grin. “Enjoy your dinner.”


Bash rubbed Chelsea’s shoulder, then disappeared.


“I guess we’ll find out just how ironclad that stomach of yours is, won’t we?” Zach asked.


Josie looked over at him. “You think stories like that bother me?”


“I don’t know. Do they?”


“I’m made of much stronger stuff than that.” She picked up her fork and dug into her fish.


“Strong stuff, huh?” Zach asked.


She swallowed and took a sip of her wine. “Yup.”


“I’ll have to test that theory sometime.”


She nodded. “Go for it.”


Zach enjoyed a good challenge, so he filed that away in the back of his mind. Will told them his highway story for the day, which had been forgotten earlier, and then they all launched into conversation. One of the reasons he liked his group of friends was the conversation. It always flowed from one person to the next. Everyone joined in, everyone was welcome, and it was always easy, as if they’d been friends forever.


“How’s the team, Zach?” Will asked after he swallowed a bite of his burger. “Game ready for tomorrow night?”


“Yeah. Are you all coming to the game?”


“We’ll be there,” Jane said. “Ryan and Tabby wouldn’t miss it, especially with Ryan playing football on the middle school team this year and Tabby cheerleading. Tabby will want to watch the high school cheerleaders. They’re like her personal heroes right now.”


“Loretta said she and Deacon were coming,” Chelsea said. “Hazel loves football.”


“Everyone loves football,” Bash said as he stopped back by. “Except for Chelsea.”


“Hey.” Chelsea tilted her head back and leaned against Bash. “I love football. Sort of. I’m learning to love it, aren’t I?”


Bash squeezed her shoulder. “You’re doing a great job.”


“I’ll have you know that I am fully aware that Hope High’s Eagles are undefeated in the three games they’ve played this season.”


Zach grinned at Chelsea. “See, Bash? She’s following the school team.”


“I’m impressed,” Bash said.


“It’s not like I can avoid knowing that. All the kids are buzzing about it. So we’re going to do a section on statistics in each of my math classes and start following the team and players. And maybe throw some pro football statistics in there as well.”


“Ooh, that’s such a great idea,” Jane said. “I’m stealing your idea for my math classes.”


“Go right ahead.”


Zach loved the idea of Chelsea and Jane using football stats. “I like anything that tracks back to football,” Zach said. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I can make that work for my history classes.”


Josie laughed. “Unless you do the history of football.”


“I doubt that would fly with the administration.”


“Probably not.”


“Who wants refills?” Bash asked.


Zach did, and so did everyone else, so Bash waved the server over, and then he left to return to the bar.


“What about you, Josie?” Zach asked.


“What about me?”


“How can you weave football into your language arts classes?”


“I can’t. Unless we read some books on some athletes who played football.”


“How about a biography on Jim Thorpe?” Jane suggested.


Josie’s eyes brightened. “Now, that’s an outstanding idea. Native American, Oklahoman, Olympian, pro football player. There’s a lot to study.”


“So many discussion points,” Zach said. “He even played a college football game against future president Dwight D. Eisenhower.”


Josie got out her phone and started typing in some notes. “You’re so right. I’m going to look up some books and make a curriculum adjustment. I think my students would be fascinated, and you’re right, Zach. So many discussion points.” She looked up at him. “Maybe I could even get some of your players interested in reading a book about Jim Thorpe.”


Zach nodded. “If my players aren’t interested in a biography about Thorpe, I’m kicking them off the team.”


Will laughed. “Let me know how that goes.”


“Oh, he’s just mad because a couple of his players are on probation and I put them there.”


“Oh yeah?” Will asked.


“That’s about to change,” Zach said. “I read their papers.”


Josie put her phone back in her purse. “So they’re caught up?”


“They are. Their writing isn’t Hemingway or anything, but hopefully it’s good enough. Their assignments will be on your desk in the morning.”


“I look forward to reading them. Thanks for caring enough about the boys to work with them this week.”


He shrugged. “I need them playing football.”


“And that was the only reason?”


The only one he was giving her. “They need to pass. That’s all I care about.”


“I see. Okay then, I’ll grade the papers and let you know.”


He caught that look of disappointment on her face and hated seeing it there, but this wasn’t the time or place to get into it with her.


Later, he’d talk to her about how important it was to see his kids succeed, whether on the field or in the classroom. His only goal was to graduate these kids and have them live their lives successfully, either as football players or accountants or scientists or baristas or construction workers.


He wanted successful, happy kids. He didn’t care how they got there.


After dinner, Chelsea left, and so did Jane and Will since they had to pick up their kids.


Which meant it was just Josie and him.


“Would you like to come over to my place for a drink?” she asked.


He didn’t understand her. “I thought you were mad at me.”


She frowned. “Why would I be mad at you?”


“About the kids.”


“I don’t necessarily agree with you about your stance on high school sports and your students, Zach. But that’s the teacher in me. It has nothing to do with how I feel about you outside the classroom. In case you didn’t notice, we are outside the classroom.”


“So you can separate the two.”


She gave him a direct look. “I can. Can you?”


He wanted to spend time with her, and she was a totally different person outside of school. That was the Josie he wanted to get to know better. “Yup.”


“Then is that a yes?”


“It is.”


She gave him the kind of smile that made his gut clench.


“Then follow me home.”


He was looking forward to seeing her house. And seeing where things went with Josie when he got there.




Chapter 3


[image: image]


JOSIE HADN’T HAD a guy over to her house since she’d moved to Hope several months ago.


Actually, she hadn’t been with a guy since her breakup with her boyfriend in Atlanta more than two years ago. She hadn’t wanted to have anything to do with a man. She’d washed her hands of them, figuring they weren’t worth her time. Until she’d met Zach. He’d been kind and funny, and they’d made an instant connection. A friends kind of connection, which had made her feel safe. Though there’d been an attraction between them right away, too. It was just that she hadn’t felt pressured to do anything about it, because she’d enjoyed being friends with him, getting to know him a bit.


But that chemistry thing had lingered all through the summer. And now? It was front and center. Like a whoa type of zingy chemistry that had made her take a step back and think about how long it had been since she’d even been kissed, let alone all the other fun things she could do with the opposite sex.


Don’t make a big deal out of this, Josie. It’s just drinks. With Zach. Who’s your friend. That’s all.


Who was she kidding? She totally had it bad for Zach and had ever since this past summer when they’d all hung out together. The weekend they’d been together with all their friends at the lake had cemented her attraction to him. Everyone else had been coupled up, and she and Zach had naturally ended up spending time together. It hadn’t been awkward at all. In fact, it had been . . . perfect.


Nothing had happened between them. Even the times they’d found themselves alone, Zach had been a total gentleman and had never made a move on her.


Unfortunately. Because if he’d wanted to kiss her, Josie would have been more than receptive to the idea.


She tossed her keys on the table just inside the front door, then turned and watched as Zach pulled his truck into her driveway and got out.


Seriously, he took her breath away. He was tall and lean, and he had muscles, too, but not in that “Hey, where did your neck go?” sort of muscly way. He had the kind of body a woman wanted to get her hands on.


Or at least this woman. Plus, he had a head of dark, thick hair with just a sprinkle of gray at his temples, and that intrigued her in a way that made her want to touch.


Oh, she wanted to touch. All of him. All over.


He smiled as he made his way up the steps and onto the porch. “Great house, Josie.”


“Thanks. It’s homey. Oh, and be careful of Tumbleweed.”


He looked around. “You have tumbleweeds in your living room?”


She laughed. “No. Tumbleweed is the cat. You’re not allergic to cats, are you?”


“Not that I’m aware of. But I don’t see a cat.”


“That’s because he doesn’t want you to see him. He doesn’t particularly like people. Come on into the kitchen. Beer or wine?”


He followed her into the kitchen. She pulled a bottle of wine from the cabinet, then turned to look at Zach.


“Beer is fine with me if you have it.”


“I do.”


Zach heard a rumbling noise and looked around for the source but couldn’t find it. It seemed to be coming from under the dining room table, but since the room was dark, he couldn’t tell for sure.


Until he saw glowing eyes looking right at him.


“It’s staring at me.”


Josie handed him his beer. “What’s staring—oh, Tumbleweed. He’s not very trusting. His former owner dumped him at the shelter because he’s old and his fur was unmanageable. And he had an attitude. Poor baby. He seriously looked like a giant tumbleweed of matted fur when I got him.”


“So, what did you do?”


“I took him to the groomer, who very patiently removed about five pounds of matted fur from him. Now he’s gorgeous.”


“I thought you said he didn’t like people.”


“He liked Casey, the groomer. She took all day being so sweet with him.”


“Uh-huh.”


They walked by on their way into the living room. As he walked past the dining room table, a white paw swiped at his feet from under the table. He nearly spilled his beer.


“Shit,” he muttered.


The cat growled, low and menacing.


He was going to have to keep a wary eye on that cat.


Josie took up a spot on the sofa, so Zach sat on the other end.


“He really is very sweet and cuddly,” she said. “Once he gets to know you.”


Zach took a sip of his beer but kept his eye on the dining room table with its glowing eyes.


“You don’t like cats?”


He slowly shifted his gaze toward her. “Don’t know. Never had one.”


“I never had one of my own, but I always loved my friends’ cats. And random wild ones I’d meet when I was—”


He waited while she paused and looked at the table, then brought her gaze back to him.


“When I was wandering the neighborhoods as a kid.”


“Huh. I never had pets.”


She pulled her legs up behind her on the sofa. “Oh, that’s too bad. I want to have a lot of animals.”


“So, like a cat lady, with your rocking chair and sweater?”


“Funny. No. Just as many as I can handle. Mostly animals that no one else wants.”


He cocked his head to the side. “Why?”


She shrugged. “Because everyone wants the cute puppy or the kitten, and they bypass old or frail animals. But those animals need a home and love, too.”


There was that clench in his gut again.


“You’re something.”


She gave him a curious look. “Is that a good something or a bad something?”


He was about to answer, but a flash of something gray and white attacked his tennis shoe. And his ankle. With claws.


He leaped up off the sofa. “Sonofabitch.”


“Oh no. Did he hurt you?”


“He dug his claws into my ankle.”


“Aww, I’m sorry. Are you all right? Do I need to get you a Band-Aid?”


“It’s okay. I’m fine.” He glared at the cat.


Josie cast a warm glance at the animal. “That wasn’t very nice, Tumbles.”


The cat leaped onto the back of the sofa, winding its way toward Josie’s shoulder before settling on the arm of the sofa to lick its paws.


The thing that attacked him was a dark white color, had a bushy tail and some bald spots on its skin. And a face that looked like it had been smashed in by a car bumper.


Frankly, it was the ugliest cat Zach had ever seen. If it was even a cat.


Josie swept her hand slowly up and down the thing’s back. “Cute, isn’t he?”


“That cat is ugly as fuck, Josie.”


“He is not.”


“Come on. He’s a train wreck.”


She continued to pet the thing, which made vibrating noises. “Okay, he has some issues. But he’s incredibly lovable and affectionate.”


“I’m pretty sure my ankle is bleeding.”


She looked down at his feet. “Is it really?” She got up, and the cat scampered off to its lair under the dining room table.


She bent down and lifted the leg of his jeans. “Let me see.”


“I was kind of kidding about the bleeding part.”


“But he scratched you. I’m sorry about that. Cat scratches sting.”


Having a beautiful woman on her knees between his legs made him forget all about the sting of a cat scratch and put his mind on other, more pleasurable things.


“My ankle’s fine, Josie.”


She sat on her heels and looked up at him. “Try being nice.”


“I am nice.”


The cat growled its disagreement. Zach really wanted to growl back, but instead he held out his hands for Josie.


“Come on,” he said, lifting her to stand. “Show me the rest of your house.”


“Are you sure you don’t want me to put something on your ankle?”


“I think I can handle a couple of scratches, but thanks.”


“Okay. Well, you’ve seen the kitchen and the dining room. There’s a screened-in porch that leads out from the kitchen.” She opened the door and led him out to what was a small but nice porch.


“I know you can’t see it because it’s dark, but I have a huge backyard. Great for animals.”


“Will you let the Prince of Darkness out there?”


She frowned. “The—oh, Tumbleweed? No. He’ll remain an indoor cat. I don’t want him disappearing on me.”


“Too bad.”


She nudged him with her shoulder. “You’re mean.”


He gave her a gentle nudge in return. “Am not.”


“Anyway, there’s plenty of room for other animals.”


“You have other animals?”


“Not yet. But I will.”


“Hopefully they’ll be nicer than Beelzebub.”


She shook her head. “Come on, whiner.”


They went back inside, and she led him through an arched doorway and down the hall. “There’s a bathroom here, and two bedrooms, and the master is at the end of the hall.”


She paused.


“Afraid to show me the inner sanctum?” he asked.


Her brows popped up. “Is that some kind of euphemism for me showing you my goods?”


He laughed. “No. I meant your bedroom.”


“Oh. I don’t know. I might want to save that for some other time.”


“Why? Do you have some kind of sex dungeon in there?”


Her lips curved. “Do I look like a sex dungeon kind of girl?”


He leaned in closer. “I’m not sure if there’s a certain look a woman has to have in order to possess a sex dungeon. I’ll bet all kinds of people in all walks of life have one.”


“Is that right?”


“Sure. Lawyers and flight attendants and horticulturists and . . . I don’t know. Even teachers.”


“This teacher does not possess a sex dungeon.”


“Okay, so maybe you have some lavender candles and furry handcuffs.”


She snorted out a laugh, then turned and walked away. “If you’re lucky, you might find out someday.”


He’d like to find out now, especially as he watched her walk away. The sway of her hips was mesmerizing.


Instead, he sucked in a breath and followed her back into the living room, trying to ignore the hissing coming from under the dining room table.


He glared at the Evil One. When he took a seat on the sofa, Josie sat right next to him.


“Here,” she said, pulling a treat from a bag and handing it to him. “Hold this in your hand, and when he comes out, he’ll smell it.”


“And then attack me.”


She crooked a smile. “No, he’ll investigate.”


“And then he’ll attack my hand.”


“Oh my God, Zach.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re not afraid of a little kitty, are you?”


He refused to answer that. Instead, he took the treat from her and held it in a death grip in his hand.


“No,” she said, prying his fingers open so the treat lay in his palm. “Like this.”


Josie’s eyes were so incredibly blue. He’d never been this close to her before. It was like falling into an azure ocean.


“You have amazing eyes.”


She laid her palm across the side of his face. “Yours are pretty spectacular, too. Very stormy and fierce.”


His lips curved. “They’re gray. Not like yours. Like the most beautiful water I’ve ever seen.”


Her hand lingered, her fingers traveling along his jaw. “Oh, yours are more than gray, Zach. They’re expressive. Do you know they change colors?”


“No, they don’t.”


“Yes, they do. They lighten when you’re happy, and they darken when you’re pissed. Kind of like clouds in the sky.”


“So you’re saying I’m moody.”


She let out a soft laugh. “No, I’m saying you have a myriad of expressions, and your eye color expresses that.”


His gaze shifted to the white demon making its way across the coffee table. He tensed.


“Shhh,” she said. “Stay relaxed, and don’t make any sudden moves.”


Zach looked over at Josie. “That’s what people say when they’re about to be eaten by a lion.”


The cat leaped from the table to Josie’s lap. Josie stroked his back.


“This is Zach, Tumbles,” she said. “He’s a friend. He’s very nice, even if he does sound like a mean guy.”


“Hey.”


Josie looked up at him and gave him a thousand-watt smile that blinded him senseless.


“He doesn’t mean to sound that way,” she continued. “He just doesn’t know you yet. And you don’t know him. But he has a treat.”


The cat sniffed, and gave Zach an ugly, distrustful glare.


Back at ya, buddy.


But then he inched forward, sniffing a little more.


“Stay still, Zach.”


Like he was going to budge when Satan was on the prowl.


The cat gently pawed his hand. Without claws. What a shocker. Then he took the treat, looking up at Zach with his ugly face while he nibbled on the snack.


“You can pet him now,” Josie said.


Zach looked over at Josie. “Yeah, I’m good.”


“And here I thought you were a tough guy.” She swept her hand down the cat’s back, making it look easy. Of course it was easy. The cat liked her.


“You would belittle a man who’s just trying to make inroads with your cat on his own terms?”


Josie stared at him for a good few seconds. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Take your time.”


He laughed. “I’m kidding, Josie.”


He slid his hand forward, letting the cat sniff it. Tumbleweed leaned his head against Zach’s hand and started to purr. Zach rubbed his head and ears.


Success.


And then the cat bit his hand. Not hard, but just enough to let him know not to get too comfortable. But he continued to purr, dropping his head along Zach’s hand again.


“I see how it’s gonna be, Satan.”


Josie laughed. “Oh my God, Zach, that is not his name. And that was a love bite.”


“Sure it was.”


Obviously bored with the game now, Tumbleweed jumped down and sauntered around the corner. Josie rested her head in her hand, her arm bent and her elbow resting on the top of the sofa.
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