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Chapter One

Mmm. Mmm. Mmm. There was something about a sunny Sunday morning that put extra spring in Tanya Martin’s already speedy steps. No dealing with ornery high school students and excuses about forgotten gym clothes. No football practice. Just hours to spend however she liked at her father’s boxing gym.

She lifted her face to the unseasonably warm rays and wished late February in Cleveland, Ohio, always looked like this. But the heaping mounds of filthy snow lining the sidewalk reminded her winter wasn’t done with them yet. She didn’t care. Today was going to be a great day.

A glass door opened up ahead, and a man backed onto the sidewalk. He was so big his body loomed around the stainless steel framing, and his voice boomed when he laughed at someone inside the coffee shop. Her pace slowed as she took in his profile. Black, fitted ski jacket. Dark denim jeans that clung to his tree-trunk thighs. And a pair of designer work boots that had never set foot on a jobsite. Not from around. These new businesses brought in all kinds, sellouts who couldn’t get through their Sundays without a double shot of something she couldn’t even pronounce let alone swallow.

She put her head down and picked up her pace, wanting to pass before she was forced to say hello. She didn’t want her South City neighborhood to change, and she didn’t want these people getting comfortable. They weren’t wanted. They weren’t needed. What this place needed was people with a sense of loyalty and conviction—people like her parents, who both owned mom-and-pop businesses on this stretch of street. For even longer than her mother had been cooking her “almost famous” pulled-pork and holding twice-monthly Free Soup Fridays at her restaurant, Mama Mary’s, her father had been taking kids off the streets and teaching them life skills with the help of boxing and martial arts at his gym. Those things were so much more important than overpriced warehouse condos and a chain coffee shop.

“Oh crap!”

The rich rumble of words came first, followed by a splash of something hot along her neck, and then an impact that had her careening toward the icy snowdrift. Her hands jutted out to break her fall, but she never hit. Instead, a crushing grip circled her right elbow and a jolt set her upright. Somehow her shoulder remained attached to its socket.

“I’m so sorry,” said the deep voice again. “I … ”

She looked from the work boots to the face of the trendily dressed, mammoth man, and her jaw dropped. Cam Simmons.

“Tanya Martin?” he asked. “Holy shit!”

Stunned into silence, she reached a hand to her neck and wiped at the droplets.

He pulled a napkin bearing the Coffee Bean logo from his pocket. “Are you okay?” He dabbed the napkin at her neck, then her chest. A little too rough. But the swipes that followed were a little too friendly.

She nodded and brushed his hand away.

How long had it been? Five years. Not that she’d been counting … lately. Their friendship had cooled on a barrage of texts and calls that tapered off as he got used to life away from Cleveland. Eventually the distance between them proved too great to cross. Who needed old friends when you had a shiny new multi-million-dollar NFL contract?

And that contract looked good on him, too. It had turned him into an entirely different person from the anxious, overachieving high school boy she’d spent hours with at Pop’s gym. Taller and bigger, naturally, but there was also a relaxed confidence gleaming in those deep brown eyes. He didn’t just want to be good; he knew he was good.

“What happened to your hair?” she blurted.

He’d had curls that rivaled hers in high school.

He palmed his nearly bald head and smiled. Somewhere angels sang. He’d always been too talented and handsome for his own good.

“I like my helmet to have a snug fit,” he said. “And I was tired of messing around with skull caps. Does it look bad?”

Sly dog. Always digging for compliments, but he didn’t need the ego boost. “Do you really care what I think?” Again, the last five years weighed heavy on her mind. There hadn’t been so much as a Facebook like or a forwarded chain email between them. “I mean, come on. You’re the Super Bowl MVP. You hardly need approval from me.”

“But it would be nice.” He flashed that smile again and her heart spontaneously warmed.

Disturbing. She did not want to have feelings for him after all these years. Their one night together senior year had muddied the innocent friendship, and it had taken years for her to find a neutral place, where she could hear his name, see his face, watch his games without feeling some sense of loss and hurt.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said.

“I owed my mama the trip. Been promising for years. Got nothing going on until optional team activities in April, so I figured why not.”

That was at least a month away. A month of running into him like this.

Shit. She backed up. “Well, it was good seeing you.”

“Wait a minute.” He grabbed her arm. Softer than the last time. Even through the layers of her hooded sweatshirt and long-sleeved T-shirt, she felt an unsettling tingle. “Where you running off to so fast? I’ll buy you a coffee.”

She glanced behind him at the gleaming monstrosity that required the leveling of two locally owned businesses to create. “No thanks. I’m not a coffee drinker. Besides, I have some ring time waiting for me.”

“That’s right! Pop’s Gym & Ring.” Deep, loud, and somehow flashy, he sounded like he’d already signed his name on a lucrative sports network announcing career. “I’m going to tag along. Say hey. Do you mind?”

She did, but if she made a big deal out of it, then she wouldn’t be neutral. “Come on.”

They walked the next two blocks with a safe distance between them, talking about the obvious: his Super Bowl win. It seemed safer than delving into their overly personal past. She’d never been so happy to push open the doors to the gym. Her sanctuary. She breathed in the musty smell of hard work and dedication, and exhaled her restlessness over seeing Cam.

“I’ll catch ya later,” she said, waving a hand at him and eyeing up the hallway that led to the locker rooms. With any luck, he’d be gone by the time she came out, and if he wasn’t, maybe she’d throw on some gloves, challenge him to a few rounds, and teach him a couple things. He might be bigger and stronger, but she wasn’t above hitting below the belt if need be. Hell, he deserved it.

It was always good to have a backup plan.

She ducked around a support beam and dragged her hand along the red ring ropes as she passed, smiling at a couple guys who were lifting free weights. This was still going to be a good day. Literally running into Cam Simmons was not going to change that.

Her father’s office door opened and out stepped a man in a suit. Business on a Sunday? Or maybe church. That made more sense. She smiled at the man and then at her father, but her father didn’t smile back. He looked stricken and pale.

“You okay, Pop?” She went to him, now highly suspicious of the well-dressed man. With all the real estate bullying that had gone on in this “up-and-coming neighborhood” over the past year, she couldn’t be too careful.

“I’m fine,” he said, and then he flashed an uneasy look at the man and made a gesture toward the door. “He was just leaving.”

“Who is he?” She directed the question at the suit, who looked down his nose at her.

“Foreman Keller, from Great Lakes Savings and Loan, and you are?”

A banker. She lifted her chin and looked down her nose at him. “Tanya Martin, Pop’s daughter.” She looked at her father who was shaking his head like he wanted this conversation to end.

“Well, Tanya Martin, you might want to tell your father to pay his bills. It would save all of us time and money.”

“Excuse me?” She puffed out her chest. Habit. Two older brothers, four hundred high school students, and a roster spot as a women’s professional football linewoman taught her the bigger you looked the more seriously people took you.

“Stop,” her father said. “It’s not her concern.”

“What do you mean it’s not my concern?” She set her sights on the suit again. “Why are you here?”

“Just doing my job. And as long as he does his, I won’t be back.” He pointed at Pop. “You hear me?”

Smug and threatening? Not on her watch. She sort of snapped. The heels of her palms hit his lapels and knocked him back a couple feet.

“Stop!” her father said again.

“You’re crazy!” The man scrambled for the door, but she followed.

“Get out and don’t come back.” She raised her hand for emphasis—not to hit him again—but still he flinched.

A pair of strong arms rounded her waist and halted her forward progress. A second later her back hit something hard and unforgiving, and the banker fled through the double doors.

When the arms released her, she spun around and came face-to-face with Cam. Again.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she spit out.

Cam’s eyebrows rose. “Stopping you from getting arrested for assault.”

“Please. I just pushed the guy. And you didn’t hear how he was talking to my father.” She looked around him in time to see the office door close.

What was going on? There was only one way to find out.

She raised a dismissive hand to Cam, warning him to stay away, and stalked back to the office. Her father was sitting at his desk, face in his hands. “Pop?”

He looked up, and his expression crumbled. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“Messin’ up.”

“How?” She fell to her knees and patted his thigh. “Start at the beginning.”

When he exhaled, he shuddered, and her already rattled mood plummeted. Whatever it was, it was bad.

“I borrowed money to help someone out. I put the gym up as collateral, and now I’m behind on payments. I have ninety days to pay in full or they’re gonna take it.”

Fuck. Tanya swallowed against the lump in her throat. How the hell had this happened? She was in the gym whenever she wasn’t teaching or playing football, and her brothers Terrell and Tyler were in and out too. None of them had intimate knowledge of the gym’s finances, because that was Pop’s thing, but somebody should’ve seen or sensed trouble.

He rubbed the back of her hand. “I failed everyone.”

“No!” Those words didn’t belong on her father’s lips. He was South City’s big-hearted hero. “We can fix this. We can talk to everybody in the family, and whatever you owe, we’ll pull together and pay it back. It’s the least we can do for everything you’ve done for us. How much do you owe?”

His voice muffled in his throat as he said, “Thirty thousand.”

Damn it. She didn’t have anywhere near that much. Neither did any of her brothers or sisters. Terrell was unemployed. Tyler’s money was tied up in a messy divorce and custody battle. Tori was raising three kids on her own. And Teresa had just gone back to graduate school.

“Who’d you loan the money to?” she asked. “We’ll just have to make them pay you back sooner than they expected. Then we can settle the debt.”

Pop crossed his arms and hardened his expression. “Nope.”

She squeezed her father’s hand in an expression of sympathy and strength. “I know you don’t want to call in a debt, but no friendship is worth losing the gym. Who is it?”

He looked at her, and his eyes fluttered as they rolled toward the back of his head. “I gave the money to your mother.”

Tanya sat back on her heels and let his words sink in. Talk about worst-case scenario.

After a few calming breaths, she asked, “Why would Mom take $30,000 dollars from you? You haven’t owed child support payments in years, and it can’t be the restaurant. I live right above it, remember? It’s freaking packed on weekdays.”

Pop sighed. “The Diazes got an offer to sell the building to developers, so they told your mother they wouldn’t be renewing her lease. She came to me panicked, and we put together an offer to buy the building ourselves.”

What an unbelievable mess with her mother at the heart of it. Tanya bit back a growl. She’d been so proud of that purchase, thinking her mother had done it while standing on her own two feet. A strong, capable, independent woman. When in reality, her father had helped his ex-wife. Of course he had. His sense of obligation didn’t quit. Pop Martin swooped in to save the day with no care for the trouble it would cause him.

Tanya didn’t want to take sides. She’d thought she was beyond that. But in times like these, it was hard not to. The anger tossed her back seventeen years to the day he moved out of the family home. She’d been eleven, and convinced her mother was to blame.

Damn it. It just proved her theory on love and marriage. Once you loved someone enough to promise them forever, you were tied to them and their freaking problems even after forever fell apart. That’s why she stayed far away from relationship strings.

“What’s done is done,” she said, grasping desperately at words that would help her remain neutral. “We just have to figure out a way to fix it.”

There had to be an idea that would let both her parents hold onto their dreams.

She looked around, hoping for inspiration. Photographs lined the office walls, chronicling the accomplishments of the kids that had worked out in this gym. Some of them actually made it onto the few remaining college boxing teams. Her heart squeezed. This gym was so many things to so many people. Her father had even managed to bring low- and no-cost healthcare to the neighborhood in this very space by partnering with her best friend MJ’s fiancé, sports medicine guru Tag Howard.

Wait! Maybe that was the answer. “What about Doc?” She jumped to her feet and pointed at the medical equipment in the partitioned corner of the office. “He’s pumped a ton of cash into this place to create the training room. I bet he’d lend us more.”

“No.” Pop’s face wrinkled. “I won’t borrow any more money I can’t pay back.” He slapped his hands on his thighs like he’d done her whole life whenever the situation was non-negotiable. “Enough is enough. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. And without any savings, my pension alone can’t cover all the payments I already have. Borrowing more money would be irresponsible.”

“What happened to your savings?”

Pop shrugged. “The house needed a new roof last summer.”

The house where her mother lived. Tanya threw up her hands. “Unbelievable.” Her father hadn’t lived in that house since her parents had separated and he moved into the apartment above the gym. Sure, Tori and her kids had been living there for years, upping the responsibility Pop must’ve felt, but still…

How about a little independence, people? Take care of your own problems. There was a novel idea.

More deep breaths. More head shakes. “Okay,” she said. “There’s gotta be a way to stop this.” There had to be.

Think, Tanya. Think. Something would come to her, because nobody threw a block like she did. Protection was the name of the game. They’d be prying this gym from her cold, dead hands.

A knock sounded, and she turned in time to see the door she’d forgotten to close completely swing open.

“Cam!” her father said.

“Hey,” Cam said.

Great. For five years, he hadn’t been anywhere to be found. Today, he was every-damn-where.

• • •

“How can I help?” Cam stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. “I couldn’t help but overhear.”

Pop stood. “Whatever you heard, forget about it, and get over here and give me a hug, Mr. Cam Damn Simmons.” He whistled. “Super Bowl champeen.”

Cam hugged the little man, letting him slap him soundly on the back. He hated the circumstances he’d walked in on, but it sure felt good to be back. He’d spent so much time here as a teen, Pop had become a surrogate father to him.

“Glad to see you made it home,” Pop said.

“Glad to be home.”

Cam heard a scoff from someplace behind him. Tanya. But when he turned she was leafing through papers on her father’s desk, looking uninterested in the conversation.

“Can you give my dad and me some time alone, please?” she asked without looking up.

He nodded. “Yeah. Of course.” But as he backed toward the door, he made eye contact with Pop and said again, “I can help … if you let me.”

Tanya glared at him. Woo wee! Ice cold. And it didn’t get warmer until he was back in the gym.

Under the circumstances, he wasn’t surprised by her reaction. He wouldn’t want his dirty laundry being aired in front of anybody. But he wasn’t just anybody—at least he hadn’t been. That’s why he’d walked in and offered to help. Apparently, five years away changed things. Something else that didn’t completely surprise him. He just hadn’t thought it would erase ten years of a friendship so close they were damn near family. With one exception—what had happened beneath the bleachers senior year. Thinking about it still made him smile.

They’d always been willing to go the extra mile for each other back then, and after what he’d overheard standing outside Pop’s office, he wasn’t going to let that change.

When Tanya had time to really talk to him, he’d get her to see he could help.

“Cam Simmons?” A short, chubby guy with moon-shaped sweat marks underneath his man-boobs stood in front of him. “No way! It’s me, Goby Klinker, John-John’s little brother.”

“Holy crap.”

They grabbed hands and bumped opposite shoulders.

“It’s been forever, man,” Goby said.

“I was just thinking the same thing.” He looked around the gym. “Is John-John here?”

“Hell no. He’s in worse shape than me. Works three jobs now because of the little ones. Hasn’t been to the gym in years.”

That guy had never made it to a full week of high school classes. How was he holding down three jobs? “Wait. John-John has little ones?”

“Three. Under four.” Goby wrapped his hands around his neck.

Damn. “I didn’t know that.” He’d lost touch with the guys he used to run with too. “What about Joe and Marquis? Are they around?”

“Not around here. Joe’s banned ‘cause Daria thinks it’s a meat market. She don’t trust him.”

Like Cam’s ex-fiancée Sabrina hadn’t trusted him. He rolled his eyes. “That sucks.” Especially when it was unwarranted. “And Marquis?”

“Workin’ in Atlanta. Moved about a year ago. Hear he’s doing real good.”

Now that was something to smile about. Marquis got out. Hopefully Cam would be saying the same thing about his mother at the end of this trip. Boston was where she belonged. With him.

“Bobby, come here!” Goby waved his hand to attract some guy’s attention, and then he shifted back to Cam. “This dude’s the biggest football fan. Browns, of course, but we ain’t winning a Super Bowl anytime soon.” He faced the room and the half-dozen guys who were lifting and practicing footwork. “Listen up, everybody! Super Bowl MVP Cam Simmons is in the house.”

Cam smiled as heads turned and eyes widened. Three weeks after earning the title, and he still got a rush from it.

“What’s up, gentlemen?” He raised his arms in invitation.

Something about the attention stoked his adrenaline. Always had. Like walking into school Monday morning after a big Friday-night win. Everybody knew your name. Everybody wanted a piece of you. Powerful stuff. The kind of stuff that helped a man feel important.

He signed a few autographs and told a few “war” stories, but when Pop’s office door opened and Tanya stepped out, he was too distracted to do much more than listen to the guys rattle on about football. She said something to her father, who returned to his office, and then she walked over to the punching bags and systematically went down the line pounding the hell out of each one.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Gotta take care of something real quick.”

He made his way through the small crowd toward Tanya, who was now whaling on a punching bag out of view from most of the gym.

“Hey,” he said.

“Oh my God,” she mumbled, then shot him a look, but didn’t miss a beat with the bag. “You want the bag, you have to wait, Simmons. Super Bowl MVPs don’t get special treatment ‘round here.”

He almost smiled at the exasperation in her voice.

Tanya Mary Martin. Five feet, nine inches of attitude and curves that would get a guy’s head bit off if his admiration wasn’t discreet. The best female basketball player East High had ever seen. And the most loyal daughter he’d ever seen. This shit with her dad was tearing her up.

“Let me help,” he said.

She cut another glance at him, scornful and pitying like he was the biggest moron she’d ever seen. “He won’t take your money.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s proud.” Boom, her fist connected with the canvas. “And we don’t need your charity.”

“Okay. I respect that. Fine. We’ll figure something else out.”

She pushed the bag into another and straightened. “We won’t be doing anything, Cam. This is my family’s problem. You are not my family.”

“But I’m your friend.”

She narrowed her golden eyes. “Are you? Because I thought friends stayed in touch.”

Fair enough, but she could’ve nudged him when his silence had gone on too long. He was a busy man. But now was probably not the time to point that out, so he simply nodded. “I’m sorry about that, and I’d like to fix it. We can move on from here and not lose touch again. Deal?” He held out a hand.

She ignored his peace offering. “I’ve got a lot to figure out these days, so you’re going to have to get in line.”

Again, he almost laughed, because it had been awhile since he’d been around a woman who was so clearly not anxious to be around him. “Should I take a number?” She didn’t blink at his attempt at humor. “You know, so you can call for me when it’s my turn?”

“I wouldn’t hold my breath, Simmons. It could take a while.” She shot him a snotty smile before she turned and headed toward the hallway, then tossed over her shoulder, “Maybe like five years.”

He laughed then. She’d always been a spitfire. And he had a feeling she was just getting started. He was going to be taking a lot of potshots from her over the next month.

The funny part? He kind of couldn’t wait.


Chapter Two

Sell Your Spare Parts: Plasma, Hair, Breast Milk, and Sperm


Tanya shut her laptop and dropped her head to her desk. That was what she got for Google searching “ways to make $30,000 dollars fast” during her free period. Depressing. Hopefully, the school wasn’t tracking her Internet usage. She didn’t want to have to explain this.

Sell your body parts. The sick thing was, two days after learning her father was in serious debt, she’d do it if she thought for a minute it would legitimately result in thirty grand.

She opened her laptop again and read on.

Two minutes later, she was shaking her head and thinking, Hell, no. Donating plasma sounded like a lot of pain for little gain. Her hair wasn’t long enough. Her breasts were dry. And these days, she didn’t have easy access to sperm.

She clicked through the other options, looking at the screen through split fingers. Honest to God, it was pretty hopeless when a trip to the casino seemed like your best chance. She needed a money tree, or a treasure map, or …

A knock on her office door made her jump. She slammed the laptop shut and scurried across the room. Chill out, Martin. The blinds on her door were closed. It’s not like anyone could’ve seen what she’d been doing. Still, she pushed through embarrassment to open the door and came face-to-face with Cam. It figured.

This was starting to get ridiculous.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Roaming the halls, paying visits to my favorite teachers.” He grinned, and it was like a command; she grinned too.

“I wasn’t your teacher.”

“Depends on how you look at it. You definitely schooled me on the finer points of the layup … among other things.”

Yeah, she had. And he seemed to have no idea how much she’d love to kick his ass now. It would be a little retribution for all the times he’d cried on her shoulder after he’d left home only to forget she existed once he got over the emotional bumps.

“Well, I’m kind of in the middle of my workday, so if you would excuse me …” She stepped back to close the door.

He stopped it with his hand. “You don’t look busy. Where are your students? Don’t gym teachers usually have class in the gym?

Busted. “It’s my free period, but that doesn’t mean I’m not busy doing important things.”

“Like?”

She lowered her chin and her voice. “You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?”

He laughed. “Walk around with me.”

“What?”

“Show me the school—what’s changed, what’s stayed the same. I hear Senora Keeley is still teaching Spanish II. You know you want to give her a blast from the past by showing up and sitting in the back of the room. Remember we used to make up those songs that drove her crazy?” He bobbed his bold brows. “If you give me a beat, I’ll even rap.”

Nostalgia pulled at her instantly. Life was so much easier back then when all she had to worry about was too much homework or maintaining her free throw percentage.

He was still looking at her expectantly. Damn his charm. As much as she didn’t want to make his first visit home in five years easy, she couldn’t quite say no to that opportunity. Besides, the kids would be bouncing off the walls to meet Super Bowl MVP Cam Simmons.

“Fine,” she said. “But I have to be back for fifth period.”

As they walked the halls, pointing out familiar sights, the years melted away. Then when they reached the Humanities wing, he raced ahead of her and stopped next to a purple locker.

“I wonder if the combination is the same.” The lock looked miniature in his hands.

She laughed as he fumbled. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“It belongs to someone else now.”

“Nah. Once it’s mine, it’s always mine.”

There was the arrogance she expected from a professional athlete of his caliber. There was something else too, something that stuck in her throat and reminded her of the one and only time he’d had her. But the very next day she’d found him standing right here flirting with the prettiest girl in school, Abigail Glass.

Back then, Tanya’s athleticism had made her “one of the guys,” and the boys couldn’t seem to get enough of girly-girls like Abigail. Oh, she’d heard all about their infatuations. Cam hadn’t been the loudest admirer, but he’d never disagreed. And he’d never looked at Tanya the way he’d looked at Abigail. Since Tanya hadn’t been interested in being anyone’s second choice, she gave up on the pipe dream of anything more than friendship right then and there. She’d told herself it would be better that way. Romantic relationships were doomed. Friendships could last forever. Or at least that’s what she’d thought before they hadn’t spoken in five years. Now, she didn’t know what to think.

A nearby classroom door opened, and a kid with a hall pass smiled at Tanya. “Hey, Miss Martin.”

“Afternoon, Brian.”

Then Brian saw Cam. “Holy sh … oot!” He caught himself when he remembered Tanya, and then he looked back at the classroom like he wanted to shout out exactly who he’d just stumbled onto. “Are you … ? No way.”

Cam laughed. “I am. Is that still Mr. Ryan’s government class?”

Brian nodded. “Yeah, we’re talking about the Civil War.”

“Does he still use the wooden pointer on the pull down map?”

The kid clapped his hands together. “Yes!” Then he grabbed his head and gave it a little shake. “This is so cool. Miss Martin, do you know who this is?”

She smiled. “I do.” It was hard not to be a little impressed when the kid was so star struck. Brian was one of her at-risk students, and he ran with a tough crowd.

Cam took a few steps toward the classroom and then looked back at her. “Do you think Mr. Ryan would mind if I stuck my head in and said ‘hey’?”

“Of course not. Brian, how ’bout you take Mr. Simmons in and introduce him to the class.”

“Oh, man! You gotta be kidding me.”

There was something amazing about seeing a tough-talking high school sophomore reduced to skipping.

Tanya stood in the doorway as Cam shocked Mr. Ryan and his class. Within five minutes of stepping into the room, Cam was manning the wooden pointer while Mr. Ryan slouched in Cam’s old seat in an epic role reversal.

He moved on to answer questions from the class—everything from what his grades had been like when he was at East to what kind of car he drove. When he said “mostly Bs,” she rolled her eyes, and when he said, “a tricked out Range,” she mouthed, “figures.”

She’d never heard so much laughter come from a history class.

When they finally made it back into the hall, her face hurt from smiling, and a little bit of the anger she’d been harboring had released. It had always been easy to have fun with him.

“That was awesome,” Cam said. “God, I had no idea how much I missed this place.”

Was it anywhere near as much as she’d missed him? Which was something she didn’t want to admit. But with him laughing beside her, she couldn’t pretend his absence hadn’t hurt like hell those first few years. Eventually she’d gotten over it, and now she recognized the dependency for the close call it had been. It was a good lesson, one that taught her to ruthlessly protect her heart from the kinds of emotional strings that strangled people. Her roommate Jillian didn’t call her Queen of the One-night Stand for nothing.

“Now where?” he asked.

Considering where her mind had been, she wanted to return to her office without him, but ... “You promised me rapping in Senora’s class.”

“I did!”

Senora just about swallowed her false teeth when “double trouble” as she’d dubbed them junior year walked into her classroom. The minute the pudgy woman regained her composure, she tipped on her toes and hugged him. So cute.

Just like before in Mr. Ryan’s room, the kids’ response to seeing Cam was off the charts. They asked him questions in rapid-fire progression, and he answered everyone with enthusiasm—even the ones he’d already answered for Mr. Ryan’s class.

By the time they took their old seats in the back of the room to serenade Senora, the students were on their feet.

Tanya raised her hands over her mouth and sputtered a basic beat to hoots and hollers all around.

“Miss Martin! Miss Martin!” The kids chanted.

Cam broke in with the rap they’d made up while they should’ve been learning Spanish, and Senora started dancing.

They left the classroom laughing.

Somewhere in the back of her head, Tanya heard a little voice spout a warning. Protect yourself. In a month, he would be leaving again. This was not something she wanted to get mixed up with. Friendly but guarded was the only way to proceed.

When the bell rang, she smiled at him. “Duty calls. I’ll see you around.”

“Wait! Can’t I come say ‘hey’ to your class? You know how much I loved gym.”

The hallway started filling up, and his admirers swarmed. The way he actually looked as excited to see them as they were to see him made her smile.

What would spending one more class period with him hurt? “I’ll be in the North Gym.”

She backed away, watching him sign binders and book covers, sweatshirts and sneakers. He was the biggest attraction South City had ever seen. Hell, he was even bigger than that. Nationwide. Cam Simmons was the man to football fans.

A light bulb flashed in her head. If she could figure out a way to capitalize on that, she’d have the thirty grand to save her dad’s gym.

• • •

A whistle blew and Cam’s muscles twitched. Down, boys. Not for you.

This wasn’t his practice. This was P.E. class with ten kids running something called “the shuttle” and eight more on the bleachers because they’d either forgotten their gym clothes or presented a doctor’s excuse. Who bailed on gym? Never him.

Tanya stood on the opposite side of the court with a stopwatch and a clipboard, and the whistle between her lips. His celibacy since the breakup with Sabrina must’ve been getting to him, because dressed in navy polyester track pants and an East High t-shirt, Tanya was looking mighty hot. Something he’d thought about more than a couple times as they‘d crashed classrooms around the school.

The whistle sounded again, and ten tired kids dragged themselves across the white line.

“Nice work,” she said. “Now listen up! We didn’t have the shuttle when I was in high school. We had the mile. And let me tell you, my mile was faster than Mr. MVP’s over there.”

A few snickers sounded, but most of the kids looked like they didn’t believe her. Cam played to them by making faces and drawing little circles in the air beside his ear.

“Is anyone else curious to see how Mr. Simmons handles the shuttle?” she asked.

Of course, they cheered—even the kids on the bleachers.

He looked down at his loosely laced high-top sneakers. Despite the athletic pants and T-shirt beneath his North Face jacket, he wasn’t exactly dressed for speed.

Buck! Buck! The chicken sounds started low, but then her students joined in until Cam had to make a move.

“Only if Miss Martin does it too,” he said.

Oohs echoed through the gym, and she looked about ready to pop him. But then she lifted the whistle over her head and handed both it and the clipboard to a redheaded girl sitting on the bottom bleacher.

“You’re on,” she said.

“What are the rules?” Cam asked.

“We start behind the line. When the whistle blows, it’s an all-out sprint. Top of the key and back. Half court and back. Top of the opposite key and back. End of the court and back.”

“You have to bend all the way down and touch the white lines or it doesn’t count,” said the redhead with the clipboard.

“Right,” Tanya said. “And the loser has to run it again.”

“Wait a minute.” He looked at the grinning class. “Is that always the rule, or is that only for me?”

They just laughed.

He hid a snicker. “Fine. Whatever. It doesn’t matter, because Miss Martin’s going to lose.”

She won. He blamed it on his sneakers.

“I should’ve tied them tighter,” he said. Along with, “I want a rematch.”

But his vindication would have to wait. She had a sixth period meeting, which meant their fun was done. And he was sorry, because it had been a blast.

“I loved this day,” he said as he stood outside her office.

Had he known he was going to love it this much, he would’ve been here sooner. Damn. Maybe he’d messed up more than he thought he had.

“It was good.” The smile that spread from her lips to her sparkling eyes said she was tempering her enthusiasm.

Same old Tanya. Different too, but enough was familiar to make him think that if he played it right, they could get back to where they’d been before he’d become distracted by his new life. “So … you think maybe after all this fun you’ll be calling me soon?”

“I’ll think about it.”

He watched her walk away, his smile firmly in place, and then he headed in the opposite direction toward the main exit. At the last minute, he detoured, taking a side door out onto the pavement between the school and the football stadium.

Right there. That was where the magic happened. He couldn’t see the whole field, but he could see enough to spark some memories of touchdowns and trick plays, sellout crowds and after parties that would’ve made his mother’s blood curdle.

Getting with a girl for the first time beneath those bleachers over there.

He dragged a palm over his mouth and closed his eyes as the wind picked up. That Friday night senior year, he’d gone to his most trusted female friend with a crazy request—sex. So he could get it over with and quit worrying about what he was missing and if he’d be any good at it. He’d been popular. He’d had opportunity, but he’d also had performance anxiety—on field and off. Confidence came with practice, but he had no desire to practice on someone who would make his lack of experience a big deal.

He and Tanya had been so much alike. Too busy tearing it up on the field or the court to care about relationships. It shouldn’t have surprised him when she announced she was a virgin too. But it had. She’d always seemed so much surer than him. Thankfully her inexperience worked to his advantage, because man, oh man, he’d been terrible at it, but she hadn’t complained or made fun of him. The next day, she’d acted like nothing happened, which allowed him to act like nothing had happened too. She’d been so good at acting sometimes he thought she must’ve forgotten. But he couldn’t. He thought about it from time to time over the years. How could he not? She’d been his first. That counted for something to him. Maybe it hadn’t to her.

“Cam Simmons, I heard you were here.”

Vice Principal Rollins held open the side door Cam had escaped through.

Principal Rollins now, he reminded himself. “Yes, sir. I’m here. Caused some trouble in history and Spanish, then did some showing off in P.E.”

“Like old times.” The man laughed. “How long are you in town?”

Well, technically that depended on how quickly he could get his mother to agree to leave town, but he figured a month at least to get her packed up and situated. “Until end of March.”

“Nice. Hope we see you around again. I’m sure we could find you something motivational to do with the students if you get bored.”

That actually sounded really good. It would keep him busy while his mother was working and while he waited for Tanya to call.

He smiled when he said, “Sounds like a plan.”

Maybe seeing him around here would be the push Tanya needed, and his ticket to making up for the last five years.

• • •

“If Rollins isn’t here to start this meeting in the next five minutes, I’m leaving,” Tanya said. “I have a yoga lesson to prepare for.” Because someone had complained her classes were too aggressively minded. No doubt a dodgeball hater.

Health teacher Andie Krieger nodded. “I know. I have reproduction diagrams to grade.”

Ha! “I’ll trade you.” That had to be more fun than yoga.

Rollins walked in. It was still so weird to have her boss be the same man who’d called her out of seventh-period algebra to ask her if she’d been involved in toilet-papering the third-floor restrooms. Of course, she had been. Along with the rest of the seniors on the basketball team.

“Ladies,” he said with a nod. “Sorry about that. I got sidetracked by a special visitor.”

Cam. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

“I heard,” Andie said. “How exciting. A Super Bowl MVP. Some students were talking about him in the hall.”

“Yes. Cam Simmons is a former student.” He looked at Tanya. “Same year as you, right? I caught up with him before he left, and I asked if he’d be interested in doing something at the school while he was home. And … he said ‘yes’!”

Oh, for crying out loud! Now Rollins was star struck.

“Maybe he would play in the faculty-student basketball game,” Andie said.

Tanya’s jaw dropped. She was co-chairing and playing in that event. That’s what this meeting was about. Spending more time with Cam was not what she needed. “He’s not faculty.”

“But he’s a former student,” Rollins said. “And I think it’s a wonderful idea, Andie. Can you imagine the tickets we’ll sell?”

Tanya could. And again, it was like a flashing neon sign. This was exactly what she needed to do at the gym—use Cam as bait to bring people in, and then charge them for the privilege.

“I’ll call him,” she said. “I’ll ask him if he’d be interested.”

She would also find a way to slip in the bit about her father’s gym. After all, he said he would help … and he owed her.


Chapter Three

“All right, ladies, listen up!” Coach Howl raised a hand above his head and motioned for everybody to join him on the blue and yellow logo in the center of the turfed college field they rented during the colder weather.

This would be their first pre-season, minimal-contact practice, and Tanya had the swarm of butterflies in her stomach to prove it.

“In these drills, aggression is not your focus, hence the lack of pads. Technique is the name of this game. It’s a time for learning. I know. Some of you are WPFL champions.” He smiled as a few women whooped in acknowledgement of last year’s winning season. “But some of you have never played before. Be courteous. The time will come for raising hell. Now is not that time. That means nobody gets taken to the ground, and no targeting the head. Play stops with two-hand contact. All possessions start at the 40. No running plays. QBs have four seconds to release. Six points for a T-D. Ladies, welcome to 7-on-7.”

More cheers.

Tanya shifted her weight from leg to leg and bounced on the balls of her feet. She was so ready for this. Another season. Another trophy. Cam Simmons wasn’t the only football champion in the neighborhood. He was just the only one people talked about.

“Gimme Rooney, Martin, Wren, Bell, Bush, Herman, and Jones on offense. Barnes, Wiesman, Lowell, Jefferson, Kent, Aaronson, and French on D. Martin!” Coach motioned Tanya over. “Take your pass sets like usual. Drop and target the defender. That’s it. Got it?”

She nodded. When she lined up in her left guard position beside their center, Jade Wren, every muscle in her body twitched. Excitement was one thing. Jumping offside was another.

Protect this house. Giving quarterback MJ Rooney enough time to read the bubble and get her pass off was the goal.

Jade’s snap to MJ sounded like a gun blast in Tanya’s ears. It was all she could do to keep herself from leveling the linebacker. So much adrenaline. A couple shoves, a few grunts, a drip of sweat in her eye. The ball whizzed overhead, and a second later Coach’s whistle signaled a stoppage in play.

Tanya turned to MJ, who was grinning from ear to ear. Hell yeah. Life wasn’t living without football.

“Do it again!” Coach yelled.

He wasn’t going to get an argument from her.

Ten minutes later the horn sounded, announcing the switch to specials. Field goal work. Tanya carried the adrenaline from 7-on-7 through the rest of practice, and by the time she stepped out of the shower, she was blissfully exhausted.

“Felt good to be back in action, didn’t it?” MJ asked.

“Damn good.” Tanya ran a wide-toothed comb through her wet hair.

“We should do something to celebrate.” Jillian rubbed a handful of lotion over the arm with the colorful—sometimes disturbing—array of tattoos. Seriously, who marred their body with a huge tattoo of Cinderella strangling Prince Charming? The girl who just yelled, “Par-tay!”

From the tattoos and electric blue tipped hair to the staying out all night, Tanya’s roommate and the team’s most talented wide receiver wore the tag “bad girl” like a badge of honor.

“You partied last night, didn’t you?” Tanya asked. God only knew where she’d been over the last forty-eight hours. “You should probably sleep in your own bed.”

“What’s wrong with having fun?”

“Nothing.” As long as it didn’t blow up in your face, and sometimes Jillian’s part-time job as a band promoter had her walking a fine line.

MJ sat at the end of the bench to zip her knee-high boots. “I can’t. I have dinner plans with Tag.”

Jillian made a kissy-face sound that for some reason rubbed Tanya the wrong way. “Grow up.” She rolled her eyes.

“Why are you so grumpy?” Jillian asked.

“I’m tired.” Among other things she hadn’t had the time or opportunity to discuss with her best friends yet.

“Is that all?” asked MJ, the damn mind reader.

“Maybe.” Tanya ran conditioner through her chin-length curls, and then topped that off with a generous handful of gel. “Maybe not.” She glanced around the thinning locker room and decided now was as good a time as any. “My dad’s having money problems at the gym. Big problems. Foreclosure-sized problems.”

“Shit,” Jillian said.

“Exactly.”

“How much does he owe?” MJ asked.

“Thirty grand.” It even felt like a lot on her tongue.

MJ stood. “I’ll talk to Tag.”

“No.” The wet ends of Tanya’s hair slapped her chin as she disagreed. “My dad won’t take a loan. Cam already offered that.”

“Cam!” Jillian about killed herself jumping over a bench to get closer to Tanya. “You heard from Cam?”

Well, that was one way to tell them. “Yep. He’s in town visiting his mom, and he stopped by the gym a couple days ago when all of this was going down.”

“Damn. A couple days ago? Girl, why were you sitting on this?” Jillian asked.

“So the elusive NFL superstar appears,” MJ said. “Is that good or bad?”

MJ had been her roommate for almost three years before she moved out and Jillian moved in. They knew all about her history with Cam, but they didn’t know how hard it had been to hide her bitterness over how easily he’d gone on with his life without her.

“I’m not sure,” she confessed.

“See, this is another reason we should go out,” Jillian said. “Get her to spill.”

“What makes you think there’s something to spill?” She slipped gold hoops into her ears.

“Because you always hold back just enough,” MJ said.

“I’m not holding anything back.” Except the fact that she’d pretty much spent the day with him. It was no big deal. So why wasn’t she coming clean? “I just don’t know how I feel about it. I mean part of me is definitely still angry at him for forgetting about, you know, the neighborhood.” And me. Especially me. “But there’s another part that is happy to see him. We have a lot of history.”

“Well, even if your dad won’t take the money, it was nice of Cam to offer the help,” MJ said.

Tanya nodded. She hoped he was just as willing to help when she sprung her big idea on him.

Jillian gave her a playful shove. “Maybe this is fate giving you a second chance for that night of really bad sex.”

“Shh!” Tanya whipped her head around in search of eavesdroppers. Thank God the coast was clear. She had no desire to announce that she’d lost her virginity to an equally inexperienced Cam Simmons under a set of rusty bleachers. Seemed kind of pathetic now that she was grown up and teaching at that very same school.

“Why are you shushing me? MJ already knows this. Don’t you?”

MJ grinned. “I do, but we should compare notes, because she may have held back parts. This way we’ll make sure we have the whole story.”

“Stop,” Tanya said.

Jillian plopped down beside MJ. “She said he couldn’t find the hole, and when he did, it only took three seconds. She felt more from the rocky ground than she did from his … ”

“I said stop!” Tanya slapped a hand over Jillian’s mouth. “He would be so mad if he knew I’d told anyone anything about that night.”

He’d trusted her, and she’d been more than willing to help him out when he’d suggested they be each other’s first—sort of a practice round. And then she went and did something stupid like think the encounter could be the start of something more.

Jillian pulled Tanya’s hand from her mouth. “Oh, who cares? I’m sure he’s way better now. After all, he was engaged to a movie star. Sabrina Quick.” She puckered up in imitation of Sabrina’s trademark Botox-induced facial expression.

“And TMZ said he cheated on her,” MJ added with a smirk. “I guess he’s a lot better at finding the hole these days.”

She was sure he was, she was also pretty sure … “He didn’t cheat.”

MJ waved a hand in dismissal. “How would you know? You didn’t talk to him the entire time he was with her. People change unfortunately.”

“Not the fundamentals. He’s an honest, decent guy.” She was reminded of that today. “And he was raised by women. He wouldn’t screw one over like that, especially after his dad abandoned him and his mother.”

“Didn’t he abandon you?” MJ asked. “Calling you when he was homesick or brokenhearted, and then not calling you for five years sounds like abandonment to me.”

True. “I was talking specifically about cheating. He wouldn’t cheat.”

“Well, I’m not sure the fact that he’s capable of abandonment makes him any better.”

But maybe the fact that his father set the precedent made it easier. It didn’t mean Cam was a bad man. And why in God’s name did she feel so compelled to defend him?

She muzzled it.

“I say it’s a good thing he’s back,” Jillian said. “He’s hot. He’s loaded. Maybe you two can have a little fun.”

Tanya didn’t need to have any more fun with him. She’d had more fun today at work than she’d had all year. And Rollins’ announcement that he’d opened the doors to Cam volunteering at the school while he was home just had her thinking it could happen again.

“I say we get back to talking about the real problem here: the gym,” MJ said. “Please, try to get your dad to accept Tag’s help. Thirty thousand isn’t that much in the grand scheme of things.”

Tanya glanced at the rock on MJ’s left ring finger. “Spoken like a woman who’s about to marry a rich man.”

MJ shrugged. “Just think about it, okay?”

“Actually … ” She hesitated, because after their conversation she wasn’t sure she should bring Cam up again. “I think I have a plan that won’t involve anyone handing over a big chunk of money. I’m going to ask Cam to work out at the gym on a regular basis while he’s home, and then I’m going to publicize it and charge an inflated membership fee.”

“Work out with the Super Bowl MVP? It’s genius,” Jillian said. “I’ll help you promote it. We can set it up on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, you name it.”

MJ stayed quiet a beat too long. “There are probably some legalities and logistics you’ll have to consider.”

Of course there were. She didn’t even have Cam’s blessing yet. “Let me call him first, okay? Then we can iron out the details.”

Because, come hell or high water, she was going to do whatever was necessary to get him on board with her plan.

God help her.

• • •

Cam helped his mother up the crooked icy steps that led to his aunt’s house. This place was in even worse shape than his mother’s.

The door flung open before they reached the porch and a woman squealed. “Get your ass in here!”

Aunt Yvonne’s hand shot out to grab him when he was within reach. His mother’s sister was never short on enthusiasm. Or perfume. He coughed as he wrapped her up in a hug.

“He’s here! He’s here!” The bouncy voice at his side belonged to his teenaged cousin, Corinne. Cam shook his head. The little fool was dressed in a crop top and booty shorts even though it was only 30 degrees.

“Get back in that house with no shoes and no coat!” Aunt Yvonne let go of him to grab Corinne and drag her inside. “You’d better be hungry.” She directed the threat at him.

“When isn’t he hungry?” his mother asked.

He laughed and held the screen door for her. It felt good to be here. He hadn’t been able to spend much time with them at the Super Bowl. He’d paid for their transportation and rooms and set them up in a stadium suite, but between media obligations and game prep, he’d only been able to share one full meal with them.

“Yo, man.” Cam’s cousin, Detrick, sat on the couch with a heaping plate of food balanced on his legs. Detrick had been a year behind him at school and they’d always been close. Now they were lucky if they talked once or twice a year. Different cities. Different lives. It seemed rational when Cam wasn’t here, but now that he was, it seemed kind of pathetic. This was family, man.

“You couldn’t wait?” Cam teased.

“Nah. I don’t wait for nobody, not even no Super Bowl champion.”

The noise level in the living room rocketed to a roar, and hands reached out to grab him. Cam bent beneath all the head rubs and back pats from his cousin, aunt, and mother.

“Where is he?”

He looked up to see Aunt Renee, wearing an apron and smile, coming in from the kitchen. She pressed a finger into her cheek and said, “You come plant one right here.”

“Nay Nay,” he said, and lifted his mama’s baby sister right off the ground. She hadn’t been able to make the trip to Arizona for the Bowl, so it was extra special seeing her now.

Over her shoulder, he could see into the kitchen, where a man he didn’t recognize sat at the table. Skinny, hairy, and unsociable. Nay Nay’s type.

Cam set her down and gave her a look that was supposed to inquire about the guy.

“You’re so strong!” She squeezed his biceps. “Are there rocks in there? Take off this coat. I want a better look.”

Nothing like his aunts to embarrass him.

The man from the kitchen wandered into the living room, looking about as warm as Lake Erie.

“Jerry.” Aunt Renee hooked the guy’s arm. “This is my nephew, Cam.”

“Nice to meet you,” Cam said.

The guy grunted a hello, and then planted a sloppy kiss on Aunt Renee’s lips. “I’ll see you later, baby.”

Nobody said a word until he left.

“You can do better than that,” his mother said.

Go, Ma.

But Aunt Renee gave a sad shrug. “He’s fine.”

“Fine ain’t good enough,” Aunt Yvonne said. “You know Charles wouldn’t let that man in this house if he were here.”

Aunt Yvonne’s husband, a traveling bricklayer, ran a tight ship.

“Well, Charles isn’t here,” Aunt Renee said. “And fine’s as good as it gets in this neighborhood.”

She looked right at Cam.

Back when he’d been entertaining offers from colleges, Aunt Renee had made the most noise about him going far away and not looking back. “Get out while you can,” she’d said. As if he’d only get one shot. God, so many nights he’d lain awake wondering if that was what had happened to most of them—they’d missed their shots—and dreaming of the day when he could take them all with him. Big dreams. Some of them crazy naïve. Both his agent and his accountant warned him about the fleeting nature of a professional athlete’s income. Relocating an entire family and being held responsible for their happiness and welfare didn’t come cheap. One career-ending injury, and they’d all be screwed.

“Can we eat?” Corinne asked.

“’Course you can,” Detrick said. “What’s it look like I’m doing?”

Cam made a plate and after chatting in the kitchen joined Detrick on the couch. “How you been, man?”

“Can’t complain. Your mom got me a job doing linens for the hospice. Decent pay. Benefits. Nothing flashy but it pays the bills.”

Seemed to be the motto around here. That damn guilt pushed against his ribs, making it hard to comfortably swallow his bite of barbecue chicken. He did a lot for his family, but it never seemed to be enough.

“Met somebody,” Detrick said.

“Oh yeah?”

Detrick nodded. “At work. She’s a little younger than me, but that don’t bother her.”

Cam reached between his legs and lifted a bottle of beer. “How much younger?”

Detrick rubbed a hand across his mouth as he garbled “ten years.”

Cam stopped the bottle inches from his lips, and his jaw dropped. They were twenty-seven. “So she’s seventeen?”

“One year over consent.”

Jesus. He patted Detrick on the back. “Be careful. You don’t need any little Ds running around. That gets expensive, man.”

“You speaking from experience?”

Cam nearly choked on his beer. “Hell no.” But he saw it every day with his teammates. A few thousand dollars here, a few thousand dollars there, several thousand more to prove and fight paternity. It was why he’d made the decision in college not to sleep with anybody he wasn’t prepared to marry, which considering he’d been in back-to-back serious relationships hadn’t been hard to live with … until now. Now, he might have to adjust that just a bit.

“Saw Sabrina on the VMAs.” Detrick whistled. “Looking damn good. You ever see her anymore?”

“No.” And he didn’t care to. That was progress. Funny how a year after a break up you could see it for what it was—the best thing that could’ve happened. If she hadn’t broken up with him, he would’ve spent the rest of his life jumping through hoops for a suspicious woman. He didn’t deserve that. He knew what it felt like to be abandoned and cheated, and he’d never step out on another person. It pissed him off she thought he would.

“Cam, after you’re done eating could you drive me and some friends to Coffee Bean?” Corrine smiled so hard she had dimples.

“You don’t need no Coffee Bean,” Aunt Yvonne said. “And you ain’t givin’ any of your father’s hard earned money to those people.”

“I have my own money,” Corrine said. “Please.” She trained her gray eyes on Cam.

He liked Coffee Bean. It reminded him of his go-to Huntington Avenue Starbucks back home in Boston, but he wasn’t getting in the middle of this. “Not tonight, Rin,” he said. “We’ve got plenty of time for joy riding while I’m home. Besides … ” He smiled extra-wide, “I’d already planned to take you to the mall and spoil you.”

Her hug just about strangled him, and her screams rang in his ears long after she’d run upstairs. Probably to post it all over social media.

“Nice diversion tactic,” Detrick said.

“Well, it sounds like our mothers are not fans of Coffee Bean. How ‘bout you?”

“Nope.”

“Coffee not your thing?”

“People coming in and messing with my neighborhood is not my thing.”

Seemed to be the general consensus around here. His mother hadn’t sounded too thrilled about the development in South City the few times they’d talked about it either. But, man, when you got out and saw how the other half lived, you wanted more and more of that. A little progress wouldn’t hurt this neighborhood. More jobs. More things to do. It still wouldn’t be enough to make him comfortable with the thought of his mother living here, though. But maybe it would make him feel less guilty about leaving the rest of them here once he convinced her to move to Boston.

“You see anybody since you been back?” Detrick asked.

“Lots actually. I stopped by Pop’s gym.”

Detrick stretched out his legs. “Did you see Tanya?”

“Yep. I actually spent quite a bit of time with her today over at the school. Got my ass kicked in something called ‘the shuttle,’ but I think it made her day.” He smiled.

“She’s looking good lately. Must be all that football she’s been playin’.”

Football? “Don’t you mean basketball?” He’d never forget the day she turned down a scholarship to play college ball on the West Coast. My family needs me here, she’d said. And over the years he couldn’t stop thinking that maybe she’d botched her one shot to get out too.

“No, shithead,” Detrick said. “I meant football. She plays for that WPFL team, the Cleveland Clash. Where the hell would she play basketball? We don’t have WNBA in Cleveland.”

True. Cam stuck a fork in a Swedish meatball and stuffed it in his mouth. Football, huh? Something else he should’ve known. Something else she should’ve told him.

This was stupid. He was done waiting for her to call.

“I’ll be right back.” He set his plate on the end table and stood.

Out on the porch, he huddled against the wind behind a peeling pillar. There was a good chance she wouldn’t answer her phone, so at the last minute, he opted for a text.

Football, huh? Great minds.


He hit send, waited a beat, and then typed.

I want to see you again. I want to talk. Really talk. When? And don’t give me any of your bullshit.


He added a very uncharacteristic smiley face emoticon just so she would know he wasn’t trying to be a dick.

He switched the phone to his other hand and blew hot air against his palm before he shoved it into his jeans pocket and decided to go back inside. Two steps from the door, his phone rang.

Tanya. He smiled. “You called. I knew you couldn’t stay away after the day we had.”

She cleared her throat. “Listen, I’m chairing the faculty-student basketball game at school, and Rollins asked me to see if you would want to participate.”

“Are you playing?”

“Yes.”

“Then count me in.”

“You don’t even know when it is.”

“I know what I need to know. Basketball with you. Sold.”

She went quiet. “Okay. There’s something else.”

The front door opened a crack and his mother’s head appeared. “What the Hades are you doing out here?” She saw the phone, and covered her mouth. “Sorry,” she whispered. “Hurry up. Nay Nay made a special cake.”

“I’ll be right there.”

“Go,” Tanya said. “Tell your mom I said ‘hi’.”

“But you said there was something else.”

“I’ll, uh, tell you tomorrow.”

He smiled. “You just want an excuse to call me again.”

More quiet. “Actually, we should meet. At the gym.”

“Okay. When?”

“Tomorrow night. I have practice at Carroll until seven, so I probably won’t be there until almost nine.”

“You can’t squeeze me in before then?”

“You’ve waited five years, big guy. You can wait twenty-four more hours.”

He heard the smile in her voice.

“Are you going to make it worth my while?” he chanced asking. There was a pause, and at first, he wondered if she wouldn’t answer. Then her voice, smooth and sultry as hell, came over the line.

“Baby, I never disappoint.”

Now, they were talking.


Chapter Four

Tanya had felt off all day. Tired. Anxious. Maybe it had something to do with her plan to exploit Cam. Maybe on some level she knew it was too much to ask. Writing out a check for thirty grand when you had millions was probably a heck of a lot easier than agreeing to spend hours a day in an inner-city gym entertaining any whack-a-doodle who was willing to pay a fee. But this really was her most viable opportunity. Pop couldn’t argue with money the gym made from increased memberships.

On that note, Tanya locked her office door in preparation for the cross-town race to football practice.

“Aunt T, you got a minute?”

She turned to see her thirteen-year-old nephew, Jace, running a hand across the bottom of his nose.

“Hey, Bud. You okay?”

He nodded, but suddenly the slow nod turned into a frantic shake. He was crying.

She unlocked the door and motioned him inside. No seventh-grade boy wanted to be seen getting emotional in the hall. And no veteran offensive linewoman wanted to be late for practice. But what could she do? Maybe whatever was bothering him would be an easy fix.

“Sit.” She pointed to her desk chair. “What’s going on?”

He sniffed a few times before he said, “I heard my mom on the phone last night.” When his voice hitched, her heart tensed. This had something to do with the damn divorce.

He ran his hand along the bottom of his nose, and she reached behind her for a tissue from the box on her desk.

“She said as soon as the judge says it’s okay, we’re moving to Chicago.” His inhale shook. “I wondered if my dad said anything about it to you. Like, is it true?”

Her jaw pulsed and her fists clenched. She wanted to punch something. What the hell were those two idiots thinking? Not what was best for their kid—that was for sure.

She exhaled. “Your father hasn’t said a word to me about this.” But she was definitely going to be saying something to him.

“I don’t wanna go.”

“I don’t want you to go.” She ground her teeth.

Between Tyler’s two kids and her sister Tori’s three, Tanya had five nieces and nephews. Out of all of them, Jace was the one who needed to be watched out for the most. He’d never gained much ground after his premature birth and he was vulnerable to teasing. How was she supposed to keep an eye on him when he was in Chicago? The problem was … “As much as I don’t want you to go, though, I’m not your mom or dad. What happens after the divorce is a decision they have to make together.” For the rest of their lives, because they were stupid enough to become dependent on each other in the first place.

His head hung, and she lifted it with a finger beneath his chin. “Listen to me. Your mom must have her reasons for wanting to move. And maybe she’s just exploring options. We don’t know what else was said. You really need to talk to her. You’re a good kid and a smart kid, Jace. Be honest with her, and she’ll be honest with you. Maybe she’ll take your opinion into consideration.” Tanya hoped.

He straightened, and a small smile managed to infiltrate his slow nod. “Thanks, Aunt T. You’re the best. You always know what to do.”

Yeah, but that didn’t always mean it worked out. She knew what to do about the gym now—at least she thought she did. But there were no guarantees.

The bottom line was sometimes you just had to explode off the line and absorb the blows. Jace was a Martin. He would learn that. And it would make him stronger, wherever he went.

Right now, he needed to go home and talk to his mom, so she could get to football practice and then talk to Cam.

“How ‘bout I give you a ride?” she asked.

After dropping Jace off, she made it to Carroll with ten minutes to spare. Cutting it close, but not late. She was feeling rather invincible when she trotted out onto the field. A good hard practice would clear her head and help her prepare to face …

Cam. Standing next to Coach Howl.

“What the hell?” She stopped, blinked, and tried to think of one good reason for him to be here.

“That looks like Cam,” MJ said.

“That is Cam!” Jillian whooped. “Did you tell him to come to practice?”

“No,” Tanya said. “I told him to meet me at the gym.”

“Maybe he got confused.” Jillian ran ahead.

“Confused my ass.” That was a pretty ballsy move to show up and start chatting with her coach. What was he up to?

MJ patted her on the shoulder pads. “Maybe he just misses football.”

Could that be it? Seriously? If she were in Boston for a month, missing football, she wouldn’t just waltz into a Patriots practice and strike up a conversation with the coach. Of course, she wasn’t the Super Bowl MVP, and women’s football wasn’t universal like men’s was, but still. She exhaled. What were her options? Confront him. Tell him to leave. Neither was going to help her case when she asked for his help later on.

He saw her approaching, and he smiled. It seemed genuine. Maybe he was just curious about women’s football. Maybe he had come to see her.

That last bit rattled her, but she couldn’t deny the vibes she’d gotten at the school and then on the phone. When she was friendly with him, he took it and ran, crossing over into something almost flirty. She swallowed. And when she sort of flirted back, he looked happy. A happy man would agree to her plan for the gym.

She smiled back—even gave a little wave. Oh God, she was going to go to hell for this, wasn’t she?

“Team, we have a surprise, special guest. I’m sure he needs no introduction, but just in case some of you have been living under a rock the last couple months, let me introduce Super Bowl MVP and New England wideout Cam Simmons.”

Hoots and hollers all around.

She did her best to look excited despite the swarm of butterflies battering her gut.

“Are you going to work with the wide receivers?” Jillian asked.

“I came to watch.” He looked right at Tanya.

Ha! So he wanted a show. Let’s go!

But Coach had other ideas. They spent the first seventeen minutes of practice working on basic blocking. There was nothing flashy about blocking drills that most guys had done when they’d been kids playing Pop Warner football. Frustrating! Still, whenever she caught a glimpse of Cam, he looked impressed. Lots of smiles thrown her way. Maybe he was surprised women could hit like this.

Eventually—and with more than a few self-reprimands—she stopped thinking about him being here and focused on getting the most out of practice. When she finally made it to the sidelines for a drink, he was waiting for her.

“Pretty impressive,” he said.

“For girls, huh?”

“For anybody. I’m thinking you could put a lot of guys who are bigger than you on their ass without even trying.”

She laughed. “Then you better not piss me off.”

He got quiet, and then he grinned. “You’ve put me on my ass before. From what I remember, it’s not a bad place to be.”

Her face flushed. Flustered, she bent slightly to drop the water bottle into the holder only to miss completely.

Cam bent too, righting her wrong, and then looking up at her when their faces where inches apart. Damn butterflies. Her lips twitched, and the sparkle in his beautiful brown eyes told her he was feeling something similar.

This was not okay. This was not neutral. This was … playing right into her ultimate plan.

She straightened. “You’re still going to be at the gym at nine, right?”

He nodded. “You bet.”

“Good. We can talk.”

But if they kept acting like this, what were the chances she could keep it at that?

• • •

At the end of practice, Coach Howl snagged Cam. “You’re welcome back anytime,” he said. “Maybe we can even get you involved. The ladies seemed to get a real kick out of having you here.”

He’d enjoyed it too. He’d come out of boredom and curiosity, but the sound of pads popping, whistles blowing, and coaches yelling coupled with the smell of turf and sweat gave him enough of a football fix, he would consider coming back—if it was okay with Tanya.

“I’ll definitely think about it, sir. Thanks for the invitation.”

Instead of heading out after Coach wandered off, Cam hung around until the field cleared and he was alone except for a couple guys cleaning up orange cones and water bottles. He wasn’t exactly waiting for Tanya. He just didn’t want to leave the field. It was a sickness, one he hoped they never cured.

A straggling football stood between him and the exit. Walking by it without acknowledging it was unthinkable, so he bent and palmed the pigskin. His massive hand stretched the length of leather. Something satisfying fizzed in his chest when he tucked the ball into the crook of his arm. Like holding a baby. Not that he knew anything about holding babies, but the fierce feelings of pride and protection had to be similar.

He spun. He juked. His feet knew the drill. Lighter than air. Quicker than sound. The end zone called. He did it over and over again until he broke a sweat.

He had no idea how long he’d been at it before a voice called out, “Hey!”

He pivoted and saw Tanya dressed in street clothes with a red scarf wrapped around her head. Big gold hoops dangling from her ears. A football gypsy.

“They shut the lights off at nine,” she said with a smirk. “Thought you should know that before you start tripping over those fancy feet in the dark.”

He chuckled. “Thanks. I was just … ” he glanced at the ball, “getting my fix.”

“I get you.” She dropped her duffle bag and clapped her hands. “Here.”

His grip tightened, but then he tossed the ball her way.

She collected the underhand pass at her knees and smirked again. “You don’t have a QB bone in your body, do you?”

“I wasn’t trying.”

“Whatever you say, superstar.” She slapped the ball and took two steps back. “Go long.”

He grinned. “How long?”

“As long as you think I can handle.”

Was that a trick question? If he underestimated her abilities, he’d never hear the end of it. “I don’t know if I’m qualified to make that guess. You know, it’s been awhile.”

Her eyes sparkled. “I know how long it’s been.”

Something in her smoky voice told him they weren’t talking about football anymore.

“End zone,” she said. “All the way, baby.”

She was full of it. There was no way she could throw a fifty-yard pass. But she knew that. She was playing him. And when it felt like this, he didn’t mind being played.

“How about red zone?” he asked.

“If that’s all you can handle.” She shrugged, but she was grinning.

Tanya slapped the ball again, and he was off, powering his legs like a piston, pumping his arms like they were wings, inhaling, exhaling, and feeling more alive than he had in weeks. He kept his eyes on the twenty-yard line. Almost there. At the last possible second, he broke to the right, lifted his arms and turned his head. The ball hit his hands, and he cradled it to his chest.

When he reached the end zone, there were cheers. Tanya was flanked by two of her teammates: the tattooed, enthusiastic wide receiver, and the cool glass of water QB.

“Not too bad,” Tanya yelled.

He jogged toward them. “I was about to say the same thing about you.” He pointed at the QB. “Better watch your back or she’ll have your job.”

Tanya shook her head. “MJ’s arm is a million times better. Besides, I’d rather hit people.”

No doubt. She was good at knocking people for a loop, and the minute he thought it, she gave him a look that said, “Brace yourself.”

“So … ” she glanced at the women on either side of her, “a slight change of plans. We’re hungry, so we’re heading to Mama Mary’s. Would you like to join us?”

Why wasn’t he surprised she’d found a way to run interference on what was supposed to be their night to talk?

He smiled at the group of women who appeared to be in on something. “That’s cool,” he said. Could be fun. Would sure as heck be better than sitting around his mother’s empty house waiting for her to get off work.

“T-bird, you want to ride with me?” he asked.

Her mouth opened just a bit, and he wondered if anyone around town still called her by the nickname he’d given her freshman year. He sort of hoped not.

Something flashed in her golden eyes.

He expected a flirty quip like the ones she’d been handing out like candy the last couple days. Baby, I never disappoint. So far, that had been his favorite. Funny, he didn’t remember her being much of a flirt before. Not that he was complaining. He liked the twist to the way they teased each other. Even though he wasn’t exactly sure what it meant.

“Jillian drove, and I’m her GPS,” she said.

He nodded. Why argue? Whatever she was up to, she would stop at nothing to execute it. That was classic Tanya, too.

“Then I’ll follow you,” he said. It was probably better that way. If he had her alone in his car, and they carried on like they had been, he might end up taking some liberties, which could backfire if he was misreading her. Super Bowl MVP with a black eye? He had no idea how he would explain that one away.

Yep, he needed to think about this. He just hoped a thirty-minute drive was long enough to get his head on straight. Because one thing hadn’t changed since high school: Tanya Mary Martin was just as damn confusing as she’d always been.

• • •

The entire ride over to practice, Jillian had sworn up and down that Tanya’s plan to stroke Cam’s ego into submission was fool proof. “You can get a guy to do anything as long as you stroke him hard enough,” she’d said. Leave it to Jillian.

Of course, when Tanya had detailed her plan in the locker room, MJ had been less enthusiastic. “This is going to backfire,” she’d said, and then suggested they all be together when Tanya sprung her idea to save the gym on Cam. Safety in numbers and all that. Because apparently MJ worried about flirty things going down between Tanya and Cam, and she still wasn’t sure Cam could be trusted.

What a mess! But if it saved the gym, then it would be worth it.

She walked into Mama Mary’s and glanced behind the bar, happy tonight was her mother’s night off. She didn’t need that added pressure. Aunt Grace would make enough of a scene.

“Oh, Lordy!”

Speak of the devil.

Aunt Grace scurried over to Cam and smacked a noisy kiss on his lips. “Now I can go around telling everybody I’ve kissed a professional athlete.” She fanned herself.

Tanya laughed. “Is it everything you thought it would be?”

“More!” said the middle-aged woman in a hairnet. “That boy’s got lips that don’t quit.”

For some reason, that made him pucker up and lean a little closer to Tanya. Not enough to be obnoxious, but enough to have the laughter lodging in her throat.

Her gaze locked on his beautiful mouth and heat crawled across her skin. Man! MJ might be right. This little plan was going to backfire. Hard.

“Where do you kids want to sit?” Aunt Grace asked.

“The big booth,” Tanya said. She needed room to breathe.

Cam slid in first on the left side, so she went to the right. Face-to-face was better than side-to-side, wasn’t it? MJ slid into the booth beside Cam, and she told herself to relax. Everything was under control.

Aunt Grace reached across the table to set out cocktail napkins. “What can I get you?”

“Miller Light,” Cam said.

Tanya looked at his mouth again, which wasn’t completely unreasonable considering he was talking. But then he stopped, and she couldn’t seem to.

He really did have great lips. Pale pink. Almost blush. And so soft looking. Were they soft? She couldn’t remember. It had been too long.

“Earth to Tanya,” Aunt Grace said.

Her eyes locked with Cam’s a split-second before she faced her aunt. Shit.

“What can I get you to drink, honey?”

“Water.” She fidgeted. Get a freaking grip.

“Coming right up.”

“This place hasn’t changed,” Cam said. “It’s awesome.” He twisted in the booth until she was looking at the back of his perfectly shaped head. “’Member how we used come in after school for chili in the winter? We’d sit at the bar right there like big dawgs, drinking root beer out of brown bottles like it was legit.”

Jillian laughed.

He twisted back around and settled his eyes on Tanya.

“I remember,” she said, sounding a little more nostalgic than she wanted to. Maybe it was time to remind herself how badly it hurt to be abandoned by him. That would be infinitely wiser than letting all the good memories confuse the hell out of her. She had to face it; if he really loved this place, then how could he have stayed away so long?

Anger bubbled beneath her pleasant surface, and she welcomed it.

“I didn’t ask you to meet with me tonight so that we can reminisce,” she said. Her tone must’ve been severe, because even MJ looked surprised. She dialed it back with an extra-wide smile. “Cam, you said you’d help with the gym. I need your help.”

He sort of froze for a second, smile intact, but then it was like her words sunk in, and the smile twisted into a half-smirk that seemed to be saying, “Finally everything makes sense.”

He laughed. “I knew you were setting me up for something. I should’ve known it was something like this. I’ll have the money wired to you tomorrow.”

“No,” she said. “That’s not what I need.”

He straightened, and his eyes narrowed just a smidge. “What do you need, T-bird?”

That name. Hearing it on his lips again had the oddest effect. It sort of rebooted her brain, and she had to take a few seconds to refocus.

“Well, you’re famous. I’ve seen the way people flock to you. I figure people will pay just about anything to spend time with you at the gym. My plan is to charge a one-hundred-fifty-dollar initiation fee to new members, which would get them the opportunity to work out with a Super Bowl MVP—you—while you’re home for the off-season. After that, it’ll be fifty dollars a month for the next two months, which will fulfill their three-month contract. That means each new member will bring in two hundred dollars over the next ninety days, so we’ll only need to sell one-hundred and fifty new memberships. Seems doable, right? As long as you’re willing to help.”

“Sounds like an awesome plan,” Jillian said. “I love this idea.”

“It sounds reasonable,” MJ said.

But she hadn’t taken her eyes off Cam who was staring back at her with an unreadable expression on his face.

“Sounds like you want to exploit me,” he said.

Technically, yes. But it was for a good cause.

“And for only one hundred dollars.” He raised his brows. “I’m worth way more than that.”

“It’s not about how much you’re worth,” MJ said. “It’s about how much people in a low-income neighborhood can pay.”

“I’m low-income, and I’d pay it,” Jillian said. “It’s a sweet deal.”

Tanya gave her a nudge with her elbow. “You get in free.”

“Can the gym even handle one-hundred-fifty extra people working out at one time?” Cam asked. “It seems too small to me. Not enough equipment. Two people in the ring at a time. Three exercise bikes. Some free weights and punching bags. What’s everyone else going to do, wait in line?”

So much for her big idea. Tanya frowned.

“Good point,” MJ said. “There’s probably an occupancy limit for fire code.”

“I’ll have to ask my dad,” Tanya said.

“They won’t all be working out at the same time, though,” Jillian said.

“They will be if you use me as bait.” Cam strummed his fingers on the table top. “People will want to know when I’ll be there so they can be there too. That’s what you’re selling, isn’t it?”

Tanya refused to be thwarted. “So we stagger workout times. Maybe sell a.m. and p.m. memberships to keep the numbers down.”

“Which means I have to be there all day.” Cam shook his head. “It may be my off-season, but I have to work out at some point, too. I can’t work out properly with people hanging around wanting to talk and waiting for autographs. Besides, I have family I want to see.”

Ugh. Tanya propped her chin on the back of her hand and exhaled. This was a terrible idea.

Silence lingered. She could almost hear the grinding of brain gears. Maybe all together they could come up with something legitimate.

Cam leaned forward and wrapped a hand around her wrist. Time stilled. Her skin heated beneath his, and the warmth spread up her arm until it settled in her chest. Ooh, she liked that. He traced the outside curve of her hand with his thumb. And that. The calming effect. The reassurance. The little buzz that felt a lot like he was turning her on.

Amazing. Alarming. These feelings shouldn’t mix with the anger she still felt.

“Don’t you think it would be a heck of a lot easier if you just figured out a way to get him to take the thirty grand from me?”

She pulled her hand away and straightened. “I don’t want to talk about this again. He’s adamant about not borrowing any more money he can’t pay back.”

“He won’t have to pay it back. It’s a gift.”

She shook her head, scattering the last bits of pleasure. “How many times do I have to say this? He’s too proud to accept a handout. He’s the one who fixes things, not the one who needs to be fixed.”

Cam rubbed a hand over his mouth in apparent frustration. Maybe he had a right to be. Was it irrational not to push her father to accept such a generous offer? But she wouldn’t want to be pushed either. There had to be another way.

Aunt Grace returned with their drinks and took their food orders, but Tanya had lost her appetite. She was too fixated on alternate plans. How could she leverage the restaurant? What about a charity boxing match? Were either of those ideas worth thirty grand?

“Let’s do some research on occupancy code,” MJ said. “Then we can at least have a benchmark for a membership drive. Whether we blatantly use Cam as bait or not, we can capitalize on the word-of-mouth that’s already bringing people into the gym. Might as well make some money while we can.”

Tanya nodded. “I’ll keep thinking of other options, too.” Ones that didn’t involve Cam, because he was already too involved in her life. It was time to go back to friendly but guarded.

He lifted his beer and smiled before closing his lips over the rim. She smiled back, and pushed aside the voice in her head that told her taking his thirty grand would be a lot less hassle than this—watching him lick perfectly plump, pale pink lips.

Her hot flashes were back. Only they skipped their usual haunts and zeroed in on the tingly spot between her legs.

Friendly but guarded seemed doomed.

She looked away—anywhere but his lips—and tried to think of how to close Pandora’s Box now that she’d opened it. Dwelling on all the reasons she was angry at him didn’t seem to work. Keeping her distance didn’t work either. Not when he kept popping up everywhere. This was insane, like knowing eating a half gallon of ice cream was bad for you but doing it anyway. She did that sometimes. And then she was so damn sick she swore off ice cream for months.

There was an idea. She ran her finger down the condensation on her water glass. Could she just eat him and get it over with?


Chapter Five

And then there were two.

MJ and Jillian said their goodbyes and headed down to the gym to make their sparring time, leaving Cam alone with Tanya.

He pulled on his chin. All that flirting and the random invitation to meet after she’d thrown him some serious shade that first day at the gym? He should’ve known it wasn’t about him except for what he could do for her father. She was upset about what was happening at the gym, but she was making the solution harder than it had to be. All this talk about pride and not taking his money. Was that really to protect her father’s ego, or was it to protect hers? He didn’t know. But ulterior motive or not, the sparks between them generated real heat.

“You sure I can’t get you anything else?” Grace asked as she gathered up his empty plate.

“We’re good,” Tanya said. “I need to get to the gym, too.”

He reached into his pocket, retrieved his AmEx, and held it out for Grace. “I got this.”

Tanya swatted at his hand. “Put it away.”

“I got this,” he repeated, giving her a good, hard stare. Unlike the thirty grand, which was an awful lot of money to most people, refusing his offer to pay a forty-five dollar tab was too much melodrama for him to allow.

“Your money is no good here,” Grace said.

Yeah, he was getting that message loud and clear. “Then I’m going to stuff forty-five bills in the tip jar when you aren’t looking.”

Instead of arguing, Grace chuckled and smacked a kiss on his cheek. “So good to have you back! Now you two get outta here.”

True to his word, when she disappeared behind the swinging doors, he jammed a roll of cash into the tip jar on the bar.

“That was more than forty-five dollars,” Tanya said.

He shushed her and hurried out of the restaurant before Grace could force him to take it back. Tanya came by her tenacity honestly.

The parking lot was barely lit and mostly empty. The winter wind whipped around him. “Am I still invited to the gym tonight or are you done with me?”

He liked the way her eyes widened at his question. “No, it would probably be good PR if you popped in again.”

Right. He looked at his SUV glistening in the moonlight, and then down the block toward the gym. If he suggested they drive, she would probably insult his manhood, so he zipped up his jacket and huddled into the collar as he walked.

“You know, that was sweet,” she said.

He glanced at her, and beneath the streetlights her smile seemed to glow. She’d been pretty in high school, but now she was beautiful—the kind of beauty that made a man study and stare. “What was sweet?”

“Leaving that money in the tip jar. Aunt Grace will get a kick out of finding it.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “So my money is good here after all.”

“In certain situations, yes.”

“But not when it matters most—to save your dad’s gym.”

She crossed her arms and wrinkled her face. “Even if I could get him to take the money, thirty grand comes with a lot of strings.”

“Then you take the money and give it to your dad. I don’t care what you tell him about where you got it, and I don’t want a penny back. Where are the strings?”

Her face had a hard edge, but it didn’t lose its beauty. “No matter what I tell my dad, I’ll know where the money came from. That’s a string.”

“Between you and me?”

She nodded.

He stopped, and when she realized he was no longer beside her, she stopped too.

She looked at him over her shoulder at first, and then she turned completely. “What?”

He stepped closer. “Why is it bad to have strings between us?”

When she didn’t answer immediately, he stepped closer again. Just a test. Because now that the reason for her flirting had been revealed, there was no reason for her to humor him … unless she felt the heat too.

She didn’t step back or turn around and walk away. Instead, her features softened, and her gaze darted from his eyes to his lips.

His skin tightened on the encouragement. Kiss her, said the voice in his head. Get it over with. If she kissed him back, he’d have his answer once and for all.

“Strings strangle people!” The words exploded off her lips, and her hands popped him in the chest.

Surprised as he was, he stood strong.

“The money my dad borrowed to help my mom? That’s a string, and look what’s happening now. It’s strangling my dad.” Her voice shook. Her eyes darted all around. “My brother Tyler and his soon-to-be ex-wife? They have a kid, and as much as I love that kid, he’s a string between his parents. That one sting is strangling two people, Tyler and Marissa.”

It was like some warped pep talk. The longer she went the more convinced she sounded.

She threw up her hands. “You know what happens to strangled people? They end up dead.” She seemed to catch herself, giving her head a shake, scattering her curls. “Figuratively speaking. My point is, who wants to live that way? Not me!”

Wow. He didn’t know what to say. Since her parents’ divorce she’d been a little negative toward relationships, but her cynicism had sunk to a whole new warped level. Someone had hurt her. She’d always been so strong. The idea of her crying over some asshole who hadn’t appreciated her stirred his anger.

He reached out and held onto her shoulder. “None of that applies to us. We aren’t married.” That seemed to sink in a bit—enough for her to look at him. He smiled. “We’re just friends. Giving you thirty grand isn’t going to strangle either one of us.”

But his charm attack didn’t have the desired effect. Her face twisted as she made a noise of frustration. “That’s not the point.”

God, he was so damn confused. “Then what is the point?”

She growled. “You can’t sweep into town after five years of no contact and do shit like this!”

Shit like what? What was he doing?

She smacked his hand away.

Then it made sense. “So this isn’t about your dad’s gym. This is about you and me.”
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