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Chapter One

				Shauna Marino walked toward the front door of Schyler Tennis Center — or straight to hell — she wouldn’t know for sure until she stood before Grayson Schyler with her heart in her hand. With a toss of her hair and a fortifying breath, she forced herself to take the last remaining steps to face her past. If she’d planned the epic occasion better, she would’ve brought a bottle of tequila along to soften the outcome.

				The wind caught the outer door and slammed it shut behind her with an ominous whoosh. She flinched, and then tried to hide her shaky reaction of being back in Grayson’s territory by wiping the palm of her hand on the front of her white tennis skirt. She hadn’t seen him in over six years, but the same anxiety-excitement-fear emotional cocktail threatened her resolve to pull this meeting off with class and calmness.

				She inspected the front of her light pink, sleeveless polo shirt and flicked at an imaginary piece of lint. The odds were good that Grayson wouldn’t even recognize her. Not at first, anyway.

				No longer the innocent teenager, gangly and wilder than the coastal winds, always diving headfirst into whatever feelings ruled the moment, she hoped to rekindle her friendship with Grayson. Before she could show him how much she’d changed though, she’d have to prove she’d left her old ways behind her.

				“Hi. Can I help you?” To the right of the door, a young man behind the front desk stood up from his perch at the computer and approached the counter.

				“I have a lesson with Grayson at eleven. My name’s Shauna.” She stared straight ahead, her heart beating wildly in her chest.

				When she’d called and made the appointment, she’d left only her first name — spelled the wrong way to be on the safe side. The idea to keep Grayson in the dark about her return had seemed brilliant at the time. She didn’t want him reminded of how she’d made a complete fool of herself all through high school with her wild crush on him. She hoped the element of surprise would be enough to knock him speechless when they finally did come face to face.

				Maybe then she would be able to utter the two words she should’ve said years ago. I’m sorry.

				She looked up at the oversized poster of Grayson holding the Wimbledon trophy. Warmth beat out the nervousness inside her stomach, and she leaned forward. She’d never missed one of Grayson’s matches on television, or an opportunity to be with him back when she’d still lived at home. It seemed like her whole life revolved around loving Grayson.

				He’d started out as her idol when she was twelve years old and he was nineteen. Then, during the winters, when he came home in the off-season to teach at the tennis center, she’d used whatever creative act she could think up to spend time with him. Despite their age difference, they’d become friends. He’d fascinated her with his world travels, his responsibilities, and his goals. He was the young man who thought she was a funny kid, and she’d done whatever possible to make him laugh.

				Shauna caught herself tapping the counter with her fingernail and stopped.

				Looking back, she knew she’d gone overboard more often than naught, much to the disgrace of the town. But she could also point out that she and Grayson had supported each other while they’d dealt with their own individual hurts. They’d connected on a level that exceeded the normal friendships that came and went. She rubbed her arm. He’d meant everything to her. Smart, ambitious, and compassionate, he’d shown her that someone cared about her.

				It wasn’t until she’d turned sixteen that her world spiraled out of control, and she’d fallen head over heels in love with Grayson. She no longer saw him as her mentor, her coach, and she couldn’t accept why he’d suddenly pushed her away and left their friendship behind.

				For two years, she’d gone to the extreme to reconnect with him, much to his anger. Finally, on her eighteenth birthday, she’d had enough. She was an adult, and he could no longer tell her she was a child and to stay away.

				She’d shown up at his office with only her long coat covering her naked body. She swallowed at remembering how his eyes flared as she’d explained why she’d come to him. The intensity in which he’d jerked the edges of her coat closed, turned her around, and pushed her out the door devastated her.

				After that, he had nothing to do with her and she’d finally accepted that she’d lost her best friend. On that horrible day when she’d decided to give everything to Grayson, her dad met her on the front porch when she’d arrived home, rejected, hurting, and broken. Grayson had ratted her out, and she was in trouble. Her stomach flipped and she inhaled deeply. Not long after, her father claimed to have had enough of her shenanigans and sent her away to college to grow up.

				She’d done her best to move on with her life, and experience more of the world while attending Cal State, to forget about her past. She’d excelled in school, made friends, and a new life for herself. But, the time had come to return to where she’d grown up and repair her reputation. “Are you a registered member here?” the clerk asked.

				She shook her head. “No. A guest.”

				At one time, she’d spent every day improving her game under the guise of being close to Grayson, but she’d dropped her membership and the sport completely when her dad surprised her and sent her to Cal State. She spun the handle of her graphite racket. Away from home, she’d waited for her feelings to change, but instead her feelings for Grayson had grown stronger.

				“That’ll be thirty-five dollars.” The man held out his hand, and proceeded to scan her debit card before handing it back to her. “Grayson will be finishing his lesson in — ” he looked up at the clock “ — five minutes. Go ahead and go through the double doors behind you. You’ll be playing on the clay court. If you want to warm up now, you’ll be all ready when he’s done. If you need anything else, my name’s Daniel.”

				“Thank you, Daniel.” She kept to the right of the counter, crossed the large lobby where onlookers gathered to observe the three indoor courts, and pushed through the double doors leading to the play area. Back to back, the grass, concrete, and clay surfaces provided every player the opportunity to practice on different playing fields.

				She dawdled behind the ceiling-to-floor curtain used to block off the pathway behind the courts from flying tennis balls. She peeked between the openings of the fabric to the first court. What would one little look hurt?

				Six feet away, Grayson stood with his back to her. Her stomach fluttered. All smooth, firm lines of his six-foot killer body, so close, so touchable, so out of her league. He hadn’t changed a bit.

				He still wore his sandy brown hair longer than most guys did, the ends only beginning to curl as they skimmed the collar of his T-shirt. His broad shoulders bunched and bulged beneath his shirt. His strong arm swung the racket in a smooth arch, showing his raw talent for the sport.

				She held her breath, afraid he’d sense her behind him. Her gaze lowered to the white tennis shorts hugging his muscular ass and pulling tighter every time he moved his legs. Solid legs that left her clenching the curtain in her hand for support. Legs she would’ve recognized anywhere.

				“Last set, Jason. Let’s make each stroke count.” Grayson reached into his pocket and pulled out a tennis ball, effortlessly sailing it over the net with the ease of a lifetime of practice. “Follow through … ”

				Shauna dropped the curtain, panting. Oh my God. What am I doing?

				She hurried down the aisle to the appointed court and jogged out into the playing area. Keeping her back to the other players on the grass court, she raised the racket above her head with both hands and leaned to the side, stretching her back. Then she bounced on her toes and warmed up her leg muscles. At best, she hoped to muster up enough skill to play a decent game and hit the ball over the net.

				If Grayson were willing to see past their history, if she could convince him she’d matured, if she proved her worth, maybe he’d believe that she’d returned a changed woman. She caught herself clutching the end of her skirt, and quickly rubbed any possible wrinkles out of the material. If she could step back into the community and erase her reputation as the wild girl of Cottage Grove, her life would finally get back on track from when she’d derailed at twelve years old.

				She wasn’t coming back as Tony Marino’s daughter, or the child whose mother had abandoned her, or Grayson’s biggest pain in the ass.

				Shauna would never live down all the embarrassing things she did in the name of love as a teenager. Trailing Grayson around town, telling everyone who would listen how much she loved him, leaving him gifts, even throwing herself at him, only to be turned down cold in the end. And all through it, the whole town was laughing at her, the wild child who was obsessed with the town’s golden boy.

				No, she had a much more important job to do.

				Two weeks ago, the city of Cottage Grove had hired her to head the Chamber of Commerce. She had plans, and if it were the last thing she tried to do, she’d impress everyone. And, maybe then, she could let go of all her guilt.

				If she failed to prove she wasn’t going to hurt Grayson now that she was back, then she’d have to figure out a way to move on with the black cloud hovering over her. Granted it would be with a broken heart, but she’d survive. She always did.

				Out of her peripheral vision, the curtain parted. She lowered her arms and faced her lifelong love with the grace of someone who knew exactly what she wanted, terrified she’d screw up once again. I can do this. I’ve changed. I’m strong. I’m mature. I’m … such a goner.

				“Shauna?” Grayson held out his hand. “I’m your instructor, Grayson.”

				She pried her tongue off the roof of her mouth and met his gaze while reaching for the handshake. If she accomplished anything, she hoped it was the ability to keep her game face on for the next hour. “Hello, Grayson.”

	
Chapter Two

				Shauna’s sultry voice trickled over him like warm honey and his body hardened in male appreciation. How the hell could he have not met this woman before?

				The corner of Shauna’s mouth twitched, and the most adorable dimple showed on her right cheek. Grayson sucked in his breath, his tennis racket fell to the court, and he stepped back. Oh, hell no. 

				He squinted, trying to see the girl who’d followed him around when she was younger. The girl who had used every excuse to flirt and throw herself at him. He shook his head. No. Not possible. She wasn’t supposed to come back.

				The Shauna he knew wore her hair in a braid and no makeup, and always had a curious glint in her eye that left him glancing behind him for a way to escape. He studied her harder. Jesus. Is it … ?

				Her thick, wavy black hair lay wild around her shoulders, accenting the green flecks in brown eyes meant to seduce men much like a cobra ready to strike. He stared at the front of her shirt and licked his lips. The large, firm breasts she used to hide under loose T-shirts pressed against the snug fabric, and he knew without touching her the plumpness would overflow in his hands.

				He leaned down and picked up his racket, taking the time to follow the length of her long legs down to the new athletic shoes. “Why are you here?”

				“I haven’t played for six years.” She inhaled a deep breath, which had him glancing up at her chest again. “I’m ready to get back in the game … ”

				The rest of her words blurred in his mind, leaving him frowning. He studied the way she shrugged her shoulder and seemed almost self-conscious. Something clicked inside of him, but he had to be wrong.

				He put his racket under his elbow and crossed his arms. “What are you up to?”

				She paused long enough to let the question sink in, seemed to talk herself into answering, and nodded. “I have something important I’d like to talk over with you.”

				“Now?” He struggled to talk past the constriction in his chest.

				“Another time.” A smile fringed on the corner of her lips. “I paid for an hour’s worth of tennis, and I mean to have you all to myself for sixty minutes.”

				Her admission struck a chord within him. He didn’t know whether to be enthralled or frightened. Unable to deny himself the pleasure of watching her run around, he raised his brow. He wasn’t going to give her an inch.

				“Make that fifty minutes,” he said. “The clock’s ticking.”

				“Then we better play.” She laid her racket over her shoulder, pivoted, and jogged to the other side of the court.

				He watched the sway of her hips, the short ruffle of her skirt brushing her long legs, and groaned. Caught up in the past, remembering the last time he’d seen her lush body naked, he waited for her to get into position. The whole time, he wondered if she’d come back to make him pay for what he’d done.

				Considering their history together, he had no idea how she was maintaining the calm demeanor. He was the mature one, the responsible one, the coach. He rotated his shoulders, hit the ball back across the net, and studied her. Her form was the last thing on his mind.

				She’d changed. A lot. No longer uncoordinated, unsure, and unavailable. He ran up to the net, and smashed the ball on her side of the court. Victory was short as she ran after the ball.

				It was unfair of him to take his frustration out on her. She was here for a lesson. Why?

				He’d heard that from the moment she’d left Cottage Grove she’d forgotten to pick up the racket again. She’d submerged herself into school and her sorority. That was what he’d wanted for her. She wasn’t like him. Tennis was in his blood, but she’d had other things that pushed her in life. At one time, he took all her attention.

				She’d flattered his young ego. He’d depended on her. And when he’d realized how he was feeling toward her, he’d sent her away.

				He caught the toe of his sneaker on the court. The ball sailed past him, and he clenched his teeth together. If he didn’t start concentrating, she was going to kick his ass.

				“Lengthen your arm. You’re still holding your elbow too close to your body.” He used his racket to drag a ball over to the side of his foot, and with a quick flick of his wrist, he caught the airborne ball. “Give me a forehand.”

				She swung, extending her arm fully. He took in the length of her limb. Long, lean, and tan. She might only be five foot six, but her legs gave the allusion of height.

				“Good.” He hit the ball to her.

				Over and over, he drove the ball to her right side. He was an automatic machine, returning volley for volley without taking his eyes off her.

				Why was she here?

				No one had informed him of her coming for a visit. The last time he’d talked to her dad, he’d shared with him that Shauna was working close to where she’d gone to school. She was supposed to have a job in human resources or working in the office of some small business, and was supposed to be happy.

				She did appear happy. If there was a problem with her dad, she hid it well. He gazed into her face. He used to be able to read every emotion she threw at him, but today she wasn’t allowing him to see what she was thinking.

				“Come up to the net.” He popped a ball high, letting her run to the middle of the court.

				The rosy splash on her cheeks belied her aloofness. He moved closer, hitting softer to make up for running her hard with the forehands. He narrowed his eyes. Was she smirking?

				“Why are you here, Shauna?” He continued their rally.

				She stretched, returned the lob. “I told you. I wanted to play.”

				“Tennis or with me?”

				“Tennis.”

				He missed the ball she hit wide, and hurried to pick up a loose one next to the net. “Are you staying with your dad?”

				“Yes.” She twirled the racket in her hand, swaying from one foot to the other. “For now.”

				Unable to go on with the interrogation, he turned his back. “Take a basket of balls, and go line up and serve.”

				He strolled to the back of the court, and pressed his back against the curtain. Winded and sweating, he had nothing to blame it on — except the fact that she made him nervous. He needed space and time to figure out if she’d come back to pay him for what he’d done six years ago. She was never supposed to know.

				Shauna jogged over in front of him, set the wire basket down, and turned her back to him. From here, he could check her out without her watching him. He zeroed in on her skirt. Damn, she’d filled out nicely. It was true. Some women were late bloomers. He’d had no idea she’d grow into her lanky body, but she did. Nicely.

				She leaned over, paddled the ball three times against the clay, paused, tossed the ball up in the air, stretched — his gaze followed the length of her back — and swung. His heart pounded against his chest.

				For five minutes, he tortured himself watching her serve. When there were only a few balls left, he couldn’t stand it anymore. He had to touch her, to believe that she was here, that she’d come back, and that she wasn’t killing him yet.

				“Hang on.” He walked up behind her, close enough to reach out and sink his hands into her hair. “Line your feet up into position.”

				She scooted her feet apart, put her left toe behind the line, and waited. He circled his arm around her, and planted his palm in the middle of her flat stomach. The muscles in her body tensed, and he grinned behind her back. The scared little bird act brought him back to years past, when she’d try to seduce him, but the minute he’d show her any attention, she’d flutter out of his reach.

				Except this time, she didn’t move away. Her body slowly melted against him. He wrapped his fingers around her right hand, and slowly raised it above her head, stretching her up until she was standing on the tips of her toes. In this position, she fit into the curve of his body, and he wasn’t immune. He swallowed.

				“Right there.” He held her in place. “When you’re extending, reaching, you were bending forward. You need to keep your shoulders back, your lower back arched.”

				“O-okay.” She shuddered.

				Not letting her go, he whispered, “Tell me again why you’re here.”

				“I got a j-job. At city hall here in Cottage Grove.” Her arm shook, and he lowered his hand, not letting go of her.

				“Should I be worried?”

				She shook her head.

				He stepped back before his reaction showed. “Continue.”

				Not watching, he picked up a few of the balls. A job? That meant she was back for good, or until she screwed up and got herself fired. Going by her record, that shouldn’t be too long. A week, maybe, a month at most.

				He jogged to the other side of the court. “Last ball. Let’s play one set to finish.”

				The racket seemed heavy in his hand, and he leaned over into position, ready to return her serve. He chuckled to himself. This was Shauna he was worrying over unnecessarily. No matter what she tried, he’d be ready. She never got the best of him. He was always on his toes and prepared for whatever she threw at him.

				Shauna took her time, tossed up the ball — keeping her back arched and knees bent the way he’d shown her — and served. The ball sailed past him. At that second, he knew he was a goner. Score: Love, Fifteen.

	
Chapter Three

				“Thanks, Ella.” Shauna set the phone in the cradle, and opened the bottom drawer of her desk to hide the half sandwich she hadn’t had time to finish. It figured Grayson would show up early for their meeting, trying to gain the upper hand. Thank goodness her secretary had agreed to warn her of his arrival, and hadn’t questioned the reason why.

				She inspected the front of her white blouse. She’d give anything to appear cultured and beautiful, the way Grayson’s girlfriends always appeared on television, but she couldn’t do that today. Her professional attire would have to be good enough.

				With one last brush down the front of her for any hidden crumbs, she scooted her chair closer to the desk and pretended to study the computer. What she wouldn’t allow Grayson to see was how she practically vibrated inside knowing he would strut through the door at any second. Every day since she’d left Cottage Grove, she’d asked herself why she remained hung up on him. The answer was simple: she loved him. He’d touched her life in a way that no other person had done.

				No matter how hard she’d tried to explain her unreciprocated love for him in the past, he’d brushed her off as silly. But time away never lessened her feelings, and only made her more determined to capture his heart. If he wasn’t going to find her impossible to live without, she had to do something to change his mind.

				That’s when she’d decided to quit her job running the Women’s Outreach program in Graham County and come back home.

				Ella’s high-pitched giggle floated past the closed door, and Shauna rolled her eyes. Even her fifty-three-year-old secretary wasn’t immune to Grayson’s charm. She pursed her lips and stared at the keyboard in front of her. How many times had she flirted, tried to cajole a smile, a joke, a personal reaction from Grayson, and failed? How could she compete with the other million women vying for the former Wimbledon tennis champion?

				A knock startled her out of the painful memory. “Come in.”

				Grayson breezed into the room, nodded, and proceeded to sit on the edge of her desk instead of taking a chair the way most people would. “Okay, you’ve won this round, Shauna. I’m here. What’s so important that we had to meet at your office, and you couldn’t have talked to me after your lesson?”

				She didn’t need to see his onyx colored eyes to feel the fluttery sensation in the pit of her stomach. It wasn’t as if she’d planned to fall helplessly in love with him. It would be much simpler if another man showed up in her life and made her heart race and her legs go weak. Maybe then she’d be able to go on with her life and be content.

				“Thanks for coming by the office. I’ve asked you here because this is official city business.” She handed him a folder, and quickly pulled back her hand. “When I took over Stan Dogger’s position, he mentioned your charitable contributions toward the town in the past, and I’m hoping you’ll be willing to continue that relationship working with me.”

				His brows lowered. “I don’t see why not.”

				“Good. I was hoping you’d say that.” She leaned back in her chair, unwilling to let his high perch on her desk unsettle her. “I want to do something big. Not only to show the city that I’m up to my new job, but also because I believe it can happen. It needs to happen.”

				He grunted. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

				“Don’t be. Together, I think we could pull off an event that’d put Cottage Grove on the map and bring some much needed revenue to a town hit hard with the closing of two manufacturing plants in the last few years.” She arched her left eyebrow in challenge. “You never know, the community might be so grateful for what you can do, they’ll set a bronze statue of you in the park on Main Street.”

				His lips twitched. “You haven’t been to the park since you returned home, have you?”

				“You’re kidding?”

				“Nope. All six glorious bronze feet of me standing in the open for everyone to look at whenever they want. The sculptor did a magnificent job matching my smile and if the rumor is true, women stand and admire my thighs before they go on their morning walk.”

				She rubbed her forehead. “Okay. I’m sure we can come up with something else, a day off for all city employees in your name — ”

				“Got it.”

				“How about I see if I can get you a parking spot right up front at Mr. Winston’s grocery store?” She shook her head in wonder.

				“Done.” His smile grew. “Betty even rushes out when she sees me pull in and hand delivers one of the newer carts with well-oiled wheels.”

				“And you let her?” She snorted. “That’s terrible.”

				He sobered. “You know how the town treats me.”

				“Still … ” She pursed her lips. “You’ve already received the town key, right?”

				He shrugged. “That lost its appeal after the third time.”

				“Fine. I’ll have another street named after you. I noticed Main Street is now sporting a Grayson Schyler Street sign.” She waited and when he seemed to think about it, she gave an unladylike snort. “The point is, what I have planned will not only benefit you, but everyone in the community … but I can’t do it without your help.”

				“Stop for a moment.” He leaned toward her and braced his hands on his knees. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you? Sure, you look different, but inside you’re still the same troublemaker you were back then.”

				No. She wasn’t, dammit. She’d come back to show everyone that the Shauna Marino they’d known years ago had grown up. She wasn’t going to screw up again. Grayson would see how she had learned to control her feelings and wouldn’t compromise his position in the community.

				This time, she couldn’t fail.

				“Grayson.” She softened her voice. “Please, listen. This is important to me, and the town.”

				“Why?” he asked. “Why do you care?”

				“Because I’ve done a lot of things I’m ashamed of, and I want to show everyone that I’m an important part of this town.” She picked up the pen on her desk and clicked the end several times. “My dad did the best he could, raising me on my own, but I didn’t make it easy for him after my mom left us, you know? I hurt you and everyone else I involved in my unacceptable behavior. I want to make it up to everyone.”

				He nodded and stood up. “What’s this huge proposal you have in mind?”

				She pointed at the folder in his hand. “Look at the first page and tell me about the people I have listed.”

				Grayson scanned the sheet, shrugged, and moved over to sit in the chair. “Bruce Coldwell’s a buddy of mine. In fact, last week he returned from a Pro Bass fishing expedition in North Dakota. Gary Satchel is on hiatus until the NFL season starts. Crista Johnson — ” he glanced at her, smiled, and chuckled under his breath “ — I had dinner with her in Palm Springs last weekend. She’s training to win the Iron Man again this year, and is in fine shape.”

				Shauna crossed her legs and clasped her hands together on her lap. The urge to crack her knuckles in success, get up on the desk, and dance in victory came too early. He hadn’t agreed to anything, so instead she mentally clapped herself on research well done. It hadn’t been easy discovering Grayson’s friends. He was a private person, despite his flamboyant way of parading his string of girlfriends around in front of the camera.

				“Juan Santiago is out of commission. He’s recovering from surgery to repair his shoulder. I believe it was a blown rotary cup. It’s iffy if he’ll be ready in time for the winter Olympics. The head coach for the men’s downhill ski team seems to think he’ll be able to hit the slopes in time, but Juan is worried. He’s young though, so he can afford to wait another four years. The last name is Dominic Chekovsky. He’s at the top of his hockey career playing for the San Jose Sharks, and rarely takes time away from the ice rink. I haven’t seen him for six months. The last time I talked to him, he told me he was hiding out in his home country of Russia to get away from the press here in the states.” He closed the folder and leaned forward. “Now why don’t you tell me what this is all about, and why you’ve collected a list of my closest friends?”

				“I’d like to put together a charity event. I’d make simple requests on the athletes’ part. It wouldn’t take much of their time, but would be huge for Cottage Grove. Crista could lead a one-hour training course for kids, get them motivated about exercise, and help them realize that real people can achieve dreams. Maybe she could run a short 2k race with others if she was willing. Dominic could stand in and let people challenge him shot for shot with the hockey stick. The winner would receive one thousand dollars, which would come out of the two-dollar admittance fee.” She inhaled and swallowed.

				“That’s all?” he huffed.

				“Seriously, Grayson, it won’t be hard on them. I’m only asking for three days of their time. If we could convince them to stay and eat with the community, sign autographs, even better. In return, I’ll advertise the event countrywide. I project the tourism alone for the hotels, restaurants, and novelty stores in Cottage Grove will earn more than they do in a year with all the people who would come to see the celebrities.”

				He shook his head. “You’re missing one important part of your plan that could bomb the whole idea.”

				“What’s that?” She raised her brow.

				“What’s in it for the celebrities? They’re taking the time and expense of coming here to help.” He narrowed his eyes. “Plus, what are you willing to do for me if I help you?”

				Shauna stood up and walked around to the front of her desk. “I’m hoping you could ask them, as a friend, and convince them that this would be a miracle for Cottage Grove … along with participating in the event yourself. The media attention alone will boost their career and give them extra coverage. It’ll be great PR.”

				He sighed. “When do you want to hold the event?”

				“Three months from now. The last week of September.” She clasped her hands together in front of her. “The weather will be perfect, and the timing won’t interfere with the kids’ camp you run in August.”

				Grayson nodded. “Let me see what I can do. I’m not promising anything. That’s a lot of different people who run on individualized schedules, and three months isn’t a lot of time to rearrange their lives.”

				“I know, but you can do it. Everybody lov … looks up to you, respects you.”

				“You still haven’t answered my question.” He cocked his brow. “What are you going to do for me if I help you?”

				She swallowed. “I suppose you won’t believe me if I tell you I promise not to have a thing to do with you after we’re through with the event … ”

				He shook his head. “You’ve forgotten that I know you. You never do anything without an ulterior motive. I’ll need more than that.”

				“I-I don’t have anything — ”

				“Oh, but I think you do.” He stared at her mouth. “Sex.”

				“What?” She laughed to hide her gasp and the way goose bumps broke out over her body.

				“I want to have sex with you.” He licked his lips. “Don’t tell me you’re shy. You walked into my office naked when you were eighteen years old and offered yourself to me. You’re no longer a little girl — ” he glanced down at her breasts, “ — and I want to take you up on your offer now.”

				Oh God. He had to bring up the one incident she’d like to forget. She smoothed her shirt over her stomach, feeling naked under his gaze. She wouldn’t make the mistake of trying to seduce him again.

				“That won’t be happening. Remember, I’m back to help the city. Plus, I’ve given up on my pursuit of the great Grayson Schyler.” She studied the framed picture on the wall behind Grayson. “Help me do this for Cottage Grove. The town needs help, Grayson. I’ve spent hours scouring through the city’s accounts. Cottage Grove will be lucky to have enough money left over to pave the potholes within the city limits at the end of the fiscal year.”

				“I know.” Grayson sighed and ran his hand across the back of his neck. “I’ll see what I can do, okay?”

				Shauna looked up and smiled. “Really?”

				“Yeah. I’m not promising that I can get them all to agree to come and help, but I’ll try.” He lifted his arm and checked his watch. “I’ve got to go. I’m supposed to meet Stephanie for lunch, and I’m already late. I wouldn’t want to disappoint her.”

				“Stephanie of the triple Ds and bleached hair — ” She clamped her mouth shut.

				She caught him staring at her, and she wrinkled her nose. Maybe she’d whispered the question, or only imagined she spoke aloud … dammit.

				“Um … uh, that’s great. Let me know as soon as you can. In the meantime, I’ll work on organizing the events and I’ll send you an itinerary to pass to the others. That way they’ll have an idea of what will be required of them.” She swallowed. The gulp seemed to echo in the silence.

				“Fine.” His mouth curved and he stood up from the chair, cocking his head. “I didn’t know you had such a lovely impression of Stephanie.”

				“I don’t. She means nothing to me. I couldn’t care less about who you’re dating.” She lifted her chin and stood up straighter. “Although, Stephanie must have grandchildren by now … ”

				Stephanie’s reputation was well known even back when Shauna was in high school. She’d often babysit Stephanie’s two young children while Stephanie went out on her dates.

				“Impossible. Her kids are still in school. Besides, men enjoy the company of a mature, sexually satisfying woman who knows how to — ”

				“Enough.” Shauna stuck out her lower lip and blew the hair out of her face. God, it’s hot in here. 

				“Okay.” He chuckled. “I’ve agreed to help you. In the meantime, think about my request. I’ll be in touch.”

				The room turned into a garbage compacter, pressing in on all sides as Grayson loomed over her. She wanted to jump up and tell him yes. Yes, she’d have sex with him, here in the office, on the floor, or every day at one o’clock if he asked.

				She fought what she wanted to say, and simply said, “I’m so over you.”

				“Cute.” Grayson chuckled as he walked away.

				She watched him cross the room, her gaze sweeping over his tall frame. His broad shoulders, straight and proud, were encased in a snug, white T-shirt, and showed off a body he’d trained into shape his whole life. Graceful yet powerful, he strolled out of the room confident and secure. She sighed. Around him, she felt inadequate. She’d give anything to show him the woman she was inside, and not the awkward girl he remembered.

	
Chapter Four

				After lunch with Stephanie, Grayson closed himself behind the doors in his office at the center. Stretched out on the lounge chair near the window, he stared up at the ceiling. In less than twenty-four hours, Shauna had wormed her way back into his life and was already messing with his head.

				What should’ve turned into an afternoon of sex with Stephanie had fizzled the second he’d sauntered out of Shauna’s office into the sunlight after their meeting. How could he throw himself into romancing Stephanie when all he saw were Shauna’s flashing eyes daring him? Oh, she might not have said the words, but he saw a challenge when it came.

				He never thought he’d see Shauna again, in the flesh, in Cottage Grove. When she’d left, he figured she’d go on to some big city, do wonderful things with her life, and then settle down and have a family. That’s what he’d wanted for her. It was what she deserved.

				What the hell was she doing back? He rubbed the spot on his chest, over his heart. She was up to something. He’d bet the tennis center on it.

				He could remember exactly how he’d reacted to her yesterday in her white tennis skirt and light pink shirt, clinging to her tight but curvy figure. The buttons had been left undone on her top, leaving him glimpses of the deep valley between her breasts, and making his hands itch when she jogged back and forth returning the ball to him. She hadn’t lost her skill of playing and it bothered him that his own game had spiraled out of control around her.

				He’d never had trouble getting his head in the game before, but yesterday he’d fumbled with the balls, tripped over the toe of his sneakers, and one time completely missed a serve. It had taken all his concentration to keep from sporting the biggest erection in his life while on the court. At the end of the hour-long lesson, he’d been lightheaded and sweating like a pig.

				What he needed to do was call up one of his standby women and lose himself in an afternoon of sex.

				He enjoyed going through women the way he did tennis shoes. One-nighters, a couple hours together, a midnight rendezvous entertained and satisfied him. Long-term relationships were for other people, not him. With his kind of lifestyle, he didn’t have time for love.

				The Shauna that’d returned to Cottage Grove was different, but he could still see past the fake confidence. She tottered between total seductress and naïve girl next door. There was no way he could ignore the way her hands had shaken and how her breath had come in small gasps this afternoon. His whole psyche wanted to comfort her, and welcome her back with open arms. The chemistry between them had the ability to explode if he allowed it.

				She’d made his life hell. As someone in the public eye, he’d gone to great strains not to allow the media to misread their relationship, which hadn’t always been easy. She was stubborn, foolish, and lived in her own dreamed up world.

				Still, he couldn’t help appreciating her for all her eccentricity.

				She’d always gone out of her way to say something nice, bake him cookies, or even sit outside on the steps at the center and babble on about the silliest thing in a time of his life when he’d needed the distraction. He’d looked forward to those times together with her, because the diversion kept him from dwelling on everything lacking in his own life.

				Their friendship had seemed innocent. He was a messed up young adult, shoved into a life playing tennis with no direction off the court. Shauna had seemed to sense when he needed her the most, and he took her friendship, soaking up everything good about her to keep himself sane. With her, he could say what he wanted, laugh over her goofiness without fear of the cameras catching something on his face or in his words that he didn’t want them to see.

				When his parents showed no incentive to attend his matches, she’d cheered louder than anyone. He wasn’t just a ranking, a bragging right, a cash machine with her. She’d honestly wanted to support him for the sole purpose of seeing him win.

				After his parents died, she’d showed up more often. Most times, she’d sit with him at the center, not saying a word, silently comforting him in a way his managers and fans couldn’t. With her, he had never been alone.

				It was during those sweet moments with her that he’d felt normal. To everyone else, his friendship with Shauna had bordered on improper. He’d been her coach and too old to form a friendship with someone under the age of eighteen. The others in town had never understood that despite the age gap, despite the difference in their lifestyle, despite the trouble Shauna caused, they’d bonded on the most basic level. He’d needed her as much as she needed him.

				She was headstrong and impulsive. He admired the way she could thumb her nose at everyone in town and dance to her own beat. Something he wanted to do many times since the age of eight, when others had already planned his life course for him. He had managers that came and went, lessons, camps, tutors who traveled the world with him, and all he’d wanted to do was shuck off all his responsibility and go fishing. He scoffed. Okay, maybe not fishing, but he definitely wanted to do whatever caught his interest at the time.

				Even now, when he could do anything he wanted, he still clung to what was familiar. He was too set in his ways, and scared of forging out from under the umbrella of fame, to take another chance. When would he ever have the freedom to do what he wanted?

				Going by what she’d proposed this morning, Shauna was still the same girl, only smarter. He groaned and placed his arm on his forehead. Except, Shauna wasn’t an innocent anymore and he could see the advantages of working with her to help boost Cottage Grove’s economy. A large part of him wanted her to pull him into whatever kind of trouble she was creating.

				Was he crazy? He knew why he couldn’t become involved with Shauna. It would be too irresponsible of him. He lived fast and furious. He’d only end up hurting her.

				Before she’d left town, he’d been too old for her, too experienced. Now that he was thirty-one years old, he had everything: money, status, fame, and women. Relationships came and went, exactly the way he liked them.

				The last thing he needed in his life was Shauna. But then why couldn’t he get her out of his mind?

				A soft knock jolted him out of his thoughts. He remained stretched out in the chair. “The door’s unlocked.”

				Speak of the devil. Shauna stepped inside the opened doorway, looking tempting and fresh. “I thought I’d hand deliver the plans to you personally on my way home for the day.”

				She wore a tight, black skirt that skimmed the middle of her thighs. She’d swept her black hair over her left shoulder, but the strands didn’t hide the way her low-cut blouse strained against her full breasts. Her chest rose and fell, and he rubbed his lips together. She’d stayed away from him for exactly three and a half hours.

				“Why are you glowering at me?” Shauna raised the folder and held it protectively in front of her.

				“What are you doing here?” He glanced up at her face. “Come to take me up on my offer?”

				“No.” She stepped over and sat the information down on his desk. “I already told you. I came to drop off the information I promised you. I finished earlier than I’d planned, and you mentioned the tight deadline, so I thought I’d jump on it. Call me efficient.”

				“You have a fax machine.” He answered her more abrasively than necessary. “Next time, you can call my secretary and she’ll give you the number, unless you want to swing by and replay the last time you knocked on my office door sans clothes.”

				She crossed her arms. “I’m going to ignore that comment. I assumed it would be easier to stop in and deliver them since I’m staying with my dad and I pass the tennis center on the way home, but next time I won’t.”

				He sat up and shrugged. “Fine.”

				She scoffed.

				“What’d you make that noise for?”

				“You. I thought you forgave me for all the things I used to put you through but apparently, you’re still holding it against me. I thought bigger of you.” She licked her lips. “At one time, you were the only thing that kept me sane after my mom left. When I couldn’t go to my dad, I threw myself into my lessons and spent every spare moment at the center. I thought we were friends. I might have been a little incorrigible — ”

				“A little?” He laughed. “Do you have any idea how many of my girlfriends you chased away?”

				She waved off his question. “You weren’t serious about any of them. Besides, I was doing you a favor.”

				“Some favor.” He shook his head. “What about the time you packed a picnic basket and insisted I join you outside for lunch?”

				“I was sixteen, Grayson.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “All you had to do was say no.”

				“You asked me in the middle of a press conference!” He narrowed his eyes. “I had to go to lunch with you, or be verbally whipped every time I stepped out of the house by reporters wanting to know what was going on between us. Do you know what kind of light that would’ve cast over my career if they found out how you … you wanted me? I was twenty-three years old. The press would’ve nailed me to the billboard on the edge of town if they even thought I was returning your affection.”

				“I — ”

				“If that wasn’t bad enough, you asked the camera guys to film the whole picnic. What kind of person does such a thing?” He waited for her to answer.

				“Well, then, I apologize,” she whispered.

				“Listen, sweetheart.” He stood up and stepped in front of her. “Maybe having us work together isn’t such a good idea.”

				A gleam of deviltry flashed in her eyes. “Why? Because I drove you nuts when I was younger? How many times must I say I’m sorry … for my past?”

				“You stalked me.”

				“Which I’ve apologized for many times over. Maybe you’re the one having problems forgiving and forgetting.” She glanced away. “Don’t make me sound crazy. You were there. You felt it too.”

				He narrowed his eyes. “Do you still have all those pictures of me you cut out of magazines stapled above your bed?”

				“No.” Shauna’s gaze flickered to the window, and her hesitation amused him.

				“Shauna … ” He leaned down, until his lips were inches from her mouth. “It’d be good between us. You’re no longer a little girl, and I’m not a man who plays games. Nothing will stop me. I have no problem with taking you right here, on top of my desk, for the whole town to see. You’re no longer an eighteen-year-old girl wanting to lose her virginity — there’s nothing stopping me from taking what I see in your eyes.”

				“My eyes?”

				“Mmhm.” His nostrils flared. “I see how your eyelids flutter and your pupils dilate every time I step close to you.”

				“They do?” She raised her hand to her cheek.

				“You have this little habit of catching your lower lip between your teeth, and staring at my mouth as if you want to lean forward and — ”

				“I do not!” She clamped her lips closed.

				“Oh yeah, I’d have no problems taking what you offer me, right now.” He cocked his head. “Twice.”

				“You would not.”

				“Try me.”

				“You seem to have a faulty memory, because I’ve asked you before. You chickened out. A woman doesn’t forget when a man tells her no, especially when she’s stripped bare, emotionally and physically.” She stepped around him, but he called out her name before she could slink away. “What?”

				He paused, but he never stopped looking at her. “I remember. I remember every little detail about that night. I remember how willing you were to give me your body.”

				“Then you walked away and called my dad.”

				He nodded. “Biggest mistake of my life.”

				“I was crushed.”

				“I know.” He sighed. “Maybe I can make up for hurting your feelings.”

				“By having sex with me now?” She laughed harshly. “I don’t think so.”

				“Do you have a ticket to McMillian’s Vineyard for Saturday?”

				“Grayson, don’t be a jerk,” she whispered. “You know how much I’ve always wanted to go. It’s the biggest event of the summer, but my social standing in Cottage Grove hasn’t changed. Heading the Chamber of Commerce isn’t exactly living the high life on Knob Hill. Don’t tease me.”

				“I never tease. That’s something you should learn.” He picked a ticket off the top of his desk, and handed it over to her. “Call it a welcome home gift.”

				“T-thank you.” She stared at the white slip of paper with gold writing. “Are you going to the function?”

				“I might show up.” He sat down at the desk and propped his feet on the top. “It depends on if my date wants to waste her time going to a silly party instead of spending time with me … alone.”

				She blushed a rosy pink, which set his blood on fire. He could almost hear her thoughts, and he smirked. She wanted him, but she had no idea how to go about it. In fact, he’d bet a thousand bucks that if he put the moves on her, she’d run out the door.

				“Are you taking Stephanie?” She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth.

				He crossed his arms across his chest and raised his brows. He could play her game. If she wanted to pretend she didn’t come back for him, he’d make her work for it. “Does the thought of me dating Stephanie bother you? This is the second time you’ve mentioned her.”

				“No!” She frowned.

				“I think you protest too much.” He shooed her out of the room. “You might have everyone else fooled that you’re all grown up, but not me. I’m not going to protect your feelings anymore, Shauna. I want you. I’ve always wanted you.”

				“But, you — ”

				He held up his hand. “I only go out with women who can handle me sexually — and you want a commitment and a happily ever after. I live for the moment, because it really doesn’t matter to me what happens tomorrow. If you don’t want to play with fire, stay away.”

				Without replying, she was out the door and gone. He dropped into the chair. The hell of it was that he was fiercely attracted to her. She was a beautiful woman, but he wasn’t willing to break her heart.

	
Chapter Five

				On Friday night, it seemed as if a quarter of the population of Cottage Grove was gathered inside the Quayside Lounge. It was the first time since returning that Shauna was able to meet up with her best friends, Kate Johnson and Diana Spencer, in their old hang out. But this time, she was walking through the doors being of legal age.

				Ha! Like her age had ever stopped her from wearing her sexiest blouse and top-of-the-thigh mini skirt at seventeen years old. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d snuck into the lounge, acting as if she owned the place, with one purpose on her mind: to keep tabs on Grayson, and show him she was mature enough to be his girlfriend.

				A shiver of nervousness skittered up her spine and she raked her teeth over her bottom lip. He’d changed in the years since she’d seen him last. He’d always been confident and sexier than any man should be allowed, but she’d noticed a new sexual prowess in him that made her nervous, excited, and every emotion in between. She hadn’t been able to resist her attraction to him back then, and yesterday’s meetings had proven to her that she wasn’t immune to him now.

				For a brief moment, she wondered if she’d get lucky tonight and Grayson would stop in at the Quayside. No, that would be bad. She had to stay strong if she was going to prove her worth to the town. Whatever happened, she was here to connect with her friends, not Grayson.

				She spotted Kate, her platinum blond hair severely pulled back into a tight bun. Kate’s exotic almond-shaped eyes she’d inherited from her Korean mother lit up and she waved. Shauna grinned and worked her way through the crowd. Kate grew more beautiful each time Shauna saw her.

				Beside Kate, Diana lifted her glass in the air and laughed about something Kate said. Diana’s short, curly hair framed a heart-shaped face that always had a hint of attitude. Shauna relaxed. Without her friends, she would have a lonely life. They accepted her and there were no judgments aimed in her direction.

				Having grown up together, they had each gone their separate ways for college, but kept in continual contact and often came together whenever they could afford a weekend away to meet at the beach. Although she’d seen them last month, tonight was exciting because they were all home for good.

				Kate had dropped out her sophomore year, and come back to Cottage Grove and to her boyfriend, Jackson McMillian. Diana had graduated last year and returned to Cottage Grove as the new manager at the hotel, not far from the Chamber of Commerce building where Shauna worked. Together again, Shauna truly felt at home.

				Voices mingled with a Nickleback song. Laughter echoed as one rather outgoing brunette woman danced suggestively on the dance floor in the middle of the room. Shauna flipped her long hair over her shoulder and edged her way around the room.

				Kate and Diana sat in the back corner of the room, by the window.

				“About time you got here.” Kate hugged her before scooting over and giving Shauna the closest chair to the aisle.

				“Sorry.” She sat and accepted the glass of wine Diana moved in front of her. “I got tied up at work, and then I needed to run back home and throw my blouse in the washer. I dropped a bite of salad on my shirt during lunch and I didn’t want the stain to set in.”

				“What’s it like being back in the house you were raised in, having your dad watch your every move?” Kate’s eyes widened. “I think I’d go crazy if I moved back home. I know my sex life would suffer.”

				Shauna laughed. “You’re such a liar. That didn’t stop you from sneaking out in high school and meeting all your boyfriends down at the abandoned railroad track on the edge of town.”

				“True.” Kate sighed. “I can’t believe how long ago that was. Independence is wonderful.”

				“How do you like your new job?” Diana clinked her glass against Shauna’s. “Isn’t it wild to run into people you haven’t seen in years? The talk around the hotel is you’re making quite the impression. People hardly recognized you.”

				She laughed. “That’s a good thing. I’m still ticked off at you two for not telling me how awful I looked growing up.”

				“Don’t blame us.” Kate smiled. “We knew you were gorgeous under all that hair — we didn’t want you getting all the attention so we let you continue being the Jane of the group.”

				“Although, we had no idea your boobs would keep growing.” Diana nudged Kate. “Do you think they’ve stopped?”

				Shauna gasped. “Oh, you are not going there! I’m not the one who got the boob job the second I moved away.”

				Kate shrugged. “I’m proud of my yingyangs.”

				“Apparently, so is Jackson. He sent me a picture of them on the phone when I called to see how you were doing after surgery.” Shauna grinned, and held her hands out in front of her.

				“Figures.” Kate rolled her eyes. “That’s what I get for letting him pay for half the bill.”

				Diana slapped the table. “He owns one of your boobs?”

				Kate widened her eyes, glancing back and forth from Diana and Kate. “Oh my God. I never thought of that. He does.”

				“Which one are you giving him?” Shauna raised her glass and sipped.

				“Hm.” Kate ducked her chin and studied her chest. “This one, I think. It’s closest to my heart.”

				“That’s exactly why I don’t have a man in my life.” Diana leaned back in her chair. “I’d kill myself if I acted that way.”

				“Jealous much?” Kate tilted her head and raised her brows.

				Diana waved her question off. “Nope. I’m perfectly happy being single.”

				“Liar.” Shauna laughed. “God, you guys. I’m so glad to be back home and have you here with me again.”

				The conversation continued to flow around her. She gazed out over the area, watching the people dance. For how much she expected to step back into the town she remembered, there were unfamiliar faces and a different feel to the atmosphere. Had everyone moved away or had they all changed so much, she wasn’t recognizing them?

				“Shauna, girl, you’ve got to at least look like you’re up for a good time. We’re back together, and we need to attract some attention. This town has turned into oldville while we were gone.” Kate nodded toward Shauna’s almost full glass. “What happened to all the excitement you had going for you last time we met?”

				“It’s probably Grayson.” Diana sipped her drink. “When it comes to Shauna’s happiness, it’s always Grayson.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” Shauna drew on the condensation gathering on the side of her glass. “I’ve been back a week. Even I can’t get into trouble that soon. Besides, this has nothing to do with Grayson. I’m just … ”

				“ … right back to worrying over Grayson.” Diana leaned forward. “Come on, we’re your best friends. Don’t keep secrets from us. You’re not the most patient person I know. You must have seen him already.”

				“I have a lot on my mind. I do have a life.” She rubbed her hands together. “Lucky me received a ticket to McMillian’s for tomorrow night’s party. I need to buy a dress in the morning, or I’ll stick out like a wannabe. For once, the stress I’m under has nothing to do with Grayson.”

				“What?” Diana leaned forward. “How did you get invited?”

				Kate elbowed Diana. “I’m going with Jackson.”

				“That’s a no-brainer. Jackson’s a McMillian. Of course you’re going, but even you couldn’t sneak me a ticket. I swear you need to know a special handshake or donate a kidney to be invited.” Diana narrowed her gaze on Shauna. “The question is … how did you finagle an invite?”

				“Grayson.” Shauna held up her finger. “No, before you ask, he didn’t ask me to go with him. I couldn’t get that lucky. He had an extra ticket, I guess. He doesn’t even know if he’s going to go … he’s got a date.”

				“You are too good for him.” Diana lifted her glass and wrinkled her nose. “What you need to do is find yourself a man that’s better than him. One that’s sexier, richer, and can treat you better.”

				With an inelegant snort, Shauna curled her lip. “There’s no such man in the whole state of California better than Grayson. Everyone loves him.”

				Kate hissed. “I don’t.”

				“That’s because you have a boyfriend. But even you have to admit that Grayson lives up to everyone’s expectations. He can’t do wrong.” Shauna slumped in her chair.

				“Your problem is you haven’t allowed yourself to find a better man. Trust me, there’s one out there for you, you just have to recognize him. Though I still think you should come right out and tell Grayson that you never stopped loving him. Don’t play games with him. Men like women who say what they want. Just go up to him and ask him if he wants to have sex. That’ll get his attention, plus that’s the only kind of language he’ll understand.” Diana pointed to an attractive man on the dance floor. “Take that guy as an example. He’s good looking, moves okay, but you can tell when you get his clothes off he has some serious talent. You should practice on him.”

				“I’m not going to lower my standards — not for him or Grayson.” Shauna leaned back in her chair. “Someday Grayson will discover that I’m not sixteen years old anymore and I’m sincere in my feelings. Right now, he can’t think past all the trouble I brought him, and see me for a woman. I’m going to show him, and then you both will be eating your words.”

				“Grayson Schyler is too perfect, and he knows it,” Diana added. “He’s always been an ass to you, and in my book that wipes out all the good he does for the community. He could’ve at least treated you special, and not hurt your feelings.”

				“That’s not true,” Shauna said quietly. Okay, maybe it was a little true. She sighed.

				Grayson’s reputation as a smart businessman and a ruthless opponent on the court only touched the surface of who he really was. Deep down, he was honest, caring, and what others couldn’t see but she could, was that he was a man who needed love in his life. His parents had neglected him for world travel and relaxation, leaving him alone to train and compete. Then they’d left him completely alone when they’d died on an overseas vacation.

				“You need someone like Jared Studebaker.” Kate gave her a cheeky grin.

				She snorted. “Not on my life. The decision is still out on whether he’s gay or not. He does spend a lot of time traveling to Houston, and I’ve never seen him with a woman. He seems to hang with his pal Irvin, from what I hear.”

				“He’s gorgeous. His friend, I mean.” Diana wiggled her brows. “Maybe I should make a play for him. I bet Irvin has a closet of clothes to die for.”

				“Bonus.” Shauna laughed.

				“The problem is we’re too picky. We don’t give men a chance to get to know us.” Diana fished in her pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “I think this conversation calls for another round of drinks. We all need to loosen up and have a good time. And I need to bury my jealousy about you going to the McMillian bash in alcohol.”

				Shauna drained her glass in two swallows. “Stay. I’ll get this round. It’s my turn to pay. You two bought the other drinks.”

				A few minutes later, she’d squeezed her way through the crowd, and found an empty bar stool. She turned around, leaned her elbows on the counter, and rubbed her temples while waiting for the bartender to make his way through the customers lined up to order.

				“Shauna!” John Bigstraum leaned between her and the man sitting next to her. “I thought that was you.”

				She sat up straighter and smiled. “It’s me.”

				“Your dad told me you were back.” He shifted to let the man beside them leave, and then took his place at the bar. “You look wonderful. Wow.”

				“So do you.” She patted his arm.

				He really did. A few years older than herself, John had always been one of the friendliest guys in Cottage Grove. His compassion and good deeds now included training dogs for the hearing impaired and disabled. According to her dad, John’s dogs were some of the best in the world.

				“Congratulations on the new job. Cottage Grove is lucky to have you.” John’s gaze lingered on her hand. “So, catch me up on your life. You’ve got full time employment, you’re looking beautiful … ”

				“Thanks.” She leaned in closer. “I’m staying with my dad for the time being, but I hope to settle into my own place in the near future. Right now, I want to concentrate on my job and on getting back in the groove of living here. Sometimes it seems like nothing has changed, and then I start running into people I don’t know and it feels like I’ve come to a brand new place.”

				“You’ll do fine.” He lifted his hand to the bartender and waved him over. “Let me buy you a drink.”

				“Oh … that’s okay. I’m here with Diana and Kate. You remember them, right?”

				“Sure I do. Talk to Diana all the time when I go in for breakfast at the hotel,” he said.

				“It’s my turn to buy them drinks. We’re starting a new tradition of girls’ night out now that we’re all back to living in the same town.” Shauna laid her hand on his arm.

				“Then let me play the hero and buy you all drinks.” He winked.

				“You really don’t — ” He placed his finger over her lips, and she laughed. “Okay, John. I’ll let you buy them.”

				“What’s your pleasure?”

				“We’ll have cosmos.” She grinned.

				“You’ll have to stop by the house sometime and see the picture of Linda’s kids. She’s got two of them now,” he said.

				She scooted closer, so she didn’t have to yell. “Wow. That’s great. I’ll do that.”

				His sister Linda had only been a grade younger than Shauna in school. Although they weren’t close, it was a small town and they had mutual friends. She was happy to hear Linda was happy and settled.

				Luke Torville smacked the palms of his hands down on the counter from the other side of the bar. “Well, well, well, look who came home. I thought I recognized that sexy walk of yours when you came in. You sure have changed.”

				She cringed inside while managing to offer a smile. “Hi, Luke. I didn’t know you worked here now.”

				“I’ve been serving drinks here for the last four years.” He leaned forward. “I think about you all the time.”

				She frowned. “Why?”

				“Every time I drive by the school, I read ‘Grayson’s number one!’ on the roof over the gym, and wonder what kind of trouble you’re getting yourself into now.” Luke laughed. “You might’ve been an odd little kid, but you were entertaining.”

				“Um. Thanks.” While John ordered the drinks, Shauna took the opportunity to swivel around on the stool in hopes of ending Luke’s walk down memory lane.

				How long did paint last, anyway? She’d spent the whole summer picking up litter around the soccer fields to make up for her vandalism.

				John placed his hand on her arm. “The coast is clear.”

				She glanced over her shoulder and found Luke gone to fill drinks. “Thanks. The way people act around here makes me feel like they’ll view me as a teenager forever. I’m not the same person they remember. I’ve lost all the angsty mood swings.”

				“They missed you, that’s all.” He cocked his head. “So, is there a boyfriend in the picture? You’re dad said you weren’t married.”

				She rubbed her arm. “Nope. It’s just me.”

				He leaned into her personal space, and she willed herself to feel something. A flutter in her stomach, a little heart palpations, anything to signal she was a living, breathing woman. She inhaled the musky scent of his cologne in one last-ditch effort, and tried not to let her disappointment show. She felt nothing.

				She studied his blue eyes, the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes, and the straight white teeth. He was handsome, young, and eager. He’d be a great catch for any woman.

				“Shauna?” John brushed her hand with his fingers. “I think I lost you there for a minute. I didn’t mean to pry.”

				She shook her head and smiled. “You’re a sweet man. It’s been a long day, and I was just thinking about everything I need to do yet before tomorrow’s big event.”

				“You’re going to McMillian’s?” He held out one of the drinks to her, and stood up with the other two glasses.

				“Yes.” She inhaled deeply. “First time. I’m nervous.”

				“Do you have a date you’re going with?”

				She sipped the cosmo, swallowed, and laughed. “No. I’m going by myself. I’m still trying to convince myself that I’m really going.”

				“Hey, why don’t we go together?” He grinned. “I got a ticket this year too, and I wasn’t going to go because I didn’t want to show up by myself.”

				“Oh … I — ” She clamped her lips together. Why shouldn’t she go with John? Grayson had other plans, and probably would skip the entire event, not that it mattered. “I would love to go with you.”

				“Great! I’ll pick you up at three.” He motioned for her to lead the way back to her friends. “I’ll follow you and help you carry the drinks.”

				She weaved her way across the room, smiling at the lucky turn of events. Tomorrow’s party would be more enjoyable with someone to talk with, and John was a nice guy. Nice guys are good.

	
Chapter Six

				The most sought after party of the year — hosted by Stan McMillian to celebrate the beginning of summer with a friendly fundraiser — gave Shauna the opportunity to see how the other half lived. The Grayson Schylers of the world.

				She stood on the edge of the lawn beside John. Rumors of the state senator showing up, along with Cottage Grove’s better-known residents, gave Shauna pause. All the schooling in the world never prepared her to talk about the stock market, oil prices, or the latest grant achieved by the hospital. She was more comfortable talking about oil changes and U-Joint replacements, thanks to her dad owning the town’s only repair shop.

				Attending the benefit were Peter Fontaine, a world-renowned heart surgeon, and his wife, Gloria, who headed the children’s society. Next to the champagne fountain — oh lord, was that real crystal? — stood Nickolas Jenson, founder of Top Burgers, a world-famous fast food chain. She didn’t recognize the blond-haired beauty beside him.

				“Quite the party, huh?” John held up his glass. “Have you ever wondered how it would be to go through life having everyone cater to you? I imagine this is close to what a celebrity must feel like every day.”

				Shauna giggled. “I could get used to the clothes and finer things, but I’m not sure I’m up for such an active social life. You should’ve seen me all day. I could barely sit still, and I almost changed my mind about coming. My dress cost a hundred dollars, not a thousand. I even painted my own nails. I could never keep up with all the women here.”

				John slipped his arm behind her, and placed his hand at the small of her back. “I’m the lucky one to be able to claim you as my date. You look beautiful.”

				“Thank you.” She scooted closer and leaned her head against his arm. “I’m glad you asked me to come with you. Tonight wouldn’t have been the same if I didn’t have someone to share the memories with or be able to whisper to when I feel out of place.”

				“I’m going to get another drink.” He stepped away, stopped, and glanced over his shoulder. “Have you changed your mind about having a glass yet?”

				She nodded, and then watched him stride away. He was attentive, polite, and made her feel like he didn’t go out with women as a recreational sport. He honestly listened to her when she talked and for that alone, he made her happy.

				Dressed in a navy blue suit, white shirt, and red striped tie, John looked dashing. He wasn’t drool worthy the way Grayson was, but John was handsome. Everybody loved him. He had a gentle soul. Shauna liked him, and she could tell the feeling was mutual.

				She walked along the grass on her toes, her heels threatening to sink into the ground. Carefully, she moved closer to the throng of people mingling in small groups dotting the area. Feeling out of place, she found it hard to enjoy the dress she’d splurged on for the event.

				The black, shimmering material fell around her legs whimsically. Her shoulders and arms were bare, and she’d accented her neck with a faux diamond necklace on a thin gold chain. She’d added a touch more lipstick to her full lips and curled her hair in soft waves that trailed over her shoulders and down her back. On the outside, she appeared confident and comfortable. On the inside, she was the odd girl who more often than not had a spot of grease on her arm from her dad’s shop and a pair of old cutoffs on.

				“Ms. Marino, don’t you look beautiful.” Christine Carson, the mayor’s wife and community do-gooder stepped in front of her and took both her hands. “How are you doing, dear? I’ve heard that you’re back in town.”

				“I’m great.” She smiled. “How are Peter and Crystal?”

				“Wonderful.” Christine beamed. “They entered high school this year, and Peter raves about your man, Grayson, constantly. Grayson says he has a good shot at playing at Harvard if he keeps improving.”

				She swallowed past the reminder that everyone knew about her love and rather immature way of showing Grayson how much he’d meant to her. “That’s great. I’ll have to try to come to one of his matches and watch him play.”

				John picked that moment to return, and she looped her arm through his. Maybe the others would recognize that she’d moved beyond Grayson, and she could put a stop to the daily reminders.

				“You know John Bigstraum, don’t you?” Shauna smiled.

				Christine leaned forward and air kissed John’s cheeks. “Of course. How nice to see you, John.”

				“The pleasure’s mine.” John handed Shauna a glass of champagne.

				“Oh, look at the time.” Christine placed her hand on her chest. “I should go see if Mrs. McMillian needs any help setting up for the silent auction tonight. You two enjoy yourself, and Shauna, when you see Grayson next let him know I’ll be there for our meeting on Tuesday.”

				She shook her head. “But, I — ”

				Christine walked away without giving her a chance to tell her that she had nothing to do with Grayson. She sighed. Why tell me, when she could’ve called Stephanie?

				The live band played and couples slowly started moving in front of the stage off to the left. Shauna sipped the drink, and wiggled her nose as the bubbles rose. She looked around for familiar faces. When she spotted Stephanie, her shoulders drooped. Dammit.

				Stephanie was wearing a white mini strapless dress on her Barbie body, her head thrown back in laughter, and her arm swung wide, balancing a cocktail glass with a skill that impressed the handful of men circled around her. Shauna raised her glass and chugged the rest of the contents. Grayson’s girlfriend of the week was everything Shauna wasn’t: graceful, athletic, tall, and experienced. “At least my boobs are real.”

				John choked and wiped his hand across his mouth. “Excuse me?”

				She groaned and curled her lip. “Did I say that out loud?”

				“Yeah.” He chuckled. “I’ll chalk that little piece of information away, and keep it private … don’t worry.”

				“I almost wish I could blame my loose tongue on the glass of champagne, but since this isn’t the first time I’ve spoken my thoughts for other people to hear, I’ll just pretend I didn’t say anything.” She studied John who continued to laugh, and slapped his arm, giggling. “It’s not that funny.”

				“Oh yeah, it kinda is.” He pulled her in front of him and wrapped his arms around her, holding her back to his chest. “That wasn’t a question I had, but it’s still nice to know you’re one hundred percent real.”

				“Stop teasing me.” She smiled. “What am I going to do with you, John?”

				“Since you’ve broached the subject, I’m sure I can think of something.” He leaned down and whispered, “I really like you, Shauna. I hope we can go out again.”

				“You know … ” She leaned her head back against him. “Now that I’ve let my deep, dark, secret out of the bag, I might always believe you only want to date me for my boobs.”

				He kissed the side of her neck. “I plead the fifth.”

				She patted his hands clasped in front of her. “I knew you were a smart man.”

				Several minutes passed, and Shauna relaxed within John’s embrace, swaying to the music. It surprised her how much she was enjoying his company. She was secretly glad he wanted to see her again. A distraction was exactly what she needed.

				“To tell you the truth, I was always afraid of asking you out before you left town.” He rubbed her arm. “I thought you had your heart set on Grayson. I’m not the only one who stayed away because of your solid stance with him.”

				She sighed. “It was a childhood crush, that’s all. One day, I hope everyone will forget about my relentless pursuit of Grayson Schyler.”

				“I’m glad to hear that.” John squeezed her tight. “Besides, I’m afraid Grayson is a bachelor for life. He enjoys the fast track too much, and I don’t picture you as a woman who’d settle for anything less than a committed relationship.”

				Shauna somehow managed to hide her reaction to John’s belief. Too choked with emotion from her little white lie to acknowledge his statement, she stared across the yard. John was nice, but could he ever compare to Grayson?

				“Speaking of Grayson … ” John muttered.

				Shauna lifted her gaze and met the cold, unfeeling stare of Grayson. He stood twenty feet away with his arm around a woman she didn’t recognize. She broke away from his intent gaze to check out his gorgeous date in the black and white gown that put Shauna’s dress to shame.

				The woman wore self-confidence while pressing herself against Grayson’s side in a way that screamed of their intimate relationship. Shauna clamped her teeth together. No amount of time or training would give her that amount of sexy.

				Her attention went back to Grayson. His white shirt emphasized his dark tan and the natural gold highlights in his hair. Her stomach warmed. She’d never seen him dressed with such sophistication and poise in person. Usually he ran around in shorts and a T-shirt, and while she liked him in both, the eveningwear eluded to masculine competence that left her lightheaded.

				Before she could mask her displeasure at finding the cozy couple here at the party, Grayson and his date headed her way. If that wasn’t bad enough, John let go of her. The loss of his body heat gave her goose bumps, or maybe it was the fact that Grayson appeared upset with her for no apparent reason, she had no time to figure out her reaction because they were suddenly standing in front of her.

				“Chantel.” John kissed Grayson’s date’s cheeks and held the woman at arm’s length. “You look wonderful. When did you get back in town?”

				Shauna cringed. Great. I can’t even keep my date by my side.

	
Chapter Seven

				“Chantel, I’d like you to meet my date, Shauna Marino.” John stepped back and smiled at Shauna. “Chantel is Tom’s sister. He was one of my old frat brothers, and an all-around great guy. Chantel used to come up on weekends and visit her brother at the college, that’s how I met her. She models in New York now.”

				“It’s nice to meet you,” Shauna said.

				Chantel’s perfect, over-white teeth gleamed. “It’s a delight to meet you too.”

				Shauna caught Grayson watching her through narrowed eyes. She smiled, letting him know she wasn’t going to do anything to embarrass him. Oh sure, she wanted to ask if Chantel was his first date of the night, or if he paid her to come with him, but she wouldn’t. She was going to remain polite and aloof if it killed her.

				“I love this song.” Chantel tugged on Grayson’s hand. “Let’s dance.”

				He shook his head. “I never dance.”

				Chantel’s lower lip came out, but Grayson shook his head. “John, why don’t you take Chantel out to the dance floor? I’m sure you guys would like to catch up on old times.”

				John looked to Shauna, and she nodded. “Go on. I’ll be fine.”

				Grayson watched his date swish off and then turned to Shauna. “What are you doing here with John? I gave you one ticket.” Grayson gazed out on the lawn where the others were dancing. “He’s not the kind of man you need. You’re high maintenance. You’ll have him cowering and running for the hills before the night’s over.”

				“You don’t own me,” she whispered. “I’m free to date whoever I want. I want John.”

				He scoffed. “Until you lose interest.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“He’ll bore you,” Grayson said with a shrug, “and then you’ll be back to your old self.”

				Shauna studied him, and ended up shaking her head. “I’ve changed.”

				“No. You haven’t.”

				Chantel returned to Grayson’s side and draped herself on his arm. “Darling? What’s put that frown on your face? This is a party. You’re supposed to enjoy yourself.”

				He smiled and kissed her lips. “I am. How could I not with the most beautiful date here.”

				Seconds ticked by, and Shauna smiled. “Have a good evening, Grayson … Chantel.”

				Shauna stepped away from him and walked over to the fountain. She held her glass under the stream of champagne and stared across the lawn. How could he flaunt Chantel in front of her? Why did he have to be so stubborn? He wouldn’t even take time to get to know her again. They’d had something wonderful at one time. A friendship.

				John slid his arm around her waist. “Would you like to dance?”

				Would she? She blinked away the moisture in her vision and nodded. If she had to stand here and watch Grayson fawn all over his date, she was going to lose it in front of everyone.

				She went into his arms and he pulled her closer, grinning. “This is nice.”

				“Yes.” She laid her cheek on his chest and sighed, thankful for the slow dance. The hell with Grayson. She swore not to look at him again for the rest of the night.

				“Are you having a good time?” John smoothed the hair down her back, lingering on her bare skin.

				She nodded. “It’s lovely. Everyone is so beautiful, and the night is perfect.”

				John swung her around, and then settled into the music. “I have to admit that when I saw Grayson, I thought you might regret coming here with me.”

				She pulled back and gazed up into his face. He wasn’t smiling, and he appeared concerned. She inhaled a deep breath. Under normal circumstances, she would have become defensive. Everyone seemed to take a personal delight in teasing her about Grayson, but John was serious.

				“Those feelings I had for him are long gone,” she said quietly, her eyes downcast. They weren’t, but her pride prevented her from telling the truth.

				“I’m glad.” He held her tighter. “I had a couple people warn me that I was setting myself up for failure by going out with you. I didn’t want to believe the rumors that I didn’t stand a chance.”

				“What have you heard about me?” She bit down on the inside of her cheek.

				He shrugged. “Just tidbits about how you were infatuated with Grayson, and would plan to run into him wherever he went into town, hanging out at places he’d frequent, and flirting with him. A childish crush, I’m sure.”

				“That’s all it was.” She shook her head. “Grayson never reciprocated my feelings. Looking back, I wish I’d realized how much I bothered him, because in the end I only made myself look silly. I’m surprised anyone can see me for who I am today.”

				He kissed her forehead. “I don’t know. I think I might like you chasing after me. What man wouldn’t?”

				She stood on her tiptoes, stroked his face, before giving him a soft, lingering kiss on his lips. “Thank you.”

				She could suddenly understand Grayson’s attitude toward her. How could she have let things go so far without realizing the embarrassment she’d put him through? She’d teased and flirted, hoping to make him notice her, and all she’d accomplished was making a joke of herself.

				To make matters worse, she had to deal with everyone reminding her daily of what a fool she’d been. It was humiliating to have him publicly deny her. She fought tears. The way he avoided her and always had something to say to make her feel little and immature spoke more than him coming out and speaking the truth. She clung to John and despite his company, she still came away feeling empty inside. Oh sure, she’d put on a happy face, enjoy the rest of the night, but her heart hurt.

				When the crowd dispersed and everyone had headed inside, she slipped her hand into John’s and followed him to the house. She handed out polite smiles to those she passed, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling that her guilt followed her around in a big, black plume of smoke. She glanced behind her, and Grayson’s gaze pierced her soul.

				She wanted to go to him, explain again how sorry she was, but it was too late. All this time, she’d hoped he’d someday change his mind. But his expression said it all. He tolerated her, but inside he didn’t feel the same.

				“Shauna!” Kate reached for her and pulled her out of the crowd to the side of the room. “I caught sight of you dancing, but I didn’t want to interrupt. I love your new dress. You look absolutely gorgeous.”

				She hugged Kate. “I am so glad to see you.”

				Kate held Shauna’s arms and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

				“It’s nothing important. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” She glanced at John and smiled. “What do you two think my chance of winning the bid for the gorgeous diamond bracelet is?”

				Kate snorted. “Considering it’s under lock and key, and there’s probably two security guards manning each door out of the house … none.”

				She snapped her fingers. “Shoot.”

				John laughed. “Maybe there’s something more in our price range.”

				“I did see a gift certificate to the country club.” Shauna grinned. “I’ll pool my money with yours, if you want to try. It’d make a fun date in the future.”

				“Deal.” John motioned behind him. “We better go get our seats before the action starts. Do you want to sit with us, Kate?”

				“Sorry, I can’t. I need to help Jackson behind the scenes. His parents have him talking business with a few of his father’s business partners. You two go win.” Kate leaned over to Shauna and whispered, “Another date? You go, girl.”

				Fifteen minutes into the silent auction, and Shauna couldn’t keep up with who won what item. The men in the group ignored the silent bidding part of the rules, and egged each other on all across the room. The laughter and teasing brought out the most generous wallets, and the high priced items were quickly gone.

				“Here comes the one we want.” John slipped his arm behind her. “Get ready.”

				She pressed the paper flag she held in her hand onto his chest. “I can’t do this. You do it.”

				He laughed. “Nope. You’re going to win us our next date.”

				“Oh God … ” She clutched the flat wooden handle tightly. “I’ve never done this before. I can’t even understand the auctioneer when he’s throwing out the price.”

				“There’s nothing to it. When I squeeze your shoulder, lift your arm high in the air.” He leaned back and crossed his legs. “You’ve got to be fast.”

				The announcement of the beginning of the bidding came and the room quieted. Shauna scooted to the edge of her chair, practically jumping up every time John gave her the signal. She forgot about the others, and put her hand on John’s knee. They were in this together and it didn’t matter if they won or lost, she was having a blast.

				The bell rang, signaling the end of the bidding, and she collapsed back in her chair, laying her head on John’s shoulder, laughing. “That was so much fun. It almost makes me wish we’d won, so we could celebrate.”

				“What are you talking about? You did win.” John laughed and pulled her up from the chair. “We’ve got a prize to go collect.”

				Her jaw dropped, and she forced herself to recover. “What? We won? Are you sure?”

				He gathered her up in his arms and hugged her. “Damn right. We’ve got ourselves another date and I can’t wait to have you all to myself next time.”

				She smiled. A date. With John. Suddenly, she was looking forward to another night with him.

				It wasn’t until later, when they’d gone outside, that Shauna let her excitement over winning show. The beautiful evening and high spirits had her twirling around in a circle on the grass in her bare feet, shoes in one hand, the certificate in her other hand. She laughed as the cool night air washed over her. If this was the way the rich entertained themselves, then maybe she’d start playing the lottery.

				“You enjoy winning.” John leaned against the side of the house and watched her.

				She held out her arms and danced. “Yes. It’s the best thing ever. I’ll remember everything about this night.”

				John pushed himself away from the wall, cupped her face, and gently kissed her lips. She froze, but before she could think about what he was doing, he told her to wait and he’d go round up the car. She stared out into the darkness where he’d disappeared, smiling. She could do a lot worse than John Bigstraum. He’d done everything right tonight, and she was glad she’d come with him.

				“You have no idea what you’re doing.” A familiar masculine voice came from behind her.

				She whirled around. Grayson stood over at the corner of the patio, his coat thrown over his shoulder. With all the excitement bubbling inside of her, the shadows pushing in on her, Grayson’s presence was like a beacon in the night. She moved toward him, until she could see the stormy turmoil in his gaze.

				“Grayson.” She reached out, but he flung his coat and grabbed her upper arms, stopping her. “W-what’s wrong?”

				“I should be asking you that question.” His eyebrow arched. “What’s going on with you and Bigstraum? Are you throwing yourself at him too?”

				She gasped. “Of course not. He asked me to come with him, and I’m happy I did.”

				“That’s what you do, isn’t it? You drive a man insane until he has no other choice than to take you out.” He leaned in closer. “Tell me, are you going home with him? Are you going to strip out of that skimpy dress and offer your — ”

				“Stop!” She broke away from him. “Nothing I do is ever going to please you. What I did before … it was a mistake.” She brushed the hair away from her face. “I know you don’t want me. You never have. I can’t compare to Stephanie … or Chantel.”

				She whirled around but before she could escape, Grayson grabbed her wrist. “Don’t do it,” he growled. “John’s not the man for you.”

				Her legs shook, and her stomach rolled. Standing up to Grayson empowered her, yet left her weak. Why would he care what she did? She’d never gotten angry with him before, and it seemed wrong. He was the love of her life. She stared into his eyes, waiting to learn why it mattered to him what happened between her and John.

				“You have no say in what I do or don’t do,” she whispered. “If I want to sleep with John, I will.”

				“Don’t do it, Shauna.”

				She lifted her chin. “Why? You won’t let yourself have me, so you don’t think anyone else deserves me either. What about what I want? Don’t I deserve someone who’ll love me back?”

				He refused to answer.

				“Goodbye, Grayson,” she whispered.

				She slipped away and left him standing alone, his gaze burning into her back. The result of what she’d done by standing up for herself left her shivering. She’d always known somehow that he was never going to take her seriously. She was going to have to rid Grayson from her heart.

	
Chapter Eight

				“Go, go, go!” Shauna slapped the dashboard of Diana’s car and stared out the window at Grayson on the sidewalk.

				He stood outside his car in front of the commerce building, his hands on his hips, glaring at Diana’s small, red Honda as they left the parking lot. She sagged against the seat and latched her seatbelt. After what had happened at the McMillian party, Shauna still wasn’t ready to talk to Grayson. She needed space. Of course, it didn’t help that he kept showing up at her office and she kept having to find ways to avoid him. That was where Diana and her handy getaway car came in.

				“Lord, Shauna, this is the second time in a row you’ve had me bail your ass out of trouble this week.” Diana glanced over at her. “You’re going to have to face him eventually. You might as well get it over with sooner than later.”

				“Lately, all he does is scowl at me, and I’m about to lose my composure and go off on him if he dares insult me again.”

				“I think the man protests too much.” Diana flipped on her turn signal, and pulled out onto the main road. “You have to ask yourself why he even cares what you do.”

				“I was pretty bad. Do you remember that time I hid a flower everywhere he went? I even got caught skipping a day of school, so I could make it out to the center and hide them while he taught his adult classes.” She stared out the window. “I’ve always wondered if I had something to do with his retirement.”

				“How could you?” Diana glanced over at her. “He wasn’t even in the country when he made the announcement.”

				“I know, but he was only twenty-nine years old. He could’ve kept going. Even the press said he had a couple years left in him to hold on to the title. There were rumors that he had an injury. Some reporters even said the tennis association kicked him out for testing dirty by doing illegal drugs, which I know can’t be true. Grayson refused to explain his reasons to the press, like it’s some big, hidden secret. I never understood why he’d allow everyone to speculate on the reasons, and let the stories grow.” She sighed. “I remember thinking it was a sign when he came back to Cottage Grove and remodeled the tennis center that he wanted me. I almost left college my senior year. God, I was so juvenile.”

				“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Diana turned the air conditioner higher.

				“The weird thing is I never did ask him why he came back or what happened to make him give up competing. It must be hard, because he’s continually receiving public challenges from other players, begging him to reenter the circuit.”

				“Maybe your dad knows,” Diana said.

				“No. He doesn’t. I’ve asked.” She rubbed her forehead. “I know Grayson wouldn’t tell me if I asked him now. He can barely stand to be in the same room as me.”

				Diana slowed down and turned into Shauna’s driveway.

				Shauna slipped off the seatbelt, leaned forward, and kissed Diana’s cheek. “Thank you. You saved me once again.”

				“I’m worried about you.” Diana swiveled in the seat. “I know something happened between you and Grayson at the McMillian party, but you’ve never so much as spoken a harsh word about Grayson before. Are you sure he didn’t hurt you?”

				“No.” Shauna jolted when her cell phone rang. “I’m just figuring out that Grayson’s not all that and decorated with glitter.” She glanced at the display. “Thanks again. I need to get this. It’s John.”

				“I’ll call you later.” Diana laughed. “I’ll want details.”

				She shut the car door, waved, and pushed the call button. “John?”

				“Hey, gorgeous. I’ve got a sack of Chinese food to go and wanted to know if you knew anyone who wanted to share my dinner with me?”

				She laughed. “I might.”

				“What time do you get off work?” he asked.

				“I just got home. Come on over.”

				“Sounds great. See you in fifteen minutes.” He cleared his throat. “Oh, and Shauna?”

				“Yeah?”

				“I’m glad you said yes.”

				She smiled. “Me too.”

				It wasn’t a lie. She looked forward to spending more time with John, and having him take the initiative of seeing her before their planned date next weekend made her happy. He was a considerate man, and she wanted to know him better.

				She dropped the phone in her purse and headed up the path to the house. The lawn needed mowing, and the porch railing needed painting, but Shauna ignored all the things she should be helping her dad out with and headed to the garage where her dad spent most of his day, working on other people’s vehicles.

				The loud consuming sound of the air compressor and impact tool hid her approach. She stood beside the maroon two-door car and grinned at the legs sticking out from underneath the frame. She’d recognize those grease covered overalls anywhere.

				She waited for the compressor to stop, bent down, and grabbed the hem of her dad’s pants. “Watch your head.”

				With one pull, she rolled him out from underneath the car. He raised his brows in surprise. “What are you doing in here?”

				“What? Is it a crime to visit my old man while he’s working?” She planted her hands on her hips. “When are you going to sell the shop and retire to the recliner in the house?”

				He growled as he pulled himself up into a sitting position. “I’m not getting older, just better looking.”

				She leaned down, swept off his baseball cap, and planted a kiss on his cheek before replacing his hat. “I stopped by to tell you that John Bigstraum is coming over. He’s bringing me dinner. Do you want me to pop one of those potpies you love in the oven for you?”

				“Nah, I’m going to stay late and get the driveline off this rig. I’ll heat up a bowl of soup or something when I come in.” He lay back down. “Have fun with your date.”

				“Hey!” She grabbed his leg, stopping him from disappearing back under the car. “Don’t work too long tonight. You’ve been keeping late hours since I got home. You need to take better care of yourself.”

				He patted her cheek with his big ol’ rough hand, making her feel twelve years old again. “I love you too, buddy.”

				Shauna left the garage smiling. Her dad was her favorite person in the world. It’d always been the two of them, even before her mom ran away from the family. There had been months prior to her mom leaving for good when she and her dad had been left on their own for dinner, her mom refusing to join them. Shauna had spent more hours than she could count lying under the car with him in the evenings, holding the flashlight or handing him tools.

				Once inside the house, she straightened up the living room, carried her dad’s coffee mug to the kitchen, and then took a stray pair of shoes she hadn’t put away up to her room. She groaned. The pink and white bedspread on her twin bed, the stuffed animals piled in the beanbag chair in the corner, and the daisies her dad had painted in a string around her window were not a symbol of a single woman on the prowl. No way would she appear sexy and desirable with a Hello Kitty lampshade lighting the room.

				“Okay, change of plans.” She backed out of the room and shut the door.

				She wasn’t sure exactly when she’d decided to throw everything she had into building a relationship with John. It might’ve been between the time Grayson accused her of sleeping with John and when he’d stubbornly refused to accept her for the woman she was today. She was tired of waiting for him and, after some serious soul searching, was beginning to think that maybe she’d been wrong all these long years. Maybe it was true, and she didn’t stand a chance in hell of Grayson ever loving her back.

				The doorbell rang. Shauna hurried to the front of the house, and opened the door. Her smile came naturally. “Hi.”

				John held a brown paper sack up in front of him. “Hello back. I hope you’re hungry.”

				“Starving.” She stepped back and let him inside the house.

				Dressed in faded Levi’s and a buttoned chambray shirt rolled to the elbows, John appeared relaxed and happy to see her. She took the food from him and motioned him to come in the house.

				She inhaled deeply on her stroll to the kitchen. “Is that chow mein I smell?”

				“Yep, and I grabbed authentic wooden chopsticks.” He pulled two wrapped packages out of his back pocket. “If you don’t use them, I’ll be disappointed.”

				“Oh heck yeah.” She grabbed two plates from the cupboard. “Everyone knows the food tastes better when it takes all night to eat a half a cup of rice.”

				He laughed. “Exactly.”

				“Of course, we’ll probably collapse from starvation before we actually succeed in eating, but it’ll be good for a laugh.”

				“I brought extra food. I didn’t know if your dad would be joining us or not.” John sat down at the table.

				“That was sweet of you. I stopped in the garage before I came in the house, and he said he was working late.” She opened the boxes and set them in the middle of the table before sitting across from John. “I’ll save him some for later. I’m sure he’ll be thankful.”

				Shauna opened her chopsticks, and after several seconds successfully brought one small noodle to her lips. She slurped, letting the long strand slither into her mouth.

				“Good?” John asked.

				“Wonderful.” She grinned, before setting out to capture more food. “So, how was your day?”

				“Excellent.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Two of the dogs were placed in their new homes, and that’s always a good feeling. One of them went to a young girl who’s only seven … you should have seen the way she announced to her mom and dad that she didn’t have to hold their hand anymore. The parents had tears in their eyes, and I believe it was the first sign of independence from their daughter that she was growing up and they could let her do things on her own. It amazes me what the dogs give back to their caregivers.”

				Shauna sat back in wonder. John’s whole face lit up as he talked, and she could see how deeply his job affected him. Caught up in the story, she struggled with words. “That is amazing. What you do for people, through your dogs, is a miracle. You give them freedom and a new, better way to enjoy life. You’re a good man, John. You should be very proud of yourself.”

				“It’s the dogs. What I do is simple. It’s the animals that rise to the occasion and show me how dedicated and special they are.” He shrugged. “What about you? How do you like your new job?”

				She finished chewing, swallowed, and pointed her chopsticks at him. “I’m really enjoying it. I adore educating tourists about our community, and the support from the businesses has surprised me. I’m working on a secret project right now that I’m excited about, and can’t wait until everyone learns about it.”

				“Hm.” He wiggled his brows. “A woman of mystery. I might have to see if I can convince you to share what you’re doing.”

				She grinned and shook her head. The whole time she’d dreamed up a way to bring revenue to the town there was only one person she’s wanted to share the idea with — Grayson. Now that he’d agreed to help her, she was reluctant to share their secret.

				“So, have you ever been to the country club?” She leaned back in her chair and pushed her plate away.

				“No, I haven’t.” He wiped his mouth on a paper napkin from the bag. “You’ll have to direct me on what to wear. Is it suit and tie only?”

				She nodded. “I think so. It’ll be best if we dress up, and not take the chance of them turning us away.”

				They made small talk while John finished his dinner and then handed her a fortune cookie. She groaned, holding her stomach. They’d devoured the food, and she was beyond full.

				“Go on. If you don’t eat the cookie, the fortune won’t come true.” John cracked his cookie open and pulled out the tiny slip of paper. “Your days are looking brighter.” He grinned. “Perfect. I’ve gotta believe that has to do with you. Now read yours.”

				As soon as Shauna opened the wrapper, the cookie crumbled all over her lap and onto the floor. She snorted. “This isn’t boding well, is it?”

				“Nah, that’s salt. You’re safe,” he said.

				She leaned over and picked up her fortune. “Mine says … the truth lies deep in your heart.”

				Horrible, soul draining regret flooded her. Her hands shook as she brushed the pieces of cookie into her palm and stood up to dump them in the garbage. She couldn’t eat another bite. Her throat had closed and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Any moment she expected a bolt of lightning to strike her dead.

				She hated the way Grayson instantly entered her thoughts. He’d made it clear that she wasn’t woman enough for her. Her chest tightened and she forced air into her lungs. Fear of turning into her mother almost brought her to her knees. I am not like her. I’m not.

				What was she doing? The dinner with John was pleasant. He was attentive and smart and he had a zest for life that was apparent in everything he did.

				Their conversation over dinner had been buoyant as they’d discussed their jobs, their goals, and teased each other, both skirting around the chance to grow more intimate. Still, Shauna couldn’t shake the odd feeling at the pit of her stomach that something wasn’t right.

				The restlessness wasn’t coming from John, but her. She was trying too hard to forget what she already knew. She loved Grayson.

				John stifled a yawn. “Let me help you do dishes, and then I better get home. I hadn’t planned to stay long, and I know we both have to work tomorrow. Is it okay if I pick you up at six o’clock on Saturday?”

				“Sure. That’ll give me time to do some shopping I’ve been putting off.” She turned around and smiled. “I’m glad you came over, and I can’t wait to go to the country club with you.”

				“Are you sure?” He set his plate on the counter, and studied her. “I’m not going too fast, am I? I’m sorta out of practice. I haven’t dated much the last couple of years while I was getting my business set up.”

				“You’re doing everything right.” She patted his chest. “Don’t worry about the dishes. We only dirtied two plates. I can throw them in the dishwasher myself.”

				She followed him to the front door and smiled when he turned around. He grabbed her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed the back of her fingers. When she didn’t protest, he pulled her close, holding her against his body. She still didn’t make any move to stop him as he lowered his lips to hers for a kiss.

				By the time she pushed away all her doubts and concentrated on whom she was kissing, John pulled back. Breathless and shocked over kissing someone else when her mind was on Grayson, she put her fingers to her lips. “I’ll see you Saturday.” John leaned over and kissed her forehead before walking down the pathway to his car.

				She stood in the doorway, watching him get in the vehicle and drive away. More confused than ever, she turned to go back in the house when the loud growl of a motorcycle roared down the street. She stepped forward, excitement filling her more than any kiss. The only person she knew that drove a motorcycle was Grayson.

				A young man she didn’t recognize rode past the house. She sighed, disappointed. Of course it wasn’t Grayson. He was probably in bed with Stephanie, not even caring if she was dating John.

	
Chapter Nine

				The long week Shauna suffered through accounted for the two empty glasses sitting in front of her. She tapped her fingers along with the music playing at the Quayside, and smiled over the crowd, half listening to Kate describe a rather kinky night of sex with Jackson.

				“ … then the park ranger knocked on the window, and I thought Jackson was going to have a heart attack.” Kate wiped the corner of her eye. “Of course, Jackson’s body was covering me but his white ass was blocking the window.”

				Shauna leaned forward. “Sex in the car? How high schoolish.”

				“Hey, don’t knock it, mean girl.” Kate waved Gretchen, the waitress, over. “Another round of the same, please.”

				“Sure thing, girls.” Gretchen eyed Shauna and crossed her arms. “You know, your message is still in the men’s restroom.”

				“My what?” Shauna frowned.

				“Call Shauna for a good time … over the second urinal.” Gretchen grinned. “You should’ve seen all the messages that the men started writing underneath.”

				“Oh God.” She covered her cheeks. “I forgot all about that.”

				“What did they write?” Kate leaned forward. “Maybe we should go in there and have us a laugh.”

				Gretchen shook her head. “Too late. Grayson finally noticed the message a few years ago and hired a paint crew to come in and clean it up. Although, he gave strict orders not to cover your original message. Curious, huh? I wonder why he did that?” Gretchen shook her head and walked away without waiting for an answer.

				“Why would he do that?” Shauna turned to her friends. She’d snuck into the men’s room, hoping Grayson would read the message but he’d left without going in there. Then she’d forgotten all about vandalizing the restroom.

				Diana shrugged. “Does it matter? I thought you were all quivery for John.”

				“Yeah. Forget about Grayson. Let’s dish John.” Kate pinned Diana with a look.

				“Okay, I’ll ask. When are you planning on jumping in bed with John?” Diana whispered, but Shauna was sure everyone within a ten-foot radius could hear her.

				“I-I don’t know.” She lifted her glass, remembered it was empty, and laughed self-consciously. Her vision blurred and she blinked. She probably shouldn’t have skipped lunch, because she was feeling good from the drinks she’d consumed. “I’m not even sure what the rules are for this type of thing. Third date, third week … I don’t even own a box of condoms.”

				Kate reached over and patted her hand. “You’re worrying too much. John’s a responsible guy. He’ll have everything you need, and will make you comfortable. Although, you might not want to mention you’re a virgin too far in advance. That tends to scare a guy off.”

				She folded her arms on the table and buried her head. “I should’ve lost my virginity in college with the rest of you.”

				“College? Try senior year of high school. That’s how I kept Jackson happy,” Kate said. “I think we all need another drink if we’re turning this into sex talk.”

				“We sure do. I’m going to the bar to see what’s taking so long.” Diana stood up and quickly left the table.

				“Listen, hon.” Kate tugged Shauna’s hair and waited for her to sit back up. “It’s not something to be embarrassed about. You’ve spent the last five years finishing college and getting work experience. You’re driven. Everyone who knows you understands how sweet you are. You don’t fool around with people’s feelings. He’ll understand, and be happy to show you the ins and outs of sex. Besides, you need to get laid. You’re entering nun status. I’m afraid the next thing you’ll be doing is buying a cat. Don’t turn into a cat woman.”

				“Promise me that you’ll shoot me first.” Shauna groaned and held up her hand. “Never mind. I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that. I’m going to keep on believing that I’m so damn sexy, some man is going to think he won the lottery when I finally spread my legs and show him what I got. Besides, I haven’t been burdened in any way by not sleeping with anyone.”

				“Probably not, but once you start there’ll be no stopping you.” Kate nodded. “Sex is better than thigh-high boots.”

				“Mm.” Shauna grinned. “Maybe we need dessert. I’m hungry, and these drinks are going to my head. I’m about ready to get up and dance.”

				“Lord help us.” Diana returned with a tray full of drinks. “Here, drink another one before you get out there and shake your thang. You’ll thank me in the morning.”

				Instead of removing the straw, Shauna sucked at least half the contents up and sat back, smiling. “Have I ever told you both how much I love our nights out? You’re the bright spot in my life. I’m gonna be friends with you forever.”

				“You’re dangerous when you’re drunk.” Kate leaned over and threw her arms around Shauna’s shoulders. “If I were a lesbian, I’d take your virginity.”

				“I would too.” Diana drew a cross in the area over her heart with her finger. “Okay, if we’re all talking about some hidden sexual desire involving the opposite sex, that’s a sign that we’ve already drank too much. We’re going to have to figure out how we’re getting home. I’m not driving.”

				“Got it covered.” Kate grinned. “I already called Jackson after the last round of drinks, and he’s coming to pick us up soon.”

				Suddenly her two friends grew silent, and Shauna glanced from one to the other, then followed their gaze to find out what had caused them to stop all conversation. Grayson filled her vision. Afraid he’d caught her frozen in shock, she raised her glass in the air.

				“Hey you, just in time.” She downed the rest of the drink and clunked the glass on the table. “Next round is yours.”

				Grayson frowned, looking at the empty glasses on the table before looking at Kate for answers. “How many of those has she consumed?”

				Shauna scoffed. How typical of him to judge her. She was of legal age, and if she wanted to go out with her friends and tie one on, no one could stop her. Tomorrow was Saturday, she had a date, and not with him.

				“Three.” She grinned. For some reason, his anger pleased her, and made her feel vindicated. She’d show him how much she was over him.

				“I’m going dancing.” She stood up, swayed, and ended up grasping Grayson’s arm in an attempt to keep herself standing.

				“You’re not a drinker.” His eyebrows furrowed.

				She grinned. “I wasn’t until tonight, but it doesn’t matter. I’m going to start living life more. I’ve pushed aside my interests for a long time, and now I’m going to concentrate on enjoying myself — and I’ll start off by dancing.”

				“Shauna?”

				“That’s Ms. Marino to you. I’d invite you to dance, but you’re … you’re too cool and stuffy to be seen dancing with the town clown.” She poked her finger into his bicep. “So, I’m gonna go dance, and you’re gonna stay here and not dance.”

				Was she making sense? She shook the thought away. It didn’t matter. She straightened her shoulders, stuck her chin in the air, and sauntered off.

				She hadn’t even made it halfway into the crowd of dancers when Grayson wrapped his arm around her waist and ushered her out the front door before she could utter a protest. The moment she caught her breath, she whirled on her heel, a little unsteady, and tried to go back in. The ground tilted and the alcohol sitting at the pit of her stomach threatened to come back up. She stilled. One hand on her stomach and the other on her forehead, she weaved as the ground tilted.

				“Whoa.”

				Grayson came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her secure against his chest. “Slow down. Relax and take some deep breaths. You’ll feel better in a moment.”

				The soft, cool breeze helped steady her. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. In her head, Grayson had come for her. He was here, embracing her in the night. His hand stroked the bare skin of her arm. If she was dreaming, she never wanted to wake up.

				“What the hell were you thinking?” he whispered, smoothing her hair off her forehead.

				She twisted around in his arms and linked her hands behind his neck, plastering herself against his hard frame. She gazed up into his eyes. “I’m not thinking. I’m feeling. Admit it, you can feel this … ”

				“Stop it, Shauna.” He rolled his shoulders and tried to move away, but she wouldn’t let go.

				“Kiss me, Grayson. Why are you so scared of one little kiss?” She tilted her head. “Let me prove how much I want you, how much you excite me.”

				“You have no idea what you’re talking about. There’s nothing between us. I’m thirty — ”

				“I know how old you are, and it only makes me want you more.” She ran her finger over his lips. “You’re mature, sophisticated, and sexy — everything that’s made me love you over the years.” She took his hand and held it above her breast. “My heart is racing because of you. No one else makes me feel alive the way you do.”

				“It’s the alcohol talking.” He stepped back, folded his arms over his broad chest, and ran his gaze up and down her body before settling on her chest. Her legs quivered. No one had ever undressed her visually the way he could, and she wanted to find out what he’d do if she took off her clothes.

				She stepped forward and rose up on her toes. “Please, Grayson. Let go of the past, and see me for who I am today. I’ve never stopped wanting you.”

				In a move she never saw coming, he backed her up to the side of the building, pulled both of her hands above her head and pinned her to the brick wall. He stared down into her eyes as he rubbed his lips over her mouth. She trembled and moaned, arching her neck, reaching for him.

				“What would you do if I decided to take you right here, the way you’re asking me to do?” He nipped her bottom lip and she mewed. “How far will you go?”

				She clutched at his shirt. “Please.”

				• • •

				He sealed her lips with his mouth, deepening the kiss until she melted. Every muscle in his body tightened, and he had to hold back from being too rough. Any other woman and he would’ve had her skimpy skirt hiked up around her waist by now, taking everything she was offering. But this was Shauna.

				She tasted sweet, intoxicating, and a little dangerous. He brought her arms down, and trailed his hands along the side of her ribs. He growled as she pressed her full breasts against his chest. His fingers burned with the heat coming off her body. She sagged against the wall, and he pressed his hardness against her stomach, keeping her standing. He couldn’t seem to stop touching her.

				Natural urges took over as he touched one of her round breasts for the first time. He’d spent years dreaming, imagining, fantasizing about how they’d feel. She elicited a low mewl and arched toward him, maybe urging him on, but he was too lost in the pleasure of fondling her to decipher what she was asking. He closed his hand around the curve of her breast, and his body hardened at the ripeness.

				He trailed kissed down the smooth line of her neck to the open V of her blouse. His breath came hard and fast, and all thoughts escaped his thinking. No woman had ever made him lose his mind the way Shauna could.

				He pulled back without letting her fall, and searched her eyes. Passion and willingness stared back at him. She trusted him. What the hell am I doing?

				Her lips were wet and swollen from his kiss. Her heart beat wildly against him. She would’ve let him strip her naked, and he would’ve taken her in the parking lot. The raw power he received from her left him wanting to take her up on the offer, but he couldn’t allow himself to use her that way. She wasn’t the type of woman who’d scurry away in the middle of the night and be content with sharing a couple of hours of sex.

				“Come on.” He stepped back and held out his hand.

				“W-where are we going?” She slipped her fingers into his palm. “Grayson?”

				He kept pulling her toward his car. “Don’t talk, just walk.”

				“Whoa … hang on there.” Kate ran across the parking lot, and grabbed Shauna’s other hand. “You can’t just take her away without asking if she wants to go.”

				Grayson stared at Shauna. “Well?”

				Shauna hugged Kate. “It’s okay. I’ll go with him.”

				“Sure?”

				“Yes.” Shauna nodded. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

				Kate glared at Grayson. “You hurt her again, and I’ll have Jackson kill you.”

				He raised his brow. “I’m not going to hurt her.”

				“Good.” Kate turned around and marched back into the lounge.

				Grayson had Shauna in the passenger seat of his car, buckled in, and heading out of town in record time. He glanced at the speedometer and eased his foot off the accelerator. The sooner he delivered her home, the safer she’d be. He wanted to punch something when he thought of what could’ve happened to her tonight if he hadn’t shown up.

				He glanced beside him and softened. Typical. The first time he finally gets her alone all week, and she’s too drunk to hold a conversation.

				She stared out the window into the darkness. The utter silence made him feel guilty. Even though it was her damn fault. She’d forced him into the position to push her away. What was going through her head when she decided to throw herself at other men?

				“If you’re going to get sick let me know and I’ll pull over to the side of the road.” He hit the button on the door panel and cracked his window open, letting in the cool breeze, hoping to sober her up.

				“I’m not going to get sick.” She refused to look at him.

				“It was a stupid thing you did.”

				“The drinking or asking you to kiss me?” She placed her head against the side window.

				“Both.” He shook his head. “You’re old enough to realize what a dangerous situation you could have been putting yourself into by drinking and walking outside with me. If it were anyone else but me … ”

				“What?” She finally turned her head and gazed at him. “Are you saying I’m so desirable that any other man wouldn’t have walked away when I threw myself at him?”

				“Yes.” He scowled. “You know damn well what I’m talking about.”

				“Whatever.” She went back to studying the road. “Forget it ever happened. From now on, I’ll limit myself to two drinks. You’re safe from me. I won’t be repeating that mistake again.”

				He pulled up in front of her house and shut off the engine. “Stay there, I’ll walk you to the door.”

				“I don’t need your help.” She opened the door.

				Despite how the evening was turning out, he refused to leave her outside in her condition. He followed her up to the front door, hanging back while she moved to the end of the porch and removed a key from underneath a flowerpot. She struggled with unlocking the door, and he stepped around her to do it himself, before handing her the key back.

				“Where’s your dad?”

				She shrugged. “Probably in the garage.”

				He wondered if he should march across the lawn and tell Mr. Marino to take care of his daughter, but common sense told him that wouldn’t be a good idea. Shauna had lived on her own for six years, and could take care of herself.

				“Eat a piece of bread and drink some water before you go to sleep.”

				She paused with the door open, then slowly turned around. “Can I ask you something?”

				Her voice came out low and husky. The anger and frustration left him. If another woman had thrown herself at him the amount of times Shauna had done, he’d tell her exactly what he thought, but this was Shauna and regardless of her insane obsession with him, he’d lived next door to her and knew her history. He’d never told her, but he admired the way she’d put her father first in her life and taken care of him. That said a lot about her, especially at her age. He also knew she put her own life on hold, and hadn’t had a typical childhood without a mother in the picture. Wherever her thought process took her where he was concerned, he had no idea, but he never believed she did it to harm him.

				“One question, and then you’re going to bed,” he said.

				She stepped toward him. “Why did you leave my message on the wall in the men’s restroom at the Quayside all these years?”

				He turned his head and stared out into the dark. Despite knowing that every man in Cottage Grove could read the message, she’d written it for him.

				“Grayson?”

				His gaze went back to Shauna. Whether he could blame his need to tell her the truth on the late hour or the constant emotional battle warring inside of him since her return, he gave her his answer. “To remind myself of you when you were gone.”

				“Oh,” she said on an exhale, her body leaning toward him.

				“Go inside, Shauna,” he whispered. “Lock the door.”

				He waited until he heard the double click, and then he cursed under his breath. Until she’d latched the door, he hadn’t been sure if he was going to walk away.

	
Chapter Ten

				“Where did the golf ball go?” Shauna lifted her hand and shielded her eyes against the outside play lights.

				John pointed to the sand trap and chuckled. “Don’t worry. We have a whole bucket full of balls. You’ll get one on the green eventually.”

				She handed him the nine iron and smiled. “I’m glad you suggested coming out here after dinner. I wasn’t ready for our night to end yet.”

				“Me neither.” He swung and watched the golf ball sale through the air. “Can you imagine their electric bill? I bet it costs them quite a bundle to light up the range every night. I’m surprised we’re the only ones out here. Although, I couldn’t have planned it better myself.”

				“I’d be humiliated if anyone saw how horrible I am at golf. It’s much harder than it looks.” She stepped up to the tee. “This one is going in the hole. Watch.”

				She hooked her index finger with the pinky of her other hand, lined up her stance, took a deep breath without losing sight of the ball, and swung. John laughed, and she glanced down at the tee. The ball was still there. “Dammit.”

				“Here. I’ll help.” He guided her back into position, wrapped his arms around her, and set up her hands. “When you swing the club behind your shoulder, don’t look away from the ball.”

				His breath brushed her cheek and she shivered. He was a good sport, and obviously had patience. She sucked at golf, but he didn’t seem to mind showing her ways to improve. He trained dogs for a living, and as long as he didn’t throw her a treat, she was all for learning.

				“There. Don’t move. Whatever you do, don’t take your eyes off the ball on the tee.” He moved back, letting her go. “Relax — ”

				“How am I supposed to do that? I’m afraid to breathe and screw up.” She blew out her breath.

				“Would it help to know that from back here, your stance looks great?”

				She wiggled her butt. “Hey mister, you’re supposed to be watching my swing.”

				“Oh, I am.” He chuckled.

				Determined to show off, she lifted the club back and swung. The twang of her club arching around her and the small vibration in the palms of her hands gave way to jubilant dancing.

				“I did it!” She shimmied, holding her arms above her head.

				“I knew you could do it.” John swept her up in his arms and kissed her.

				She froze but the longer he kissed her, she softened and gave him back everything he put into the kiss. Then, as suddenly as the kiss had begun, it was over. She moistened her lips, and a pang of regret filled her. She expected too much. After experiencing Grayson’s kiss last night, how could she expect to feel the same spark, the same overwhelming sensations with John?

				The lack of feelings came from her, not John. She laid her hand on his jaw and smiled. She’d love to give John everything, but Grayson owned her heart, and there wasn’t enough left to give someone else. John deserved so much more.

				Unwilling to let go of him, she leaned into him and sighed. “I don’t think being rich is all it’s made out to be. Sure, you get to dress in the latest fashion and you can do anything you want, but there are drawbacks too.”

				He rubbed her back. “Like what?”

				“I don’t know. It seems like it would be a lonely life. You could never be sure of who your friends truly are or what they thought of you. Everyone is too busy trying to climb the ladder and use each other to gain entrance into some party or business transaction. I bet none of them have ever stood out under the stars and talked about their dreams and wishes — instead they probably talk about the stock market and who was seen driving around in a new BMW.”

				“What kind of things do you wish for, Shauna?” John asked.

				She shrugged. “Frivolous things that all normal women think about, I suppose.”

				“Give me the scoop. Being a man, I’m clueless about what women want.”

				She leaned back without letting go of him. He gazed down at her, and she could tell he was serious.

				“We dream about finding someone to love us, who will never leave. It’s not about finding someone who’ll stick with us, but who can’t live without our love. Sometimes, it seems like an impossible task,” she whispered.

				“You make it sound too complicated.” He winked. “Men are more basic in their wants and needs.”

				“Maybe so.” She stepped back. “It’s the whole Venus and Mars thing. It keeps us guessing.”

				“That’s true. I know you mystify me.” John sighed.

				“You mean, I’m unconventional.” She stared out over the lawn. “I’m trying to grow up into what people expect. It seems like one week I’m making headway, and the next I do something that sets me back.”

				“Whoa … who says being yourself is wrong?” John leaned back and tilted her face up to look into her eyes. “You shouldn’t worry about what other people think. Besides, I like you.”

				“Gee, thanks.” She laughed and slipped out of his arms.

				“No, Shauna. I mean it.” He grabbed her hand and kept her near. “You’re charismatic and free thinking. That’s appealing.”

				“Yeah?” She thought it over. “I guess.”

				“How about I buy you a drink in the lounge before we call it a night?”

				“Deal.” She picked up their used clubs and put them back in the rack.

				He took her arm and guided her along the path, back to the main building. Low-lying lights lit the way, and she tilted her head back and took in all the stars spackling the black sky. She stifled a yawn. Everything about tonight was perfect and yet, she felt like there should be something more. Nights were made for lovers, and John was more than attentive. She should be satisfied.

				Inside the lounge, couples moved to the soft music of a live band. John led her to the bar, and ordered two glasses of wine. She shifted on her seat to look out at the dancers, her foot swinging to the music.

				“Would you like to dance?” John asked.

				She patted his leg. “No, that’s okay. I’m kind of tired. I think the excitement of today has caught up with me.”

				John nodded. “It’s almost midnight. You’re going to have a hard time getting up for work in the morning.”

				“I’ll live. I enjoyed myself tonight. It’s worth a few hours of lost sleep.”

				Halfway through her wine, she yawned again. Setting the glass down, she leaned toward John. “I’m afraid the wine was a bad idea — it’s relaxed me too much. I’m not trying to be rude.”

				“Of course not. Let’s call it a night and I’ll take you home.”

				In no time, they were in the car and on the way to Shauna’s house. She reached over and held his hand. They rode in comfortable silence. Before she knew it, John had pulled up to the house, walked her to the door, and embraced her. She reached up and kissed his lips gently.

				“Thank you for tonight. I had a wonderful time.” She smoothed the front of his shirt. “If there’s a next time, watch out. I’m going to conquer golf and surprise you.”

				He ran his fingers through her hair and kissed her forehead. “You did great and there definitely will be a next time. I’ll call you soon, okay?”

				“I’d love that.” She nodded. “Good night.”

				“Night, Shauna.” He stepped away and jogged back to his car.

				With a deep sigh, she went into the house. Making sure not to make any noise, she took off her heels and tiptoed down the hall. At her bedroom, the door across the hall opened. She stopped.

				“Dad?”

				“Did you have a nice time?” Tony Marino rubbed the top of his balding head.

				She crossed the area and kissed her dad’s cheek. “Yes, I did. John’s a nice man.”

				“He is.” Tony frowned. “You okay?”

				“I’m fine, just tired.” She walked back to her room and paused at the door. “Good night, dad. I love you.”

				“Love you too, buddy.” Tony disappeared back inside the master bedroom.

				After taking off her makeup and slipping into an old T-shirt, Shauna climbed into bed. She closed her eyes. She really liked John, but she couldn’t muster up any excitement about any future dates. She heaved a sigh. I’m tired, that’s all.

				She smiled into her pillow. Her dad was the best. How many fathers waited up for their twenty-four-year-old daughter after a date? He was the one thing keeping her from going out and purchasing her own home. Who was going to look out for him and make sure he ate and got enough rest?

				Sure, he’d survived with her gone before, but he wasn’t getting any younger. She flipped over onto her side and pulled the blanket up over her shoulder. He’d never dated or showed any interest in getting married again after her mom left. Belinda Marino had ruined her dad’s life, and Shauna would never forgive her.

	
Chapter Eleven

				“I’ve rounded up five people, besides myself, who’ve committed to coming to Cottage Grove during the twenty-seventh through the thirtieth of September.” Grayson handed a sheet of paper over the desk to Shauna. “Two of them wanted reservations at the hotel here in town, and I’ve already reserved the top floor for them in my name so no one questions their arrival before you make the big announcement. It’s not uncommon for me to host out of town guests at the hotel, so we’re safe there. I just hope that’s enough rooms for their entourage. Gary, Dominic, and Bruce will be more comfortable staying at my house.”

				“Great.” She passed over several envelopes. “Since you’re in contact with your friends, you can pass along the updated schedules and what will be asked of them down to the smallest details.”

				“Fine. What’s next?” Grayson asked.

				“I go public.” She wrinkled her nose and placed her hand on her stomach. “It’s make it or break it time with the business owners and the city council. I know they’re going to throw all the problems this will cause within the community out in the open, but I’m prepared.”

				“What happens if they turn you down?”

				She grinned. “I won’t let them.”

				“Then why are you nervous?”

				“Honestly?” She leaned her elbows on the desk and cradled her head. “I feel like I’m still proving myself on the job. Everyone still views me as Tony Marino’s wild child. This is important to me, and I want to show everyone how I’ve grown up and I’m no longer the irresponsible kid who ran unsupervised in the neighborhood because her dad was too busy keeping a roof over her head.”

				“I think you put too much emphasis on your childhood.” Grayson tapped the folder against his knee. “Your dad did his best.”

				“I know that, but … ” She shook her head.

				“But what?”

				“Haven’t you ever noticed how no one ever outruns their past in Cottage Grove? I imagine William Turner, the oldest living resident, is reminded daily of the time he hid the mascot at Cottage Grove High when he was sixteen. The man’s almost a hundred years old, and people don’t let him forget.” She glanced out the window. “According to everyone, I’m still the poor girl who made a fool out of herself over a guy after her mother ran away.”

				The silence in the room had her wishing she could take her confession back. She rolled backward in her chair and prepared to stand when Grayson cleared his throat, stopping her.

				“I don’t hold that against you.”

				She laughed bitterly. “Oh, yes you do. How many times have you thrown my actions in my face since I’ve been back?”

				He nodded in agreement. “I shouldn’t have done that, and I apologize.”

				“Well … ” She hid the fact she wanted to throw her arms around him in thanks. “I appreciate that, and I am sorry. If I could turn back time, I would’ve done things differently.”

				“No.” His eyes softened. “To do so would’ve changed the woman you turned out to be.”

				Simple words that shouldn’t have meant anything to her. But there they were, out in the open. Her breath caught and she was glad she was sitting down. It was the first sign that she was doing the right thing by coming back to Cottage Grove and putting herself back in Grayson’s life.

				“I — ”

				The intercom buzzed. “Ms. Marino?”

				She held up a finger, wanting Grayson to wait while she answered the call. “Yes, Ella?”

				“Everyone is gathered in the conference room, and ready for you.”

				“Thank you. I’ll be right there.” She looked to Grayson and raised her brows. “Well, this is it. Wish me luck.”

				He stood up as she stepped around the desk. “You won’t need luck. They’ll be falling over themselves wanting to help.”

				“I hope so.” She swiftly inhaled. “I’m afraid they’ll say no and I’ll never find out if I can pull this off.”

				“Don’t be. Think of them all naked, listening to every word you say.” He gave her his lopsided grin.

				She dropped her gaze to the front of his shorts, and squeezed her eyes shut when she realized what she’d done. He chuckled, and hooked his finger under her chin, raising her face. A shimmer coursed through her spine and she met his gaze.

				“Good luck,” he whispered, right before he kissed her.

				He took her lips with a gentleness that surprised her, savoring, tasting, and enjoying her. Her mouth opened and jubilation swept her away. The shock value alone had her forgetting the task ahead of her, waiting in the other room. The fear of failure disappeared for that brief moment.

				She let herself melt under his caress, an intimate tango between his full lips and hers. The kiss went on through her sigh and his groan. She slipped her hand under the hem of his shirt, her fingers sprawling against his skin, so hard and hot.

				From out of nowhere an annoying sound persisted. A sound she knew well. Damn, damn, damn. She cleared her throat. “I’m coming, Ella. You can shut off the intercom.”

				She pulled away and rested her forehead against his chest. “I have to go.”

				“Mmm.” He cupped her face and tilted her chin, placing one more kiss upon her lips. “Go blow them away.”

				She straightened her dress and smoothed her hair. She laughed, the sound more hysterical than a womanly giggle.  She blew out her breath, shaking her arms and loosening the tension. I’ll show them all I can do this. 

				She looked at Grayson and groaned. God, he was the best kisser.

				How was she supposed to walk into the room and pretend to know what she was doing when Grayson wiped every single intelligent thought from her head? She patted her cheeks, brushed her hair behind her shoulders and stepped forward, doing her best not to look at him. She’d conquer the meeting because more than ever, she needed to prove herself.

				Shauna walked down the hall with a purpose in her step, flung open the door, and smiled. “Thank you all for coming. I know this meeting was on short notice, but what I have to say will hopefully make up for the inconvenience.”

				She glanced from one city council member to the next, around the board table, staring back at her and expecting a miracle. Not wasting a second, she stood at the head of the table and passed a bundle of folders to Mr. Stephenson on her right.

				“As you know, hard economic times have hit every person in Cottage Grove. From the outlet stores and independent bookstores, to Les’s Tire Shop and Peggy Lee’s Preschool. The young are growing up and instead of settling down in Cottage Grove, they’re reaching out to the neighboring communities for employment. We need to create jobs and opportunities at home, before we can solve the money problems.” She paused and swallowed. “To do that, we need our local companies to grow and demand in supplies to steadily climb, and we need to find a way to bring money to Cottage Grove.”

				“That’s all common knowledge, Shauna, but times have changed. We can no more keep the young adults from moving away than we can make Cottage Grove more appealing without the funds to support a huge project.” Dan Winters tossed his pen on the table and crossed his arms.

				Mrs. Bakkersten clasped her hands on the table. “Dear, you’ve been away for a while, and we’ve tried everything we could think of to turn things around. Nothing has worked, and we’ve only dug ourselves into a deeper debt.”

				Shauna smiled, when what she really wanted to do was slink out of the room and forget about her whole plan. She motioned toward the folders, and then sat down.

				“The documents I’ve handed you contain my proposal. I think all of your suggestions have been honorable and have pushed things into the right direction to bring life back into Cottage Grove, but we need something … big. Something that’ll not only keep the younger generation around by creating more jobs, but that will supplement our revenue by boosting tourism.” She removed a sheet of paper and held it up. “Please take a look at page three.”

				“What’s this?” Dan frowned.

				“This is a list of celebrities, well known around the world, who have volunteered to come to Cottage Grove. They’ve also agreed to host charity events for the locals and bring in added entertainment.” She pulled out another list. “Page four consists of the activities that will be offered.”

				“Hold on now, missy.” Mrs. Bakkersten shook her head. “Do you realize what will happen bringing in so many celebrities? Where will they stay? We don’t even have enough law enforcement officers to handle extra traffic, not to mention public safety. I don’t know how you can promise to have these people come when there’s no money to offer them for their work.”

				“I understand your concerns.” Shauna nodded. “Each celebrity will arrive with a full team of personnel, plus I’ve received a bid from a security firm to direct traffic and oversee the school and the field north of town, where the majority of events will be held. The only ones who will require a different location are Grayson Schyler, who has already agreed to account for the tennis center, and Bruce Coldwell, who will require the use of the lake for four hours. I’ve already talked to the county, and they’ve agreed to accommodate up to five hundred people without any added fees. If more show up, Bruce has agreed to stay an extra day so the crowd and safety won’t be a concern.”

				“Humph.” Mr. Stephenson pursed his lips. “What about the hotels, campgrounds, and local stores? Will they be able to keep up with the throng of people bound to come to town? What about media coverage?”

				On and on, the committee asked questions, arguing their point, and each time she answered them with a growing confidence. The tension across the back of her shoulders eased, and she sat back and crossed her legs. By the time Ella came in and announced she was going home, each person had shaken Shauna’s hand and congratulated her on a job well done.

				They left the building with a new sense of spirit and hope for Cottage Grove. Shauna waited five minutes after the last car pulled out of the parking lot, and locked the door. Weeks of worry and stress had her wound up, and she was exhilarated. Too wired to go home, she headed out of town to Grayson’s house to share the news.

	
Chapter Twelve

				The interior beyond the locked glass doors at the tennis center lay dark. Without wondering what to do, Shauna walked around the building to the paved lane that led to Grayson’s house.

				Lights lined the asphalt driveway, guiding her toward the front door of the two-story colonial brick house as if they were personally urging her forward. She stepped up on the porch and rang the doorbell. A melodic chime sounded off inside.

				A few seconds later, Grayson answered the door, a phone held to his ear, and motioned for her to enter. She crossed the threshold and followed him deeper into the house. That’s when the magnitude of what she’d done hit her smack in the chest and left her unsure of what to do next.

				She’d invaded Grayson’s private domain. In all the time she’d known him, she’d never met him on his own turf. She’d respected his privacy.

				“Call me tomorrow, and I’ll give you my final answer.” Grayson stared at her, but talked on his phone. “Okay. Talk to you then. Bye.”

				She bit the inside of her cheek, waiting for him to yell at her for trespassing.

				“How did the meeting go?” He set the phone on the end table and motioned for her to sit down.

				“Great.” She remained standing. “You know, this wasn’t such a brilliant idea. I didn’t think my idea of coming here to see you all the way through. I’ll go, and leave you alone. Maybe, you can call me tomorrow … at work, if you have time.”

				“Wait.” He frowned. “You were all excited when I opened the door and now you look upset. What happened?”

				“Nothing. I’m happy. I wanted to share with you that the committee’s given me their wholehearted approval on the planned benefit. That’s all. I also wanted to thank you. I think it helped, mentioning that you were helping me.” She gazed around the room. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here and interrupted you.”

				The one lamp in the room lit the area enough to see she was out of her element. This wasn’t the average house with the mismatched couches and a stack of newspapers beside the recliner.

				All leather furniture dotted the room, accented by red throw pillows. The floor to ceiling rock fireplace displayed two golden tennis rackets on the mantel. She squeezed the cushion of a nearby chair and sighed. Soft and plush, the leather pliable under her fingers screamed money.

				“Shauna?”

				“Yes?” She jerked her hands away and clasped them in front of her.

				“Don’t you think that good news calls for a celebration?” He cocked his eyebrow. “I was getting ready to open a bottle of wine. How about staying and having a glass with me?”

				Buck up. This is my dream. I’m standing in the middle of Grayson’s house, and he’s inviting me to stay. “Are you reneging on your advice you gave me about not drinking? You know how I get.” She lifted her shoulder and grinned. “What was it you said … I go crazy when I drink?”

				“I think I can handle you.” He laughed. “Besides, you deserve something nice after all the hard work you’ve put into the project. I don’t think Cottage Grove has any idea the magnitude your idea is going to help them.”

				“Okay. Sure, why not. Maybe one glass.” She stepped over and sat on the edge of the chair before her legs gave out. “I hope you’re right. I really do want to help bring back the jobs that were lost around here. Dad’s told me about some of the heartbreak, and the amount of foreclosures that’ve happened since the plant closed.”

				“It’s true.” He held up his hand. “Hold on. I’ll go get the wine.”

				She barely had time to catch her breath, and he was back, handing her a full wine glass. In her hurry to calm her nerves, she almost sloshed the wine over the rim but got it to her mouth in time to save her from making a mess.

				Smooth, sweet, and fruity, the wine soothed her senses and she sat back in the chair. Grayson sat on the couch and propped his feet on the coffee table. There was something extremely sexy about a guy in white sport socks.

				“I take it everyone jumped on board. Did any of them give you any trouble, or did they have concerns that I could go over with them?”

				She took another sip and let the liquid slide down her throat. “No. I think it went better than we both imagined it would. They had concerns, rightfully so, but I was prepared and seemed to cover all the bases.”

				“I knew you would do well.” He smiled. “When you have a goal, you’ve always done everything possible to achieve it.”

				“Oh, Grayson, you should’ve been there. Everyone’s attitude toward me changed. For the first time since working there, I saw hope and a new energy flowing through them all. They love this town as much as I do, and I really feel like this is going to turn things around in Cottage Grove.”

				He tilted his head and seemed to study her. “You love it here.”

				She nodded. “I always have. Even when I was younger, and complained about how everyone was set in their ways and how nothing ever changes around here. I love the small town atmosphere. Being away on my own and going to college in a big city showed me how much I missed being able to run into the grocery store and learn about my neighbors all at the same time. A five-minute trip turns into a half hour when everyone talks to you. I thought I hated that part growing up. I couldn’t do anything without it getting back to my dad … or you, about what I’d done. Granted, most of the time I was up to trouble, but it was hard.”

				The way Grayson watched her made her think she’d said something wrong. She drank another swallow of wine. He was making her nervous.

				“You belong here,” he said.

				His voice was a little soft, a little rough, and caressed every nerve in her body. She shivered. There was no way she would let him know he affected her in such a way.

				“This is really good.” She licked her lips. “I mean, really good. I don’t think I’ve had anything quite like this. It’s almost got a light champagne feel to it.”
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