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To all the baseball couples whose love has survived despite the stress and distance.

 





Chapter One

Giovanni Caceres had seen a lot of crazy shit go down in locker rooms, but this was the first time he’d been greeted by a blow-up doll wearing his jersey.

He turned his back on the buxom plastic lady with the oversized mouth and scanned the room’s guilty occupants. They were fresh from morning practice. When did they have time to pull this off?

A few guys snickered but didn’t make eye contact.

“Okay. Which one of you assholes misplaced your date?” he asked. “Pratt? This has your name written all over it.”

“No way, man. She’s got your name on her jersey. She must’ve heard you’ve been having trouble scoring.” Catcher Ian Pratt stuffed his head into his locker, where his laughter echoed.

Giovanni stopped playing hard ass and laughed, too. He never had trouble scoring on field or off. He dropped his duffle bag and grabbed the doll, pulling her into a dramatic embrace. “¿Cómo te llamas?” he cooed as he rubbed her cold, latex bottom. His teammates egged him on with whistles and catcalls.

He raised a hand to her breast and gave it a squeeze as he leaned in and pretended to be listening to her. “What’s that?” After a beat filled with more harassment from his teammates, he gasped like she’d said something scandalous. “Pratt, I didn’t know you had a sister.”

The clubhouse rattled with raucous laughter, but the revelry quieted almost immediately, leaving behind an eerie silence.

Slowly, he lowered the doll and looked to the door, chagrined and expecting to see Pauly Byrne standing there. Coach’s calls for a “more sensitive locker-room environment” on behalf of their star pitcher, the Independence League’s first female player, hadn’t exactly fallen on deaf ears but … well, they were still in the adjustment stage. It wasn’t Pauly at the door, though.

No, it was Rachel Reed.

The team’s owner drilled her stone-cold eyes straight at him. “Come with me, Mr. Caceres.” Then she glanced at the doll. “And leave your friend behind.”

Shit. Giovanni propped the doll against his locker and left the room amid quiet jeers. Pissing off Reed wasn’t on his list of goals for his third season with the Aces.

“Sorry about that,” he said, sheepishly.

Rachel waited until the locker-room door closed behind him, and then she turned on him in the empty hall. “I’m glad you’re sorry, because that will make this a whole lot easier.” She flashed a satisfied grin. “Sam has been called away on a family emergency, and that’s unfortunate because he was supposed to be giving a batting lesson in the cages in five minutes. Since it’s too late to cancel, you’re going to fill in for him.”

“Batting lessons? Like, to a kid?” Not that Giovanni didn’t like kids, but coaching Little Leaguers wasn’t on his list of goals either.

“To my niece.” She stressed that last word. “So don’t screw up. Watch your mouth. Keep it clean. And take it seriously.”

“I thought she played softball.” He’d seen the kid hanging around a few times over the last two years, and had a vague memory of the girl’s eyeball-searing lime green Arlington Softball Association T-shirt.

“Not anymore. She wants to be the next Pauly Byrne.” She caught his reflexive eye roll and her own pupils narrowed. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, sir. Uh, ma’am!” he gulped. “No, ma’am.”

“Good.”

“But, uh, why not get Pauly … ma’am, uh, boss,” he added quickly. “I mean, I don’t have any experience with kids, and with all respect, I really gotta be concentrating on my own game right now. I mean, I got big plans. I figure if I want to make it out of indie ball—”

Rachel’s long, lean body stiffened, and her eyes narrowed to slits. “Pauly is busy at the moment. You, on the other hand, seem to have plenty of time to … practice your pick-up skills, so I’m sure you would be just thrilled to donate some of that abundant free time to help inspire and motivate one of this community’s young athletes, wouldn’t you?”

“Well, actually, I was just—”

Rachel leaned closer, her glare going even steelier.

“Let me also remind you that your big plans require my participation, if not my approval. Isn’t that correct?”

Unfortunately. He was under contract, which meant the Aces owned him. Rachel owned him. If a minor league team came sniffing around, she would have the final word. “Correct,” he said, defeated.

“Then you’ll do this, and you’ll do it well—until I say you’re done doing it. Am I clear?”

He clenched his jaw. Why did that sound like he was signing on for more than one lesson? “Crystal.”

“Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Her posture relaxed, but her eyes stayed sharp. “I’d say I want a full report after the lesson, but I’m sure Macy will give me the rundown—and she doesn’t leave out details.”

“Great,” he said with only a hint of sarcasm.

She pivoted, stalking off, and Gio waited, only letting out a frustrated sigh once he could no longer hear her heels clicking on the concrete floors. He rubbed a hand over his face. This entire day felt like some sort of setup. He was almost afraid to head to the cages to see what was waiting for him next.

He shook his head, feeling stupid. Was he really afraid of a preteen? Besides, what was a few hours hitting balls to the boss lady’s niece? Maybe it would get him on her good side if the kid gave him a thumbs-up.

His dark mood lifted. A little charity work might earn him his ticket back to the big leagues.

For good, this time.

• • •

“Right there,” Macy said. “That's him.”

Helen Anne Reed swung her freshly washed and waxed Range Rover into a parking spot at Federal Field and eyed up the man candy hauling a bucket of balls toward the batting cages her daughter was pointing out.

From this distance and behind the darkened lenses of her Ray-Bans, Helen Anne couldn’t make out his finer details—just the big picture. The sculpted muscles in his arms and legs. The power in his stride. The healthy head of dark hair glistening in the sun as it ruffled in the early-spring breeze.

“Mom?”

She blinked at the sound of her twelve-year-old’s impatient voice. “Yes?”

“Why is your mouth open? Are you looking at him funny?” Macy asked.

Helen Anne pressed her lips together and closed her eyes behind the shield of her sunglasses and said, “I wasn’t looking at him funny. I was just trying to figure out if that was actually him.”

“Mom,” Macy said with a middle school sized proportion of exasperation. “He’s been on the Aces for two seasons already! You know what he looks like.”

Oh, she did. But she was used to seeing him way out in center field, covered from head to toe in baseball gear. Not in an Aces’ T-shirt with cut off sleeves that dipped low enough to show off a shadow of pec.

Sun’s out guns out, she thought, borrowing a frat boy phrase from a young adult novel she’d recently read, and then she promptly made a face, because, at thirty-six years old, she had no business thinking such things. What had gotten into her today?

“Mom, are you okay?” Macy asked.

“I’m fine. Absolutely fine. I’m just thinking … about the bookstore … and grandpa … and PTA. I have a lot on my mind.”

Like the fact that her sister thought Giovanni Caceres was the answer to Helen Anne’s latest dilemma. Dear God! If she couldn’t manage to ogle the man gracefully from a distance, how was she going to approach him and ask him to be her partner for Macy’s middle school fundraiser?

As PTA president-elect and co-chair of Dancing with the Arlington Middle School Stars, Helen Anne couldn’t exactly decline to participate in the dance contest, even though she wanted to more than anything. Her idea of excitement was a Downton Abbey marathon and a bottle of Chardonnay, not dressing up in a poodle skirt to jitterbug with a baseball hotshot who had once been dubbed “God’s gift to ballroom,” according to her sister.

“Can I go?” Macy’s eyes shined as she lifted the baseball bat from between her thighs. The skinny end of the bat was threaded through a gap at the wrist end of the glove Rachel and Sam had given her as a birthday present a few months ago when she’d announced she was giving up softball. Helen Anne still wasn’t thrilled with the idea. Baseball seemed like an uphill battle for a girl, one that would be filled with ridicule and unwanted attention. But Macy didn’t want to hear about that.

“It’s not too late to change your mind,” Helen Anne said, ever hopeful.

“How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t want to change my mind.” Macy’s voice went shrill. “I want to be like Pauly. Why can’t you just be okay with that?”

Maybe because those words—I want to be like Pauly—sounded an awful lot like I don’t want to be anything like you.

Helen Anne sighed. “Go ahead. Please be respectful and pay attention. If you need me, I’ll be right here with my book.” She held up a weathered copy of The Age of Innocence. Trying to work up enough courage to approach the man after the lesson was over.

Macy shot out of the car without hesitation and jogged across the recently lined asphalt toward the batting cages. She didn’t offer a backward glance.

Helen Anne’s gaze slid to Giovanni. He bent over a bucket of balls outside the cage, and the silky fabric of his court shorts pulled across his taut ass. She repositioned the air-conditioning vents to feel the full force on her face. Maybe she shouldn’t have let Rachel talk her into this. Maybe it wasn’t too late to stick with her original plan and ask Lester Birdwell to be her partner. Lester wouldn’t help her make any post-divorce social statements, but he would donate ice cream for the refreshment table. Birdwell Creamery did have the best maple walnut in town.

The message indicator on Helen Anne’s phone chimed, and she looked down at a text notification from Stacy Deacon, her friend and co-chair.

She propped her phone on the steering wheel and opened the text:

LESTER BIRDWELL IS DANCING WITH ARIEL, AND HE’S DONATING THREE FLAVORS OF ICE CREAM WITH SPRINKLES!!!! HOW COOL IS THAT?!?! 


It wasn’t cool at all. Now Helen Anne’s back was against the proverbial wall. How would it look if the PTA president-elect couldn’t find a dance partner?

With a grunt, she pushed that depressing thought out of her head and typed the word “Awesome,” making sure to add a smiley face.

She needed to suck it up and ask Giovanni.

As if Rachel could sense Helen Anne’s struggle, the phone vibrated again, and a picture of Rachel cheek-to-cheek with Macy popped up on the screen of Helen Anne’s phone.

She pressed the hands-free calling button on her steering wheel and said, “Are you checking up on me?”

“Yes. Did you ask him?”

“Not yet. I haven’t been out of the car. I’ll do it after the lesson is over.”

“You’re stalling.”

“Probably. But at this point, I’m not going to interrupt the lesson. Macy’ll kill me.” She blew out a deep breath. “How’s Sam’s dad?” Rachel’s boyfriend’s father had been rushed to the emergency room early that morning.

“The chest pains have subsided, but they’re running tests and keeping him overnight. I’ll let you know the results as soon as I get an update.” Her sister’s no-nonsense voice took on a petulant tone. “Wouldn’t it suck if it was a heart attack? I mean, Paul has the biggest heart of anyone I know. He doesn’t deserve that.”

Helen Anne bristled. “People don’t always get what they deserve, Rach. It’s not like Dad deserved to get Alzheimer’s.”

But, secretly, in her more cynical moments, Helen Anne had thought it grimly ironic that a man who’d spent most of his life away from his family in pursuit of wealth and professional success would end up eventually forgetting he’d had any family at all.

“True.”

“And it’s not like I deserved to be thirty-six and divorced.” She tried to keep a note of defensiveness out of her voice, but she didn’t quite succeed.

“Well, that depends on how you look at it. The way I see it, you deserved to get divorced because you deserve someone way better than Jeremy Gardner.”

“I don’t want to talk about Jeremy,” she said, churlish now.

“Then let’s talk about Giovanni and how you can get your ass out of that car and claim the only dance partner in Arlington who’s going to help you make a damn statement to this town.” Helen rolled her eyes, but a grin was starting to tug at her lips. “Helen Anne Reed is no failure. She’s more than Jeremy Gardner’s ex-wife. And she’s tired of all the damn pity. Can I get a hell yeah?”

Helen Anne chuckled. “Hell yeah.” The irony of her high-powered workaholic sister giving her a pep talk on getting more out of life was sort of rich. Rachel had definitely changed since she’d reluctantly come back to Arlington to help Dad with the team, and Helen Anne was forever grateful they’d gotten the chance to mend fences, but it was still hard to believe.

“Atta girl. You want more out of life right?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then get out of the car and ask that man to dance. Trust me. He won’t say no. I have him by the balls.”

Crunch!

There was an airy pop. The sound of something expanding. A loud, crackling noise that snapped Helen Anne’s head up and widened her eyes.

In the middle of her windshield sat a crater of displaced glass, and in the middle of that, as if it belonged there, sat a baseball.

“What was that?” Rachel asked.

“Fate,” Helen Anne said, making sure she got out of the car. And if that weren’t enough, it seemed she had Giovanni by the balls now, too.

• • •

Giovanni glanced at the child by his side. Her wide eyes and O-shaped mouth said he was in big trouble.

“That’s my mom’s car,” she said.

Great. Rachel was going to love this. How had he managed to find the needle in the haystack of a mostly empty parking lot?

“You should’ve been in the batting cage,” Macy said.

“I know that now.” He also knew he wasn’t as good at demonstrating the direction of the ball off the bat as he assumed himself to be.

“Here she comes!” Macy covered her mouth with her mitt.

Face the music, his father would say. But it wouldn’t be easy, considering Giovanni and Reece had just paid rent, and he was now sitting on $78.32 in his checking account back in San Diego. How much did it cost to fix a windshield? No idea. He didn’t even own a car.

Giovanni walked toward the woman with Macy by his side and called out an apology. “I was … ”

“Trying to teach me to get under the ball.” The kid ran ahead and wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist. “I’m so sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to hit it so hard.”

The woman lifted the little girl’s ball cap and after some hushed words spoken with a stern face, kissed the child on the forehead.

He was confused. Flushed with a guilty man’s heartbeat. Very aware that the woman in front of him was Rachel’s sister, and one way or another, word would get back to her. Talk about screwing up.

“Is the damage bad?” he asked.

Helen Anne looked up, made eye contact, and something gripped him by the throat. No words. Only the thought that, up close, she wasn’t what he’d expected. This woman wasn’t much taller than her daughter, with long, brown curls framing a beautifully rounded face that matched the lush curves of her body. She looked soft and sexy in some ruffled, flowery thing that clung to her in all the right places.

“It’ll need to be replaced,” she said coolly with her arms still wrapped around her daughter’s shoulders.

“I’m so sorry,” the little girl said again, tugging on her mother’s arms.

“I’m the one who’s sorry.” But before he got any further, Helen Anne shifted her attention to the phone in her hand.

“Excuse me for a minute, please. I have to take this.” And then to her daughter she said, “It’s Grandma.”

Now Giovanni had time to stew about screwing up when Rachel had told him specifically not to. The blow-up doll had been good, not-so-clean fun. But the windshield? That had been carelessness. Bad decision-making. And he needed to watch it, moving forward. Any more and people might start thinking he was up to his old tricks. He’d spent the last two years making serious strides.

He nudged the child beside him. “Why did you tell your mom you did it?”

“Because I don’t like when people fight.” The corners of her blue eyes dipped, and he got the distinct impression she was speaking from considerable experience.

That didn’t sit right with him.

He glanced at the pretty, put-together woman, who was still on the phone, and wondered if “pretty” and “put-together” weren’t synonymous with “uptight” and “control freak.” Still, she didn’t look like the kind of woman who went around shredding people.

“I’m not going to fight with your mom.” That would be crazy-ass stupid.

Macy studied him from beneath the brim of her Arlington Aces baseball cap. Suspicion twisted her lips.

Man, somebody had done a number on this kid.

He traced an “x” over his heart and said, “I promise. I don’t like when people fight either.” Not anymore at least. Not in the last two years for sure. “It’s cool you want to take the rap for me, but I can’t let you do it.”

“Yeah, you can.”

He smiled. Were all kids her age this feisty?

“If you fight about the windshield, she’s just going to force me to go back to softball.”

He didn’t exactly follow that reasoning. “What’s wrong with softball?” he asked. After all, if the kid went back to softball, he would be off the coaching hook.

She rolled her eyes in a way that said, Not you too. “I like baseball more. It’s faster, and I wanna prove I’m good enough to play with the guys, and maybe then ... ” Her face puckered like she’d chewed and swallowed a mouthful of sour candies. She looked away. “Never mind. I just like it more.”

Okay, but she still looked bothered. In fact, her eyes glistened with unshed tears. He didn’t need the kid crying on top of everything else. “Too late,” he said. “You started talking. Now you gotta finish. You said, ‘And maybe then … ’ what?” He tapped the bat to the tip of her sneaker to encourage her.

“Maybe then they won’t be so mean.” She looked away again. “Maybe they’ll like me and we can be friends.”

The memories stirred a dormant anger in his belly. Giovanni planted the bat between his feet and crouched so he and Macy were eye to watery eye. “When I was your age, people made fun of me, too,” he said. “I tried to handle it alone, but it led me into some pretty dark places. You need to talk to an adult about this. Adults can help.”

“Not my mom. She’ll just make me quit baseball.” She gave him a hard look. “Why did people make fun of you?”

He glanced at the woman, who was still pacing the parking lot with her phone to her ear, and wished she would hurry up. Things were getting a little too personal here, and he was wasting time that could be spent working on his own baseball skills. But then he glanced back at the little girl, who was waiting patiently, and he figured after shattering her mother’s windshield, the least he could do was help her avoid his fate.

“People made fun of me because I used to be a dancer,” he said.

Her right eyebrow crooked in disbelief. “Really?”

“Yep. When I was your age, my family travelled all over the world, performing for lots of different people.”

“What kind of dance?”

“All kinds. But my favorite was salsa,” he said, unleashing his Spanish accent and making her giggle. “I liked to rumba, too.” And that had gotten his ass kicked more times than he could count—until he’d learned to fight back.

“So like Dancing with the Stars stuff?”

“Exactly.”

“Cool.” She quieted for a minute and stared off in the direction of her mother, then she looked at him with a mischievous smile that showed off a missing upper tooth. “Did you wear those sparkly, low-cut shirts?” She wrinkled her nose and giggled again.

“Would you make fun of me if I did?” Because a lot of guys had, and it still left a bad taste in his mouth.

Her expression turned serious. “No. I don’t make fun of anyone.”

“Good.” He bounced on his knees a couple times and then stood. “And those boys shouldn’t be making fun of anyone either, so talk to somebody.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her mother walking towards them. Her hips were swinging, and her long locks fluttered in the warm breeze. She looked deep in thought but not angry, and an inexplicable awareness shot through him again.

“I’m going to tell her the truth.” Before Macy could complain, he added, “I got this. Don’t worry.”

The woman stopped short of where he stood on the curb and tilted her head to one side. “Sorry about that.” The sun blasted her face, forcing her to shield her eyes.

He squared his shoulders and accepted his fate. “I broke your windshield.”

She narrowed her gaze and straightened her head. Then she dropped the hand that was doubling as a visor and looked at her daughter. “You said you did it.”

Macy looked at Giovanni with a whole lot of doubt wrinkling her face.

“She was covering for me, but I can’t let her take the blame,” he said, forcing a smile, hoping to use the good looks God had given him to gain an edge. “It was me, and I’ll pay for the damage.”

“That won’t be necessary.” The woman’s beautiful but blank face and even tone made her thoughts unreadable.

“I insist.”

“My sister owns this team,” she said, a glint of pity in her eyes. “I know you guys don’t make a lot of money.”

Ouch. A man didn’t like to be reminded of his shortcomings, and Giovanni’s bank account was definitely short these days. His ego was still trying to recover when she added, “But maybe you could work it off.”

He straightened with interest, even puffed out his chest. If this had been a few years ago and she had been anybody other than the team owner’s snobby sister, he could’ve been easily persuaded to work it off any way she could imagine. But this woman couldn’t possibly be thinking the same thing. Her skirt fell below her knees, and her shirt was buttoned to her throat. She was too straitlaced conservative to risk him wrinkling her 3000-thread-count sheets.

“What did you have in mind?” he asked.

“Dance with me.” Her cheeks pinked and her eyes widened like she was asking for something scandalous.

Then she flicked a glance at Macy, who hissed at his side, “Yes!” With a fist pump. “That would be so cool.”

Helen Anne’s smile wobbled. “It’s for her school’s fundraiser.”

Giovanni felt the rest of his free time, which was supposed to be devoted to polishing his baseball skills, slipping away. He didn’t have time to coach this little girl and teach her mother to dance.

“My sister said you can dance, and it’s always advantageous for the team to be represented in community events, so ... ”

Giovanni smelled a rat. But when the rat owned your baseball team and held your future in her hands, what choice did you have?





Chapter Two

Two days later, Helen Anne was back at Federal Field, where the sun blazed through the glass rotunda like it had through her brand-new windshield.

“Where are you taking me?” her father asked, and he hesitated as the elevator doors slid open.

These three-times-a-week trips to the stadium gave her mother a much-needed break from taking care of a man with progressing Alzheimer’s, and her father a chance to look and feel like his old self again.

He was dressed in an Aces’ polo shirt and tan slacks. His salt-and-pepper hair was neatly combed, and his aged-but-handsome face was shaved. He fussed with his prized Rolex, which sat snug on his left wrist.

“We’re at the baseball field, Daddy. You’re going to help Rachel get ready for the new season.” And Helen Anne was going to meet Giovanni for her first dance lesson.

The blueberry muffin she’d eaten for breakfast churned in her stomach.

She couldn’t believe she was making time for something this crazy in her already crowded schedule. The white board calendar in her office at the bookstore and the duplicate in the pantry at home couldn’t keep track of any more. The hours she would be at the store. The hours she would be at the school. The hours she would be at the house sitting with her father or attending doctor’s appointments. And now, the hours Macy would be at baseball practices and games, and the hours Helen Anne would be at dance practice—of all the ridiculous things. Just thinking about those overwritten squares made her palms clammy. Or maybe that was the idea of dancing with Giovanni.

Danny stepped into the elevator, and more lines wrinkled his face. “I own a baseball team,” he said.

Whether it had been in an effort to inform her or remind himself, she agreed. Technically, Rachel owned the team, but Dr. Rictor had told the family early on that it was best to let Danny believe whatever he wanted to believe rather than agitate him.

“You look nice today,” Helen Anne said, smiling. She tapped her security fob to the scanner and pressed the number three.

“Thank you.” He smoothed a few wrinkles from his pants and then added, “These are my lucky shoes. Did I ever tell you about how I closed a fifty-million-dollar deal while wearing these shoes?” He laughed heartily.

He’d told the story many times, but she didn’t stop him when he launched into a detailed description of the deal and its repercussions. His long-term memory seemed to get stronger even as his short-term memory faded. She guessed that was something to hold on to.

“What an amazing story, Dad.”

He quieted as the elevator rose, and she got the urge to reach over and grab his hand. She didn’t follow through, however. Emotion confused him as much as anything lately, and she didn’t want to have to explain herself. She kept both hands folded in front of her and tried not to think of the depressing road they were on. Instead, she could worry about making a fool of herself dancing with Giovanni.

She looked down at her feet and tried to remember the last time she’d done any kind of dancing. Her wedding. Seventeen years ago. God, that was pathetic.

“Where are we going?” her father asked again.

And the explanation started all over.

Once Helen Anne had settled her father in his captive office, which was attached to Rachel’s, she slipped into the reception area right outside the door to get the cup of coffee he’d demanded. Sometimes she worried he didn’t recognize her, that he spoke gruffly, like she was his secretary, because he thought she was.

Shaking off that thought, she popped a decaf pod into the coffee maker and tapped her fingers on the counter top as she waited for the Aces’ embossed mug to fill.

“Morning, Helen Anne!” Adele Packer, Rachel’s secretary, set an overstuffed tote and brown-bag lunch on the desk a few feet from Helen Anne.

“Good morning.” She lifted the coffee with one hand and reached for a napkin with the other.

Adele disappeared into Rachel’s office, and the elevator chimed. More people filled the reception area. Benny Bryant, the Aces’ general manager, was dressed in a pinstriped suit and carried a leather briefcase. Beside him, a man Helen Anne recognized but not by name fussed with his phone. “Slater says Caceres is still in the weight room, so I’ll catch him later.”

The men split and entered their respective offices. So Giovanni was in the weight room? Helen Anne had texted him yesterday and told him to meet her in the empty training room Rachel had offered for dance practices. What if he’d forgotten? He probably had. Typical man. But an unwanted image of him covered in sweat as he lifted weights three floors below her emblazoned on her brain. Fine, he wasn’t exactly typical. Still, a hot body and million-dollar smile didn’t make up for a lack of judgment and an abundance of immaturity. She had a broken windshield to prove it.

“Is that for Dad?” Rachel sidled up beside her.

Helen Anne blinked at the coffee in her hand. “Oh. Yeah. I … ” Rachel’s knowing smile unsettled her. “Morning!” Helen Anne went for carefree and sounded a little deranged.

Rachel reached for the coffee. “I’ll take that. You have some place to be.” She hip checked Helen Anne toward the elevators.

“You know, I’m starting to wonder about you.” Helen Anne kept her voice low so as not to be overheard. “You’re awfully pushy about this for it to be all about me. What’s in it for you? Huh?”

Rachel looked wounded. “I told you! When I read his updated bio and saw he could dance, you came to mind. Then when Sam had to back out of coaching, it just made sense to give you a little shove. I don’t see how I’m being anything but generous and sisterly.”

Helen Anne tilted her head and regarded Rachel with suspicion. “Rach, I know you. You might be generous and sisterly, but there’s always something in it for you. I’d just like to know what it is before I make a complete fool out of myself.”

Rachel’s gaze zipped back and forth over Helen Anne’s head as she seemingly mulled things over. “Fine.” She glanced over her shoulder toward the empty reception area before she continued. “He’s gunning for a minor league contract, and I can’t afford to lose him. Not yet. I’m trying to win a championship, and I need my best players on the field. If I get him involved around town and outside this team, then maybe it won’t hurt so much when I make the decision for him.”

Helen Anne gaped.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Rachel said. “It’s part of the business. He’s under contract. The decision to let him go is totally up to my business team and me. He puts asses in those seats. Wins put asses in those seats. Besides, nobody has come asking about him yet, so save your judgment.”

“I might not understand the business of baseball, but you’re crazy if you think coaching my daughter and dancing with me is going to be an acceptable consolation prize for a guy like that.” She laughed.

“It’s only a small part of my plan,” Rachel said.

“I don’t like it. It sounds like you’re sabotaging his career.”

“Of course not! I’m just slowing down his trajectory. If he helps me get a championship out of this season, then I’ll sign off on whatever he wants next season.”

“You’re evil.”

“I prefer evil genius. Now, get the heck out of here and go do my bidding.”

Unfortunately, the bidding would have to wait, because Giovanni wasn’t in the training room like he was supposed to be. Helen Anne texted him—three times—and when he didn’t answer, she stalked to the weight room to peek through the rectangular window, where several guys where working out. She recognized most of them by their faces. But the guy with his back to her, the guy with a complicated maze of muscles rippling and flexing beneath his bare, bronze skin—she recognized him by something else, something that fluttered in her stomach and stuttered in her breath. Sweet Jesus.

“Helen Anne?”

Her heart skipped a beat as she turned to face the statuesque African-American woman standing behind her.

Pauly Byrne, the Aces’ pitcher and only female playing in the Independence League, wore a workout bra, basketball shorts, and a genuine smile. “How are you? It’s good to see you again.”

They’d been in shared company a few times over the last two years, and every time Helen Anne struggled to reconcile this model-caliber beauty with the take-no-prisoners beast who took the mound. “It’s good to see you too. Are you excited for the season?”

“Pumped,” Pauly said, and then she glanced behind Helen Anne to the weight room. “Were you waiting for someone? Is Sam in there?” But then she noticed Helen Anne’s yoga pants, Aces’ T-shirt, and running shoes, and her smile broadened. “Or are you here to work out?”

“No. I, uh, well, I’m actually … I need to talk to Giovanni Caceres,” she said. “He’s supposed to be dancing with me in a school fundraiser.”

“That’s awesome!” Pauly reached behind Helen Anne and pulled open the door, before Helen Anne had the good sense to stop her. “Gio, you have a visitor.”

Pulsing music filtered into the hallway, and way too many pairs of eyes flashed in Helen Anne’s direction, including Giovanni’s. His blank face clouded the minute he saw her.

Great.

“Thank you.” Helen stepped aside so Pauly could enter the gym, and when she did, Giovanni exited. Without his shirt.

The flutters in her stomach rose to the base of her throat, but they were balanced out by an annoyance building in her head. She had exactly one hour to devote to dancing before she needed to head home, shower, and be at the bookstore for a shift change. “You forgot, didn’t you?”

He was clean-shaven like he’d been the other day, tan without effort, and his lips were perfectly shaped and pleasantly pink. His coppery brown eyes crinkled as he smiled, and she gave in to impulse, stealing a peek at his chest. Chiseled, defined, and glistening with sweat. Yowza.
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