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Striptease
She told herself not to stare, but he truly had the most glorious physique. His back was all sleek, smooth, bronzed flesh, sinew rippling as he moved—“Hey!” she said as his pants dropped. He kicked free and kept walking, in nothing but black knit boxers. “What are you doing?” she squeaked, even as her gaze soaked up the fact that he had a tan line, and that the waistband of his boxers had slipped past it, revealing a tantalizing strip of paler, smooth, tight skin. “We’re not doing this, Wade O’Riley. Do you hear me? This is all pretend, remember?”
“I remember. The question is, do you?” He sent her a cheeky grin over his shoulder.
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Chapter 1
Confucius say: “Baseball wrong—man with four balls cannot walk.”
—Author Unknown



She’d read somewhere that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, but Samantha McNead knew better than that—in certain men the stomach was aiming just a bit too high.
Wade O’Riley was one of them.
The best defensive catcher in Major League Baseball, he had women lining up to meet him wherever he went. And it wasn’t home cooking that they wanted to give him either.
Not that Wade seemed to mind. Nope, even with all the constraints that went with the new big, fat, multimillion dollar contract he’d just signed for Santa Barbara’s expansion team, the Heat, the guy seemed oblivious to pressure. Laid-back and easygoing, he took everything as it came, with a grain of salt and a slow, knowing smile that let everyone in on the joke.
Because life was one big funny joke to Wade.
Sam appreciated that, she just didn’t live it the way he did. Didn’t know how. As the publicist for the Heat, as one of the few females in a man’s world, her life tended to be more work than fun lately. Hence her mission today.
The limo pulled up in front of Wade’s big, cottage-style beach house, perched on a bluff over the ocean. From the backseat she could see the waves froth and pitch.
Much like her stomach.
In the work aspect of her life, she was extremely comfortable. That was a given. She’d been raised by men: her father, her uncle, her brother, and her cousins were all tough, implacable, unforgiving alpha males. Failure had never been an option, which translated to being very good at whatever she tackled. Unfortunately for her more womanly parts, all she’d tackled lately was the job.
A job she loved with all her heart, but sometimes she yearned for more. Maybe one of these days a man would sweep her off her feet and then into bed, but it wouldn’t be today, and it wouldn’t be with the guy she’d been tasked with babysitting.
The Heat had played last night. It was the first week of April, and it’d been an exhibition game, a prelude to their season opener on Sunday. They’d played the Padres, and it’d turned out to be surprisingly down and dirty. Wade had hit a homer in the second inning, then been harshly walked in the third when the pitcher had hit him in the thigh with a throwaway pitch. The game had gone two extra innings, until past midnight, when the Heat had finally won on Wade’s double, so Sam expected him to be exhausted and probably sore as hell. Maybe she’d even have to pull him out of bed.
The thought brought concern, and a secret tingle to those womanly parts she’d been neglecting.
Nice to know they still worked.
As she reached for the limo door handle, Wade’s front door opened, and six feet of rugged, lean, muscled male stepped out in Levi’s and an untucked blue and white striped button-down. A gust of wind molded his clothes against the body that tended to make Sam’s tongue stick to the roof of her mouth.
Wade stopped to slide on his sunglasses, the picture of a California surfer, all easygoing, laid-back charm.
He’d been a rock star in another life, Sam was convinced, and she purposely let out a breath and leaned back, reminding herself he was just a guy. A flawed guy at that, though certainly none of his flaws happened to be showing at the moment.
He moved across the lawn in an unhurried, sexy stride, all scruffy gorgeousness, and opened the limo door, letting in the chilly April afternoon air. With one hand on the roof, the other on the door, he bent down, peering in through his Prada sunglasses, merely arching a brow when he saw her.
Couldn’t blame him. They weren’t exactly on speaking terms.
His sun-kissed light brown hair was either styled messy today on purpose, or he hadn’t bothered with a comb. His face sported at least a day-old beard so she was going with the no comb theory. He should have looked sloppy and unkempt but nothing about him ever looked anything less than God’s gift. She’d seen him in uniform, in designer suits, in workout gear, in all sorts of things including absolutely nothing, and he always looked perfect.
Especially in the nothing.
“Hey,” he said in that low, slightly raspy voice of his, the one that never failed to immediately put her back up.
And/or turn her on.
“Hey yourself.” He hadn’t limped, and he sure as hell didn’t look exhausted. The opposite, she thought a little breathlessly as his deceptively lazy gaze raked her in from head to toe. Deceptively, because behind that beach bum front of his lay a sharp-as-hell wit.
Given their . . . tense relationship at the moment, she didn’t smile.
And though he usually smiled at anything female, neither did he.
“Are you okay after last night’s game?” she asked.
“Always. How about you, Princess?
She’d asked him a million times not to call her that. It drove her crazy, which was of course why he did it. “I’m fine. We need to talk.”
“Sorry,” he said with mock regret. “But we don’t talk. We fight. And I’m not in the mood.”
He hadn’t been “in the mood” since what she called The Mishap.
The Mishap Never To Be Talked About.
Except . . . except Wade got along with the entire world, and she had to admit it was disturbing that they didn’t. Couldn’t. But there was nothing to be done about that now.
Nothing.
She had a job to do. They had a job to do. “I realize you probably don’t want to go over the plan,” she said, feeling at a disadvantage sitting while Wade still stood. “But I really think we should.”
“I know the plan,” he said. “One of the corporations endorsing the Heat has a new, conservative CEO who has high family values, and is upset with our PR troubles—”
“Your PR troubles,” she corrected.
He let out a tight breath and bowed his head in agreement. “And you, the Skipper, the owners—hell everyone but me—believes that the world cares about one more ridiculous baseball scandal involving some woman claiming I’ve gotten her pregnant.”
“You can’t blame people for believing it; you do have a bit of a playboy reputation.”
“I never slept with Tia.”
“She produced pictures of you and her on the beach by your house.”
He just looked at her.
“See,” she pointed out. “This is why we have to talk about it.”
“Look, I get what the powers-that-be want from me. From us. We pretend to be a couple in the eyes of the press so I look like a good boy, and our endorsements won’t be pulled. How hard can it be?”
“I don’t know,” she replied cautiously. “How hard?”
His eyes heated. And a matching heat seared through her belly at the inadvertent double entrendre. “You know what I mean, Wade. The plan—”
“The plan is that I have to behave. And you’re supposed to make me.” He paused. “Though I am looking forward to the make me part.”
Oh, God. “You know what? This isn’t going to work.” She was fun, dammit. Even lighthearted at times. Why the hell he made her sound so uptight and stuffy, she had no idea.
Wait. She did have an idea. An exact idea.
She’d slept with him.
Once.
On the one single night in her entire life when she’d had too much to drink. Except there’d been no sleeping involved. To make matters worse, it’d been one of the most erotic, sensual nights of her life. “Listen, I realize we’ve had our differences, but—”
“Differences?” He laughed, then shook his head, still amused.
“Fine, so differences doesn’t quite cut it. We have to get a move on.” A friend of his was getting married. A close friend who just happened to be a big-time Hollywood producer, and Wade was one of the groomsmen. The wedding was an entire weekend extravaganza, where there was sure to be tons of press. If he attracted any of it—and just by being Wade, he most definitely would—he needed to attract good press.
By the end of the two-hour trip to the famed Orange County, specifically Laguna Beach, they needed to be in sync and looking like lovers. Willing to do her part, she practiced a smile on him, the smile that usually got her exactly what she wanted, which in this case was Wade’s cooperation. Thing was, he didn’t often feel the need to cooperate. “You getting in?”
He looked at her for a long beat, all big and built and completely inscrutable, during which time she held her breath. For as kicked back as he was, he was also tough as steel. He had to be. Catchers were known for their courage and toughness, having what was arguably the hardest position in baseball. And Wade was the best catcher behind the plate, period. He had to command the respect of all the players, make the calls on the field, have good sequences in those calls, and the ability to change it up and keep the hitters off balance. All of which meant he had to be smart, sharp, and strong in both mind and body.
Wade was all of those things and more, and clearly one of those things was decisive. He tossed his overnight bag into the limo and followed it in, dropping down next to her even though he could have had the opposite seat all to himself. Leaning back, he stretched out his long, long legs and looked around. “So. We have any food in here?”
“No. Are you hungry?”
“Starving.”
He was always starving. Probably because he burned God knew how many calories a day between his five-mile runs, weight training, and the game itself. “We can stop and get something to go. Rosa’s?” she asked, naming the closest café. Look at that, she was getting the hang of taking care of him already.
“DQ is good.”
She’d never met a grown man with such a love for fast food before. But whatever he wanted, she’d get. It would make him happy, and a happy Wade was a hopefully compliant one. With a nod from her, the driver started the engine and they began their trek, heading through town toward Dairy Queen.
Santa Barbara was a colorful blend of the Spanish history of California and beach living. Wade was looking out the window, taking it in, giving her his profile as they turned onto Highway 1, heading south. The sparkling Pacific was on their right, the green, craggily Santa Ynez peaks on their left, both breathtaking.
They stopped at Dairy Queen and quickly got back on the road. Wade was quiet as he ate, watching as they left the affluent homes and ranches, heading into the outlying county and the less privileged areas. She knew he’d been underprivileged himself. Despite his many faults, he was surprisingly humble and quick to laugh at himself, and often joked he’d grown up so far from the proverbial train tracks that he hadn’t even been able to seethe tracks.
And her?
Well, she’d grown up with a silver spoon in her mouth and everyone knew it. It was certainly all Wade knew about her, because it’d been the only thing she’d ever let him see. He had no idea that the two of them had a hell of a lot more in common that he’d ever guess.
He polished off two burgers and went to work on his fries. “So . . .” His green eyes were relaxed but assessing as they met hers. “When were you going to tell me they want us to do this boyfriend/girlfriend thing for a whole month?”
“You heard?” she asked in surprise. She’d been asked to talk him into it.
“I work with a bunch of women, Sam. They tell all.”
“You work with a group of professional athletes, male.”
“Who gossip more than a bunch of teenage girls after cheerleading practice. Pace heard it from Henry, who overheard Gage talking to you.”
Pace being Wade’s best friend and the Heat’s pitcher. Henry was their shortstop. Gage, their team manager. And yes, the supposedly professional clubhouse really was similar in nature to a high school locker room.
Sprawled out, relaxed, Wade watched her with a half smile, looking far too appealing. She took a careful breath. “A month shows stability. It’s more impressive than just a weekend wedding fling.”
“So you’re okay with being joined at the hip for a month?”
“If you are.”
He considered this. “Are there benefits?”
“No.”
He sighed. “So much for fun.”
“Hey, I’m fun.” He didn’t say a word, which burned. “I am! And I just realized, there are benefits.”
He cocked his head.
“Well . . . I can be a pretty convincing bitch when I want to be.”
“Noooo,” he said with feigned shock. “But how exactly is that a benefit?”
“I can scare away all the crazy women that chase you around, thereby giving you a break. And in return, you can relax knowing you won’t have to take care of me like your usual fan-girl, clingy type who bores you within the span of one date.”
He arched a brow.
“Just calling ’em like I see ’em.”
He didn’t say anything to that as he finished his fries, then tossed all the trash into the bag and set it aside. He rubbed a hand over his jaw and said another entire boat-load of nothing.
“It’s just a role, Wade. And it could have been worse. We could have lost the endorsement entirely, or they could have traded you.”
“They’re that desperate for good press?” He shook his head in disbelief.
“Hey, baseball isn’t exactly showing its best foot to the public lately. We need this. The Heat needs this.”
“And your father’s okay with it?” he asked carefully.
With good reason. Her father was one of the owners of the Heat. Her uncle owned their sister team, the South Carolina Charleston Bucks. The McNead brothers were famous for getting their way, or more accurately, infamous.
And they were baseball royalty.
Or had been until Samantha’s brother Jeremy—her PR equivalent at the Bucks—had stepped over the ethics line, the moral line, and several other lines as well, and brought the wrath of the press down on the McNeads. It hadn’t gone over well, and damage control was required. Gee, guess who was in charge of damage control? “Yes,” she said quietly. “My father thinks it’s a good idea.”
“So they’re willing to pimp out their princess when it suits them.”
Ouch. But the answer was yes, a McNead was expected to stick to the pack. She’d known that by the time she could talk in full sentences. “It’s just an illusion.”
“It’s an entire month.”
The reminder made her stomach quiver. An entire month of being his girlfriend. “We’re grown-ups.”
“Really?” His stark green gaze was more genuine curiosity than sarcasm. “Because we’ve not spent more than two minutes together without snarling at each other.”
God. So true.
“Well, except for the elevator,” he said.
Also true, and her stomach executed a double gainer with a twist as the memory flew back, hot and sexy, resurrected by nothing more than the sound of his voice and the sudden sleepy look in his eyes.
It’d happened last season. The Heat had just lost, bad. The press had been ruthless, and her father had been pissed at her for somehow not being Super Woman. She’d been in desperate need of some alone time.
What she’d gotten instead was stuck in an elevator on the way to her hotel room with Wade and a couple little bottles of airplane Scotch, and her pity party for one had turned into a naked party for two. The erotic, alcohol-tinged memories came to her in slow-mo and as always, always, sent her spinning between total and complete humiliation and an even more devastating aching hunger and desire.
If she could just erase from her memory banks the picture of Wade taking her straight to heaven in under five minutes she would, but the pictures in her brain seemed to only strengthen with time instead of lessen. She darted a quick glance at their driver, who was currently sipping a seventy-two-ounce DQ soda and rocking his head to the radio as he beat the steering wheel like a drum. “I don’t want to discuss that night.”
Wade shrugged. No skin off his nose. Hell, he’d probably had lots of nights like that since. She concentrated on the view. Not a hardship. Santa Barbara wasn’t called the American Riviera for nothing, and she watched as they passed four-thousand-foot peaks covered in unique and beautiful chaparral and sandstone outcrops. “So we’re good?” she asked quietly.
Wade smiled. It was his professional smile, the one that could melt a woman’s panties at fifty paces and make men wish that they had half his athletic prowess, and it was a charmer. She knew its potency, braced herself for it, and stillfelt her panties begin to melt. “What the hell.” He stretched out even farther, his leg sliding to hers. “We’re good. Girlfriend.”
“Fake girlfriend,” she corrected, shoving him over, telling herself she was absolutely not noticing the heat of him, the feel of his rock hard thigh . . .
He stretched some more, straightening his arms above him, briefly exposing a flash of washboard abs between the hem of his shirt and the waistband of his jeans. Jeans that were faded at all the stress points. He had some very fine stress points . . .
She saw more men in a day than the average woman dreamed of. Many of those men—if she was in the clubhouse before a game—in various stages of nakedness, leaving her utterly immune to tantalizing glimpses of male skin.
Which didn’t explain why her mouth went dry.
“Maybe we should kiss on it,” Wade suggested. “Seal the deal.”
Her tummy quivered, a fact she firmly ignored. “What? No!”
“Spoilsport.”
He’d probably have fallen over if she’d said yes, which she absolutely wouldn’t do. Even if he was the kiss master.
Which he was . . .
His leg was touching hers again. He was hogging the backseat, albeit unintentionally. He was a big guy and he needed space. He also smelled good. He looked good, too, which really didn’t seem fair at all. But he was here, not pitching a diva fit, and she owed him for that. “Thank you,” she said. “For agreeing to this.”
“You’re welcome.”
Well, that seemed surprisingly genuine, and she had to wonder if maybe she’d anticipated trouble with him simply because of their past. Maybe . . . maybe deep down he really was a good guy.
It was possible.
Maybe they could laugh about this, her having to keep up the pretense of being his lover, when they’d already done the deed.
That could possibly be fun. Maybe.
Sort of.
And maybe they could even become friends. It would be nice—
“You packing any Scotch today?” he asked, looking around the limo. “Should I be bracing myself for you to tear my clothes off again?”
With a sigh, she leaned back and closed her eyes. She could safely check both fun and friends off the list.





Chapter 2
Some people are born on third base and go through life thinking they hit a triple.
—Barry Switzer



Wade didn’t have a problem playing dress up with the sexy, tough-as-nails Samantha McNead. Hell, he’d been playing dress up in one form or another since birth, using bravado, sheer grit, and a good amount of bullshit to get to where he was today. His life was a virtual Mr. Cinderella story.
Sometimes he still pinched himself.
So this pretend shit, whatever he and Sam were expected to do this weekend? Right up his alley, baby. But he knew it wasn’t up Sam’s.
Her shoulders were back, spine stiff, the tension rolling off her in waves. She was usually wound a little tight but today she seemed to be setting new records for herself. She wore her shoulder-length blond hair up in some complicated knot thing that had to be giving her a headache. The fitted jacket of her business suit gave her the professionalism he knew she needed on her job. The narrow skirt aimed to do the same thing, but instead emphasized the greatest legs on this side of the Continental Divide. If they were less than a country mile, he’d eat his shorts. And her heels. Christ, those sexy heels. He had no idea how she could walk in them, but damn, he loved them.
She glanced over and caught him staring. With a sound that said she found his perusal unsettling, she crossed her legs away from him, bare skin sliding on bare skin.
Ah, man. He loved that sound. She had great skin. Creamy and smooth and—
His cell phone buzzed, interrupting the thought. Sam waved, gesturing that he should answer it, looking relieved to have him occupied.
“So,” Pace said without a greeting when Wade opened his phone. “Is the rumor correct? Are you and Sam playing nice for an entire month?”
“Partially correct,” Wade said.
“Which part?”
“The month part. Not necessarily the play nice part.”
Sam had been looking at the water but that brought her attention back to him while in his ear Pace laughed softly. “Don’t let her kill you before the wedding tomorrow,” his bemused friend said. “Holly, Gage, and I will be there at noon. We want to see the show.”
“You mean the wedding.”
“That, too,” Pace said with an obvious smirk.
“I’m sorry, exactly how is this so funny?”
“Well, you’ve never met a woman you couldn’t conquer, and she’s sure as hell never met a guy whose balls she couldn’t crush. So who’s going to survive? That’s the million-dollar question.”
Okay, so things were admittedly awkward between him and Sam, but whatever she wanted to believe, they were still attracted to each other. Wade had always been perfectly willing to follow through on their attraction, but she held back, leaving him unsure of what exactly her feelings were when it came to him. If he’d thought he had a snowball’s chance in hell of winning her over, he’d have tried by now. “I didn’t laugh at you when you had that sexy little reporter dogging your heels,” he said to Pace. “The one you asked to marry you.”
“Hell yeah, you did. You laughed your ass off. And what are you saying, that you’re going to get engaged to Sam the way I did with Holly?”
Wade opened his mouth, then closed it andhis phone.
“So,” Sam murmured. “They think this is amusing.”
“Yeah.” He let out a breath. Not a lot got past his chill façade these days, but the reality of what they needed to pull off did. After a physically intense spring training, all he’d wanted was this weekend off before the crazy started again, a weekend of relaxation. Samantha McNead was nice on the eyes, very nice, but not much for relaxing. Letting out a low laugh, he rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “So I get why I’m in this, but why you?”
“Gage.”
The name was reason enough. Gage Pasquel was the youngest, toughest, most badass team manager in the MLB. He did whatever he felt necessary to run the Heat with winning efficiency, but in the end, he answered to the GM and the owners, one of which was her father. “You could have said no.”
Sam slid him a long look. “And you could have behaved.”
“I always behave.”
She made a sound that said she thought he was full of shit. And she might be right. He did have a little authority problem, always had. “You have to admit,” he said. “The press has been unfairly relentless.”
“Yes, well, the probability of someone watching you at any given moment is directly proportional to the level of stupidity of whatever it is you’re doing.”
“Are you suggesting I act stupidly?”
“No,” she said. “That would be rude.”
He laughed and shook his head.
She relaxed with a small smile. “As if you care what I think about you anyway.”
He’d forgotten how pretty she was when she smiled, and seeing her good humor brought his own to the surface. Maybe there was hope for that stick-up-her-ass after all. “Admit it, Sam. You’re already having fun.”
“I’ll have fun when this is over. And you’re right, the press is relentless, especially with us, and you know why. We’re a new team, a talented team, but we’re young and we make young mistakes. We had those accusations of drug use last season, and—”
“I know.” As a result of those accusations, they’d lost a promising pitcher and one of their coaches had retired early. Pace had briefly come under fire as well. Even Sam had inadvertently been dragged under when her brother Jeremy had confessed to leaking false stories to the press in order to make the Heat look bad.
Then to add insult to injury, Wade had attracted a bunch of press in the past few weeks when Tia Rodriquez, claiming to be pregnant with Wade’s baby, had produced pictures of the two of them. As Tia wasn’t exactly a credible source—after all, she’d stalked Pace just last year—management hadn’t been overly concerned at first. But then she’d managed to get several national newspapers and blogs to take her seriously.
Baseball did love a scandal.
When the Heat’s corporate sponsors had begun to make noise, management stepped in, getting a restraining order against Tia and slapping Wade’s wrist at the same time.
He wasn’t sure how he felt about pretending to be in a relationship to please some CEO he’d never even met. On one hand, it would be nice to have someone to share this weekend event with. On the other hand, it was Sam, who gave him a hard time about everything. Sam who’d argue with him about the sky being blue. Sam with whom he’d once spent those wild few hours in an Atlanta hotel elevator. Sam who’d rocked his world after he’d gotten his ass kicked two games in a row by the Braves.
The Braves.
He could still remember striking out and then missing a pop fly at home, letting in two runs. Gage had chewed his ass out. Hell, he’d chewed his own ass out. And then the coup de grace. He’d gone back to the hotel, gotten onto an elevator, and realized he was alone with Sam.
He’d expected it to be more hell, but it’d turned out to be the best two hours in his entire damn life. He’d never forget the sound she’d made as she’d come for him, as if she hadn’t come in forever, as if he’d given her something no one else had.
And yet now . . . now she preferred to ignore him.
As if her thoughts were just as disturbing, Sam sighed and leaned her head back, exposing her neck as she closed her eyes.
“Well, one thing’s for sure,” he murmured, eyes on the spot where her pulse beat, a spot he’d once ravished and suddenly wanted to ravish again. “It’s going to be an interesting month.”
“Hmm.”
Something about the doubt loaded into that single syllable made him want to push her buttons. “I’ll be sure to carry around a flask in case you feel the need for another quickie.”
Eyes still closed, her mouth tightened. “You can carry an entire bar with you, I’m not interested in anything happening between us ever again.”
“Ever?”
Opening her eyes, she leveled him with one single withering stare. “Ever.”
“Yeah.” He slid his sunglasses on and eased back. “Me either.”
“Good,” she said.
Better than good, he thought. Except for two small points. She was lying.
And so was he.


It took exactly two hours to make the drive from Santa Barbara to Laguna Beach. At the exclusive Laguna Rey Resort, there were already paparazzi in the lobby, looking to get shots of the famous wedding guests as they arrived for their weekend.
Until recently, Wade had always had a sort of live-and-let-live relationship with the press. He’d always understood that the more uptight he got about smiling for the cameras, the more houndlike the people behind the cameras got.
So he smiled as he reached back to offer Sam a hand out of the limo, carefully blocking the money shot with his body so that the paparazzi couldn’t snap the view up her skirt.
And it was a glorious view.
Once she straightened, she sent him a thanks with her eyes, and for an odd second, he got snagged by the sky-blue depths. She seemed to do the same, then the beat was gone and she tried to step back, away from him.
He merely tightened his grip and reeled her in, dipping down to put his mouth to the sweet spot beneath her ear as the flashes went off all around them. “Mine,” he whispered. “Remember?”
She shot him a look that made his whole afternoon. Someday he’d have to visit why the hell he loved to piss her off, but for now he’d just enjoy the effects. “Oh, and hey,” he murmured. “My girlfriend would definitely be all over me. Hands, mouth, everything, so—”
“Yeah, yeah.” But she softened her smile, and then blew his mind when she pressed her body to his.
Look at that, she was really going to do this. And he wondered with a little surge of sheer lust just how far she would be willing to take it.
At the resort doors, they were nearly bowled over by the crowd. There was a group of fans who wanted autographs, and several women who managed to write their phone numbers on Wade’s hand before he pulled free.
Sam sent him an arched brow, but he just shrugged. He got numbers written on him a lot; he’d never figured out how to stop that from happening.
Then there were the photographers. One particularly zealous guy was standing in their way, trying to get their picture. “Who’s your date, Wade?” he shouted.
Wade just smiled and tucked Sam in closer to his side. She squirmed against him, just a little, until he whispered “photo op” in her ear, and like magic she went still.
Yeah. This was going to be fun after all.





Chapter 3
Being with a woman all night never hurt no professional baseball player. It’s staying up all night looking for a woman that does him in.
—Casey Stengel



Sam had spent much of her professional life being in charge: of crowd control, of taking care of the players, the staff, everyone, and yet she let Wade lead her through the lobby. He had her pulled in close to him, her hand firmly in his big, warm, callused one, relaxed and easy as he moved through the masses with ease.
It wasn’t as hard as she’d thought. In fact, secretly it was nice to be taken care of for once instead of the other way around.
Even if it was pretend.
The press stuck to them like ants at a picnic. The same obnoxious photographer from outside managed to follow them in, and nearly clubbed her with his long lens, but a strong forearm suddenly blocked Sam’s vision. Wade, pushing the lens away from her. “Watch it,” he said to the photographer.
Not listening, or maybe just not caring, the guy lifted the lens again, this time right in Sam’s face. Wade shook his head, like he couldn’t believe what an idiot he was, then solved the problem by stepping in front of the camera so that the lens bumped his chest.
The photographer, now looking straight up into the six feet of sheer muscle that made up Wade O’Riley, swallowed and backed up.
And stayed there.
That was the thing about Wade. First impression said lazy beach bum. Many didn’t look closer than that, but if they did, they’d see a guy with a highly developed sense of ease with himself, but also a low tolerance for bullshit.
“I’m supposed to meet up with Mark at the lounge,” he said to Sam as if nothing had happened, as if they were all alone. “You coming?”
Mark was Mark Lyons, the groom. He and Wade had been close friends ever since their wild college days at Cal State Long Beach. Sam should excuse herself and go to the room and get some work done, but this weekend was about getting the message out that Wade was off the market, so she nodded. She was going. She was going wherever he went. For a month.
Good Lord.
The magnitude of what she’d agreed to was starting to hit her. But her family had been through a rough time lately with the trouble her brother had caused. And although she’d rather notplay Wade’s girlfriend, she didn’t want to let her dad down, or the team. Yes, she was still embarrassed about the elevator incident, but it was long over and done. There was nothing she could do about it other than give in as gracefully as she could, and work together with Wade to get past it. If he was willing, then so was she.
Wade drew her into an open, elegant lounge off the lobby, which was as upscale as the rest of the resort. They sat at a small table near the back so as to be as inconspicuous as possible. It was habit on Wade’s part, she knew, self-preservation against getting recognized.
Not that he ever seemed to mind the obligatory and endless autograph signing, or even stopping to chat with fans. Unlike many players at his level, he never turned anyone away, or revealed anything but that easy charm and patience when stopped—pushy paparazzi aside—but he at least tried to fly under the radar when he could.
A pretty, young waitress made her way to them and immediately lit up at the sight of Wade. “Hey, gorgeous! I’ve got tickets to Sunday’s game. You gonna kick some ass?”
He smiled. “Going to try.”
She grinned. “God, you are hawt.” She shifted a little closer, like they were alone in the world, “What can I get for ya?” she murmured throatily.
“Let me check with my girlfriend.” Wade looked at Sam, the smile still playing about his lips, enjoying the game. “What would you like, Princess?”
What she would like was to smack him for calling her princess. “An iced tea,” she started, then shook her head. She was going to need more than caffeine for this, she was going to need fortification. “No, make that a Corona.”
Wade leaned in and waggled a brow. “Sure you don’t want a Scotch?”
“I’m sure!”
He smiled at her, then at the waitress. “Two Coronas, please.”
“Sure thing, baby. Anything for you.”
As she sauntered away, hips swinging, Sam rolled her eyes so hard they nearly fell onto the table.
“Sorry about the press rush out there,” Wade said. “You okay?”
“Sure thing, baby.”
He grimaced at her imitation of the waitress. “Okay, keep in mind, not everything that happens with women is my fault.”
“Uh-huh. How much of it would you say is your fault? Fifty percent?”
He scratched his chin. “That might be a little low.”
The server came back with their beers and a Sharpie pen. “Can you sign me?” She turned, giving Wade her profile, and stuck her hip out. She was wearing a short white skirt and a matching polo shirt with a black apron.
Wade obligingly took the Sharpie. “On your skirt? This is permanent ink.”
“Well,” she said, eating him up with her eyes. “If you want to sign under it . . .”
Oh, for crissake. Sam leaned over and grabbed a beer from the tray. She was at a slow simmer, which made no sense. No sense at all. For four years she’d been privy to the way the public fell all over themselves for Wade, especially women. Hell, it was why she was here today. She needed to get over herself.
He signed on the skirt, and not beneath it, much to the waitress’s obvious disappointment. When she was gone, Sam gave him a look. “Must suck to be you.”
“My cross to bear,” he agreed easily.
She nudged her chin in the direction of the two other waitresses behind the bar, staring at him, giggling. “Brace yourself.”
And sure enough, not two minutes later, they sidled up to the table, holding out Sharpies as well.
Wade slid Sam a quick look, which she met drolly, only to find herself surprised at the apology in his eyes. He signed the autographs, then obligingly posed for their camera phone when they handed it to Sam and asked her to take their picture with Wade.
“Can we kiss you?” one of them asked him.
“No,” Sam said.
Disappointed, they left.
Wade looked amused. And obnoxiously full of himself. “I’ve never seen this jealous streak in you before. I like it.”
“You are so ridiculously spoiled. You have no idea.”
“I think I do,” he said mildly.
She laughed and reached for her beer. “Yeah, right.”
“Hey, I wasn’t born like this, you know. I had a childhood, and then the awkward teenage stage where no girl would even look at me—”
“Pul-leeze.”
“I’m serious.” He studied her for a long moment. “I was small for my age, and scrawny. It was survival of the fittest, and I definitely wasn’t anywhere close. I got beat up all the time.”
She looked at him, not sure if he was pulling her leg, but he looked right back, eyes even and steady.
He was telling the truth. “So what happened?” she asked. “You magically got big and bad and sexy in college?”
He arched a brow.
“Come on, you have a mirror.”
“What happened is I finally grew, and in college had access to a gym, so yeah on the big and bad.” He flashed her a smile.
“What?”
“You think I’m sexy.”
“Looks will fade.”
He kept smiling.
“What now?”
“You want me.”
“I do not.” She did. God help her, she did.
“You want me bad, Princess. Admit it.”
She was spared responding when a tall, dark, and handsome man came up to Wade and grabbed his beer. He downed it, slapped it back to the table, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You son of a bitch.” And then he swung a punch at Wade’s head.
Wade ducked the punch, then went low and hard, grabbing the guy around the middle and surging up with him to his feet.
Sam leapt to her feet as well, pulling out her cell phone to call the police, but Wade was laughing, and the guy he was holding on to grabbed him up in a great, big bear hug.
“Can you believe it?” he asked Wade with a wide grin as flashes went off all around them. “We’re here for my wedding. Meg still hasn’t run off and left my sorry ass—at least not yet.” Built like a football linesman, with the smile of a real charmer, he finally let go of Wade and pulled back to look at Sam. “Well, hello there,” he purred.
“Mark, I presume,” Sam said drolly, putting away her phone since it appeared she didn’t have to protect her multimillion dollar player.
“In the flesh,” Mark said with a little bow.
“You two always greet each other like Neanderthals?”


Wade watched Mark laugh and shake Sam’s hand, watched Sam smile back at Mark—and for the record, it was her real smile, too, not the fake ones she’d been pawning off on him all damn day.
“Samantha McNead,” she said smoothly. “Publicist for the Heat—” She broke off, looking horrified as she clearly recognized her mistake.
She’d introduced herself as if she were here in a professional capacity.
But she wasn’t.
She was here, pretending to be Wade’s girlfriend.
Mark cocked his head and studied her. “Well, aren’t you a serious thing?” He glanced at Wade. “Not your usual type, is she?”
Sam had frozen, so Wade opened his mouth to tell Mark the real deal between them, but before he could say a word, Mark laughed good and hard and pulled Sam up for the same bear hug he’d given Wade. “So maybe you’ll actually stick.”
Sam relaxed, and seeming relieved, she hugged Mark back as Wade looked on, a little surprised to find that her real smile completely softened her face.
Not that she wasn’t gorgeous. Because she was. Willowy, stacked, and blond, she absolutely was, and she took his breath . . . But when she smiled from the heart, she was more than just beautiful. She seemed approachable.
Sweet.
Which had to be an optical illusion.
“I’m still blown away that we’re actually here.” Mark gestured to their luxurious surroundings, then slapped Wade’s back. “Not bad considering how we started out, huh?”
“How did you start out?” Sam asked.
“Don’t get him started,” Wade told her, hoping to get a subject change pronto.
But of course Sam ignored him. “I’d love to hear it,” she said to Mark with that sweet smile.
Wade groaned and Mark grinned as they all sat back down. He loved to tell this story every bit as much as Wade hated to hear it.
“Wade and I go way back,” Mark started. “We met at orientation for Cal State Long Beach, just two punk street kids. We became roommates.” He grinned in fond memory. “I think we lived off ramen noodles for the next four years, not a frigging penny to our names, either of us.” He looked at Wade. “How many nights did we steal food out of the cafeteria while dreaming of Big Macs?”
“Too many,” Wade said, giving in with a shake of his head. Mark found it all vastly amusing, but when Wade thought of those days, more than the long hours of studying to make up for his lack of such habits in high school, more than finding his love of baseball, he remembered the nights he’d gone to bed with his belly growling. Feeling Sam’s eyes on him, he turned and looked into her baby blues, filled with a surprising warmth and compassion.
Great. Now she felt sorry for him.
Perfect.
“And now look at us,” Mark marveled. “Me, a freaking Hollywood producer, and Wade a star pro ballplayer. Blows my mind every time.” He grabbed Wade in another bone-crunching hug. “Love you, man.”
“Okay,” Wade said, good-naturedly hugging him back before gently shoving free. “Save it for the alcohol-soaked reception. We’re going to check in.”
“Good.” Mark nodded. “I’ll see you in a few.”
Wade watched Mark walk off, well aware that Sam was still studying him, probably trying to figure out how he felt about Mark exposing such a personal time in his life, but the only thing he felt was relief that he no longer went to bed hungry, and an undeniable joy at the thought of the weekend ahead, spent with good friends.
“Oh, and don’t forget Meg’s schedule,” Mark called back. “God help us all if we don’t follow it.”
“Schedule?” Sam murmured.
Wade slung a friendly arm over her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “I’m all the schedule you need, baby.”
With a short laugh, she eyed the bill for their drinks and reached for her purse.
Wade put a hand over hers and dropped some cash on the table.
“I don’t expect you to pay for me this weekend, Wade.”
“You’re just worried you’ll owe me.”
The look that crossed her face told him he was right as they headed across the lobby toward the front desk. She walked quickly and efficiently, pulling ahead of him, her very professional business suit giving a serious back-off air to anyone who looked. Or maybe that was the way she walked, as if she owned her world and intended to own his as well, her narrow, fitted skirt hugging her very fine hips and ass, her heels clicking with authority.
Wade caught up with her, setting a hand on the small of her back, smiling with satisfaction when she gave a little jump.
“Just me,” he murmured, liking the feel of her beneath his fingers. Feminine. Curvy.
Warm.
She was talking to the clerk, so he pulled out his phone to check for messages. He had a text from his father, which sucked some of the air out of him.
Hey, hot shot. Return a damn call sometime.

Thanks for the physical therapist slash babysitter,

but no thanks. You know what I want.
Yeah, what John O’Riley wanted was far harder to give than something Wade could write a check for. Forgiveness. But Wade had spent his entire childhood wanting something, too, and that something was to be more important to his father than the alcohol.
It hadn’t happened then, and it wasn’t likely to happen now, so Wade hit delete. Not the smartest or most efficient way to handle his father, but hell, he’d gotten his stubbornness from the gene pool, and as John himself was fond of saying, the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.
“The name again?” the guy behind the counter asked Sam as his fingers worked the keyboard.
“McNead,” Sam said.
“And O’Riley,” Wade added, sliding his phone away. “I have a suite. Maybe we should get connecting—”
“Just McNead,” Sam said, giving Wade a little nudge, trying to move him away.
Interesting.He nudged back, letting her leg bump his. Dipping his head so that his nose brushed her soft and silky hair, he murmured, “What are you up to?”
“Nothing.” She smiled at the check-in clerk, who handed over two card keys.
Wade remained silent until they stood waiting for an elevator. “What was that?”
“What was what?”
“You hijacked my room.”
She leaned forward and hit the elevator button three times in quick, irritated succession. “I didn’t think you’d mind sharing with your girlfriend.”
“I’d be excited, if I thought it meant that we were going to—”
“We’re not.” She punched the button again. “This was part of the mandate, okay? It has to look real. People are watching. I’m no more comfortable with this than you are, but we agreed to do it.” The elevator opened and she shoved him inside, quickly smacking the close door button, even as one poor soul ran toward them yelling, “Hold that elevator!”
She didn’t.
Wade turned to face her as the doors slid closed. “Wow.”
“I know!” She covered her face. “Please, let’s just not talk.”
He studied her flaming ears. She was cute when she was flustered. “That’s bad karma, you know, not holding the elevator.”
“Thanks for not talking.”
“And trust me, bad karma comes back around like a boomerang. That one’s going to bite you right on your very nice ass, Sam.”
“He’ll get another elevator!” she exclaimed, tossing up her hands. “We needed privacy.”
God, he loved it when she lost her cool and revealed the real Sam lurking beneath that princess exterior. “You’re right. We need privacy. In fact, I should have done this in the limo and gotten it out of the way.” He reached for the top button on his Levi’s.
Her eyes nearly bugged right out of her head. “What are you doing?”
“Getting naked, which is how you wanted me the last time we were alone in an elevator.”
“Oh my God.” She pressed her hands to her head as if she couldn’t quite believe it, then slapped one of those hands to his chest and shoved him back another step.
That, too. He loved that, too, when she got physical. He’d never told her, but when she was in the stands during a game screaming for him, he loved it.
“For the last time,” she said urgently, almost desperately, as if trying to talk herself into believing it. “It’s never going to happen again. Never, Wade.”
“Never is a long time.”
“Never. Ever. Ever. Which is even longer than never!”
Her eyes were dilated, which was fascinating. And he’d swear that the pulse at the base of her neck was fluttering faster than a hummingbird’s wings, which was even more fascinating.
Yeah. This really was going to be fun.





Chapter 4
To have some idea what it’s like [to be a MLB catcher], stand in the outside lane of a motorway, get your mate to drive his car at you at ninety-five mph and wait until he’s twelve yards away before you decide which way to jump.
—Geoffrey Boycott



Samantha walked through the suite. It was beautiful and quiet, with a gorgeous view of the ocean.
It had only one bedroom.
And one bed.
Sure, it was a king and piled thick with luxurious bedding, and looked so comfortable that she could have lain on it forever, but the knowledge that when it came time to hit the sack later, she’d be hitting it with Wade sent butterflies straight to her stomach.
And other parts . . .
Her cell phone rang. It was Holly, Pace’s fiancée. “Pace is working out, so I had a few minutes.”
Holly and Sam had become good friends this past year, even more so now that Pace and Wade had become business partners as well as best friends, purchasing and renovating random parcels of land into parks for kids and creating sports clubs in those parks with coaching and organized league games.
Well, Pace had anyway.
Mostly Wade just wrote checks.
He was good at that, writing checks, Sam had noticed. He often solved problems by throwing money at them. She only wished this problem could be solved so easily.
“I’m eating popcorn and watching a Friends marathon,” Holly said in her ear. “I thought I’d call and see how it’s going.”
Well aware of Wade checking out the suite behind her, Sam kept her voice down. “I’d rather be eating popcorn and watching a Friends marathon.”
“Sam,” Holly said very gently. “You need professional help.”
“Why?”
“You’d actually pick Friends over one of the yummiest guys I’ve ever seen?”
“I’m going to tell Pace you said that.”
“Just think about how long it’s been since you’ve gotten laid,” Holly said. “And then do yourself a favor and turn off your phone and look at Wade. Just look at all his yumminess and do what comes naturally.”
“What comes naturally will get me twenty-five years to life.”
“Don’t kill him, honey. Do him.”
Sam rolled her eyes and hung up on Holly’s laugh, then turned and came face-to-face with the six-foot-tall, heart-stopping, annoying-as-hell catcher she’d arranged to “sleep” with.
Thanks to her job, the first thing that usually came to mind when she thought about any of the Heat players was their stats. And Wade had stats in spades. At the moment, he was the most celebrated catcher in the National League. His defensive prowess was more anecdotal than measured but his numbers were telling. Last year he’d picked twenty-eight runners off the bases, an astonishing fifty percent of the runners attempting to steal. He also had 32 HRs, a 120 RBI, a .355 BA, and had placed second in the MVP voting.
But that’s not what she thought of when she looked at him. Nope, she was thinking Holly was right about one thing, he was pretty damn yum.
He began unbuttoning his shirt and tossed his bag to the bed to rifle through it. He shrugged out of the shirt—holy cow—and while she concentrated on not dragging her tongue down his chest clear to his low-slung Levi’s, he replaced it with a light blue T-shirt advertising some surf shop in Mexico. He kicked off the clean running shoes he’d been wearing and pulled on a pair of battered Nikes instead.
“Casual wear for this kind of place,” she noted, voice shockingly even, given that she watched as he bent to tie the Nikes, his jeans stretched tight across his perfect ass.
“There’s a charity baseball game in thirty minutes,” he said, straightening. “And God willing, food as well.”
“You just ate. And there’s a game?”
“I ate two hours ago. And yeah, there’s a game. All the guys in the wedding party are playing. Thought you’d heard.”
No, she hadn’t, as he damn well knew. And since she’d had approximately fifteen minutes of advance warning about this whole weekend adventure, she’d grabbed only her usual daywear. Business suits, which she’d figured would cover both the wedding and any other parties they’d have to attend. “Good thing I’m not part of the wedding party then.”
His smile changed, went a little secretive. “Yes, it’s a good thing.”
She paused, eyes narrowed. “I’m not playing in this charity game.”
“No, unless you’ve grown a penis I don’t know about.”
“I mean it, Wade.” She’d been watching baseball since before she could walk, but as a girlie-girl from Rochester, New York, one who’d gone to Princeton before joining the family obsession with baseball, she’d actually never played.
She could golf, she could play ping-pong, and she could bowl when she had to, but she could not throw, catch, or hit a baseball to save her life.
Wade pulled out his phone and looked at the time. “We have five minutes. You might want to change.”
“I’m fine in this.”
“Suit yourself.” He grabbed his second duffle, an equipment bag, and opened it to check his glove and bat, then shouldered the bag. “Ready?”
Was she? She had no idea.
He opened the suite door and pushed Sam through ahead of him.
“So,” she said as they headed toward the elevators. “There’s only one bed.”
“I noticed. You’re the best girlfriend ever.”
She let out a low laugh. “I meant for there to be two.”
“Ah.”
“We should probably talk about it now.”
“Sure.”
“Want to flip for the couch?”
“Nope.” He smiled and slipped an arm around her. “Don’t worry. I only want the bed, not you.”
She looked up into his face. “Really?”
He grinned. “What do you think?”
She narrowed her eyes. “I think the couch has your name all over it.”
“I’m too big.”
Undoubtedly true. “I’ll call up for a roll-away mattress.”
He sighed. “I think I’m beginning to see why you have to be the pretend girlfriend. You’re not so good at the real thing.”
Ouch. And okay, so she wasn’t so good at the real thing; she tended to sabotage her own happiness for work, but hell if she’d admit that out loud.
They came up to the elevator, and once again unwelcome memories smacked into her unbidden; Wade’s long, drugging kisses melting away her bones, how he’d looked at her from those sleepy, sexy eyes as he’d unbuttoned her jacket, his long, nimble fingers on her body. In her body . . .
Dammit. She got on elevators all the time. That she was having flashbacks now had to be his fault—
Wade crowded up behind her and reached around to push the button. “We don’t have time for a quickie right now,” he murmured soft and husky in her ear. “But if you behave, I’ll let you seduce me on the way back.”
She gritted her teeth. “Wade?”
“Yes, Princess?”
“Shut up.”
He grinned and grabbed her hand when the doors opened at the lobby level.
“What are you doing?” she asked, trying to pull free.
“Pretending. Join me, won’t you?”
He so messed with her head, she’d nearly forgotten. He was smiling, talking to her, looking perfectly at ease as they walked across the lobby, and her head was spinning, from his easy touch, his smile . . .
He tugged her closer. “My girlfriends think I’m adorable and sexy as hell, so you should be all over me. And smile at me a lot.”
She choked. “Adorable?”
He thought about that. “You’re right, adorable might be a stretch. Okay, we’ll stick with the sexy-as-hell part. Photo op, three o’clock.”
Oh, God. “This is such a bad idea.”
“A spectacularly bad one.” He turned her in the right direction. “But I’ve learned to always make the best of a situation.” With a grin, he leaned in and gave her one smacking kiss on the lips, and flashes went off all around them.
Her lips tingled as he pulled back. His hand was big and warm in hers, and rough with calluses. That should have turned her off, but instead, it sent a flicker of heat straight through her. Because she didn’t have to wonder how his palm would feel against her skin, not when the memory of it was imprinted in her mind, that hand gliding over her breasts, up her legs. Beneath her skirt.
Goose bumps broke out across her body as he pulled her out the fancy side doors of the resort, onto the lush grounds. There were gardens and a huge pool, beyond which was a big grassy field. And in the center of it, a baseball diamond had been set up, as well as spectator stands running from third base to home, a sight that made Sam relax.
She could easily spend a couple of hours watching a game anytime. It was like comfort food.
A sign told her that tickets were fifty bucks a pop and all proceeds were going to the Children’s Hospital, which made her happy. She herself ran the 4 The Kids charity for the Heat and loved that the game would raise money for kids.
“Meg—Mark’s fiancée—works at the Children’s Hospital,” Wade said. “You’ll like her.”
The press was there in force, of course, and Wade took her past them to the gate and pulled two tickets from his pocket.
On the field, Mark was talking to a guy who was pulling on catcher’s gear. “You’re not catching?” she asked Wade in surprise.
“They wouldn’t let me.” He flashed a grin. “No one liked the odds of playing against me.”
She could well imagine. No one in the MLB liked the odds of playing against him either. He was known for being a human vacuum behind the plate. Pitchers loved him because he caught whatever they threw.
He was still holding her hand, and at the bottom of the stands, in plain sight of anyone and everyone standing around, he pulled her to him.
For a minute she went still, discombobulated and shocked to find herself pressed up against his hard, warm chest. “Um . . .”
“Give me a kiss for good luck, Princess.”
She tilted her head to look up into his face, her mouth opening to tell him hell-to-the-no was she going to kiss him, but he had an oddly soft look in his eyes, and then his hand came up to cup her face, his thumb caressing her jaw.
Don’t. The word echoed between her ears. Don’t touch me like I mean something to you . . .
But his mouth took hers before she could get out a single syllable of protest, and then the only syllable that did escape was an inarticulate but undeniable sound of pleasure. She’d almost forgotten that kissing him was the equivalent of an entire fudge brownie with warm chocolate sauce poured over the top, and her hands stroked up his steel biceps before she could help herself because she needed an anchor and he was all she had.
Far before she was ready, he broke off the kiss, his mouth remaining a breath from hers for a long beat, as if maybe she wasn’t the only one knocked completely off guard.
Slowly his eyes opened, and when they did, the corners of his mouth hinted at a smile. “I’ll be listening for you to scream my name when I hit a homer.”
“I’ve never screamed your name.”
His smile let loose. “Sure, you have. There was that time we played Arizona last year in the playoffs and I hit that double. You screamed my name when I made it home.”
Oh, God. She had.
“And then when we played China in that exhibition game during spring training and I got slammed into at the plate and nearly cracked my rib.”
“You didn’t get right up,” she said in her defense, remembering clearly the terror she’d felt at seeing him crumpled on the ground, not moving. “You have to get right up or we all worry.”
His knowing smirk told her he knew exactly who’d worried herself sick from the stands. Then he lowered his voice to a soft whisper. “And then there was that other time.”
“No.” She shook her head. There’d been no third time, she was sure of it.
“In the elevator, when I—”
Oh, God. She shoved him, and laughing, he staggered back a step. “Aw. Love you, too, Princess.” With a wink, he turned and walked off, leaving her standing there remembering . . .
Remembering being sandwiched between the mirror in the elevator and his long, hard body, which had been completely supporting hers, her legs wrapped around his waist, his hands cupping her bottom as he effortlessly held her against the glass, holding her on the very edge until she’d begged softly, “Wade, please.”
He’d pleased all right, he’d flexed his hips and thrust into her one last time and she’d come.
With a little scream.
Heat flooded her face, and she was very glad he’d walked away, the ass. She climbed the stands, found a seat and plopped down, and only because several people were looking at her did she smooth the frown from her face and force a smile.
“So you’re the one,” said a pretty brunette.
Sam looked down at the woman sitting in front of her. “Excuse me?”
“I’m Tess. Mark’s sister.” The woman leaned up, offering her hand. “I take it you’re the new girlfriend.”
“Very new,” Sam said, and swallowed the irony.
“Wade doesn’t usually do the relationship thing.” Clearly fishing, Tess scooted up a row to sit right next to Sam. She was twentysomething, with a sweet smile and warm, brown eyes. She wore jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, and as Sam took in most of the crowd, she realized just about everyone was casually dressed.
Except her.
“We were all wondering what kind of a woman could snare him,” Tess said. “Mark had guessed a movie star. You look like one, but—”
“I’m a publicist. For the Heat.” She’d known there’d be plenty of talk this weekend about who Wade had brought with him, which had been the point. It was what had gotten him into trouble in the first place, the parade of women in and out of his life, none sticking. Because beneath the surfer beauty and athletic glory beat a fiercely protected, loyal heart, making him about as easy to crack open as a brick wall.
Sam understood the appeal, she really did. He was gorgeous and yet approachable, both cocky and discreet, a paradox since those deep sea-green eyes of his promised he was an open book.
In truth, she was discovering that he was anything but.
“A publicist,” Tess said, and nodded. “Sounds like a fun job, getting to be around all those sexy ball players for a living.”
“That much testosterone isn’t as much fun as you might think.”
“Probably not, but the view has gotto be nice—” Tess broke off, standing up and whistling as some of the guys took the field, jogging out to their various positions. “Woo hoo!” she yelled. “Let’s kick some ass.” She grinned at Sam. “You know who’s out there, right? Two TV stars, one movie star, and three world-class athletes, including your boyfriend.”
Sam looked at the diamond and saw Wade at right field. Mark was standing on the mound. The guy at third plate did look familiar, and then she realized he played a cop in one of her favorite TV shows.
“There’s my dream boyfriend,” Tess said, nodding to the batter. “Isn’t he hot? He snowboarded for gold at last year’s X Games . . . uh oh—”
He’d swung at Mark’s first pitch and connected.
“Yeah, baby!” Tess yelled.
The pop ball went straight to . . .
Right field.
Wade shoved his sunglasses to the top of his head and kept his eyes on the fly ball as it . . .
Landed right in his glove. She supposed he couldn’t help but play like the superstar he was, and it made her a little squirmy to watch him.
Squirmy as in turned-on.
The crowd booed as Wade threw the ball to second in time to get the snowboarder out. “They’re booing him?” Sam asked in shock.
“Just our little way of keeping his ego in check.” Tess laughed as out in the field Wade took a bow. The boos turned to cheers. “We all love him, and he knows it.”
Indeed, the guys playing second and center field ran up to Wade. One slapped his back and fist bumped him. The other grabbed him around the middle and swung him around. In the next inning, she watched him throw back his head and roar with laughter when the groom tripped over his own two feet running for home. And in the inning after that, he purposely struck out.
Sam had viewed countless baseball games in her life. She’d watched every single one of the Heat’s games over the past three years.
Every.
Single.
One.
But as she leaned back and soaked up the sun and the laughter and joy around her, she realized she’d never viewed one like this, where both teams were more interested in the beer and snacks on the sidelines, in taunting each other with private jokes and easy laughter, where the outcome wasn’t nearly as important as the game itself.
She watched Wade thoroughly enjoy himself, watched as he became unbearably human in her eyes, and when the game ended, as she stood up with everyone else to cheer, she told herself it was a damn good thing that this was pretend because she was feeling squirmy again.
And yeah, her body was definitely sending mayday signals to her brain. The oh-please-can-we-have-him signals.
Bad body.
Very bad body.


After the game, Wade walked to the stands. His “girlfriend” was sitting there in her elegant and sophisticated suit, revealing those knock-’em dead legs that went on for days, looking for all the world like a princess on a Nordstrom’s budget.
God, she was something. And if he wasn’t careful, she’d make him lose his head. Good thing he was careful.
Very careful. “Hey, woman,” he called up to her. “Where’s my victory kiss?”
Tess laughed and cleared the stands to give him room as he made his way to her. Sam narrowed her eyes, giving him the don’t-you-dare death-glare. Ignoring the look, he pulled her to her feet and leaned in, enjoying the scent of her, the feel of her, letting his eyes drift closed as he headed for her mouth—
She slapped a hand to his chest, and with a sigh, he opened his eyes. “Can I call management and get an exchange on the girlfriend thing? Cuz this one’s uncooperative.”
“Our turn, Sam,” Tess told her, climbing down, waving at her to hurry and follow. “We’re up first.”
“We’re up first?” Sam repeated, turning to Wade. “What does she mean?”
“Powder-puff time.”
“Powder puff? What’s a powder puff?”
“They’re doing an extra inning so the women get a chance to play, too. You’re catcher.”
She just stared at him, mouth open.
He smiled, gently tapped his finger beneath her chin until her mouth closed, and sank to the seat she’d just vacated. “Don’t worry, I’ll cheer you on.”
“But I’m in heels.”
Tess came running up the stands and grabbed Sam’s hand, pulling her down toward the field. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”
“B-but I’m not dressed for this,” she protested as Tess left her no choice but to run alongside her, which she did like a pro in spite of the four-inch heels. “I don’t know how to play . . .”
Wade watched her go, grinning from ear to ear. Oh, hell, yeah.This was exactly what he’d needed, a weekend of entertainment. And it was greatly entertaining, watching Sam get handed over the catcher’s gear. Watching her stare at the equipment in her hands, making him realize that she truly had no idea what she was doing. He took in the sheer panic on her face and sighed as he rose to his feet, then made his way down to her.
“Problem?” he asked.
“Yes.” She fisted his shirt and held on, eyes wide. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”
And she hated that, he knew. His Sam thrived on knowing exactly what she was doing, at all times. “It’s called winging it, Princess. In the name of fun.”
She tugged harder, bringing him nose to nose with her. “You have no idea how much I hate to admit this, but I need your help.”
He let out a slow smile. “It’s going to cost you.”
“I don’t care.”
“Oh, Sam.” His hands went to her hips and squeezed gently. “You’re going to care.”
She let out a breath. “You’re getting a kick out of this.”
“Seeing you out of your element?” His full grin escaped. “You can bet your sweet ass on it.”





Chapter 5
It’s a funny kind of month, October. For the really keen baseball fan it’s when you discover that your wife left you in May.
—Denis Norden



“Hold the mitt up a little higher,” Wade instructed Sam, and then stepped behind her, putting one hand on her hip, the other guiding her arm a little higher.
If she hadn’t been so terrified, so aware of the full stands and everyone around her readying for the powder-puff inning, she might have enjoyed the feeling of his big, hard, warm body behind hers.
“Open the mitt more,” he told her. “It’ll align with the ball.”
“It will?” she asked doubtfully. “Even if you’re not a natural athlete?”
“You’re a natural.”
Her tummy quivered. “How do you know?”
“I know.”
She wanted to believe that.
“Once the ball’s in your glove, throw it quickly and as straight as possible.”
“Straight,” she said faintly. “Sure thing.” It was a cool day, with a lovely breeze coming in off the ocean and yet she was sweating. She yanked off her jacket and tossed it aside.
Wade abruptly stopped talking. When she turned her head to look at him, he was staring at her white silky knit tank. “It’s a top, Wade.”
“It’s a sexy little top that just made me forget what the hell I was telling you.”
“You were telling me how to be a catcher.”
“Right.” He gave himself a visible shake. “Be sure not to hit the pitcher. They hate that.”
She closed her eyes and tried not to panic.
He laughed softly and ran a finger over the narrow strap on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, a good pitcher will get out of your way when he sees you get ready to throw down.”
“Is Tess a good pitcher?”
“We’ll find out.”
She swallowed hard.
“And don’t get yourself hit either.”
“Oh, God.”
“Don’t worry. Probably Tess can’t get a ball over home plate to save her life. Which means you’re going to be running after it, not catching it. But if you do catch it, keep your chin down.”
“Why?”
“Keeps the ball from bouncing up and hitting you in the throat.”
Okay. So she’d keep her chin down.
He turned her to face him and tightened her face mask, then bent his knees a little to look into her eyes. “Ready?”
“Sure thing.”
He smiled again. “Go get ’em, Tiger.”
Then he was gone before she could kill him.
But he’d been right about her spending far more time running after the pitches than catching them. She’d ditched her heels, kicking them to the grass a few feet away, dirt clinging to the soles. But that wasn’t her biggest problem. Somehow her team managed to get three outs, which was a miracle considering the pitching and catching efforts. But then came the real terror.
She was up at bat.
She looked into the eyes of the pretty brunette who was pitching. It was Meg, the bride-to-be, and Sam watched Mark walk out to the mound to coach his future wife, ending with a sweet kiss that turned into a very long, sloppy wet one that might have never ended except that Tess ran out and shoved Mark off the mound.
Now Meg was grinning dreamily as she pitched to Sam, giving her a sweet slow ball—
Sam hit it.
Even with her eyes closed and a startled little squeak coming out of her as she swung, she hit it right up the center of the field.
Meg, still dazed from Mark’s kiss, missed it.
“Run, Sam, run!”
This came from the sidelines, and she realized it was Wade yelling at her. She’d been standing there like an idiot. Dropping the bat she headed for first in her bare feet and business suit. The skirt was too damn tight for this, so she tugged it up, freeing her legs so that she could move faster.
She got to first and looked back.
Wade had leapt off the stands and was standing there on edge of the field, practically doubled over with laughter as he waved her on to second.
So she ran to second just as the center fielder missed the ball. Which meant that Sam kept running, all the way home, where she finally came to a breathless stop and realized people were cheering wildly.
For her.
She stood there bowled over by an entire stand full of perfect strangers cheering her on. It was the oddest thing, and the most flattering thing, and she found herself standing there grinning like an idiot as a pair of hard, warm arms pulled her back against an even harder, warmer chest.
“Nicely done, Princess.” Wade pressed his mouth to her neck. “You can thank me later.”
“For what?” she asked, still breathless and getting more so with his mouth on her.
He tugged her skirt back down for her. “For teaching you everything you know.”


After the game, Sam showered to get the dirt off her feet and legs. Nothing was going to help the suit though, so she started over with a different one.
Wade had gone to the wedding rehearsal, and then straight to the restaurant to help set up for the rehearsal dinner, leaving Sam alone for a few hours. She spent the time on her laptop in the suite doing some work.
With the season starting up, her e-mail box was full. First up, Henry. Henry Weston was the Heat’s shortstop. He was young, talented, and shy as hell, so when a group of female fans had chased him through a mall, he’d panicked on his way out and rear-ended a delivery truck, leaving her with some damage control to do there. After that, she organized a few interviews and wrote press releases on some bull pen trades. She was working on a press packet for two upcoming charity events the Heat was sponsoring, a carnival and an auction, when her cell phone rang. Her brother Jeremy. Temper warred with blood ties, but in the end, she let out a long breath and let temper win. He could leave a message because she was done being bullied by the McNeads in the guise of family love, thank you very much.
But when he called three more times in a row, she began having flashbacks to being little, to all the times it’d been her and Jeremy against the world. Though she was only one year older, she’d spent much of their childhood protecting him from her other brothers and cousins, all older and meaner.
That age-old responsibility was hitting her now, and she caved. “Jeremy.”
“Don’t hang up,” he said quickly. “Please, don’t, Sam.”
“Tell me why I shouldn’t.” Maybe it’d been them against the world as kids. But even then, he’d always been competitive with her. It was elevated now by the nature of their jobs, a competitive nature he’d taken way too far when he’d jeopardized her job and the Heat’s good public track record by logging into her computer and gathering private information, which he’d then leaked to the press. He’d done this to give the Heat a bad name with their faithful fans, hoping to elevate his Bucks to the same favored pitch the Heat had enjoyed.
He’d betrayed her. He’d betrayed several close friends of hers. And when he’d attempted to sell that information, he’d also come horrifyingly close to getting his ass thrown in jail.
She hadn’t spoken to him in spite of the heavy leaning from her father and uncle, both of whom believed she should forgive Jeremy as they had.
“I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am,” Jeremy said quietly. “I never got a chance to tell you that.”
“You weren’t sorry until you got caught.”
“True.” He sighed, then said perhaps the last thing she could have imagined he’d say, “I’m hitting rehab, Sam.”
“What?”
“Obviously my personal habits have gotten out of control, and are affecting the way I handle myself.”
She hated that her first response was suspicion, but she’d bet her last dollar that he was full of shit and only wanted her sympathy. Or something. “What are you addicted to?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Complicated?” she asked warily. “Or a lie?”
He sighed. “I’m suffering from exhaustion, okay? I joined a ninety-day program here in South Carolina.”
“Exhaustion? Come on, Jeremy. That’s a total celebrity cop-out.”
“Okay, and maybe prescription pain meds from my knee surgery last year.”
She sighed. “You were a snake. Own up to it.”
“I was a snake and I’ll be back in ninety days. Minus the snake part, and better behaved, I promise.”
“Jeremy.” She rubbed her temples. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Say that even though I know I have no right to ask you, you’ll take care of . . . something for me.”
Ah, there it was. “Something?”
“You’re the only one I can trust with this—” He broke off, and Sam heard someone telling him to hang up.
“Jeremy?” she said. “Who’s that?”
“Just say yes, Sam,” he said quickly now, low and urgent. “I’m going in and I’m not allowed any phone calls or any contact with the outside world for two weeks minimum. I need an answer. Please, Sam.”
Ah, hell. He sounded scared, and one thing Jeremy had never been was scared. “Fine. But so help me God, if it’s something illegal, I’ll—”
Click.
“Jeremy?”
Nothing. When her cell rang immediately, she snatched it open. “Jeremy? Stop being vague. Just tell me what you need me to do.”
“Not Jeremy,” said a familiar low, husky voice. “It’s your boyfriend.”
She sighed and felt the beginning of a headache. “Wade.”
“Oh, good, you do remember me. Now if you could remember that you were supposed to be my date about fifteen minutes ago and get your pretty ass up to the restaurant, that’d be fantastic. I’m starving.”
Shaking her head, she put her brother and his troubles out of her mind, and headed out to meet her “boyfriend” for the rehearsal dinner.
The restaurant was on the rooftop, and as it was a glorious evening in perpetually sunny SoCal, the weather couldn’t be more accommodating. It was a fantastic seventy-two degrees, with the setting sun casting the sky into an orange and red and purple extravaganza over a group of people who genuinely seemed to care about each other. As Sam got off the elevator, her eyes went immediately to the man standing at the entrance, waiting.
Her date.
Tall, built, and amazing. He’d changed somewhere, into a dark charcoal suit with a French blue silk shirt, the combination pretty much taking her breath away. He’d even combed his unruly sun-kissed hair and shaved, and as he moved toward her in that easygoing, almost lazy stride that was in complete contrast with his intense eyes, she actually felt her knees wobble and her tongue stick to the roof of her mouth.
He was the most gorgeous man in the room and he was heading right for her. Resolutely, she locked her knees. Sure he looked good. Sure he kissed even better. But this was just a gig to keep him out of trouble.
Part of her job, nothing more. “Not your type,” she reminded herself. “Not even close.”
He lifted her hand to his mouth and eyed her over their entwined fingers. “How am I not your type?”
“You’re nice on the eyes, but you’re a player.”
He pulled her in and put his mouth to her ear. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” His lips had touched her earlobe as he spoke, and dammit, her eyes drifted shut. “You go out with one woman for a night or two, and granted, you make her feel like the only woman on earth, but then you’re on to the next flavor of the month. Nothing serious, nothing long-lasting.”
“Ah.”
“You’re funny,” she granted him. “But everything’s a joke, everything’s lightweight. Until it isn’t.”
He pulled back enough to look into her face, looking amused. “You’re trying to talk yourself out of me.”
She blew out a breath. “Yeah.”
“Is it working?”
“Yes,” she lied.
“Good.” He startled her by stroking a finger over her temple in the exact spot it ached. “Because you’re right about all of it. Especially the part about me not being a keeper. Now tell me what’s really wrong.”
“Nothing. I’m fine.”
“Well, then, please God, let’s be fine inside. I need a steak.” He turned her from him and nudged her inside. “Or a plate of burgers. Hell, I don’t care what it is as long as it’s red meat and no longer mooing. I hate being hungry.” >
They sat down just in time to be served appetizers: cod-fish mousse with fried plantain chips. It was fantastic, but after a minute, Sam realized she was the only one of them eating. Wade was pushing his around with his fork, a deep frown on his face.
“Problem?” she asked.
“It’s fish.”
“Uh-huh.”
He wrinkled his nose.
She laughed. “You don’t like fish?”
“Does a fish say moo?”
“Don’t be a baby.”
“A baby?” He slid her a brooding look. “I’m wasting away here from starvation.”
The main course was a guava-glazed red snapper and Wade groaned. “You’re fucking kidding me.”
“Looks good.”
A scowl had creased his forehead. “Mark didn’t have a hand in this; he hates fish, too.” He looked around for the groom, spotting him sitting across the room with Meg in his lap, who was kissing his face all over. “Well, that explains it. He’s getting laid out of this deal, so he doesn’t care what he eats.”
“It’s really delicious.” She took another bite. “Maybe if you just try it.”
“It’s fish, Sam.” He pulled his napkin from his lap and stood. “I’ll be back.”
She watched his tall, rangy form make its way to the doors and vanish. When he didn’t immediately return, she figured he was checking out the vending machine in the hotel lobby in search of a candy bar.
Mark plopped down next to her. “Let me guess. Wade got his lucky ass out of this fancy joint and is out seeking real food.”
“I’m thinking yeah.”
He sighed wistfully. “That guy always did have the best survival instincts. I’d kill for a burger.”
“It’s your dinner,” she noted, amused. “Order one.”
“Clearly you’ve never been the groom-to-be. And you’ve certainly never had to stand up to a bride.” He looked over at Meg, sitting at a table surrounded by other women, positively glowing, and he smiled dopily. “God, she’s amazing.”
“Which is why you’re willing to eat food you don’t even like.”
“Yeah.” He grinned. “I let her have her way, and she . . .” His grin widened. “Well, let’s just say it works to my favor.”
She laughed. “A marriage made in heaven. You’ll make a good family together.”
“Thank you.” He studied her a moment. “You know, I’ve never said this to one of Wade’s girlfriends before, but I’m going to say it now. I hope you stick.”
“Oh. Well—”
“If anyone could use more good family around, it’s Wade. I mean he has me, of course, but we don’t get to see each other much these days. There’s his dad, but he doesn’t really count. And he has his teammates, but a guy could use more, you know?”
Sam was stuck on the dad comment. She’d written the bio for every player on the team, Wade’s included, so she’d always figured she knew most everything there was to know about them. “His dad is alive?”
A funny looked crossed Mark’s face, and he set his drink down. “Wow, Meg was right. I should have quit two drinks ago.” He paused. “Look, he’s a bit touchy about his past, which is silly given how much money he sends home, but still, he’d hate that I brought it up.” Mark caught Meg waving at him and stood up. “Gotta go pretend I love the seafood. Tell Wade he’s a lucky bastard.”
“Oh, I will.” As Mark walked away, Sam looked around for Wade. It’d been ten minutes since he’d vanished on her.
She waited five more, then left the table and made her way down to the lobby, thinking about Wade’s father. Wade had always been open about growing up poor as dirt, about the fact that it’d been just his father and him in a single-wide in the woods in some tiny town in Oregon, and that it was just Wade now.
But it wasn’t just Wade, not if his father was still alive. Was the man still in Oregon? Or here in California, maybe even in Santa Barbara somewhere? But if that was the case, why had she never heard about him? Or seen him at a game?
She checked the restaurant and bar, then stepped out of the resort’s front double doors, onto a huge grassy area, lined with wild flowers in every conceivable color. And there, sitting on the grass in that beautiful suit was her multimillion dollar MLB catcher, eating a Big Mac.





Chapter 6
Love is the most important thing in the world, but baseball is pretty good, too.
—Greg, age 8



Sitting on the perfectly manicured lawn, Wade slurped down his soda and tried not to think about the message he’d just retrieved from his voice mail. It’d been someone from the senior center reporting that if his father didn’t stop handing out contraband—alcohol and cigars—to the other residents, he’d be kicked out.
And then his father’s message, the softly slurred, “Yo, when are you going to get it? I don’t want to be here, I want to be with you.”
There’d been a long pause, and Wade had thought maybe his father had hung up.
He hadn’t.
Because there was more—his dad’s voice lowered, hoarse and thick, but even so, still filled with the despair that had coated most of Wade’s childhood: “Need you, Wade. Not your money. You.”
Uh-huh. He’d heard that before. Shrugging it off, Wade tilted the carton of fries up to his mouth, soaking up the last of the sun as it sank into the horizon. French fries and sunsets were God’s gift, he decided.
“I should have known.”
He looked up.
And up.
And up the best set of legs he’d ever had the pleasure of having wrapped around him. Which made him amend his thought. French fries were definitely God’s gift. But so were a woman’s legs.
And what those legs led to . . .
“You look like you just had really great sex,” Sam murmured, her eyes on his.
“You should know.”
She shook her head. “Why do you always circle back to that one bad decision? It was a long time ago, it meant nothing, and it’s never going to happen again.”
“Come down here and say that.”
She didn’t, reminding him that she possessed an unusually strong survivor’s instinct.
“How did you get to McDonald’s?” she asked.
“One of the guys lent me his car.” Leaning back, he dug into the bag for another carton of fries.
“How many of those have you had?”
“This is my second super-sized helping.”
“Maybe we should get your cholesterol checked.”
He laughed. “Are you worried about my weight?”
She slid her gaze down his body, and he could tell by the way she sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and how her eyes dilated that she liked what she saw.
“You know damn well you don’t have a weight problem,” she finally said. “You don’t have an ounce of fat on you, you lucky bastard. Your body couldn’t get more perfect.”
It’s an illusion, he nearly said. Instead, he popped more fries in his mouth and moaned out loud. “Good Christ, these are amazing. Every single time.” He offered up the carton. “How do you suppose they do it?”
“It’s the salt.” She sighed and stared at the fries, clearly wrestling with herself. After a moment, she grabbed the carton and dug in, and then let out a hum of pleasure that rocked through him.
He grinned. “Yeah?”
“Oh, yeah.” She licked her fingers. “Almost as good as an orgasm.”
He stared at her mouth. “Baby, nothing’s as good as an orgasm.”
“French fries are,” she said firmly. “Well, mostly.” She sighed. “Honestly, it’s been so long I can’t remember. French fries might actually be better.”
“Aw, now you’re just daring me to remind you how good it was in that Atlanta elevator.”
She slid him an assessing gaze. “You’re fishing.”
He smiled. “Guilty.”
“Are you that insecure about your manhood?”
“Yeah. Reassure me.”
She just shook her head.
With a grin, he patted the grass next to him, wanting her to sit with him, to just relax. Be.
Make him laugh some more.
Her black suit was dressier than her earlier one, the skirt shorter, the heels higher and strappy and pretty much blowing his mind as she shook her head and gestured to her hem. “I can’t get down there without flashing everybody.”
Probably true. He eyed the few people wandering around, then got to his feet, took off his jacket, and held it around her.
She hesitated. “We should go back inside.”
“Is there still fish in there?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Then not yet. Come on, sit.”
“You have another phone number written on your hand.”
“The server at McDonald’s. You weren’t there to protect me.”
She rolled her eyes, then let him guide her down to the grass, cocking her head to look into his eyes. “Red meat agrees with you.”
“I know it. Other things agree with me. Want to guess what any of them are?”
“Ha,” she said. “And no. I don’t need to guess. I already know.”
“Well then?” he asked hopefully.
With a low laugh, she put her finger on a corner of his mouth.
The touch was like a bolt of lightning straight through his gut. As she lightly rubbed the pad of her finger over his lip, he had to make a correction. The bolt hadn’t gone to his gut, but parts south.
“Ketchup,” she murmured, then let out a throaty gasp when he sucked the tip of her finger into his mouth.
She closed her eyes as he lightly raked his teeth over the pad of her finger. “I’m not going to have sex with you, Wade,” she said, her voice husky. “Not out here on the grass. Not inside. Not anywhere.”
“Sam I am,” he whispered, but he couldn’t help it. He was feeling odd. Uneasy. Restless.
Aroused.
Slowly he pulled her in using the lapels of his jacket. She resisted but was little match for his strength, going into a controlled freefall against his chest.
“Don’t make this into something it’s not,” she said very softly as she fit against him like she was made for him. “It’s just a moment. A weird sort of chemical attraction moment that can’t really be explained.”
“All chemistry can be explained. You plus me equals combustion.”
She flashed a quick, tight smile. “Dangerous combustion, don’t you think?”
“I’m not afraid of you.” He lowered his head to see into her eyes. “Is that it, Sam? Are you afraid of me?”
“Don’t flatter yourself.”
But she didn’t look sure, and he took mercy on the both of them and dropped the subject.
“I’m surprised at how long you’ve stayed out here,” she said after a moment. “You’re missing all kinds of photo ops at the rehearsal dinner.”
“Can’t have that.”
“No.”
She was practically in his lap, her hand on his chest, whether to keep him at bay or to hold on, he wasn’t yet sure.
“Wade.”
“Right here.” He dipped his head, his lips a fraction from hers.
“There’s no one around,” she said shakily, gripping his bicep with one hand, his chest with the other, like he was her only anchor in a churning sea. “No paps, nothing.”
“Then this one will have to be just for us.” Leaning even closer, he stopped only a millimeter away from her lips when she tightened her fingers on his chest, getting a few chest hairs in the mix. “What now?”
“I didn’t know your father was alive.”
Like a cold bucket of water. With a sigh, he set her away from him. “Where did this come from?”
“Mark mentioned it.”
“Mark has a big mouth.”
“What’s the secret?”
“There is no secret.” There really wasn’t. Wade had been born in a trailer and had nearly died that same day. Would have, if John O’Riley hadn’t gathered his son in a towel and brought him to the closest doctor at an Urgent Care nearly an hour away. Wade had been cleaned up and fixed up and handed back over two days later to his father, who’d gone home and found his woman gone.
This had left the mild-tempered, easygoing John in a bit of a quandary. He’d been a small-bit character actor who’d traveled from tiny town theater to tiny town theater, not easy to do with a baby and no woman. So he’d adapted, as all O’Rileys were apt to do, and switched professions from acting to gambling, aka conning.
And had become a professional drunk while he was at it. He hadn’t been a mean drunk, or even a particularly difficult one. Just quiet and sad and utterly clueless about everything, including raising a kid.
“Where does he live?” Sam asked.
“Oregon.”
“Do you ever go back?”
Wade had few memories from his childhood worth revisiting, so no, he never went back. Not for sentimental reasons, and not for his father, who’d done far better with Wade a thousand miles away making enough money for the both of them. Wade had lost track of the number of times he’d tried to get his father to rehab, and in fact, no longer cared. Things had been fine, just fine, until recently when John’d had a medical problem. A weakened liver. Shock. His doctor had told him he could quit drinking or die. So suddenly John was looking his mortality right in the face, and fretting about his lack of a relationship with his son. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Wade gathered his trash and stood up, offering her a hand, watching from hooded eyes as she struggled not to flash him her goodies beneath that short skirt.
She wasn’t entirely successful; he caught a quick glimpse of something black and lacy. “Pretty.”
“You are such a guy.”
“Guilty.”
She stood before him, looking into his face for answers.
Answers he wasn’t ready to give. “I’m going back to Mickey D’s for a hot fudge sundae,” he decided, pulling the borrowed keys out of his pocket. “Quiet people are welcome to come.”
“Meaning no more questions, I suppose.”
“Pretty and smart,” he murmured. He was only partially surprised when she walked along at his side. He knew enough about her to know she’d do just about anything for ice cream.
“Won’t the bride be upset that a member of the wedding party just up and left to eat somewhere else?”
“If it’d been anyone else but me, probably. Me, she likes.” He had them at the McDonald’s drive-thru in less than five minutes, and they were halfway back when he caught the red and blue lights flashing in his rearview mirror. “Shit.”
Sam didn’t slow down in her consumption of her hot fudge sundae, scooping a huge dollop into her mouth, licking her lips in a way that nearly made him forget to pull over. “Probably you shouldn’t have been speeding,” she said as he turned off his engine.
He slid her a look as the officer came to the window, one hand on his gun, the other wielding a flashlight.
“License and registration, please,” he said. “Sir, do you know how fast you were going?”
“No,” Wade said.
“Thirty-five-ish,” Sam said helpfully from the passenger seat, “in a twenty-five zone.”
Wade turned and gave her a long look.
She smiled, and he had to shake his head. Now she smiled at him like that. Nice.
“She’s right,” the officer told him. “Thirty-five in a twenty-five.”
Sam gave Wade the I-told-you-so look.
“License and registration,” the officer said again.
Wade blew out a breath. He’d left his wallet in the hotel room. He’d borrowed keys and a twenty from Matt’s brother. This was not going to go well. He flashed a quick, apologetic smile to the cop. “You’re not going to believe this, hell even I don’t believe it, but I forgot my license back at my room at the Laguna Rey Resort.”
The cop gave him an unimpressed look, then slowly narrowed his gaze. “Wait a minute. Do I know you?”
Wade smiled in relief. Once in a while fame really did pay.
“I do know you,” the cop said. “Hey, you’re big in my house.”
Okay, so maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. Wade reached into the glove box for the registration and handed it over.
The officer glanced at it and then handed it back without going to his vehicle to run it. He was smiling now. “Ah, man, this is my lucky day. My wife was pissed at me this morning, but an autograph from you will make it all better.”
“Absolutely.” Wade was perfectly willing to sign his John Hancock on a piece of paper instead of at the bottom of a speeding violation. He searched the car and came up with a pad of paper and a pen in the console. “How should I sign it?”
“If you could say ‘To Leslie,’” the cop said. “‘With love, Matthew McConaughey.’ ”
Sam snorted softly as Wade went still.
“She loves you, man. You still play the bongos in the buff?”
Wade slid his eyes to Sam, who rolled her lips into her mouth to keep from bursting out with laughter. He gave her the death-glare and looked down at the paper in his hand. He’d written the “To Leslie with love” part. And with a sudden genuine smile, he signed “Matthew McConaughey” with a flourish. “I’ve cut back on the naked bongo playing.”
“Cool,” the officer said. “Thank you so much.”
“My pleasure,” Wade murmured as the officer walked away.
Sam gave him one beat of silence. Then she burst out laughing.
He stared at her. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you laugh like that.”
She wiped a tear from her eyes and tried to collect herself. “I’m sorry. But Matthew McConaughey?”
“What? I look sort of like him.”
She laughed again, and Wade shook his head and drove them back to the resort, feeling irritated all over again. When they were back on the grass, heading toward the hotel doors, Sam put a hand on his arm. “Can I ask a question now?”
“I’ve been mistaken for him before, you know.”
“A different question.”
“No,” he said, knowing where she was going to go. “No other questions.”
“Do you really never go home?”
“Jesus.” He drew a deep breath. “Home? My home’s in Santa Barbara, Sam.”
“Are you in contact with him? Your dad?”
Yes. Monetary contact. Monetary payback for not being able to be the son John had apparently needed in order to not pickle his liver on a daily basis. “You’re harshing my ice-cream-sundae buzz.”
“I’m sure he’s getting up there in years but maybe we could bring him out for a game some time. Give him the VIP treatment.”
Uh-huh. Problem was, the old man would rather play cards than sit through a baseball game.
“He’d probably love it,” she said.
What John would love was conning everyone Wade knew out of their pocket change. “Stop.”
“But—”
“You know what, Sam? Mark puts up with nagging from Meg, but then again, she blows him every night, so . . .”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m not nagging. I’m just saying that for the past three years we’ve done a special Father’s Day event. This year we’re having it at the Railroad Museum. Think of the positive, heart-warming press—”
“Jesus, Sam. Stop working and fucking drop it already. Please.”
And then, to be sure she did, he headed back inside.





Chapter 7
Slump? I ain’t in no slump. I just ain’t hitting.
—Yogi Berra



The rest of the rehearsal dinner passed without further provocation or argument, mostly because there were so many people who wanted to talk to Wade, many of them being gorgeous women, that Sam didn’t get the opportunity to irritate him more.
She supposed that was a bonus.
Afterwards, she went back to the suite while Wade stayed behind to help clean up and carry the presents to Meg and Mark’s suite. She offered to help, but he’d given her a quick “I’ve got it” and left her alone.
Which was fine. This was all just pretend, after all. And she had plenty to keep her occupied. She had work she could do. Hell, she always had work she could do, and calls to return. She’d missed a call from her father, her uncle, and her cousin, each of whom read her the riot act by the time she got back to them.
“Why the hell aren’t you answering your phone?” her father demanded.
After years of trying, they had come to a tenuously decent relationship. He’d agreed to let her run her own life without his interference, and she’d agreed to work for the Heat. She wasn’t sure why he stuck to his part of the deal, but for her, she worked for the Heat because she loved the job. And she’d like to think that her father got something out of it, too: the best publicist in the business—if she said so herself. She was happy there, or had been until the Jeremy bullshit last season. But lately she’d had a little seed of discontent in the back of her mind, and she found herself wondering if she’d be happier running her own PR firm when her contract with the Heat was over at the end of this season.
Her father had sensed her discontent and had commented several times that she needed to get over herself. To keep the peace, they rarely spoke. They got together at holidays, birthdays, and the occasional Heat team meeting that he made it to, but for the most part, he stayed on the other side of the country running the rest of his vast business empire. “Well, hello to you, Dad.”
“Sorry,” he said gruffly. “I didn’t mean to bark.”
Yes, he had, but she could forgive him since he’d apologized. Another relatively new thing with him, which she knew he’d gotten from Wife Number Five. Or was it six? If he didn’t apologize quickly and sweetly, it cost him. Usually in diamonds, and not the kind on the baseball field. “I didn’t answer my phone,” she told him, “because I was at the rehearsal dinner.”
“Well, do me a damn favor, and be more available for the next few days. We need you to—”
“Wait. Stop right there,” she said firmly. One had to be firm with her father, or risk getting walked all over. “I’m still in the middle of the last favor you asked me to do. One thing at a time. Is it business-related? Because Gage is—”
“It’s not business-related.”
“Dad,” she said as gently as possible, “you need to go to your wife for the other stuff. It’s what she wants from you, remember? Didn’t you have to go to counseling last year to learn just that?”
“Christ, don’t remind me. Listen, Sam—”
The suite door opened and in walked Wade. She braced for a continuation of their earlier fight, but he didn’t look like he was in a fighting mood. He’d shed his jacket, which was carelessly slung over one shoulder. His tie had been loosened, his shirt unbuttoned, the sleeves shoved up. His hair was a little ruffled and he had a new phone number on his forearm.
He looked at her and grinned.
Oh, boy. He was clearly inebriated, which was interesting given that in the four years she’d known him, she’d only seen him in that condition once.
That night in the Atlanta elevator. “I have to go, Dad.”
“Not yet, Sam. I—”
“I’ll talk to you on Sunday, when I’m back in Santa Barbara for the opening game.”
“Samantha Ann McNead—”
She winced as he middle-named her and shut her phone. Wade tossed his jacket to a chair. His tie went the same route. “Not very nice to hang up on him.”
“At least I call him.”
He sighed and walked very carefully over to the bed. “You have Daddy issues.”
“I think you have that backwards.”
He sank to the bed and put his hands on the mattress at his side as if he were on a moving boat and unsure of his balance. “Come here, little girl.” He grinned. “I’ll be your daddy tonight.”
“You’re drunk.”
“Yes. Yes, I am.” He kicked off one shoe, but had some trouble with the other.
Watching him fight the laces, she sighed and went to him. Kneeling, she untied his shoe and pulled it off. Then she rose up a little and looked into his eyes. “I think you should go to bed.”
“I do, too.” He reached out and ran a finger over the stress spot between her eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong, Princess. Tell Daddy all your troubles.”
She nudged him in the chest and he fell back onto the mattress, just over six feet of sprawled-out limbs. “Whoa,” he said.
Rolling her eyes, she moved away from the bed over to the small desk. She picked up the phone, dialing housekeeping for a roll-away bed. While the phone was ringing in her ear, two big, warm hands settled on her shoulders and started kneading, and before she could stop herself, she’d let out a low, heartfelt moan.
“You’ve got an entire rock quarry in here,” he murmured, going right for her tight, tension knots and digging in as his mouth settled on the nape of her neck.
Oh God, she was melting. “Stop. I can’t talk when you do that—”
“Then don’t.” Reaching around her, he took the phone from her fingers and hung it up.
“I was trying to get a roll-away bed.”
“Roll-aways are pieces of shit.”
“But—”
“Shhh.”
His fingers were long and strong and firm, and knew exactly where to press to turn her limbs into overcooked noodles. Unable to stop herself, she sank to the chair, closing her eyes at his soft, knowing laugh.
“I make you weak in the knees,” he said silkily.
“No, your hands make me weak in the knees.”
He laughed again. “I might be buzzed, but not too buzzed to know that you are such a liar.”
And then he pulled his hands free.
She nearly cried at the loss, but got herself together. When she turned to look at him, he was headed for the bathroom, unbuttoning his shirt, which he shrugged off halfway there.
She told herself not to stare but he truly had the most glorious physique. His back was all sleek, smooth, bronzed flesh, sinew rippling as he moved—“Hey!” she said as his pants dropped. He kicked free and kept walking, in nothing but black knit boxers. “What are you doing?” she squeaked, even as her gaze soaked up the fact that he had a tan line, and that the waistband of his boxers had slipped past it, revealing a tantalizing strip of paler, smooth, tight skin. “We’re not doing this, Wade O’Riley. Do you hear me? This is all pretend, remember?”
“I remember. The question is, do you?” He sent her a cheeky grin over his shoulder.
“Put your clothes back on!”
“Taking a shower.”
And then he dropped his boxers.
Oh, sweet baby Jesus.“Don’t drown,” she murmured, watching the most excellent ass in all the land vanish behind the door. She heard the shower go on and leaned back in the chair, letting out a long, shaky breath.
She was in big trouble.
All the way around.


Wade sobered up a bit in the shower. The nice alcohol daze couldn’t stand up to the pressing thoughts bumping around in his brain like bumper cars.
Mark getting married.
His father drunk-dialing him . . .
There was also a disturbing ache in his bones, suggesting his body was damn tired, and maybe, just maybe at age thirty-two, also damn old. With Opening Day less than forty-eight hours away, that couldn’t be good, but that problem would have to get in line.
He hadn’t meant to get toasted tonight, but Mark had been so goddamned happy and over the moon, and looking at him had made Wade feel just a little envious.
Mark had a life. A real life, one that went deeper than nights out with the guys and the occasional hot woman in his bed, one that went past what ESPN had to say about his athletic prowess.
One that wasn’t defined by what he did for a living.
Feeling a little off his game, he got out of the shower, wrapped a towel around his hips, and opened the bathroom door.
Complete darkness greeted him.
“Sam?” He wondered if she ever felt off herself. Probably not. She had her shit together. She was cool as ice, baby, ice, and never doubted herself.
And she sure as hell didn’t want a guy like him. Because what was it she’d said? He wasn’t keeper material. “Princess?”
“Shh. She’s sleeping.”
He padded toward the voice, tripped over something, and hit the floor. Reaching out, he realized he’d fallen over his own shoes. “Marco . . .”
“Polo,” she said on a sigh. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah.” He followed the voice to the small, narrow couch and stood above her, blinking through the dark. “What are you doing there?”
“Trying to sleep. You should try it.”
“Okay.” But he didn’t move. “Sam?”
“Yeah?”
“You being here with me, it’s really just pretend, right?”
“Take the bed, Wade.”
“Yeah. Just pretend,” he said, nodding. He’d known it, but he seemed to keep forgetting.
“You’re still wet. You’re dripping on me.”
“Sorry.” He crouched at her side and put out a hand, which settled on her belly. She was warm and soft and wearing something silky smooth. He bent his head and nuzzled his face against her throat. “You smell good,” he whispered. “You always smell good.”
A small, inarticulate sound escaped her, and for a beat he went still as it reverberated through him. Then he pressed his mouth to the sweet spot right beneath her ear, listening as she made the sound again.
It wasn’t annoyance, not that breathy little sigh. Nope, even drunk, he knew it was arousal. To make sure, he used his teeth this time, a light grazing over her flesh and she shivered. She moaned, too, though she did her best to suck it back in, but it was too late. “I heard that,” he said.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You moaned.”
“I did not.”
God, she was so soft. He flicked his tongue at her earlobe, and then sucked it into his mouth, giving it a little nip, too, one that had her hissing in a breath as she lifted a hand, running it down his bare back as if she needed to touch him.
It did him in, and he shifted, kissing his way to the very corner of her mouth. “Admit it, Sam. You want me.”
She admitted exactly nothing, but dug her fingers into the small of his back.
“I want you,” he confessed, and nipped her jaw. “Bad enough to be getting rug burns already.”
“Then stop.”
He could. He should. But her breathing had accelerated, and beneath his hand, her abs quivered, softening for him now in a way she never did.
And he got it. “This in the dark thing, it’s right up your alley.”
“What’s all that alcohol in your brain talking about?”
He kissed her jaw, loving how she arched her neck to give him more room, and that her breathing had become the loudest thing in the room. “You like this because it’s anonymous.” He kissed her. “Nothing too deep.”
Another shaky breath escaped her and her hands finally came up to cup his face. “You’re one to talk.”
“Admit it. You want me as bad as I want you.” His mouth was so close to hers that his lips lightly brushed hers, barely touching until, with a hungry little sound, she tightened her grip, gliding her fingers into his hair, pulling his mouth down to hers.
The kiss went from sweet to wild in less than two seconds, egged on by her frustration and his own inexplicable loneliness and the way she held on to him, letting out the sexiest little murmur, as if there was nothing, absolutely nothing better than his mouth on hers.
But he had a point, and he was trying to make it. Sure the alcohol had slowed him down some, as well as the utter sexiness wrapped around him now, which went by the name of Samantha McNead—but he managed to get it together and slowly pull back.
Her mouth tried to follow his, and he groaned, his thumbs stroking over her jaw. “Just admit you’re into this little game, Princess. And then we can have our fun.”
“There is no game. This is just our job, what we both as consenting adults agreed to do.” She sat up, nearly bumping heads with him in the dark. “But I didn’t agree to this. I’m sorry, Wade, but it ends here. It has to. Our last fun took me a year to get over.” And with that shockingly revealing statement, she rose, and then he heard her flop onto the bed.
“You lose,” she muttered, and tossed him a blanket, which hit him in the face.
He sighed as he fell back onto the couch. Hard as a rock.
And all alone.





Chapter 8
The tradition of professional baseball always has been agreeably free of chivalry. The rule is, “Do anything you can get away with.”
—Heywood Hale Broun



Sam woke up to the sound of rustling and squinted at the clock. One in the morning. The rustling was Wade. She could see his tall, built outline walking to the door. “What are you doing?”
“I’m hungry.”
Of course he was.
“I ordered a pizza and I hear the guy coming.”
Sure enough, a soft knock came at the door. The room service waiter handed Wade a box of pizza and Wade handed him some cash.
Sam sat up, nose wriggling at the scent of melted cheese and sauce, and, if she wasn’t mistaken, pepperoni. Her stomach rumbled. “Smells good.”
Wade switched the light on in the bathroom, which bathed the room with a soft glow. His broad shadow gleamed in the pale light, his hair rumpled from sleep. In nothing but dark blue knit boxers, he slouched on the couch, opened the box, and sank his teeth into a big piece. Moaning, he closed his eyes. “Oh, yeah.”
Sam’s mouth watered.
He took another bite and she couldn’t take it. “Um, hi.”
He looked up and took in her cream spaghetti-strapped silk nightie. His eyes darkened. “Hi.”
“You going to share?”
“If you are.”
She weighed the danger of letting him into the bed with the promise of the mouth-watering pizza. She wasn’t afraid Wade would push himself on her. Rather she was afraid she’d push herself on him. But then her stomach told her brain to shut up, and she scooted over. With a grin, he joined her, fluffing the pillows against the headboard to make them both comfortable before offering the box with an innocent smile that didn’t fool her one little bit. “You were going to share before I made room for you,” she said.
“Maybe.” He made sure that they were skin to skin as he polished off his first piece and looked at her. “Hope you haven’t forgotten that you owe me.”
“For . . .?”
“Coaching you at the game.”
“Let me guess,” she said dryly. “Monkey sex?”
He arched a brow. “Is that on the table?”
His boxers had slid disturbingly low on his hips. His body was perfection, hard and deliciously warm, and she wanted it on hers, pushing her down into the mattress, sinking into her . . . “No.”
“Something else then.”
“What?” she asked warily.
“Truth or dare.”
A game? “Truth,” she said, thinking she’d gotten off easy.
“Atlanta. The elevator. Just an alcohol-induced fuck, or more?”
She set down her pizza. Okay, maybe not so easy. Wade nudged her with his arm and she met his gaze. “Truth,” he reminded her softly.
“More,” she said, just as softly. “But I really wanted it to be just an alcohol-induced fuck.”
He absorbed that. “Did it really take you all year to get over it?”
“That’s two questions.” She reached for her slice again, licking cheese off her finger. “My turn. Truth or dare?”
“Truth,” he said, eyes locked on her mouth.
“Why did you ask me that?”
He paused and met her gaze. “I don’t know.”
She gave him a long look, but decided he wasn’t being evasive, he either honestly didn’t know or couldn’t put words to his need to know.
“Truth or dare?” he asked.
“Truth.”
“You could have any guy you crooked your little finger at, but you hold yourself back. Why?”
“I don’t know,” she said, giving him a taste of his own medicine.
He wasn’t as accepting as she’d been. “Maybe you’re afraid.”
“Of what?”
“You tell me. You grew up stifled by alpha males. I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.”
She paused at that shockingly accurate and insightful statement. “Maybe I’m happy to be my own woman. Maybe I don’t want to lose myself again.” She broke off, a little unnerved at what had come out of her mouth. “Okay, that sounded—”
“Honest.” He took her hand and pressed his mouth to her palm. “One of the most honest things I’ve ever heard you say.”
Pulling her hand free, she took another bite of pizza and chewed on it.
“The right man won’t hold you back, Sam.”
“Truth or dare?” she asked, needing a subject change.
“Truth.”
“Your most embarrassing moment.”
He winced and she laughed. “That bad?”
He didn’t say anything for a long moment as he inhaled another piece of pizza. “Would you buy the I-don’t-know excuse again?”
“No.”
He sighed.
“It can’t be that bad.”
He met her gaze. “It’s you thinking I slept with Tia.”
She gaped at him, shocked to her core that he would even give this a second thought. It was nearly as revealing about him as what she’d admitted only a moment before about never wanting to lose herself in another man again.
“You’ve slept with half the women in Santa Barbara county, why would that bother you?”
“Because I haven’t slept with anyone in months.” He paused. “And months.”
She gave him a get-real look. “There were pictures of you with Tia, Wade.”
“Last month we had a three-day break in the middle of spring training. I flew home from Arizona and spent the first day sleeping on my beach. My private beach. The only thing I can figure is that she found me there, dead to the world, and posed next to me, taking the shots herself.” He hesitated. “I haven’t slept with anyone since you, Sam. Truth or dare.”
“Dare,” she whispered around the bombshell he’d just dropped, not trusting herself with another intimate question. She braced for the dare to be something outrageously sexual. She had no idea how she’d get out of it.
Or if she even wanted to.
But he didn’t make a move toward her, just looked at her with those stark green eyes. “I dare you to believe it,” he whispered, and in her stunned silence, he took the empty pizza box, tossed it to the desk, rolled off the bed, and went back to the couch.


In the morning, the first sound Sam heard was someone singing in the bathroom.
Off key.
The bathroom door was open. She could see Wade brushing his teeth as he sang. He wore tux pants and an unbuttoned white tuxedo shirt that revealed a wide strip of broad, hard chest and washboard abs. His hair was wet and silky straight, falling over his forehead.
Holy cow.
He lifted his head and took in her undoubtedly bed-head hair and dazed expression, and smiled.
He hadn’t taken advantage of her last night, which meant that in spite of his smart-ass mouth and smart-ass everything, he was a good guy.
Unfortunately turned on and not sure what to do with that, she grabbed her last remaining suit and kicked his sexy ass out of the bathroom. By the time she finished getting ready, he was seated on the bed next to her open suitcase, flicking through the channels with the remote. “Daytime TV sucks.”
His shirt was still open, his feet bare, and yet in spite of it, or maybe because of it, he looked worth every penny of the multimillion dollar guy he was. He took in her carefully tamed hair, makeup, and her pale blue silk suit and smiled. “I love it when my date is smoking hot. I’m starving.” He rubbed his belly. “You have anything to eat?”
“I have a breakfast bar in my purse.”
“Is it a nuts and berries number, or something good?”
“Nuts and berries.”
“No, thanks. I’d prefer cardboard.” His hair was still damp, and because he was on the wrong side of a haircut, it lay against the nape of his neck. He smelled like himself, which was to say amazing, and his opened shirt kept giving her a peek-a-boo glimpse of those rock-hard pecs and eight-pack abs that could make a grown woman weep with wanting. The muscles bunched as he reached out to tug on her hand.
Though she wanted to remain far, far away so that she didn’t actually fall to her knees and try to lick him like a lollipop, she allowed him to pull her down next to him.
And then she saw what was in his other hand, the antique pearl pin she always had on her. “That’s mine.”
“I know. I’ve seen it on you. It’s pretty. Soft and pretty.” He cocked his head to look at her, and she knew what he was thinking.
“And I’m not soft,” she said. “I know. It was my mother’s.” Who had been soft and pretty.
At least in photographs.
“I think you’re soft,” he said quietly. “When it counts.”
She ran her finger over the pearls that had once belonged to her great-grandmother, his words meaning far more than they should. The pin was the only thing Sam had of her maternal side of the family. “I wear it because it makes me feel like she’s with me.” She shook her head. “And I have no idea why I just told you that.” She went to move away, but Wade leaned in and held her gaze, then kissed her softly, a kiss that made no sense at all and yet made her ache from the depths of her soul.
He pulled back, looking as thrown as she felt, so she broke eye contact and pinned the broach to her lapel.
“She died when you were young,” Wade said quietly.
“Yes. In fact, my brother killed her.” As his mouth fell open in shock, she stood, turning to the mirror to check herself over. “She died in childbirth. Sorry, my father always found that an amusing way to horrify people.”
Wade came up behind her. He slipped an arm around her waist and hugged her back against him, and met her gaze in the mirror. “No offense, Sam, but your father is an insensitive ass.”
“Yes, he can be.” She let out a breath and tilted her head to look up at him. “How about yours? Is he an ass, too? Is that why—”
He set a finger to her lips. “Still not going there.” He let go of her, watching as she applied lip gloss. “While you were in the shower, your phone rang.”
“I had the ringer off.”
“Okay, so it lit up silently. You smell good enough to eat, Sam. Is that peach-flavored gloss?”
“What?” She turned to stare at him. “Why did you answer my phone?”
“Because it was The Man. Your father himself.” The world-class athlete who caught balls whipping toward his face at ninety-plus miles per hour shuddered. “Christ, he’s scary.”
She had to laugh. “You’re not scared of anything, not even him.”
“Not true. I’m scared of plenty.”
“Like?
“Like not getting food. Hungry, Sam.”
She rolled her eyes. “What did you tell him?”
“Not that you keep kissing me. Or that you slept in my bed. And sure as hell not that you were in my shower. Naked. Wet. Glistening. All soapy . . .” His eyes glazed over and he gave himself a shake. “Sorry, but that’s a really great image.”
She narrowed her eyes at him as he sat on the bed and pulled on a pair of socks. He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Standard-issue male fantasy. Hot girl in the shower.” He stood and began to button his shirt.
“So what didyou tell my father?”
“It was what he wanted to tell you.” The good humor drained from his eyes as he tucked in his shirt and fastened his pants. “Jeremy’s in a ninety-day rehab program for prescription drugs. He’s—”
“Yeah. I already know.” She headed for the closet to get the strappy heels that would give her height and power. She was going to need both today. Too bad there wasn’t a closet where she could grab some extra common sense because she sure as hell needed some of that.
“Nice,” he said about the heels. “So you know about the rehab? You’re okay?”
“When are you going to learn? I’m always okay.” But since that was a big, fat lie, and she knew her eyes would give her away in a heartbeat, she grabbed her purse, keeping her face averted. “You coming, or what?”
He caught her at the door. “Hey. Hey,” he murmured when she tried to shrug him off. He merely tightened his grip and turned her around to face him.
She studied his chest. Not a hardship. “Wade, you’re hungry, remember?”
“Not going to distract me.” He tipped up her chin with a finger and looked her over. “Well, unless you’re ready to admit how bad you want me.”
“I admit nothing. Finish buttoning your damn shirt. Get your damn shoes. We’re out of here.”
And to make sure of it, she pushed past him and let herself out, leaving him to swear and scramble to catch up.





Chapter 9
Swing hard, in case they throw the ball where you’re swinging.
—Duke Snider



Later, Samantha sat in the gloriously decorated resort garden with the other wedding guests, watching the bridal party take their places. Watching as, along with the rest of the groomsmen, Wade escorted grandmothers and elderly aunts down the aisle with that long-legged grace and easy hello, his smile turning a little misty along with the rest of the party as the vows were spoken.
And afterwards, at the open, beautiful, lovely reception, she was still watching as he danced with a little girl who had sweetly asked him, helped serve when they were short-handed, and gave a moving toast to the bride and groom.
Sam was seated at a table with the other Heat players who’d been invited, and right next to the Heat’s manager, Gage. She and Gage had a longtime ease with each other, and had been having a good time. It was hard not to have a good time with Gage. He was a mix of his Latino father and supermodel mother, and within the confines of baseball, possessed a will of sheer steel that served him well. Outside the sport, like today, he let loose a little bit, and attracted nearly as many women as his players did.
On her other side was Pace, no slouch in the catching-women department himself, though the Heat’s ace pitcher had eyes only for his fiancée these days, as proven when Pace slipped his arms around Holly and kissed her with a soft smile.
And when a slow song came on, Pace led Holly to the dance floor. Soon as his seat was empty, Wade moved in. He kicked the chair even closer to Sam and dropped into it, stretching out his tux-covered legs with a sigh.
“Tired?” she asked.
“Whipped. All this flowers and hearts and love-love-love is pretty exhausting work. Hope Mark knows what he’s getting into.”
Sam looked over at Mark, dancing with his new bride, wearing a wide dopey grin. “I think he knows.”
Wade looked at them and shook his head. “One woman for the rest of his life. No more quickies. No more unknowns. Just a ball and chain.”
She laughed. “Is that what you really think of love?”
He flashed her a quick grin. “Nah. Just figured it’s what you think of it and I wanted to be agreeable today.”
“Why today?”
His grin widened and he slung an arm around her. He’d removed his jacket. The white shirt stretched across his broad chest and shoulders. She lifted her eyes to his, and found him looking at her. “So,” she asked, suddenly needing to know. “What do you really think of love?”
He didn’t hesitate. “I think it’s great as long as it’s fun. No stress, no anxiety, no worries. Light and easy required.”
“Yeah, I don’t think love always works that way.”
“Really?” His fingers brushed the nape of her neck, bringing a tingle to her entire body. “So you’ve been in love then?”
“No,” she had to admit. “But nothing with such deep emotion can ever be fun and stress-free all the time.”
“Well, then, maybe that’s why I’m not in it. Because if it’s not light and easy, preferably with lots of sex, then forget-about-it.”
She knew by the little smile on his face he was messing with her. “You really like to perpetuate this whole laid-back, dumb jock thing, don’t you? But I’m on to you, Wade. I know you go deeper.”
“No, I don’t.”
“No,” Pace agreed, coming back from the dance floor, leaning over Wade’s shoulder. “He really doesn’t.”
Wade put his hand to Pace’s face and pushed. Pace laughed and turned his back on them to cuddle with Holly, then walked with her to the open bar.
“You go deeper,” Sam said to Wade. “I’ve seen you. With Pace, with the other guys. And Mark told me you send money to your father every month. A ton of money.”
“A ton is relative.”
“You work with kids. You build ballparks for them to have a place to play. You and Pace create clubs that provide coaching, something positive to do after school.”
He shrugged. “Money’s meant for spending.”
“Don’t do that,” she said quietly. “Don’t underrate what you do.”
“Okay, as long as you don’t overrate it. Look, I have money, more than I need. So I give it. The end.”
She sighed and shook her head. So she wasn’t going to get him to admit he had more substance to him than a rock, fine. What did she care?
“And you’re one to talk, Princess. You haven’t exactly been doing the deep thing either. Or the love thing, for that matter. Why not, if you’re all for it?”
“Because if I’m going to let someone into my life, it’s going to be for the long haul. And yet I’m surrounded by players. Literally and figuratively.”
“Ah.” Amused, he nodded. “Because if you’re going to go for it, the ball and chain and all, you want someone serious, like you. Good plan, I’m sure you’ll laugh a lot. And hey, the sex should be perfunctory.”
“We’ll laugh,” she said, a little defensive.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. And we’ll have great sex.”
“Are you sure?” he asked. “Won’t you both be too busy reading the manuals to make sure you’re doing it right?”
Even knowing he was baiting her, she couldn’t keep her quiet. “You know that I do it right. You had a damn good time in that elevator, too. I remember. You—” He’d come hard with her, holding her through it, pressing his pelvis to hers for long moments afterwards as if to savor the last of their pleasure, and remembering it had a blush creep up her face. “You had a good time, too,” she finished softly, unable to stop from meeting his gaze for the confirmation.
He played with a strand of her hair, twirling that strand on a finger, reeling her in until they were nose to nose, as if they were lovers for real. “Is it your turn for fishing now?” he murmured.
Dammit. Yes. She lifted a hand to push him away, but remembered that they were out in public, and therefore a couple, and left it on his chest. “I don’t need to fish. I know it was good for you. Just as you know . . .” She broke off, deciding to let it pass.
But did he ever let an awkward moment go? Hell, no. He jumped on it with both feet. “Just as I know it was good for you,” he murmured, eyes heated and sparkling as he paused meaningfully. “Twice.”
More heat flooded her cheeks and she sat back, ignoring his soft laugh. In the end, when he’d still been buried inside her, he’d dropped his forehead to hers, and in perhaps the sweetest memory she had of him, he’d let out a low breath, kissed her jaw, and whispered, “Going to be hard to walk away from you, Sam.”
Granted, she’d been supremely plowed at the time, but she could remember clinging to him, having to bite back the urge to ask why he’d have to walk away at all.
And then, in the name of self protection, she’d walked away first.
She’d made herself, to avoid thinking about it too much, to avoid the wondering, but mostly to squelch that secret little hope that they could make something work between the two of them.
In the haze of the next morning’s hangover, she’d been able to admit that had been the alcohol talking. They could never make anything between them work, not when at their core, they were two totally different people, with two totally and completely different sets of hopes and dreams.
“Sam?”
She looked at him.
“It was good for me,” he said softly. He paused a moment, watching his fingers play with her hair. “I’m just not sure that a repeat wouldn’t kill me.”
“What does that mean?”
“You were like a freight truck, Princess. Hot and fast and too much for me to handle.”
Yeah, right.He couldn’t possibly mean that. Unless he meant . . . “Are you saying I’m high maintenance?”
“On the contrary.” With that enigmatic statement, he lifted two fresh flutes of champagne from a passing waiter, handed her one and gently knocked his to hers in an unspoken toast.
“You confuse me,” she said.
“Ditto.”
They both sat back now, eyeing each other like two formidable boxers in the ring, deciding on their next strategy. By all rights, they would probably kill each other if they ever were insane enough to try for round two. So why a secret part of her was still tempted, she had no idea.
She chalked it up to the sentimentality of being at a wedding, to the fact that she’d been in close quarters with him for over twenty-four hours now, and the forced intimacy had gone straight to her head.
And to the fact that she couldn’t stop looking at him in that tux, and wondering how long it would take her to get it off of him.
A flash went off right in their faces, and Sam nearly jumped out of her skin.
Wade didn’t react, except to soothe her by running a hand up her arm.
“Sorry.” The wedding photographer smiled. “Can you two scoot closer to each other?”
No. Closer was a major league bad idea all the way around. If she scooted closer, she’d possibly jump him.
“Just shift into each other a little,” the photographer coaxed, gesturing to them with his hands. “Come on, give me a romantic shot.”
Sam looked into Wade’s face questioningly but she should have known better. Always game, he tugged her in. He wrapped an arm around her waist, then tugged a surprised gasp out of her when he bowed her back, low and deep. Leaning over her, he gave her a kiss.
For show, she reminded herself as her fingers ran up his strong, warm arms, past rock-hard biceps to his hard chest, which she held on to. For show, she had to remind herself yet again when he nibbled at the corner of her mouth, encouraging her to open to him. And when she did, he slid his tongue to hers in a lazy, sexy, fiery, perfect kiss that made it difficult to keep her balance.
Luckily he was fully supporting her. Far before she was ready, he pulled back, straightened her up, and shot a quick grin at the photog. “You get it?”
The photog winked and backed off, and by the time Wade looked down into Sam’s face she’d managed to collect herself.
“They’re going to be serving soon,” Wade said with clear relief, eyeing the servers bustling around, getting ready. “Mark promised me steak.”
Sam managed to find her brain. He wasn’t affected by that kiss, and so she refused to be. “Good to know you won’t be needing a Mickey D’s run.”
“Yeah, though I haven’t ruled it out for later.”
The music changed, quickened, and the dance floor began to fill up. He stood up, stripped off his tux jacket, and held out a hand.
She stared at his long fingers and felt her stomach tighten. “What?”
“Let’s dance.”
No. Hell, no. “Pass.”
“Why?”
“Uh, because I don’t want to?”
“You like to dance,” he said. “I’ve seen you at lots of Heat functions.”
He was right. She liked to dance. Not that she was necessarily any good at it, but she liked the feeling of letting go. Of not having a phone to her ear or an event in her head or a situation to make the best of.
But dancing with Wade would be a mistake. It was hard to fake anything on the dance floor. She’d forget that she was having a hell of a hard time remembering why she needed to guard her heart around him.
“You like to dance,” he said again slowly, understanding dawning. “But you’re afraid you can’t control yourself with me.” He grinned.
She rolled her eyes. Yeah, so she was worried that with her luck, a slow song would come on and then she’d have to be all pressed up against that body that already knew how to take her to heaven and back, and they were at a wedding, in a very romantic setting, and well . . . bad idea all around.
“This was all your idea,” he reminded her, tauntingly. “Your game.”
“Well, it was a bad idea. A stupid game.”
“Granted. But you have to see it through now.” He glanced beyond her, to where the wedding photographers were snapping pictures, and beyond that, to the waist-high white fence blocking the garden area off from the gawkers, which included paparazzi.
And their cameras.
With a grim sigh, she rose to her feet, took his hand, ignored his smirk, and followed him to the dance floor. “This is such a mistake,” she said.
“Since when has that ever stopped us?”


For Wade, dancing with Sam was more like a forbidden treat. She felt good against him, too good, making him forget certain basics—that he’d purposely lived his adult life fun and carefree, without worry and anxiety, and he couldn’t, wouldn’t, go back there. Not for anything, or anyone.
Sam included.
Life was meant to be fun and light. Period. Preferably with lots of sex and little depth. And that’s what this weekend should have been. Hell, the music was nice, the beat fast, and when she moved to it and smiled at him, he smiled back. And yet at the same time, he felt something tighten in his chest. Which wasn’t good.
Not one little bit.
Neither was the way he automatically held out a hand for her when the song slowed, when everyone around them stepped into their partner.
Sam stared at his hand for a long moment, and he honestly expected that she’d turn away and walk back to the table. Maybe even leave the reception.
It would have been the smart thing to do, after all he was exactly what she’d labeled him—a player. But here was the problem. For two incredibly smart people when they were on their own, they’d never seemed to be able to fully access their IQs when it came to each other.
“I can do this,” she finally said, as if she needed to believe it, and she stepped into him.
He pulled her in closer, and could tell that she tried to lose herself in the music, but he’d seen her slow dance before and she’d been a whole lot less stiff. “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing.”
“It’s something.”
“You can move,” she said so begrudgingly that she made him laugh.
“Yeah?”
She let out a small smile. “Yeah.”
“How’s that a problem?”
She didn’t answer, and he returned her smile and pressed his mouth to her ear. “You want me bad. One of these days you’re going to admit it.”
“Just because you look damn fine on the dance floor doesn’t mean I want you.”
“But you do.”
She had no response to that. Nor did she protest when he drew her in even closer so that she was flush against him.
“Smooth,” she managed. “For a jock.”
He laughed softly against her temple, because cool as she sounded, her body trembled. “How about this?”
“What?”
He pulled her in even closer, still moving to the beat, a different one now, one that matched the same beat of his pulse and the blood pounding through his veins as he slid a hand nice and slow up her slim spine.
“Oh, boy,” she whispered, telling him she was in as much trouble as he.
“Tell the truth, Sam. This feels good.”
She paused. “It’s okay.”
“You are such a liar. A gorgeous one though, I’ll give you that.” His hand skimmed down again, just beneath the hem of her short, fitted jacket, low on her back, against the silk of her blouse. He slid a finger just beneath the waistband of her skirt and got bare skin.
In his arms, she shivered.
God, he wanted to be alone with her. He wanted that more than anything. “Maybe the elevator will get stuck again—”
“Wade.” She shook her head. “I . . .”
“I know.” Beneath her jacket, low on her spine, his fingers continued to play with her warm, and getting warmer, skin. “Bad idea, right?”
“The worst.”
“The paps are watching.”
“I think we’ve given them plenty,” she said, and when the song ended, she pulled free, met his gaze, her own hooded. “I’m sorry, Wade. I’m maxed out on the pretending. Excuse me a minute, okay?” And with a shaky smile, she walked off the floor. She passed by their table, grabbed her purse, then headed toward the building.
Don’t do it, he told himself. Don’t follow her. The food is coming . . .
Shit.
He followed Sam through the back door, into the huge, upscale kitchen area where the servers were quickly and efficiently—and frantically—working to get the food out to the guests. Wade looked at all the delicious steak, then to Sam’s quickly retreating back. Dammit. “Sam—”
She didn’t slow, leaving him with a life-altering decision. Steak or the woman?
With a grim sigh, he went after her, through a maze of kitchen areas and stopped, momentarily stymied by a restroom door clearly labeled Women as it swung shut in his face. Well, hell. He shoved his hands in his pockets, thought forlornly of the steak probably heading to his table right this second and sighed. “Sam.”
He got the big nothing, and put a hand on the door. “Is there anyone in there with you?”
A server ducked past him, then skidded to a stop, clearly recognizing him. “Wow,” she said breathless. She wiped her hands on her apron and grinned. “Wade O’Riley.”
“Hey,” he said. “How’s it going?”
She watched him take his hand off the door. “It’s a single stall,” she told him. “You don’t have to knock to go in, if it’s unlocked, it’s unoccupied. Help yourself, though the men’s restroom is just around the corner. Hey, did you know you’re even cuter in person?”
He was never quite sure what to say to stuff like that, but she didn’t seem to need a response.
“I got to see game two of the playoffs last year,” she said. “You guys were robbed, but my boyfriend says you’ll take it this year. I think so, too. Your position is my favorite. Catchers are tough, real badass.” She grinned. “You fit that bill, don’t you?”
Again, no idea what to say to that.
“Will you sign an autograph for me?”
Finally, something he had an answer for. “Sure.” He patted down his pockets but he didn’t have a pen.
“Here.” She pulled a ballpoint from her apron, and then turned her back, exposing the clean white cotton back of her server uniform. “Be sure to write ‘Love, Wade’ real big cuz it’ll drive my boyfriend bonkers.”
He’d had far odder requests, so he dutifully signed the back of her shirt, and with a happy wave at him, she was off.
Alone, he eyed the restroom door. Fuck it, he thought, and let himself in.
The server had been right, it was indeed a single stall, which was open and empty because Sam stood in front of the sink staring at herself in the mirror.
The restroom was as luxurious and elegant as the rest of the hotel, the walls painted in muted beachy colors, the tile floors and counter as sparkling and clean as the kitchens he’d just walked through to get here. “You owe me a steak,” he said, and came up behind her to meet her eyes in the mirror’s reflection. “Medium rare. Actually, make it two, with a baked potato, loaded. No veggies required.”
“This is the women’s restroom.”
“I know.” He looked around. “Not nearly as mysterious as I’d have thought. Where’s the lesbian party?”
She choked out a laugh that had him taking a second, longer look at her. She was seriously unnerved, and he had an idea that he was a fairly big part of that unnerving. He knew she had a lot going on: the high-powered job, a demanding family that, given the phone call he’d taken for her earlier, was about to become a lot more demanding.
But his tough-on-the-outside Sam was holding on to a surprisingly soft, tender, bruised heart on the inside, and it did something odd to his own heart. Setting his hands on her hips, he stepped close so that her back brushed his chest. He pressed his mouth to her neck, a motion that tugged a surprised breath out of her, just a little hum of helpless arousal that turned him upside down.
But though he was a lot of things, he wasn’t stupid, and he raised his head to meet her gaze in the mirror. “So. What are we doing in here?”
“I don’t know about you,” she said. “But I’m running a poll with my bad and good side.”
On whether to give into this attraction. “Do I get a vote?” he asked.
She didn’t so much as blink, and taking that as a yes, he reached out and hit the lock on the restroom, because his vote was for the bad side, every time.





Chapter 10
[A knuckleball is] a curve ball that doesn’t give a damn.
—Jimmy Cannon



Sam listened to the bolt on the bathroom slide home and resisted the urge to let out a half hysterical laugh. “Wade—”
“Do you remember what I said last night?” he asked. “What I need to hear from you?”
“Y-yes.” God, listen to her stutter. With a low laugh, she tossed up her hands and faced the truth. “I want you. Dammit . I don’t want to, but I do.” She blew out a breath. “There are a thousand reasons why this is stupid, a million, but—”
He whipped her around, cupped her face and kissed her—probably to shut her up.
It worked. Oh, good Lord, did it work. She’d been standing there staring in the mirror at a woman she didn’t recognize because she’d buried herself so deep behind the professional image that just a simple dance with a sexy guy, a guy who most definitely wanted to strip her out of her professional image, had terrified her.
So where was the ice princess now? Because she couldn’t find her, not when she’d been standing in here alone wondering where the hell the good parts of her life had gone, and sure as hell not now that she was hauled up against the very warm, very hard body of the man she’d been fantasizing about for months.
“God, Sam,” he murmured huskily against her mouth. “God. Kiss me back.”
In that very beat it all tumbled together, her fear, her restlessness, her loneliness, and it turned into something else entirely.
Sheer, unadulterated need.
So much that she shook with it, and she dropped her purse to wrap her arms around his neck, for the first time in her life, doing as he asked.
She kissed him back.
It wrenched a rough groan from deep in his throat and this time he whipped them both around, pinning her to the wall as he kissed her, kissed her like he’d never kissed her before, as if she was so much more than the woman he’d happened to get caught on an elevator with, or a woman he was merely pretending to care for.
He kissed her as if she meant something to him, and it wrenched her heart wide open as she gave him the same back, what she’d never given before, which was to say everything.
He pressed into her, using the wall as leverage to free up his hands, which made great use of their liberation as he slid his fingers into her hair, angling her head to better suit him while he continued to devour her. Then suddenly he lifted his head, looking deep into her eyes, his dark and slumberous and sexy as he stared at her.
“What?” she whispered.
“Nothing. I just wanted to see you, see if you’re half as gone as I am.” His gaze swept her face and softened. “You are.”
“I’m—” She closed her mouth on the lie, instead giving out a miserable nod. He let out a low sympathetic laugh before he came at her again, settling his mouth firmly over hers while she sank her fingers into his hair and clutched at him.
Yes. Yes, she was just as gone as he was, crazy as that seemed. She had no idea how long they went at each other, all she knew was that her toes were curling, her hips rocking to his, and she’d never, ever, felt as far “gone” as she did in that moment, like if he so much as touched her skin to skin she was going to burst into an instantaneous orgasm.
As if he read her mind, he slid his hands down her arms to her hips, and then up again, over her ribs, then higher, to her shoulders, where from the inside of her jacket, he nudged it off, down to her elbows. With her arms caught, his palms swept down again, covering her breasts, his thumbs rasping over her nipples, which wrenched a gasp from her and another heartfelt groan from him.
“Not enough,” he muttered. “Not. Even. Close.” He worked open the buttons of her blouse, murmured a wordless thanks when he found a front hook on her bra, and flicked it open. With an inarticulate sound of hunger, he bent his head, nibbling the full curve of a breast as he crushed the hem of her skirt in his fingers.
“Wade.”
He looked up, eyes bright and intense.
She took a deep breath and searched her mind for a single coherent sentence. She had nothing. Less than nothing. “I forgot what I was going to say.”
Face still serious, he pulled her skirt up. “Let me know when you remember.”
And up . . .
When her skirt was bunched to her waist, he tilted his head down to take in her boy-cut panties and let out a rough breath. “God, look at you.” He ran a finger over her hip, then beneath the silk, his other hand joining the fray, and then he was cupping her bare bottom in those big, warm, callused hands, hauling her up so that her legs could wrap around his hips.
“I don’t—” She broke off as he rocked his hips, nudging his sex right up against the already damp crux of hers so that she cradled him between her thighs. “Oh, God,” she managed on a rough exhale of breath as he tightened his grip on her and rocked again, his tongue tangling with hers.
She really had no idea what she’d been about to say, none. Maybe that this quick, aggressive, possessive style of his was over the line, that he was pushing her too hard too fast, taking her where she hadn’t wanted to go again, but the truth was that it had a thrill rushing through her, exciting her to the very tips of her curling toes.
And she did want to go there with him. So very much.
He had his big body pressing her to the wall as he rocked to her, and she clung to him, breathing like she’d just run a mile. She didn’t know how she could want him like this, but she did, and every shift of his hips brought her closer to the edge, and that edge was in sight. Gasping, she gripped the front of his shirt. “Wade—”
“I know. Christ, I know . . .”
Suddenly terrified with the depths of what he was wrenching from her, she tried to shake it off, tried to hold back, but he kissed her hard, bringing her focus back to him. “Oh, no you don’t,” he said against her mouth. “Don’t pretend you don’t feel anything, when I can see that you do.” His fingers slid down, finding her hot and wet, and he tore his mouth from hers to groan as he dipped into that heat. “When I can feel you.” Lowering his head, he watched as he stroked her right where she needed him, right there with her.
“Wade.”
“Good?”
She gripped him tight, hips oscillating. “Don’t stop . . . Please, don’t stop—”
“I won’t. I’ve got you, Sam, I’ve got you.” He kissed his way to her ear, then sucked her lobe into his mouth, still working her with his fingers.
She pressed her head back hard against the wall as her muscles quivered, tightened. She gripped his biceps, tightening when he gently outlined her, then scrapped a callused thumb over her with exactly the right pressure, making her gasp and cry out. “Omigod, I need . . . I—”
“I know,” he whispered hoarsely against her mouth, his own breathing coming hard and fast. “Let go. I want to feel you.”
Her gaze flew to his. He was watching her, his eyes dark and tightly in focus.
On her.
He wanted her to come, wanted to see it, feel it, because it turned him on to watch her, and though it shouldn’t have, that knowledge turned her on as well.
Let go, he’d said. And she did. Her muscles still rippling and quivering when he reached between them to unbutton his pants.
“Condom,” she managed to say.
He went still, the “Oh, shit” look in his eyes unmistakable. During their elevator tryst, she’d admitted to being on the pill. But he’d also had his bag and had been able to access a condom, which they’d also used. She shook her head in disbelief. “Are you telling me that you came to a wedding without a condom? You?”
He groaned. “Contrary to what you might think, I don’t get laid every damn weekend. Not anymore.”
She stared at him for a moment. “I’m still on the pill.”
He stared right back. “I know you’re going to laugh your ass off, but I’ve never had sex without a condom. Ever.”
And he’d just had a full physical. She knew this because all the guys had, as they always did before spring training.
The sound of his zipper rasped loudly. Apparently it was full speed ahead.
He gave her a beat to disagree with the chain of events. When she didn’t, he bent his head and licked, sucked, and kissed his way over her collarbone to her breasts, paying special care and homage to her nipples until she was practically whimpering for more, which he had no problem giving. One shove and his pants slid down enough to free him. She stroked his hard, impressive length, reacquainting herself with what had for a few glorious hours in Atlanta been her favorite part of him.
He sucked some air in through his teeth, and with a quick scrape of his fingers slid her panties to the side, ripping another appreciative growl from his throat at the view he gave himself. “Wrap your legs around me, Sam—God, yeah, like that.”
And then, with his eyes burning, holding hers prisoner, he pushed into her, big and thick and so perfect she cried out, the sound so dark and needy she bit his throat to keep herself quiet.
“Oh, Jesus.” His breath hissed harshly in her ear. “You feel good. So damn good.”
She’d have thought herself spent, but one stroke and she was right back on that perilous edge. It was shocking, disturbingly so, how he did this to her, how he turned her inside out, exposing her like no one else ever had or could, but in that moment, she didn’t care. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on. “Wade.”
“Right here, I’m right here, Sam, right with you.”
She could feel it, feel him, and every time he pulled back and thrust into her, grinding his hips to hers, she whimpered for more, so filled by him, stretched so tight she could hardly stand it.
“Again,” he whispered, bending his knees to better align them as he surged into her. Lowering his head, he set his open mouth on her shoulder, kissing his way back to her ear, using his tongue and teeth as he moved within her, murmuring something wordless, the low, hoarse tone conveying the emotion, and that was it for her.
It came from deep within her this time, his name ripped from her throat as the sensations crashed over her. From far, far away she heard him follow her over, a guttural groan tearing from his throat as he slapped a hand on the wall behind her to keep them both from sinking to the floor in a tangled heap.
It took her a moment to realize he was completely supporting her with muscles that were still trembling, and she opened her eyes and met his.
He ran the tip of his nose along her jaw as he let her legs slide down his body, holding her until her feet hit the floor and she nodded that she was okay.
When she wasn’t.
Turning from him, she tried to put herself back together, but her bra was hopelessly tangled in her blouse and she had to pull both off to start over.
The knock at the door galvanized her. “Um . . . just a second!” Horrified, she skipped the bra, dropping it to the counter to yank back on her blouse and her jacket, figuring it would have to do. She slipped into her heels, straightened her hair, and with a breath to fortify herself, turned to grab her bra.
Wade had rebuttoned and zipped, and was standing there silent, studying her.
“My bra,” she murmured, moving close to him again because he had his hand in his pocket and she could see the little piece of lace peeking out.
The knock came again, stopping her in her tracks.
“Hello?” a female voice called through the door. “I really need to get in there.”
“I’m nearly done,” Sam said and held out her hand to Wade.
“It’s really amazing, how you do that,” he murmured softly. “How you pull yourself together in the blink of an eye.”
“What choice do we have?” Taking a deep breath, she gave up on her bra and pulled open the door.
A woman stood there with a little girl, both of whom stared up at Sam and Wade, mouths open.
“I’m sorry,” Sam said. “I—”
“It’s fine.” The woman tightened her lips in disapproval at her and Wade as they moved out of the bathroom.
“Mommy? Isn’t this the women’s bathroom?”
“Yes, baby, it is,” the woman assured the little girl, shutting the door hard.
Wade reached for Sam’s hand.
“Don’t,” she said very quietly. “Please, don’t.” She backed away. “I need a minute.”
“Sam.”
“Please,” she whispered.
He studied her for a long beat, then with a reluctant nod, let her walk away.


Wade made his way back to the reception. That Sam needed a minute didn’t surprise him. She wasn’t one to let go of her famed control without a fight, and though she’d put up a good one, she hadlet go.
He pulled out a chair at the Heat table, turning it around to straddle it. Pace and Gage were using the silver-ware to create a makeshift diamond. A wadded napkin was the mound. “Seventh inning,” Gage said.
“Henry’s homer tied the game at the top.” Pace shook his head. “But we couldn’t go ahead because the Phillies threw me out at the plate to end the frame.”
“Then the rain halted the damn game,” Gage said in disgust. “It wasn’t even that bad, they should have let the game go. When we finally got back to it, you didn’t blow the save, you locked down the eighth.”
“But then they got a tying run in scoring position, and Wade fucking popped out—”
“Hey,” Wade said, grabbing Pace’s beer for himself.
“Well, you did,” Gage told him with a shake of his head. “You sucked.”
“Again. Hey.” Wade propped his elbows on the back of the chair, dropping his heavy head into his hands. “We won that game. I came back in the ninth, broke my bat on a base hit to right field. Henry stole home, and I followed, locking down the win, thank you very much.” He sighed and lifted his head to find both Pace and Gage staring at him. “What? I did.”
“I remember,” Gage said. “Everyone dived on you at the plate and you cracked a rib. What’s up?”
“Nothing.”
Pace raised a brow. “You disappear with Sam for an hour, then only you come back, and nothing’s up?”
Wade scrubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And it wasn’t an hour.”
“Forty-five minutes.” Gage looked him over. “Your shirt is half untucked, your tie’s gone, and probably you want to lift your collar to hide that bite mark on your neck. Either you got jumped by some fan girls, or you just got laid.”
Wade tucked the rest of his shirt in. There was nothing to be done about the tie. It was wadded up in his pocket along with Sam’s bra. He lifted a spoon from the table to use as a mirror to check his neck. Yep. He had a doozy of a hickey going.
Gage shook his head.
Pace grinned. “Nice.”
Wade sighed. “Don’t you have a fiancée to worry about? And you,” he said to Gage. “Where’s your date?”
“They’ve gone on a little girls’ room run. They seem to do that in pairs.”
Yeah. Most women did.
Not Sam.
She’d been in there all alone until he’d come along, though he had to say, they’d made a nice pair. Speaking of, where the hell was she? He craned his neck and looked around—
“Lose something?” Pace asked with mock politeness.
Wade ignored him, still searching through the wedding revelers for Sam.
“You know, I was going to keep my nose out of this one,” Gage said. “But—”
“Oh, Christ,” Wade groaned. “Not the but.”
“But,” Gage continued undeterred. “I don’t think you two are a good idea.”
“We’re not a two,” Wade said. “You more than anyone know that this whole weekend is pretend. Make-believe. A complete fallacy. Hell, it was your idea.”
“And a bad one,” Pace muttered.
“No shit,” Wade muttered back.
“But only because you are a two,” Pace said patiently.
“And have been ever since Atlanta.”
“Atlanta?” Gage asked, eyes narrowing. “What happened in Atlanta?”
“Nothing.” Wade shook his head and glared at Pace. “Nothing.”
Pace leaned in close to Wade. “You remember right before the playoffs, when I fell hard for Holly and couldn’t admit it? You made me face it.”
“Yeah? So? You were being an idiot and needed a friendly shove.”
“Consider this . . .” Pace gave Wade a good, hard shove on his shoulder, nearly knocking him off the chair. “The same.”
“Don’t encourage him,” Gage told Pace. “He’ll just fuck with her head.”
“Sitting right here,” Wade said, feeling more than a little tense.
“I’m sorry, man. But that’s what you do. Fuck ’em and leave ’em.”
“Not always.”
“Always,” Gage said firmly.
Wade opened his mouth to refute that and Gage just gave him a long, even look. “Name one time you’ve been ditched, Wade. One time.”
Wade said nothing, but he counted in his head. His mother. His father.
Sam.
Not that he’d say so.
“She deserves better,” Gage said.
Wade looked at Pace. “You think so, too?”
“She deserves to be more than the pretend girlfriend, I’ll give you that. Because it’s Sam, you know?”
Yeah. He knew. Sam, who they all cared about. Sam, who gave so much of herself to the team. Sam, who’d just given herself to him, and he had a feeling it was far more than she’d intended.
As it had been for him.
He sat there with a headache brewing and the certainty that he’d already fucked it up without even knowing exactly how. “Well, this has been fun, but I’ve got to go.” He pushed away from the table and strode through the reception one more time, but he was certain.
Sam wasn’t here.
He headed inside the main lobby and headed straight for the elevators, punching the button, suddenly afraid he was already too late.
The elevator didn’t come. He hit the button again, swore, then headed for the stairs. He made it to their eighth floor suite three minutes later, running on adrenaline as he burst into their room. “Sam.”
But he knew even before he called her name that she was gone. The note on the bathroom mirror confirmed it.
Take the limo back, I grabbed a cab.
Yep. He’d been ditched. “Well, hell,” he said out loud, pulling the note down. As he did, something on the counter grabbed his attention.
Her bathroom bag.
It was stuffed with makeup and brushes and bottles of stuff—the mysteries of a woman.
It smelled like her.
And just next to the bag lay her mother’s antique pearl pin.
“You were in a hurry,” he murmured, and suddenly he didn’t feel quite as bad. She hadn’t run out on him because she was done with the pretense.
Nope.
She’d run because that pretense had turned into a few moments of . . . real.
Something neither of them had intended.
It’d been so real it’d scared her.
“Chicken,” he said softly, surprised at this unexpected chink in her armor, while being equally surprised at something else.
He was afraid, too. Which meant it was a good thing she’d gone, a really good thing. And palming the pin, gently running his thumb over it, he willed himself to get over it before he saw her again, before she saw that she wasn’t the only one with a chink in her armor.





Chapter 11
Baseball statistics are like a girl in a bikini. They show a lot, but not everything.
—Toby Harrah



Wade got back to Santa Barbara late, and hit the sack. He woke in his own bed, which was infinitely better than the couch had been in the hotel but somehow it was not nearly as much fun.
He got dressed and wondered what his pretend girlfriend was doing. Certainly notreturning any of his calls . . .
Telling himself he was ready for the opening game of season four against the Padres, he drove to the Heat’s facilities with the music cranking, walked into the clubhouse and felt adrenaline kick in. Adrenaline was good. It meant he wasn’t thinking about Sam, or how she’d felt with her legs wrapped around his waist as he’d plunged into her.
Much.
The clubhouse was filled and noisy. Most MLB baseball clubhouses gravitated toward a specific identity. The Yankees were corporate. The Rockies were religious. The Heat? Rollicking.
Today was no different. The air was excited and jubilant, just the way Wade liked it. They had an unusually tight, close-knit team, and almost everyone arrived within minutes of each other.
Food was set out, and they ate together: Wade, Pace, Joe Pickler, the Heat’s second baseman, Henry Weston, their left-fielder-turned-shortstop, who was sporting a black eye from his fender bender two days ago, and Mason Rictor. Mason was their first baseman who was currently battling knee problems from a spring training incident involving not a ball but a woman, a stolen night, and her husband coming home early, which had forced Mason out a third-story window.
Gage was still barely speaking to him.
As they sat around inhaling a pile of sandwiches, Mike, their third baseman, and Kyle, their right-fielder, joined them. “Heard you had quite the weekend,” Kyle said to Wade, and tossed down a stack of newspapers to the table.
Wade opened one up and stared at the picture of himself and Sam at the reception. They were locked together on the dance floor. Her arms were around his neck. He had one hand in her hair, the other on her ass.
“Looks like mission accomplished on the tame-Wade thing,” Kyle said, heavy on the irony. “So was this before or after the quickie in the bathroom?”
Wade slid a death-glare at Pace.
Pace lifted his hands. “Hey, I didn’t tell.”
Henry choked on his drink. “You mean it’s true? You and Sam had a quickie in the bathroom? Our Sam?”
All eyes swiveled to Wade.
“We’re boyfriend and girlfriend,” he said.
“Pretend boyfriend and girlfriend,” Mike reminded him.
“Yeah,” Wade said. “Right. Pretend.”
“Wait.” Mike took a closer look at Wade, then glanced at everyone else. “Am I the only one who heard that?” he demanded to know.
“Heard what?” Wade asked.
“Nope,” Kyle said. “I heard it, too.”
“Heard what?” Wade repeated through his teeth.
“That you don’t want it to be pretend,” Kyle told him.
Wade stared at him. “Shut up.”
“You should tell her,” Kyle said, unperturbed. “She’s always telling us that she needs to know everything, and this is definitely need-to-know.”
“Christ! Don’t tell her,” Mike said. “Are you kidding? She’ll kill you. You can’t get dead now, it’s opening day.”
“Maybe she likes me alive,” Wade said, frowning when everyone laughed. Okay, so his and Sam’s tension was legendary. Whatever. They’d gotten past it now.
Or so he hoped.
Gage walked in and as always, the room quieted. He was their age and yet his demeanor was such that everyone deferred to him as . . . well, God. He grabbed a soda and then slowly took each of them in and narrowed his gaze. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” Wade said, and gathered all the papers and threw them in the recycling bin next to the trash can.
“Hey, good job on those, by the way,” Gage said, proving that nothing got past him, ever. “Our sponsors are happy.”
“Good for them.” Not wanting to hear more about how the ruse was working, Wade took off, moving toward the locker area to change for field practice. And yeah, maybe he was also keeping his eyes peeled for a glimpse of Sam . . .
The Heat’s facilities were now four years old, with everything in it being the best of the best, including the clubhouse around him. Back before the economy had taken a nosedive, the Santa Barbara taxpayers had been ecstatic to put money into a new MLB expansion team. The Heat had returned the love. Last season they’d worked their asses off, and even with bad odds, rough press, and unfair disadvantages—they’d lost a good bull pen pitcher and a great pitching coach midseason—they’d gone to the playoffs.
This season, they wanted to go even further, all the way to the World Series. For a guy who’d been born in the gutter and then survived his childhood to scrape his way through college, Wade had been lucky enough to be drafted straight to an MLB contract. After a few years in Denver, the Heat had signed him, giving him a lucrative deal he’d been more than happy to accept. He’d moved to Santa Barbara, bought himself a big, new house on the beach, and he’d never been more content.
He pulled off his shirt and shoved it into his locker as the others made their way in to change as well. As was typical, he spent more time in these rooms with the team than he did anywhere else, and it’d been designed for comfort. Right here within reach was just about anything anyone could ever want: food, flat-screen TVs, video games, workout equipment, massages, whirlpools, anything. He took in the guys all around, guys that were like his brothers as they talked, laughed, dressed, played, hung out, and he had to face one fact—the one thing he wanted hadn’t showed up.
It was unlike Sam not to be around pre-game, especially today. She liked to be involved in everything, hustling reporters in and out of the area, putting her nose in, bossing them all around with a sweet smile that barely covered the unbendable sheer steel will just beneath the surface.
He looked at his cell phone, registering that she still hadn’t returned a single one of his five phone calls. Shaking his head at her, at himself, he pulled on his uniform, nodding at Pace, who’d come up next to him and was doing the same.
The usual adrenaline was beginning to pound through his system as he dressed. Henry was on his other side now, pulling out his trusty headband, the same one he wore to every game. Mike pulled out his St. Christopher’s Cross and kissed it, just as he did every time he jogged out to third base.
Superstitions.
The caveat of the game, and a habit that had actually brought Pace and Holly together. Wade turned his head and watched as Holly came into the clubhouse, heading straight for her fiancée with a secret smile on her face.
Pace’s expression went just a little goofy. Taking Holly’s hand, he pulled her into the shower room, where Wade knew—hell, everyone knew—that Pace would press her back against the tile wall of the showers and kiss her stupid.
That was Pace’s superstition. If he kissed Holly, he’d pitch well.
They’d win.
Hell, even if it only worked in Pace’s mind, it worked for Wade. He wanted to win today, wanted that badly. So badly he had to wonder if he wasn’t putting some of his frustrations into the wrong avenue.
And then he felt it, the prickle of awareness on the back of his neck, and he turned to the door as Samantha McNead walked in.
She wore one of her power suits, red, snug in the jacket, short in the skirt. She and her mile-long legs strode through like she owned her world.
She’d sure as hell rocked his.
She smiled at Gage, who slipped an arm around her, soft with Sam where he was never soft with his players. He murmured something into her ear, and though her easy smile never wavered, her eyes flickered as if a painful memory had presented itself, but it vanished so fast he couldn’t be sure.
She hugged Gage, nodded as if reassuring him of something, and moved on. She smiled at Mason, bumped fists with Joe, and nodded at some of the other players nearby.
And then she glanced Wade’s way, telling him that she was as aware of him as he was of her. Just a quick peek, nothing more, but it was enough.
She wanted to be cool, calm, and collected, and she needed distance to accomplish that.
So did he.
Desperately. He wasn’t planning on pushing for anything more. That wasn’t him. He never pushed. He’d never had to. Luckily for him, most of the women in his life had fallen for his easy charm with little to no effort on his part. And when this month was over, he’d go right back to that.
Pace and Holly reappeared from the shower rooms. Holly’s lip gloss had been eaten off and she had a glow about her.
Pace had the predictable satisfied grin plastered on him.
Wade shook his head, then ignored everything he’d just told himself and came up behind Sam, who’d made her way to the table of drinks and was choosing between two different brands of iced tea. “Hey,” he said. “How are you?”
“Hey, yourself. I’m fine, thanks.”
“You left in a hurry yesterday.”
“Things to do,” she said.
Uh-huh. Like regroup.He leaned in. “Maybe we should come up with a ritual before each game, like Pace and Holly. There might be something to their superstition.”
“Pace isn’t superstitious,” she said. “You know it’s everyone else who thinks that their kisses work. Pace and Holly only go along with it because . . . well, because they’re in love.”
Wade looked into her eyes, searching for the warm, soft, sweet woman who’d been wrapped around him like a pretzel only yesterday afternoon, wrapped around him and panted his name like a mantra as he’d thrust into her welcoming body. But that woman was nowhere to be found.
“Okay,” he said quietly, turning her to fully face him. “Let’s try this again. Hi. How are you really?”
She blew out a breath, and for a moment let herself lean into him. “I’m sorry I ran out on you.”
“It’s okay. I was tempted to do the same,” he admitted, waiting until she looked up in surprise. He smiled ruefully. “Got a little too real there, didn’t it?”
“Yeah.” She sighed again. “Probably the whole losing our clothes thing was a real bad idea. We need to watch that.”
“That’s my favorite part.”
She smiled but it faded quick. “I don’t mind the pretend-relationship thing, Wade. But the getting naked thing is really hard for me to do so casually.”
Yeah. He got that. He also had nothing to say in response, which was just as well since she was already gone.
Pace came up beside him. “Want some advice?”
“No.”
“Yeah, didn’t think so.” He slung an arm around Wade. “Too bad I’m going to give it to you anyway. Remember when you told me to go get myself a life outside of MLB, a life with Holly?”
“I have plenty of life outside of it. And a good part of that is with you and the parks we’re building for kids, or have you forgotten that big fat check I just wrote you? Or the two days we spent last week coaching spring camps for those kids?”
“I’m talking about you and Sam.”
“There is no me and Sam. It’s pretend, remember? We’re just making the sponsors happy.” His cell phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket, saw the area code that signaled Oregon, and swore. His father. John had left Wade a message earlier, telling him that he’d gotten in trouble for running a poker game and he needed bribe money for the caretaker. Not needing another call like that, Wade hit Ignore.
Pace was watching him. “You’re good at that, hitting Ignore.”
“I’ve already sent money today to get him out of trouble for gambling. I think he can wait until after the game for anything else.”
“Maybe it’s not money he needs. Maybe writing a check, either to the kids, to your father, to whoever asks, isn’t always the answer. And you’re missing my point on purpose. Stop ignoring, Wade. Make a commitment, somewhere, with someone.”
Wade just shook his head. He had a damn hard time with commitment, cliché or not. He’d been let down by commitment before, by people bound to him by blood even. It wasn’t in the cards for him. Besides, even if he wanted to, he couldn’t act on his growing feelings for Sam because in spite of her toughness, he sensed that she wanted to commit, and he refused to let her down. And he would eventually let her down.
“Look,” Pace said. “You told me I had a real chance at a great life, with Holly. You told me to go for it.”
“Yeah, and you told me I was full of shit.”
“I was wrong. You were right. And now I’m right.” He squeezed Wade’s shoulder in commiseration. “Just as I also know you’d like to kick my ass for saying so, but you can’t because Gage is looking at us right now, trying to decide if he needs to come intervene.”
Wade looked up and met Gage’s narrowed, carefully observant eyes. The team manager, aka Skipper, had broken up more fights between his players than he had fingers and toes. One more wouldn’t be a problem, but Wade let out a rough breath. “I could kick your ass before he even got over here.”
“Keep dreaming,” Pace said in a mock soothing voice that really did make Wade want to smash his face in, best friend or not. “But if you tried, Sam would really be pissed.”
Wade shoved away and stalked off to Pace’s low, knowing laugh as he grabbed his gear and headed out for practice.





Chapter 12
Baseball is a ballet without music. Drama without words.
—Ernie Harwell



Feeling all mixed-up and churned-up and more confused than ever, Sam walked to her seat in the stands and found her usual seatmate waiting for her.
“Hiya,” Holly said.
“I need sugar.”
Without missing a beat, Holly handed over her lemonade, then pulled out a bag of M&M’s to go with it.
Sam sighed in sheer pleasure as she ripped into them. “You’re a good friend.”
“I am.” Holly looked at her speculatively. “I know why I usually need sugar. Either Pace has pissed me off, or I need to get me some.”
“Some what?”
Holly waggled a brow.
Sam sighed.
“And,” Holly said, “since I know you just got some—”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Uh-huh. So that leaves pissed. Question is, are you pissed off at Wade, or yourself?”
Sam busied herself with the M&M’s.
Holly snorted, then lifted a tray she’d stowed behind her feet. It held the bribes—two fully loaded hot dogs, peanuts, and cotton candy.
“I’m on a diet,” Sam said in protest, but grabbed a dog. And then on second thought, the peanuts and cotton candy as well, hugging it all to her chest.
“Atta girl.” Holly tore into her own hot dog. “So. How’s that pretend thing going?”
Sam chewed a huge bite of hot dog. “I don’t want to talk about that either.”
“Okay.”
“I mean there’s really nothing to even talk about. We got into the papers over the weekend, got the word out, as planned. Sponsor’s happy.”
“Good.”
“It’s just playing a role.” Sam sucked mustard off her finger. “Sure, maybe we got a little carried away for a minute.” She grimaced. “Okay, for like an hour, but the man is . . . well. It wasn’t my fault.”
“Of course not.”
“And anyway, he drives me batshit crazy,” Sam said.
Holly made a soothing, understanding noise.
“And he’s so easygoing and effortlessly sexy. He could reel in a damn nun.”
“Good thing we’re not talking about it.”
Sam just sighed and stuffed her face, and Holly smiled. “Honey, admit it. You want to go for it. For real.”
“No. If I’m going to let someone into my life, it’s going to be a grown-up.”
“That man is allllgrown-up, and he is fine.”
“I want a man who makes me laugh.”
“Hello—o—o,” Holly said. “Wade makes you laugh.”
“It’ll be someone who lights me up in the bedroom.”
Holly just slid her a long look.
“Okay, so he lit me up like Fourth of July. But I want a guy in it for the long haul.”
Holly sighed in defeat. “You have me there. He’s not shown a lot of depth in relationships before. But that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t, for the right woman.”
“Come on. It’s Wade.”
“Yeah, but he’s the one who told Pace to get something else in his life besides baseball, and that the something should be me. He told Pace to let himself love me.” She smiled at Sam’s clear surprise. “So see? Maybe there’s hope.”
Sam didn’t necessarily believe in hope. She believed in doing. In making one’s own destiny. And though a part of her could admit she’d had a few fantasies about Wade being hers and only hers, she had to doubt it ever becoming a reality.
They ate their way through the first two tight innings, with Sam unable to tear her gaze off a completely oblivious Wade. At the top of the third, the guy behind Sam tapped her on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”
She turned and looked at him. He was holding his iPhone open to a page from ESPN. It was a picture of her and Wade at the wedding. They were seated at a table, Wade sprawled out, his arm around the back of her chair, smiling into her face as his fingers played with her hair.
“Is this you?” the guy asked. “You Wade O’Riley’s new girl?”
Holly looked at the picture, then to Sam, biting her lip to keep her smile back.
“Yes,” Sam said on a barely there sigh. “That’s me.”
“Cool,” the guy said, and leaned back.
“The press you two have gotten is fairly incredible,” Holly whispered. “Nice to see it all positive for a change.”
Which was the only reason she was still in this. Well that, and because her body was addicted to Wade’s. She forced her mind off that problem and concentrated on the game. Wade was in his zone, running a good game. When a runner tried to steal third during a pitch, Wade made the catch, and without taking the time to wind up, shot the ball like a cannon at third to Mike, who made the pickoff. Mike pumped his fist and sent Wade a slow grin, which Wade returned.
And then he turned and looked right at her.
Okay, so maybe he wasn’t completely clueless-and God, look at him. There was just something so innately sexy about him in his zone . . . .
“You’re staring,” Holly whispered.
“Am not.”
“And you just let out a dreamy sigh, an I-wish-he-were-my-real-boyfriend sigh.”
“For your information, I’m just noticing how the new hockey-style catcher’s helmets really allow for superior side vision.”
Holly laughed. “Look at you bullshit me.”
At the top of the fifth inning, the Heat was down three-four, and tension was thick as the Heat took their field positions. Wade had all his gear on. Little of his face visible, and yet she knew what his expression would be.
Fun.
Easy.
Relaxed.
Chill.
Because that was Wade. He was all of those things. God, she envied that.
Pace was still pitching, and he was in fine form today, but she still couldn’t take her eyes off Wade. A runner tried to steal as Pace let out an unusually slow pitch. Wade was standing up almost before the ball hit his mitt, tossing off his mask to throw the ball down the line to Mason, who caught it.
Runner out.
She let out a low, appreciative breath and sank back to her seat. The runner should have known better. Wade had the best record in the league of picking off runners stealing bases. No one got past him.
In the bottom of the next inning, Wade hit a line drive and she involuntarily leapt to her feet. “Go, go, go!”
Wade made it to second.
Sam woo-hooed and jumped up and down.
Holly was grinning.
“What? I like to cheer.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Shut up.” Sam held her breath during the next pitch, when Wade stole third. Sam gripped Holly’s hand hard when Mike hit a pop fly and Wade headed home, sliding into the catcher a beat ahead of the ball.
The crowd went wild while Sam stared at the pile of entangled limbs over the home plate, “Get up,” she whispered. “Get up, get up—”
Wade pushed to his feet, then reached a hand down to help the Padres player, taking a moment to look him in the eye and say something. The other player nodded and Wade headed back to his dugout.
But not before taking a quick and direct glance right at Sam.
Her breath stuttered in her throat and she lifted her hand at him before she could stop herself.
His lips curved.
“Aw,” Holly said. “Look at you, all aquiver.”
Sam sighed and sank to her chair. “It’s ridiculous.”
“It’s sweet.”
Sam closed her eyes against the bright sun and shook her head. “It’s not sweet. Does he look sweet to you?”
“No, he looks big and sexy, and like a whole lot of fun.”
Sam sighed. Yeah. Yeah, he was big and sexy and a whole lot of fun.
And a whole lot of heartache waiting to happen.
They went into the ninth inning up by one. The Heat came out ready to hold the Padres to that score. Wade crouched behind the plate and gave a sign to Pace, who shook his head. Wade gave him something else, and this time Pace nodded. He threw, but the hitter got a piece of it and the fly ball went straight up into the air.
Wade rose to his feet and shoved off his mask, squinting up into the sun, relaxed as the ball flew . . . right into his mitt.
Out. Game won.
Wade straightened just as Pace slammed into him, picking him up in a bear hug to spin him around.
Wade grinned and hugged him back.
And Sam never took her eyes off him. Playing the game for real or for fun, even living his life, little got to him. Not the pressure of the game that was his livelihood, not the responsibilities that came with the level of fame and fortune he dealt with on a daily basis, and not her.
And wasn’t that just the crux.
Oh, he wanted her again. She knew it. It was there in the heat of his eyes as he once again turned and from twenty-five yards away met her gaze. A gaze which happened to melt her bones every time she found it leveled on her.
But it was lust. Nothing more. Because Wade didn’t do more.
And she didn’t do less.


After the game, the players signed autographs for an hour, during which time Sam stayed on scene as she always did, helping out with both crowd control and merchandise give-aways.
Wade was sitting at the table with the other players, signing autographs, completely oblivious to the fact that she’d just had security drag Tia—the woman who’d sent pictures of her and Wade to the press—off the premises and to the police station since she’d violated the restraining order.
It was Sam’s job to shield the players where she could, and she did a good job, but she’d had to remind herself this time that it wasn’t her job to want to punch a stalker for trying to get close to Wade.
It’d gotten personal, waaay too personal, but she had no idea what to do about it.
Wade had people in front of him but he was watching Sam with a little knowing look that heated her from the inside out. Could he read her inappropriate jealousy?
Halfway through the signing, three women tried to climb the table to get to him. With a sigh, she moved through the crowd and around the table, beating security there by two seconds, but not quite fast enough to stop one of the women from writing her phone number on Wade’s hand. Sam leaned over Wade and put her face between his and the women’s. “You ladies need to back up.”
“Aw, we just want to give him a kiss,” one of them said with a pout.
“No,” Sam said.
“Why not?”
“Sorry.” This from a grinning Wade. “She’s not much on sharing.” He turned his head, which was now only a few inches from Sam’s, and gave her a warm, just-for-her smile that for a moment cut off the oxygen to her brain.
The women obligingly backed off.
Mouth curved, eyes warm, Wade tugged on a strand of her hair. “Makes me hot seeing you get all possessive like that.”
Yeah, he read her. Like a well-thumbed book. She rolled her eyes and he caught her wrist, tugging her in so their mouths were close.
“Are you going to kiss me?” she whispered, half panicked and yet half hopeful at the same time.
“Only if you say please.”
She tugged free and moved back to her real duties, which absolutely did not include falling for his effortless charm.
Afterwards, at the team meeting, Wade came up to her. “Thanks for protecting me out there.”
She just gave him a long look, which crumpled completely when he slung an arm around her neck and pulled her in, pressing a lingering but friendly kiss on her temple. Her heart fluttered. “What are you doing?”
“Being your boyfriend.”
“The signing’s over, Wade. There’s no need to pretend back here.”
“Huh. Guess you’re right.” But it took him an extra long beat to remove his hands from her.
And another even longer beat for her to step back from him.
When the meeting was over, the team scattered, everyone off to celebrate. Sam turned to get the hell out of there before she did something stupid. Like offer to be Wade’s celebration.
“Sam.”
Dammit. She quickened her pace, escaping him and making her way through the facility. She got to her office, grabbed her purse, flicked off the lights, and turned to leave . . .
And slammed into the warm, hard wall of Wade’s chest.
His hands came up to her arms to steady her. “In a hurry?” he asked in that same voice that had urged her to orgasm only yesterday.
God. “Yes, actually. A big hurry.”
Not releasing her, he nodded, nothing more than a shadow in the doorway. “Avoiding anyone in particular?”
“You.”
He laughed softly, his breath ruffling the hair at her temple, which meant he was entirely too close. She stepped back into her dark office, but he merely followed her in.
“Oh, no,” she said. “I’m not getting into another room alone with you.”
He hit the light switch. He was fresh from the shower he’d grabbed before the meeting, his hair wet and wavy, falling over his forehead and curling around his ears, hitting the collar of his black polo shirt, which was untucked over a pair of cargoes. She had no idea how he looked so damn fine all the time but he did, and she met his gaze, knowing hers was filled with frustration to his amusement. “My clothes are staying on,” she said firmly.
“You trying to convince me, or yourself?”
She refused to answer on the grounds she might incriminate herself. He smelled good, all warm and sexy, and that frustrated her because she wanted to go up on her tiptoes and press her face into his throat and just breathe him in. She wanted to have him inside her again, but she also wanted more. She wanted to be with him, just be . . . and that terrified her because she was alone in that. “No one’s here. We’re offline.”
“Sam—”
“I mean it, Wade.” She put her hand to her heart but she couldn’t rub the ache away. “You can’t just waltz in here with that low, husky voice and those bedroom eyes, okay? We don’t have to play until the next public outing, and as I’ve already told you, we’re not going to play like we did this weekend.”
“Sam—”
“No. Listen, Wade, please? We had our fun, andit was fun,” she told him, softening, unable to keep the wistfulness out of her voice. “But now I need to be far, far away from you.” Before I rip off your clothes.
His eyes were dark, and had gone serious. “I understand.”
His easy acceptance derailed her. “You do?”
“Yeah. Actually, I just wanted to give you something.” He held out his hand, fisted. Slowly he turned it over and opened his fingers, revealing what he held on his palm.
Oh, God. Her mother’s pin. She took it and brought it to her heart. “Okay, now I feel like a mean, bitchy idiot.”
Wade shook his head. “Definitely not mean. And definitely not an idiot either.”
And as he walked off, he actually left her with a laugh. Because he was right. She was bitchy.
Dammit.





Chapter 13
Progress always involves risks. You can’t steal second base and keep your foot on first.
—Frederick B. Wilcox



Wade walked away from Sam’s office, through the Heat’s huge facility, telling himself to just go home and hit the sack and sleep off this odd sense of restlessness.
It wasn’t his usual MO after a game, especially after a win, but though he was stopped by Joe and Henry, and then Mason, each of them inviting him to several different parties, he didn’t feel like partying.
He didn’t know exactly what he did feel like doing . . .
Okay, lie. A big, fat lie. He knew exactly what he wanted to be doing, or more correctly, who he wanted to be doing.
One sweet and fiery and sexy Samantha McNead.
He thumbed through his iPhone as he walked the hall, heading out. A hundred and thirty-five unread e-mails. Ignoring most of them, he went straight to the few that mattered. Pace had sent him more pictures from Mark’s wedding, including a different one of Wade and Sam slow dancing. Her back was to the camera. He couldn’t see her expression but her head was cocked up at him, a little tilted.
He most definitely had her attention. He was smiling down into her face, his expression a little too open for his own comfort. He saved the e-mail and moved on to the next, from his father.
I’m breaking out, and thinking of heading south.
His father was free to do whatever the hell he wanted. He wasn’t a prisoner and never had been. But Wade sighed and called the center to check on him and he was promptly assured that John O’Riley was fine and well and still on site, though he had somehow sneaked in a fifth and had gotten the guys on his floor bombed, then proceeded to win more loot from them at poker.
Nothing about this surprised Wade. He apologized to the nurse and hung up, shaking his head.
But it was the next e-mail that really grabbed him—from Sam dated very late last night. Which meant she’d written it after the wedding and he’d somehow missed it earlier. She typed formally as if they hadn’t had each other up against the bathroom wall.
Wade—I need your assistance for the carnival. I’m putting your name on the ticket. If you have a problem with this, please respond. Otherwise I’ll assume you’re onboard.

Samantha McNead, Heat Publicist
He shook his head with a grim smile. Look at her, all professional, being a pain-in-his-ass.
Good strategy. Hell, it was an excellent strategy.
And if he hadn’t watched her come for him, multiple times now, thank you very much, each of those times panting his name like he was the be-all-of-the-end-all, he might have even bought the ploy. “But I’m on to you,” he murmured, and forwarded the picture of the two of them dancing to her. He thumbed in a message to go with it.
Had a great weekend, Sam, pretend or otherwise. I still have your bathroom bag and a sexy little lace bra. You can come get them, or I’ll bring them to you. Oh, and if you have a problem with this, please respond. Otherwise I’ll assume you’re onboard.
With a small smile, he slid his phone away. Yeah, that was going to chap her sweet ass but good. In the main hall now, he walked past huge boards plastered with press from the past three years of the Heat’s existence, pictures of the team members, their bios, and some of the available merchandise.
He came face-to-face with his own publicity photo blown up to life-size. In six-foot-plus full-color print, he wore his Heat jersey. He was holding his mitt and bat, smiling easily and confidently into the camera, like he didn’t have a worry in the world.
Wade looked at himself and suddenly wondered who the hell that was, because he wasn’t feeling so easily confident. Despite the very satisfying win, he was feeling a little off his game.
Okay, a lot off his game, and it had nothing to do with baseball and everything to do with—
“Sam.” He stopped in surprise at the sight of her ahead of him. She’d clearly come down the opposite end of the hallway, probably having taken the elevator, not the stairs as he had. She was staring at a kid, who was in turn staring at her, both of them looking like they were watching a horror flick, braced for the psycho villain to pop out any second.
Sam’s job as publicist often brought her in close contact with kids. Hell, half the Heat’s fans were underage, and Sam had always made a point to cater to them, using child-oriented events to make the Heat’s players accessible to them. On top of that, she pretty much single-handedly ran the 4 The Kids charity that the Heat sponsored, and by all accounts, she loved both the work and the kids.
So this was odd. It’d only been five minutes max since Wade had seen her in her office, since he’d gathered his stuff, said good-bye to the guys, and walked through the facility. But Sam’s expression said it’d been a rough five minutes. Really rough.
“Hey,” he said, coming up to her side, sliding a hand to the small of her back. “You okay?”
She jumped a mile. “Yes.” She nodded wildly. “Absolutely. Yes. Yes I am.”
He looked into her wide eyes. “That was a couple too many yeses.”
“I’m fine.”
She didn’t look fine. She looked . . . panicked. Ditto for the kid. Wade tossed an easy smile at him, but he didn’t respond. He looked to be around ten and had wheat-colored hair that fell over his eyes. His jeans were new but too long, frayed at the cuffs over a set of brand spanking new Nikes. His T-shirt was standard kid-issued and had X-Men splayed across the front. “Hey, man,” Wade said to him. “Gotta name?”
“Tag.”
“You watch the game today?”
“No.” Tag paused, then spoke quietly but with a little defiance in his tone, as if he was scared to death but hell if he was going to show it. “Dad says we only watch the Heat if they’re getting their asses kicked.”
Sam let out a choked laugh.
Wade eyeballed her, then turned back to Tag. “So you what, kept your eyes closed during the game?”
Tag shoved his hands into his pockets and looked at the floor. “I sat in the car with the babysitter on accounta she didn’t answer her phone.”
No doubt as to who the she was, and above him, Sam made a sound of distress.
“My phone was off during the game,” she said quietly. “I’m very sorry, Tag. I didn’t know you were coming.”
Tag jerked a shoulder, doing his best impression of someone who could give a shit.
But his eyes, big and full of hurt, gave him away. “Are you here to meet the players?” Wade asked him.
“No,” Sam said. “He’s—”
“My dad went to rehab,” Tag muttered, again to his shoes. “I have to stay with my Aunt Sam.”
Aunt Sam. So Tag was Jeremy’s kid.
“Tag.” Sam put her hand on his shoulders, the kid who was in that awkward stage between child and teen. “We’re going to be fine,” she said, not sounding like she really believed that.
Tag executed another jerk of his narrow shoulders that dislodged Sam’s hand and tugged hard at Wade. God, he’d been there, right there where this kid was, pissed at the world, with parents who could give a shit, feeling about alone as one could get.
Tag turned his back on the both of them and stared out the ceiling-to-floor windows to the front parking lot, his fingers resting on the glass, his breath leaving a foggy circle, his shoulders sagged.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you landed,” Sam told him, at a loss in a way Wade had never seen from her before.
“My dad told you I was coming.”
Sam closed her eyes, then opened them, looking at Wade with a slow shake of her head, helpless.
She hadn’t known. For whatever reason, she honestly hadn’t known Tag was to be in her care, but she didn’t try to defend herself.
“I wanna go home now,” Tag said, then added a quiet, “please” as an afterthought, as though he knew it was expected of him.
A polite delinquent.
“I’m sorry, Tag,” Sam said. “I know this isn’t what you want. But until I figure out exactly why you’re here, and for how long . . .”
Tag set his head on the glass, the picture of dejected resolve.
Sam rubbed her forehead, appearing uncharacteristically stymied, and Wade could tell she needed a minute. “Wanna see the equipment room?” he asked Tag. “I bet we could find you some gear in there.”
Tag lifted his head. “The Bucks’ gear?”
Wade arched a brow. “The Heat’s.”
“Tag,” Sam said. “This man is Wade O’Riley, our catcher.”
Tag met Wade’s gaze, not seeming all that impressed.
“Even though we’re not the Bucks,” Wade told him. “Maybe you’ll find something you like.”
Tag didn’t answer, but his expression said he sincerely doubted that.
“I need to call my father.” Sam smoothed down her skirt, which was longer today, meaning Wade could only see a mile of gorgeous leg instead of five miles. A damn shame. “It should only take a minute.”
“To the goodie room then,” Wade said to Tag, and put his hand on Tag’s neck to steer him in the right direction.
Tag stiffened.
“I don’t bite,” Wade promised mildly, but removed his hand.
Tag relaxed, made a little sound, a kid sound, one that managed to convey both utter disdain and buckets of false bravado all in one, and right then and there, Wade lost a piece of his heart to him.


Sam watched Wade lead the reluctant but silent Tag away as she waited for her father to answer his phone. As unbelievable as it seemed, apparently Tag had been the “something” Jeremy had needed Sam to take care of for him, and at the thought, a cold fury twisted in her heart. She could have strangled her brother. A child. His child. And he’d treated Tag like little more than a piece of luggage.
“McNead here,” boomed her father’s voice in her ear.
Sam gripped her cell phone tight. “I have Tag? Dad, why do I have Tag?”
“Because Jeremy can’t bring a ten-year-old to rehab, Samantha.”
“I meant why am I in charge of him? Why not Brett or Michael?” she asked tightly, naming her two older brothers. “And where’s Lynn?” Tag’s mother had certainly not been any of the McNead’s favorites, as she’d dumped Jeremy shortly after Tag’s birth, taking half of everything Jeremy owned, but still. She was the mother!
“Lynn’s been in Europe for several months modeling and there’s no sign of her returning anytime soon. Plus she’s not exactly up to the job.”
“What does that mean?”
“She’s not good with kids. That leaves us McNeads.”
“Okay, but poor Tag barely knows me. He’s not happy, and I don’t blame him.”
“You’re the logical choice, Sam.”
“Why, because I have the vagina?”
Her father sounded annoyed. “I’m busy right now. It’s a bad time.”
Yes. Yes, she knew exactly how busy he was. He’d been busy all her life, far too busy for her unless it was work-related. And suddenly—or maybe not so suddenly at all—starting up her own PR firm, away from all this McNead drama, was starting to look better and better. “It’s just odd that Jeremy would ask this of me after his attempt to destroy my life and career.”
“Jesus, Samantha. He fucked up, and he’s paying the price. It’s time to get over your grudge.”
“Get over it?” she asked incredulously. “He sneaked into my locked work files to use my knowledge and privileged information on the Heat against us. He sold information, privileged information, to the press. He set it up to look like I was sabotaging my own team. I think I’m entitled to a little grudge.”
“Fine. Just hold it on your own time.”
“But—” But nothing, her father was gone. Sam pinched the bridge of her nose and tried deep breathing. It didn’t work. Jeremy and Lynn had been together for about fifteen minutes, and when Lynn left, Jeremy and Tag had stayed in South Carolina. It was where Jeremy now worked—as Sam’s equivalent—at the Buck’s home facilities. Sam hadn’t even met Tag until he’d turned four, and that was only because Jeremy had flown him to California for Christmas one year.
She had seen him at a few family gatherings since, for a grand total of three times.
Three.
Which would mean nothingto a frightened, lonely boy. God. This wasn’t her fault but guilt swamped her all the same. There’d been plenty of family events she could have attended: birthdays, weddings . . . But she’d skipped them. She’d skipped them because she’d always been working.
Which meant she was just as bad as the rest of the McNeads. Discovering she was more like her father than she could possibly have imagined was a bitter pill. Yes, she’d been distant because they weren’t a close family. After all, her brothers and father had their own lives and she had hers. But surely if she’d had a kid, her own kid, she wouldn’t have worked as much as she had over the years.
She’d have . . .
What?
Would she have given up the job, the career she loved with all her heart?
Dammit.
Not happy with herself, she headed down the hall after Wade and Tag, wondering how she’d survive the next ninety days. She knew as much about little boys as she knew about . . .
Big boys.
Which wasn’t all that much, as evidenced by the complete lack of boys in her life. Well, with the exception of one, big, bad, sexy-as-hell boy who wasn’t a boy at all, but a man. Though honestly, she considered Wade more of a problem than a man. Which meant that she had her biggest problem leading her next biggest problem by the proverbial hand, and she could do little else but follow.





Chapter 14
It ain’t nothin’ till I call it.
—Bill Klem, umpire



Sam entered the vast equipment storage room. It was lined with rows of metal shelving units holding the stuff of any sports lover’s fantasy: bats, gloves, mitts, uniforms, athletic shoes, sweats, medical equipment, even bottled water with the Heat label.
Sam had taken grown men through here and seen them actually well up at the sheer joy and awe. She didn’t feel the pull of the room as someone with a penis might, but could understand it. After all, she loved the game, loved almost everything about it: the way it felt to sit in the stands on a steamy, hot summer night with a hot dog in one hand and a soda in the other, the scent of freshly cut grass on the air as the sun sank, the sound of the bat hitting the ball just right.
Walking down the main aisle, different scents assaulted her. Clean, untried leather. Ace bandages. Fresh wood bats. She inhaled and found herself relaxing as if she’d been at home.
Until she heard the soft, male voices, one higher in tenor—Tag. The sound of him made her stomach hurt.
The other voice was low and calm and just a little bit raspy—Wade.
The sound of him made her nipples go hard.
She took a deep, fortifying breath, assured herself she could handle this—hell, she could handle anything—and moved forward.


Wade led Tag down the aisles of the equipment room. Tag was trying to play it cool but the inherent boy in him couldn’t seem to resist the goods all around them. He’d widened his eyes at first but then checked himself, reaching out to touch a jersey, then pulling back his hand like he was too cool to be excited.
“You’ve seen a room like this before, right?” Wade asked. “You’ve been to the Bucks’s facility?”
“Yeah, but you have way more stuff.” Tag stuffed his hand into his pocket, which suddenly bulged suspiciously.
“What’s that?” Wade asked.
“Nothing.”
Nothing his ass. “Let me see.”
With a soft exhale of sheer bravado, Tag shoved his hand into his pocket, then opened his fingers, revealing a deck of trading cards.
Unopened.
“You have sticky fingers.”
Tag studied the tops of his shoes.
“Thought you didn’t like the Heat.”
More studying of the shoes.
Wade sighed, handing the cards back to him.
Tag lifted his head and stared at him like, What’s the catch?
“If you don’t attempt another five-fingered discount, you can keep them,” Wade said. “And next time, just ask.”
“I was gonna.” Tag shoved the cards back in his pocket.
“Uh-huh. What else did you snag?”
“Nothing.”
From Tag’s his other pocket came a pack of Sugarlicious bubblegum, half eaten. “See?” He popped a huge piece of gum in his mouth, started chewing, drooled a little bit, and swiped his mouth with his sleeve. When he saw Wade watching him, he paused. “Want a piece?”
“Sure.” Wade popped a piece in his mouth and strawberry flavor burst over his tongue. “How long are you staying?”
“Dunno. My mom’s in Europe. She doesn’t make it home very often.”
Wade remembered that feeling all too vividly. “That sucks.”
Tag slid him a surprised look. Most likely people had been glossing over it all his short life. Wade didn’t believe in glossing.
“My dad’s going to be gone for three months.” Tag said this nonchalantly, but the undercurrent of grief was apparent. “I guess rehab takes a while.”
“Do you understand what rehab is?”
Tag didn’t look up. “Not really.”
Anger welled within Wade for the kid, who should have been told so much more than he had been. “It’s a place to go when you need help to try to get better.” Try being the operative word here. Wade hoped like hell it worked better for Jeremy than it’d ever worked for Wade’s dad.
“In the meantime, you have your Aunt Sam looking out for you.” She was already on the job, he could hear her heels clicking along with efficient authority. “She’s pretty great.”
Tag looked at Wade, eyes suddenly sharp. “You like her or something?”
“We’re . . . friends.”
“You like her.”
Wade studied Tag. “How are you at keeping secrets?”
“Real good.”
Wade didn’t believe that for a minute but he answered anyway. “You’re right. I like her.”
Tag studied Wade with all the scrutiny a frustrated, angry ten-year-old could muster. “When my dad likes a girl, they sleep over and I have to stay upstairs.”
While Wade wrestled with his sudden urge to hurt Jeremy, Tag turned his attention to the jerseys hanging over his head. Wade pulled one down. “This is Pace Martin’s.”
“Your pitcher.”
“Yes.”
Tag was quiet a moment, but Wade could see that he wanted something. “You can say anything to me. We’re in the cone of silence here.”
Tag worried his lower lip between his teeth a moment. He looked at his shoes, clearly his favorite delay tactic. “Can I have your jersey instead?”
Wade turned to exchange the jersey just as Sam came around the last corner, heading toward them. She’d gotten herself together. The panic was gone, as was the fear. Wade had no doubt she was still wrestling with both, but she’d successfully hidden them.
She was nothing if not a master multitasker.
At the sight of them, her lips curved slightly in relief, making Wade wonder what the hell she’d expected to find. The two of them sharing a beer? She put her hand on Tag’s arm. “You ready to go?”
Tag clutched Wade’s jersey in a tight fist and gave her the silent treatment.
A McNead specialty.
Sam took in the jersey, caught Wade’s number, and shot Wade a look he couldn’t interpret. If he had to guess, he’d go with gratitude that he’d been able to break through to Tag, along with the envy. He’d broken through when she hadn’t a clue how to do so.
Wade made a barely there gesture with his chin toward the shelves, signaling that she should try his tactic. Taking the hint, she grabbed a baseball cap. “How about this to go with the jersey?” she asked Tag.
He shrugged casually, even indifferently, but couldn’t hide the excitement in his eyes. “ ’Kay.”
Wade dropped the jersey over Tag’s head, then put the baseball cap in place, gently taping the bill. “All set then.”
Tag looked up at him. “Can I stay here instead?”
A direct hit, given the flash of emotion in Sam’s eyes. Feeling like the biggest of all the shitheads and not even sure why, Wade reluctantly shook his head. “I’d love to have you, but that’s not the plan right now.”
“Plans change,” Tag told him. “My dad says that all the time.”
Above him, Sam was clearly grappling with the unaccustomed vulnerability, and killing Wade while she was at it. “It’s the way things are,” he said softly. “But you should know, I think you’re lucky.”
“Lucky?”
“Uh-huh.” He slid a look at Sam. “I’d give just about anything to get to stay at your Aunt Sam’s.”
“Aunt Sam” narrowed her eyes at him.
“I’d rather sleep here,” Tag insisted.
“They don’t let people sleep here,” Sam said.
Which, technically, wasn’t quite true. The guys occasionally crashed out in the clubhouse when they’d had a late-night game and were too exhausted to get up and go home, or maybe if their wife or girlfriend had given them explicit instructions notto come home.
Wade had slept here a few times himself, but he didn’t say so. This was Sam’s gig. He expected her to give the kid an ultimatum; a fair one, but an ultimatum nevertheless.
She surprised him.
“I have ice cream,” she said.
Tag lifted his head and looked at her, his eyes wary.
“Double fudge chocolate. And I have chocolate syrup to pour all over the top of it. And marshmallows. Not the little ones either.”
Wade let out a low whistle. “You had me at ice cream.” Hell, she’d had him at the fuck-you look the minute those Atlanta elevator doors had closed on them, but best not to go there.
Tag nodded, looking a little defeated, as if he knew a bribe when he saw one, and Wade felt another hard tug of empathy. “Do you have a cell phone?”
When Tag handed it over, Wade programmed himself into it. “There. Now you can call me anytime, day or night. ’Kay?”
“ ’Kay.” Tag stuffed his hands back in his pocket, which now bulged even farther out, and Wade narrowed his eyes.
Tag pretended not to see, and Wade leaned close and spoke in his ear. “Do you remember what I said before?”
“That you like Aunt Sam?”
Sam’s brow arched so far it vanished into her long side-swept bangs.
“After that,” Wade said dryly, with a heavy dose of “thanks a lot, buddy” mixed in. “About taking whatever you want without asking.”
Tag’s cheeks pinkened, but he played mute, keeping his gaze down yet again.
Wade waited until Tag couldn’t stand it and caved, meeting his eyes. Wade held out his hand, palm up.
Tag sighed and pulled out a can of tobacco.
Sam sucked in a breath. “What do you need with that?”
“My dad lets me chew sometimes.”
“He does not,” she said certainly.
“I can call him. Can I?”
Sam removed the tobacco from Tag’s hands and set it back on the shelf. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think he can talk right now.”
Trying to be tough but failing, Tag nodded.
Wade bent and looked into his eyes. “Don’t forget. Call me anytime.” He straightened and exchanged a look with Sam, whose eyes softened, surprising him. Warming him.
“Tag,” she said quietly. “We’ll figure it all out, I promise. Say good-bye to your partner-in-crime here.”
“Bye,” Tag said to Wade. “I hope you get traded to the Bucks.”
Wade raised an amused brow as Sam started to lead Tag away. He caught Sam and reeled her in, putting his mouth to her ear. “That goes for you, too, Princess. Call me anytime, day or night.”
She started to roll her eyes, then went stock-still when, with his back blocking her from view, he very lightly scraped his teeth over her earlobe. He wasn’t sure why except he couldn’t help himself. Her breath hitched, a very satisfying response, and he then kissed the spot before letting go of her. He watched her hurry to catch up with Tag, picturing the next few hours in her world, wondering as he did who he felt the most sorry for: her, or the kid . . .





Chapter 15
It ain’t over till it’s over.
—Yogi Berra



Sam glanced over at Tag as they hit Highway 1. He was eyeing the interior of her car with surprise.
She drove a standard Honda Accord, which she liked for its value and gas mileage, plus the sunroof always made her feel like she was doing more to enjoy herself than she really was. “What?” she asked him.
“Is your real car in the shop or something?”
“No, why?”
“I thought when you were in the big show, you got whatever you want.”
“I’m not in the big show. I just work for the big show.”
“Grandpa and dad have Beemers.”
Sam slid him a look. “I like this car.”
“It’s just like Grandma’s.”
“Your mom’s mom? You see her a lot?”
“Just at Christmas. She makes me kiss her.” He shuddered.
“This can’t be an old lady’s car, if that’s what you’re inferring. I’m only twenty-nine.” Thirty in three weeks, but who was counting?
His mouth hung open. “Does dad know how old you are?”
“Hey, he’s only one year younger than me.”
“His girlfriend is twenty-two. He says twenty-two is perfect.”
She sighed, and Tag fell back into silence. She glanced at him. “You still want ice cream?”
He lifted a shoulder indifferently. “If you do.”
“What do you want?”
“To go home.”
A one-two kidney shot. Sam exited the highway and drove through downtown. It was evening now, which meant that the streets were loaded with UCSB students looking for fun, tourists looking for bars, and the occasional poor schmuck like her just trying to get home from a long day at the office.
They passed outdoor paseos, beautifully landscaped plazas, brick-lined sidewalks in front of local specialty shops, and world-class shopping. She turned off the main drag and down one of the myriad multi-use avenues. Here there were sidewalk cafes mixed with little boutiques, bookstores, and unique specialty shops. She lived in one of four refurbished condos over an art gallery. Parking was always a bitch but today, since karma had already laughed at her, she was rewarded with a spot only one block down. “Okay,” she said to Tag, turning off the engine, reaching for his bag. “We’re here.”
He took his bag from her, either to be a little gentleman, or because he didn’t want her to touch his stuff any more than he seemed to want her to touch him. He eyed the little Italian restaurant on the corner. The chef was in the window tossing a large round of dough in the air. “You live at a pizza joint?”
“Nope.”
“Oh,” he said with disappointment.
Because she figured he was hungry, she led him inside to put in an order.
The place was filled to overflowing with a crowd ranging from starving college students all sharing one pie and one check to the upscale, ritzy shoppers with their fancy shopping bags at their feet.
Ernie was behind the counter. Rumor had it he was good in both the kitchen and the bedroom, but Sam could only attest to the kitchen part. He made the best Italian food anywhere, he and his dark hair and matching dark, dreamy eyes, with the smile that could melt bones at a hundred feet. He was her age, a few inches taller than her five foot six, and built like a boxer. They spent several evenings together a month, but unfortunately he wasn’t her type.
Actually, more accurately, she wasn’t his type, in that she didn’t have a penis.
“Hey, gorgeous,” he said, smiling at her. “What’ll it be tonight?”
Sam turned to Tag. “What’ll it be?”
Tag looked startled to be asked, and he played with the baseball cap on his head uneasily. “What do you want?” he asked Sam.
Did no one ever ask his opinion? “I’d love to have your favorite tonight, whatever that is.”
He gave that some very serious thought, his brow furrowed like an old man. “Pepperoni, extra cheese.”
“Nice choice,” Ernie said.
Sam thought about the calories and mentally groaned but smiled at Tag, who was still looking like he was thinking too hard. “Is your bag heavy? Let me—”
“Girls aren’t supposed to carry stuff for boys.”
So Jeremy had taught his son how to treat a woman, but not how to be a kid. Sam looked into Tag’s far too solemn eyes and damn if she didn’t see past the delinquent-in-the-making and completely melt. She arranged for delivery, then led Tag out of the place. On the crowded sidewalk, a group of college students passed by them. Five females, all dressed like it was Halloween at Victoria’s Secret.
Tag’s neck nearly snapped as he tried to keep them in his sight. “Holy cow,” he whispered. “Do they walk around like that all the time?”
“It’s a college town,” she said, barely suppressing the urge to cover his eyes. She led him across the street to the art gallery. By sheer bad timing, the window display had changed from the gorgeous oils of the different seasons of Yosemite to a series of nude sculptures.
“You live here?” he asked in awe.
“On the second floor.”
Tag blinked at the nudes but didn’t voice his thoughts, which Sam figured was just as well. They climbed the open stairs to the second floor and walked along a balcony to the third door. She fished through her purse for her keys while Tag leaned on the railing, watching the goings-on below, running his fingers over Wade’s number on his chest.
She opened her door and let him in. He paused before stepping inside, all ten-year-old bravado combined with a heartbreaking smile and assessing eyes that reminded her of someone that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Make yourself at home.”
Tag carefully set his bag on the floor and stood in the foyer, not moving.
Sam loved her condo. It was surprisingly big and airy, with high ceilings and big picture windows. But she hadn’t done much with the place. The walls were the same cream they’d been when she’d moved in three years ago, and mostly bare, but she’d decided she liked the clean, efficient look. Her furniture came in earth tones and was sparse but soothing.
It definitely wasn’t set up for kids.
Hell, it was barely set up for her, given how much she traveled with the Heat seven months out of the year. “Are you thirsty?”
“No, thank you.”
They looked at each other in awkward silence. “Is there anything you’d like to ask me, Tag?”
“When am I going home?”
Her heart tightened. “Not for a while.”
She watched the hope die in his eyes and she wished she had a road map on how to handle this. “How about a tour?” She pointed to the other end of the living room, which spilled into the kitchen and a dining area. “Food’s in there. I’m probably not stocked for your palate but we can fix that.” In the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator. “You can help yourself . . .”
Tag stared into the fridge with absolutely no expression. Sam looked from his face into the refrigerator as well. Water. Apples. Coffee beans.
No kid food.
Feeling like she was failing, she sighed. “Okay, so during the season I eat out a lot. We’ll get you stuff tomorrow, okay? What constitutes kid food these days?”
He lifted a shoulder.
“Come on. Give me a hint.”
Nothing.
“Spinach?” she teased gently. “Liver and onions?”
His eyes cut to hers, caught her smile, and then it happened. His lips twitched. He caught himself before he allowed a full-blown smile though, so it wasn’t complete success, but she was going to win him over. Any minute now.
“Maybe quesadillas,” he finally said.
“Great.” Tortillas and cheese, easy enough. “What else?”
“Mac and cheese.”
“Okay.”
“And pizza.”
She smiled. “So anything with cheese.”
He did the almost smile thing again.
“I have a secret Cheez Doodle stash,” she admitted, and opened the shelf above the refrigerator.
Tag eyed the bag. “My dad never lets me have Cheez Doodles. I leave orange handprints everywhere.”
“Then you’re not eating them right. The trick is to lick your fingers clean.”
Again with the almost smile. She showed him her spare bedroom, which had a bed and an exercise bike that she’d used exactly twice. The spread on the bed was a pale yellow down comforter, with a pile of pillows. Probably a little girly. “This can be your room,” she said. “We can get you different bedding. Maybe send for some more of your things.”
Tag was quiet a moment. “Am I going to be here that long then?”
Her heart squeezed, but he’d asked several times now and she knew she had to be as honest as she could. “Maybe three months.”
He let out a barely heard sigh.
She wanted to promise him Cheez Doodles for the rest of his life if he’d stop looking like she’d just handed him a death sentence. “What are we going to do about school?” she asked.
“I’m homeschooled. Or I was. But last week my teacher chucked the coffeepot at dad’s head and didn’t come back.”
“Let me guess. The twenty-two-year-old?”
“Yeah.”
Sam opened her mouth, then closed it. Seemed she’d be hiring a tutor. They watched TV while sharing the pizza, and she offered him the remote, interested in what he’d pick.
A SpongeBob SquarePants repeat.
He ate three pieces of pizza when it came, and shocked her by taking her plate away and cleaning up afterwards without being asked.
She was beginning to realize that in his household, he’d been the grown-up.
“Maybe we should go to bed,” she said. “It’s already nine-thirty. What’s your bedtime?”
“I don’t have a bedtime.”
“You do now. Come on. Shower first.” She brought him to the bathroom and pulled out fresh towels for him.
When he emerged a few minutes later, his hair was standing straight up and he still had a smudge of something near his ear. “Did you use soap?” she asked.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“You didn’t say I had to use soap.”
She stared at him. “For the record, from now on when you take a shower, I’ll want you to use soap. And shampoo. You know, actually clean yourself.”
“ ’Kay.”
“How about toothpaste?”
He tossed up his arms like who knew? and disappeared back into the bathroom.
When he came back out, she decided not to mention that he’d also need to use a comb regularly. One battle at a time. “Ready for bed?”
“I’m not tired.”
His eyes were drooping and he was yawning even as he said this. “Humor me,” she said.
“Can I make a call first?”
She’d like to save him the disappointment of calling his dad and not having him answer but she didn’t want to say no to such a simple request. “Sure.”
He pulled out his cell. “Hey,” he said. “You said I could call any time, day or night. Can I come over?” Tag’s gaze slid to Sam. “Yeah, she’s here. Hang on.” He handed the phone out to Sam.
“Having trouble, Princess?” came Wade’s low, husky voice.
“No.” At least nothing she wanted to admit to. Sam looked at Tag. “No trouble at all.”
Wade let out a soft laugh that scraped at her belly. “You’re as talkative as he is. And you sound like you’re a woman on the edge.”
“No. There’s no edge.” Only a huge gaping black hole swirling, waiting to gobble her up.
“Want me to come save you and take him for the night?”
Yes to the coming over. But that was certain parts of her body talking, and they didn’t get a vote. “No.”
“You sure? I have ways to tame kids.”
And women . . . “We’re fine.” She shut the phone and tossed it back to Tag. “Sorry, but it’s you and me, Tag. We can do this.”
Tag sighed and nodded.
Not exactly a vote of confidence.





Chapter 16
The great thing about baseball is that there’s a crisis every day.
—Gabe Paul



The blogs and newspapers continued to buzz with the fact that a woman had tamed Wade, and the Heat’s like-ability improved daily. The sponsors were happy. Gage was happy.
Then the Heat took the Padres at home on game two and the fans were happy, too.
Sam wasn’t sure what she was, but it didn’t matter. She was too busy to think about it. She had pre-game interviews, post-game interviews, and everything promotion-related in between, which included lots of standing next to Wade and smiling for a camera.
He seemed to get a kick out of it, making sure to touch her as often as possible. Before the third Padres game, the reporter asked Wade to kiss her, and with a grin, he bent her over his arm and did.
He kissed her long and wet and deep.
Sam made sure to pretend to like it.
Except there wasn’t much pretending involved.
Tag joined Sam and Holly in the stands, happy to dig into their standard tray of delicious junk food, but when she and Holly leapt to their feet to cheer Pace on during a tense third inning, he remained seated.
Until the fifth inning, when it was Wade they were cheering for. Tag got up for Wade when he hit a triple. Sam stared at him, grinning broadly.
“What?” he asked.
“You cheered.”
“It was a good hit.” And he calmly sat back down and grabbed another hot dog, as he was apparently a bottomless pit masquerading as a kid. Or maybe he had a tape-worm. She knew he was still dealing with missing home, missing Jeremy, the only real family he’d ever had in his life, and she worried every minute of every day that he was leaving his childhood behind too soon, that he’d suffer long-term from abandonment issues.
Especially since Jeremy didn’t call—either because he couldn’t, or because it didn’t occur to him. Either way, Samantha hated him for it. Tag deserved better. Hell, a dog deserved better. She’d managed to hire a tutor/nanny to travel with them—a guy, which seemed to please Tag. As did Wade, who took Tag with him to practices when he could, and also out to eat. He’d made Sam come, too, and she’d gone back to her office afterwards with her cheeks aching from laughing.
After the Padres series, they flew to San Francisco to play the Giants. Before the first game, Sam was working the clubhouse as she always did. She’d been worried about Tag being bored, but it turned out he wasn’t any harder to take care of than any of the other men around her. At the moment, he was in the guest clubhouse on a couch with a control box in his lap, playing a video game. His head was tilted back, his eyes glazed and locked on the TV, his mouth open as he worked the controls. He was decked out in Wade’s jersey, with someone’s far too large Adidas on his feet. He had a huge wad of bubblegum in his mouth, which was probably why it hung open.
And just looking at him squeezed her heart. How one little kid could worm his way into her life so damn fast, she had no idea. She brought him an apple juice and ruffled his hair, barely managing to resist hugging him because she knew he’d just squirm free. “Want a sandwich?”
He didn’t respond.
“Tag?”
He grunted, then shook his head.
Good Lord. He was already a guy through and through. Shaking her head, she moved past him. As always, the players arrived at least five hours early for the game, and even though they had a clubbie—a guy paid to make sure they had everything they needed—she always walked through to check on them as well. She’d been doing so since the beginning of time, so she no longer even noticed the half-naked men wandering back and forth from showers to lockers, or the behavior such testosterone brought out. In one corner Mason and Kyle were sparring with their gloves on for no discernable reason. She’d discovered guys didn’t need a reason for aggression, so she’d long ago ceased looking for one.
“Cool it,” Gage told them.
Joe walked out of the shower completely butt-ass naked. Mike snapped his ass with a towel and in return, Joe shoved him into a wall and kept walking, a big welt now blooming on one butt cheek.
Sam registered it all and saw none of it.
She turned to get herself a bottle of water just as one more player walked out of the shower room.
Wade.
He wore a towel and nothing else except drops of water and those lean, hard muscles. And unlike with the other guys, her mind went there, to him in the shower, all naked and soapy, and she felt heat slash through her belly. She opened her bottle of water and took a sip for her suddenly parched throat.
Wade was in his zone, his game face on, heading for his locker. When their eyes connected, some of the intensity left his face, softening his eyes and softening her insides, and for a moment, she wished that he wanted more, more of her and from her.
He was still looking at her, too gorgeous for words, and without her permission, a ridiculously helpless smile curved her lips.
In return, he let loose a smile, too, the warm, intimate one that he always gave her after kissing her stupid. They were staring at each other like idiots, surrounded by people. Uncharacteristically flustered, she turned away first, and plowed directly into Gage with her opened water bottle.
He was tall and built like the players. Solid muscle. Bumping into him was like bumping into a brick wall, but he absorbed the impact and caught her, holding her up as water splashed down the front of him. “I’m sorry,” she gasped.
He pulled his shirt away from his skin, his dark features twisting into a grimace. “Me, too. Where’s the fire?” He looked behind her to see what she’d been running from.
Wade was in front of his locker. He’d pulled on his compression shorts and was reaching for his jersey.
She winced as Gage’s eyes cut to hers again.
“I haven’t asked you,” he said evenly, with only a teeny tiny hint of irony, “how this whole pretend relationship thing is going.”
Oh boy.“Fine.”
“Is it going to stay that way for the rest of the month, no trouble?”
God, she hoped so. “Hey, no trouble is my middle name.”
Gage nodded, but his eyes reflected his concern that maybe she was lying through her teeth. She couldn’t reassure him because she had no reassurances. None.
Because just behind her façade was a bone deep certainty that she wasn’t fine. Not even close. She was falling for a man she had no business falling for, and for a kid that wasn’t hers.
Fine didn’t begin to cover it.
“Do I need to step in?” Gage asked, holding eye contact, raising a brow. “Kick his ass?”
She laughed, as he’d intended, even knowing that beneath the levity, he’d absolutely do it if she wanted. “No.”
He watched her for a long moment. Part of Gage’s brilliance was being able to see what people didn’t want him to. She had no doubt he knew exactly what was wrong. Just as he knew how important it was to her to handle her problems on her own. Finally he nodded, gave her a surprisingly gentle hug, then moved away.
Sam turned to talk to some of the reporters, moving through, making the rounds, and suddenly Wade was in front of her. He took her hand and pulled her around a corner until it was just them, sandwiched in a hallway between two rolling hampers of towels.
He’d put on the rest of his uniform, thank God. His hair was still wet from his shower, falling silkily over his forehead. His eyes were smiling, though his mouth wasn’t. “One week down,” he murmured, gently pressing her back to the wall.
“And we haven’t killed each other.” Or lost our clothes again. Good signs, both of them.
Moving slowly but extremely surely, he linked their fingers at her sides, then slid their joined hands up the wall, until they were above her head. Then he leaned in so close there wasn’t enough space between them for so much as a sheet of paper.
“What are you doing?”
His mouth curved. “You were undressing me with your eyes.”
“Was not—”
He kissed her. Well, first he outlined her lower lip with his tongue, then he covered her mouth with his, and at the first taste of him, she was gone.
Gone.
She rocked against him and he let go of her hands, sliding his down her arms to cover her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her already pebbled nipples. A rough groan escaped him and he lifted his head. They were nose to nose, their breath coming as one, gazes locked.
She couldn’t tear her eyes off him. His hair was looking a little tousled, his uniform shirt wrinkled now from her fingers, his eyes flashing heat and good humor as she tried to smooth it out, pressing it over his broad chest and shoulders. “Sorry,” she murmured.
“For the wrinkles, or that kiss?”
“You kissed me.” She sighed. “But if you hadn’t, I’d probably have initiated it.”
He smiled against her throat, she could feel it, and heard it in his voice. “Good to know.” He glided his thumb over her nipple again.
She trembled, which was annoying. She was working! But when he let his mouth settle against the spot just beneath her ear, she actually tilted her head to the side to give him better access, which he fully utilized, brushing his lips against her sensitized flesh once, then again. “You still want me. And God knows I want you.
She slid out from between him and the wall and attempted to recover some dignity. “Have a good game, Wade.”
“Nothing to say on the wanting me thing?”
“I’ll tell you the same thing I’m going to tell the reporters who ask about us. No comment.” And with not nearly the dignity she’d hoped for since her nipples were hard and her panties wet, she walked away in tune to his soft, knowing laugh.


At the end of the San Francisco series, the Heat got on their usual chartered jet, and then got delayed on the tarmac for two long hours. It was late, past midnight, and everyone was exhausted, Wade included. Exhausted and restless. And in his case, also oddly . . .
Lonely.
It was a new feeling for him, an unwelcome one, and unable to sit in his seat, he walked the narrow aisle of the plane. His teammates were all in various positions, asleep, reading, or on their PDAs.
Near the back, Tag was sprawled out on two adjacent seats, one leg up, one leg hanging to the floor, his arms flung wide, mouth open, sleeping with the utter abandonment only a kid could pull off. Sam was across from him, and as Wade looked at her, he realized that this was where he’d meant to end up, near her.
As if she felt the same, Sam moved over to make room for him. She didn’t speak, and Wade couldn’t express his appreciation enough for that. He just wanted to sit, maybe sleep, and he’d wanted to do both those things with her.
His pretend girlfriend.
It didn’t escape his notice that he was closer to her, in their pretend relationship, then he’d been to any other woman in a long time.
Or that he’d been having an internal debate with himself about whether they could have something for real.
Half the time he believed it.
The other half, he wasn’t so sure. It’d never worked for him before, and if he fucked it up and they ended up in a bad place, then he wouldn’t have her in his life at all.
So he didn’t go there. Instead, in the dark, surrounded by the low hum of the plane’s engine, he just absorbed being close to her in the only way he knew how. After a few minutes, Sam stretched and yawned, shifting, trying to get comfortable. “Here,” he murmured, and slid an arm around her shoulders, urging her against him. She looked up at him, and then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, set her head on his chest.
The simple, easy trust had something catching deep within him. Nothing he wanted to define given that he was fairly certain it would be something he didn’t know how to face, so he merely stared down at her, struck by the warmth spreading through his belly as she slowly drifted off, using him as her pillow.
Christ, she was sweet.
“Wade?” she murmured in a low sleepy voice that made him hard.
“Yeah?”
“Cop a feel while I’m asleep and I’ll toss you out the window at fifteen thousand feet.”
He smiled. “Go to sleep, Sam.”
And she did. The plane was comfortably dark and quiet, and it’d been one hell of a long week. Pulling her in a little closer to better support and hold her against him, Wade settled in. He could tell when she let go because she completely relaxed against him, but for him sleep was a long time coming.


Sam coaxed Tag out of bed the next morning with blueberry pancakes. He wasn’t thrilled. “I know you’re tired,” she said when he yawned broadly. “And I know it’s early, but I have to—”
“It’s okay,” he said, bleary-eyed, head dropping to the table next to his plate.
She stared down at him, concerned. Ten-year-olds were supposed to be rough and tumble. She’d looked it up. Ten-year-olds were supposed to be hard to handle and loud and noisy. She wanted him so badly not to be scarred by his parents, by circumstances. But every night she lay in bed and worried about all the ways she might be further screwing him up. “Do you ever complain? Whine? Act like a brat?”
He cracked open an eye. “You want me to act like a brat?”
She smiled and lifted a shoulder. “Maybe once in a while, yeah.”
“Okay.” He straightened. “I wanna play Xbox in the clubhouse. It really sucks that you don’t have one here. I mean who doesn’t? You don’t even have a GameCube. You’ve got nothing.”
“Sorry, there’s no baseball game today. We’re not going to the clubhouse. And I don’t have kids, so I don’t play Xcube or Gamebox.”
He snorted.
“Or whatever,” she said with a roll of her eyes.
“What if I threw myself down on the floor and yelled?”
“Would you really do that?”
He looked at the floor, then at what he was wearing—Wade’s jersey, what a surprise. “I might get the jersey dirty.”
“Don’t worry. You’re going to like what we’re doing instead.”
Too late. He appeared to be enjoying his temper tantrum. “I don’t wanna sit in your office and do schoolwork. Why do I have to do everything with you? At home, I got to stay alone.” He paused, then almost as an afterthought, kicked the floor, then repeated his favorite mantra. “I want to go home.”
“Okay,” she said. “I know I started this, but—”
“I could go home if I really wanted to. I could call Uncle Brett. He’d come get me.” He pulled out his cell phone and thumbed through his contacts.
She was no longer sure if they were playing at this temper tantrum or if he was testing her, so she decided to wait him out a minute.
He went still. “Aren’t you going to stop me?”
“From calling a member of your family? Never.”
Tag stared at her, not old enough to hide his dismay. “But I was going to tell him to come get me. And you don’t want me to go. You like me.”
“Actually, you silly, cheese-loving, grumpy old man hiding out in the body of a ten year old, I love you, with all my heart.”
Tag blinked, and then in his ear Brett said, “Hello?”
Sam reached out and covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “You realize you don’t have to talk me into letting you stay, right? That I truly want you to stay. If you want to.”
“I want to,” Tag whispered back, eyes bright. “I really want to stay with you.”
“Music to my ears.” She closed his phone on her brother, no qualms. Brett would forget they’d called within two minutes. “Now come here,” she said softly, slinging an arm around Tag’s narrow shoulders and pulling him in.
He was stiff, but didn’t shrug her off. “You’re not going to kiss me are you?”
She sighed and kept her lips to herself.
Shortly after, they cleaned up breakfast and Sam showered and dressed. She was going to be in professional capacity but a far more casual one than usual, so she went with a pantsuit today. And a Heat baseball cap with Wade’s number on it.
It was for appearances, she told herself as she drove her and Tag to the park.
“What are we doing here?” Tag asked.
“It’s a surprise..”
Both Pace’s and Wade’s cars were in the lot. The sight of Wade’s gave her stomach a little quiver. Other body parts quivered as well.
On the field, Pace and Wade were coaching two teams of ragtag kids against each other in a game of baseball. Wade stood behind the catcher, his sunglasses catching the sun. He wore battered Levi’s and a T-shirt that stretched across his biceps and chest and was loose over his washboard abs. He also wore a smile, the one that did things to her insides.
And her insides didn’t need things done to them; they were already fluttering.
From across the field, he met her gaze. She looked right back at him and more fluttering occurred.
“Jeez,” Tag said at her side. “Take a picture.”
She’d wondered when he was going to act like a ten-year-old. Seemed the real Tag was starting to show himself.
And so were her feelings for Wade.


Wade watched Sam and Tag arrive. That she’d showed up today for the game didn’t surprise him. She ran the 4 The Kids charity with the same easy efficiency she seemed to run her life, and though this wasn’t one of her events, it was Pace’s. Wade was only along because Pace had dragged him out of bed, saying he needed more help than just a check with this one. Sam was here because she’d insinuated herself into their program, for which they were both grateful.
What did surprise him was the ball cap on her head.
With his number on it.
It’d been only last night that he’d held her while she’d slept on the plane, and yet he couldn’t take his eyes off her. There were no reporters here today, they didn’t have to be “on,” so probably some space was called for between them.
But he didn’t want space.
Sam was running back and forth between her car and the snack bar, setting it up when he cornered her in the lot. “Nice,” he said, flicking the cap up to see her eyes.
She lifted a shoulder, but couldn’t quite hold back her smile. “It’s a girlfriend thing.”
“I like it.”
“Sorry about drooling on you last night.”
“Yeah? You snored, too.”
When her horrified gaze flew to his, he laughed softly against her temple.
“I don’t snore,” she grumbled, smacking him lightly on the chest.
He pressed his face into her hair. “Only a little.”
With an eyeroll, she turned away and hoisted a box of candy bars out of her trunk.
“Candy,” he said. “The way to every little boy’s heart.”
“And the big boys?”
He took the box out of her hands and set it on the roof of her car. Then he backed her up against the door, slid a hand to the back of her neck and kissed her. She made a soft sound of acquiescence that sliced straight through him, and when her tongue tentatively touched his, he got hard so fast the blood drained from his brain, leaving him dizzy. “The big boys have a different way to their heart,” he said against her lips.
“I can feel that.”
“Smart-ass.” He stroked a finger from her temple to her jaw. “We should go out for dinner after the game.”
“For pretend?”
“For whatever comes to mind.”
Her eyes darkened.
“Tell me,” he demanded softly. “I want to know what you just thought about.”
“Naked. Naked is what comes to mind. And,” she said quickly as he skimmed a hand up her back, pressing her closer, “it’s a bad idea.”
His fingers slipped under the hem of her top to settle on bare skin. Bare, warm skin that he wanted to kiss, nibble, suck . . . “Because . . .?”
“Because in a few weeks we go back to whatever we were before.”
She had him there. Together they walked to the field where Tag was already with Pace and the others. Tag was by far the youngest boy out there, but no one had any problem including him. This would never have happened in an organized league, but these kids were different. At one time or another, they’d all been the misfit and because of it, they were far more accepting.
When the game started, Wade and Pace stood behind the plate coaching their respective teams, tossing out encouraging directions to the kids, most of whom couldn’t have caught a ball before this season to save their lives.
By the end of the fourth inning, the game was tied zip all. They agreed to one last inning, and Wade’s team was up at bat. Tag headed out of the dugout, slowing as he got to the plate. He’d struck out twice already and looked a little bit like he was heading to the guillotine. Wade had tried to help him with advice but Tag hadn’t wanted any, so Wade kept his mouth shut this time.
Tag let out a breath, bravely took his stance, and his helmet promptly slid over his eyes.
With a sigh, Wade pulled him back out of the batter’s box and tightened the helmet. He kept his voice low and soft. “Keep your eyes on the ball—”
“I know,” Tag said in a tone that sounded more like, Well, duh!
Wade lifted his hands and stepped back. His gaze went to Sam, standing in front of the snack bar watching like a nervous mother hen.
Tag’s teammates yelled out some encouragement, and Tag swung at two far outside left balls. Finally, he stepped out of the box, looked at Wade, and sighed.
The only request for help he was going to get. “You’re closing your eyes,” Wade told him. “It’s a family trait.” He slid a look to Sam, who smiled. She closed her eyes when she batted, too.
Tag nodded and kept his eyes wide open as he swung on the next one and connected. “Holy crap!” he yelled in ten-year-old glee, tossing his bat, running as the ball sailed up past the pitcher.
Pace was calling out directions to the shortstop, telling him to keep his eyes on the ball, to back up a few feet . . .
The shortstop missed the catch, but scooped it up fairly quickly and probably could have thrown the ball all the way to first, but Tag was grinning and running and tugging up his falling-down jeans as he hauled ass toward the base.
And then something happened that Wade didn’t expect. The shortstop held back, looking at the first baseman, who nodded. “Keep going,” the kid said to Tag. “Go to second.” Then the shortstop threw to second base and the second baseman missed.
Pace clapped his hands to his head in disbelief.
But Wade was grinning. Pace’s team was letting Tag take a homer. “Go, Tag, go!”
The kid rounded third and slid into home like a pro. He stood up triumphantly, filthy from head to toe.
Sam was jumping up and down for him. Tag bumped fists with all the members of his team, but Sam was having none of that. She ran around the fence and wrapped her arms around the kid, squeezing and kissing him until he squirmed free.
“Jeez!”
“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself,” she said, and kissed him one more time.
Tag didn’t look like he minded all that much.
Wade knew just how the kid felt. In fact, he snagged Sam by the back of her shirt and pulled her to him for a kiss of his own. “Sorry,” he murmured, echoing her own words right back at her. “I couldn’t help myself.”


That afternoon Wade was working out in the Heat’s facility before a mandatory team meeting, pushing himself hard at the bench press in tune to Jane’s Addiction on his iPod when Pace sat on the bench next to him.
“Problem,” Pace said.
Wade pulled out one of his earphones. “Holly left you for a real man, and she’s waiting for me at my place?”
“Funny. No, tonight’s fund-raiser.”
Which was a full-out carnival to celebrate another year of the 4 The Kids charity. Professional athletes from a variety of sports were paying out the wazoo for the opportunity to run a booth and be seen doing something charitable, which was a win-win situation for the charity’s checkbook. Since Wade had put out a big chunk of money to help fund the carnival, he hadn’t committed to running a booth.
“We’re short a few athletes,” Pace said. “Sam’s working the phones right now, scrambling.”
“She’ll find someone.”
“It’s the dunking booth that’s causing the big problem. She wants a high-profile athlete, but no one wants to do it.”
Wade lifted a shoulder. “So get in the dunk booth, man.”
“I’m already signed up for something else. And I’m also the MC for the event.”
“You like to multitask. Just make sure you don’t get dunked with the microphone in your hand. Electrocution isn’t pretty.”
“Okay, wise guy,” Pace said. “Let me just spell it out for you. Sam and I just signed you up for the dunking booth.” His supposed best friend grinned and clasped him on the shoulder. “Going to be good times.”
Wade slid him a look. “If you dunk me, I’ll personally put you in the booth for your turn.”
Pace stood up and moved out of the reach of Wade’s arm. “You’d have to catch me first. And I’m faster than you are.”
“Why can’t you get Henry to do it? Or Mike?”
“She wants you.”
“Why?”
Pace shrugged. “Maybe you’re not paying enough attention to her. Maybe you’re being a bad boyfriend.”
“Hello, it’s pretend!”
Pace got on the treadmill and he began running steadily, swinging his arms naturally, his shoulder completely healed from the surgery he’d had months ago. “I see you’ve learned nothing.”
“I’ve learned plenty,” Wade told him. “I’ve learned she likes me best either far, far away, or with my tongue down her throat. We don’t do so well with anything in between.”
“You haven’t tried anything in between. You’ve let the chemical attraction take over. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”
“It’s not chemical.”
“You’re right,” Pace said, working the touchpad control of the treadmill. “It’s not chemical. Given how thrown you are about this whole thing, it’s probably love.”
Wade nearly swallowed his tongue. He came off the bench, and with a laugh, Pace held up his hands in surrender. “Hey, don’t kill the messenger.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Okay, whatever you say, Wade.”
“What does that mean?”
“I’m pretty sure it means you’re an idiot. Look, you drove me crazy last year with all the ‘Live your life’ shit, and now look at you. You’re not doing a fucking thing with yours.”
“Not doing a fucking thing—” Wade choked and stared at Pace. “We just started a new season, you dumb ass. We’re building a charity that gives street kids a fighting chance.”
“Yeah, yeah. You’re a great ball player and a great guy, too. You’ll get no argument from me there,” Pace said quietly, the joking gone. “Without you, I wouldn’t be half the pitcher I am.” He pointed when Wade opened his mouth.
“Shut up. You give big bucks to the kids, more than any of the rest of us. You write checks for your father. You’d write a stranger a check. How many times do we have to talk about this, Wade? You can write all the checks you want, but—”
“Ah, Christ, the but. I hate the but.”
“—But when it comes to the actual doing, you’re still standing back. You’re still keeping yourself distanced.”
“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. I do stuff all the time. I don’t keep myself distanced.”
Pace wiped his face with a towel, tossed it aside, and kept running. “Right. You go out plenty—or at least you used to before you got a pretend girlfriend. But that shit doesn’t count, that shit isn’t even real. Getting your hands dirty is real. Coaching the street kids you’re afraid to connect with because you’ll see yourself in them is real. Getting behind your dad, supporting him through rehab instead of waiting for him to fail again, that’s real. Being a real boyfriend to a woman you have feelings for, sticking around when it’s not all fun and games, that’s real.”
Wade stared at him, then sank back onto the bench.
Pace watched him warily as he ran on the treadmill. “You going to say anything? Try to hit me? Anything?”
“My legs feel funny. Rubbery.”
“Stop working out.”
“I think it’s what you said, not the weights.”
“Which part?” Pace asked. “The love part?”
“No.” Yes. Spots danced in Wade’s vision and he had to put his head between his knees.
“Love . . .” Pace said again, a smile in his voice. Asshole. The spots danced faster, and now his ears were clanging.
“If I could feel my legs, I’d pound you into next week.”
“Even if you could feel your legs, you still couldn’t catch me.”





Chapter 17
Don’t bunt. Aim out of the ballpark.
—David Ogilvy



Sam was late for the team meeting. She was never late. But Tag had asked for a specific cereal for breakfast, and it was so rare for him to care that she’d run out to the store to get it and then she’d forgotten the milk and had to go back out to get it, and then Tag had spilled it down the front of him, and . . .
And she could feel her blood pressure hitting the edge of the healthy range, heading directly into heart failure territory as she ran into the team room, tugging Tag along with her.
She was the last to arrive. She slowed her pace as they entered, wanting to appear cool, calm, and collected. It was her MO, her modus operandi, always.
Never let them see you sweat.
See, she’d learned something from her father after all.
“I’m tired,” Tag said.
“Shh.” She pointed to a chair away from the large group of men all now looking at her, a group of men that included an irritated Gage, the entire support team, and every single of one the Heat players along with the one she’d had erotic dreams about all damn night long. “I won’t be long,” she murmured to Tag, locking gazes with Wade. “Sit.”
“Not a dog,” Tag muttered, but he sat and pulled out the Game Boy she’d bought/bribed him with yesterday.
“You lose your watch?” Gage asked Sam.
She sighed as she took a seat. “No.” Most of the players nodded or smiled at her. Pace’s was just sympathetic enough that she shot a second involuntary look at Wade.
He wore workout sweats, and was slouched in his chair, long legs stretched out in front of him. A warm, intimate just-for-her smile crossed his face, completely disarming her.
“Sam, you want to open with a debriefing on tonight’s event?” Gage asked.
“Yes.” She opened her briefcase and pulled out . . . the box of Frosted Flakes she’d just purchased.
Gage raised a brow. “Hungry?”
Sam slid her gaze to Tag, who bit his lip. “Um,” he said, hopping down off his chair and coming up to her. “Sorry, that’s mine.”
She was well aware of that. Not willing to get into it with him right now in front of the team, she silently handed him the box.
Tag took it and moved back to his chair.
There was about five beats of utter silence—well, as much silence as there could be with a ten-year-old rustling through a box of crunchy cereal—when Wade nodded toward it with his chin. “I’ll take some.”
Tag offered him the box. Wade patted the seat next to him, and Tag sat.
Gage gave a barely audible sigh. He didn’t like delays or deviations from his plans. And he sure as hell hated having his meetings interrupted.
Wade grinned at him and popped Frosted Flakes in his mouth with one hand, his other on Tag’s shoulder, holding him in place. “Sorry, Skip. Carry on.”
Gage gestured to Sam, who shot a quick glance at Tag, but the kid was actually sitting still now. Best to move quickly. She opened her file on the carnival. She told everyone their booths—ignoring the friendly jabbing at Wade when she listed the dunk booth—and laid out what she needed everyone to do. Halfway through her spiel, she watched Tag wriggle out of his chair and pull out a stack of baseball cards. Wade’s and Tag’s heads were bent together, smiling, murmuring in conspiracy. And in that moment, she finally realized who it was that Tag always reminded her of.
Wade.


That evening as the sun gave one last hurrah over the Santa Ynez peaks, glimmering brightly on the Pacific Ocean, Wade and Pace walked through the park-turned-carnival. The other athletes were there, too, each getting ready to work a booth on the grassy field.
The festive strings of lights twinkled in the growing dusk, bright and inviting. The Ferris wheel slowly turned in the salty air, music booming as the place became a hustle of activity.
At the front gates, a crowd lined up, anxious for the grand opening, only twenty minutes away now. Wade, wearing board shorts and a T-shirt in anticipation of the dunking booth, eyed the Ferris wheel with nostalgia. “That’s where I’d have picked to work. Easy, fun, and it doesn’t require getting wet.”
Pace just grinned, and Wade narrowed his eyes at him. “Which booth did you say you were running?”
“I didn’t.”
“You’re an asshole. You got the Ferris wheel?”
“Yep.”
Wade shook his head. “You suck.”
“Yes, I do. I suck up to our fearless publicist. A method you ought to try once in a while instead of this weird backing off thing you’ve got going. Since when do you back off on anything?”
Since he’d realized he was in over his head.
“If you wanted, you could be enjoying the last half of your fake relationship while you still have the excuse, and see where it takes you.”
“Look,” Wade said. “I know you think I’m not trying, but—”
“But you’re not.”
“Just because it came easy for you with Holly—”
Pace laughed good and hard over that. “Are you on crack? You were there. You saw how it was. We nearly killed each other. And the whole time you were in my ear, telling me to make it work, to give it a shot. Now I’m trying to tell you the same thing, only you’re not listening.”
When Wade thought about giving a real relationship with Sam a shot, he had two reactions. A surge of adrenaline comparable only to being in the lead in the bottom of the ninth in the playoffs.
And a gut-tightening fear.
He understood the adrenaline part, because when he and Sam were together, the sparks flew hard and fast. He’d been with more than his fair share of women, and he recognized that being with Sam was different.
And a million times better.
What he didn’t understand was the fear. It made no sense to him. He’d been through harrowing experiences, he’d known real fear. Sam shouldn’t represent anything close to that, and yet every night when he got in his car to drive to her place, something stopped him.
Pace was still looking up at the Ferris wheel. “I used to ride one just like this at the county fair every summer. You?”
“Yeah.” Wade looked at the growing crowd, waiting to get in. “You just know there’s a whole bunch of teenage boys out there hoping to cop a feel on this thing tonight.”
Pace laughed. “I caught my first feel on one just like it.”
“When, last year?”
Pace gave him a good-natured shove. “I was fifteen and stupid. I had twenty bucks in my wallet from my father, and Stacy Adams holding my hand.” He smiled. “God, she was sweet.”
The memory was clearly a warm, happy one. Wade had no such happy memories. At fifteen, he’d been working at McDonald’s after school for his runaway fund, and eating free fries after his shifts for his dinner.
It had been a bleak time. He’d not been warm or happy. And rarely safe. Just thinking about it now had him glancing over at the hot dog station. He could go for one or two.
Or five.
These days he had as much money as he could ever want, but back then, having a twenty in his pocket to spend however he’d wanted would have been an unimaginable freedom. It would have boggled his mind to be able to stand in line like he was here tonight and buy himself whatever he wanted, much less know that he could do it all over again the following night if he so chose.
Holly was working at the park’s entrance, consulting a clipboard. She wore jeans and one of Pace’s Heat sweat-shirts, hair up, huge diamond glittering on her finger. Wade nodded in her direction. “Looks like you could probably get lucky again tonight if you wanted.”
“Counting on it.” Pace grinned, then headed toward her. When Holly saw him coming, she set aside her clipboard and walked right into his arms.
Pace pulled her up against him so that her feet were dangling, and her soft laugh echoed across the slightly damp ocean air.
Watching them, something deep within Wade tightened. All his life he’d had one goal—freedom. Freedom from poverty. Freedom to do what he wanted, when he wanted. Freedom to be who he was. Freedom to work hard and play even harder.
He’d gotten that for himself. Maybe at a price.
Okay, definitely at a price.
Because he was alone. And yet, he’d always wanted that, too. Wanted to be responsible only for himself, never anyone else. He’d held himself back. He’d done so with careful purpose, not ever wanting to be responsible for hurting anyone.
And yet . . . and yet, looking at Pace hold Holly in his arms, that look of bliss on his face, made Wade wonder at exactly what he was missing. Shaking his head at himself, he headed to the dunking booth. The tank was huge, and filled with what he suspected was freezing water.
“Maybe no one will dunk you.”
He turned to face . . . “Tag.”
Tag was staring at the dunking booth. “Can you swim?”
“Worried about me?” He grinned and ruffled the kid’s hair. “I can swim just fine, but maybe you want to take my spot in there?”
Tag shook his head. “I just ate three hot dogs. You’re not supposed to eat and swim.”
“Maybe I should go eat then.”
Tag studied the dunking booth seriously. “You could tell Aunt Sam your stomach hurts. She’d get you a 7Up and excuse you.”
“That’s a good one, but I promised I’d do it, and I couldn’t back out on her.”
“Yeah.” Tag nodded. “She doesn’t like when people back out on their word.” That said, Tag glanced over his shoulder a little nervously and a lot guiltily.
“What’s up?”
“Nothing.”
Nothing his ass. “Where is she?”
“She’s . . . really busy.”
Wade had no doubt that was the truth. She was running this whole show. But if he knew Sam, and he was pretty sure he knew her better than just about anyone else, he’d eat his shorts if she didn’t have everything perfectly in control. “There’s no way she’s letting you run wild out here.”
“I’m not wild.”
“You know what I mean. She wouldn’t leave you alone. You’re her top priority.”
“No.”
Wade turned to face him fully, hands on hips. “Okay, spill it.”
“We were at the front gate, in the ticket booth. There’s some problem with the food stuff and she told me to wait, that she’d be right back. Three minutes tops, she said.”
“And?”
“And she didn’t come back.”
“Tell me you didn’t just walk off.”
“I was hungry.”
Christ. She’d be frantic by now. Wade pulled out his cell phone. She answered on the third ring with a sharp, curt “I can’t talk right now—”
“I have something of yours,” he said, eyeing Tag. “About five feet tall with a bit of an attitude—”
“Where are you?” she asked on a rushed breath.
“Dunking booth. I—”
She’d disconnected. Wade looked at Tag. “She’s coming.” He pulled out his wallet and handed the kid a twenty. “For the next time you’re hungry. But you have to ask her before you take off. Always.”
Tag pocketed the money. “She sound mad?” he asked in a wary voice.
Before Wade could answer, a figure came running like a bat out of hell directly for them. “Tag,” Sam called out, breathless, a look on her face that pretty much squeezed the hell out of Wade’s heart.
Her hair was loose and flying around her shoulders as she gulped for more air. He’d seen her in business attire and in heart-stopping cocktail dresses for certain events. He’d seen her naked.
He rarely got to see her casual as she was now, in jeans and a hoodie sweatshirt. He liked the look, a lot. But what stopped his heart were her eyes. She was scared and panicked, and Wade grabbed the back of Tag’s shirt just as the kid’s automatic flight response kicked in. “Time to face the music, kid.”





Chapter 18
The scoreboard is an ass.
—Neville Cardus



Sam skidded to a stop in front of Tag and Wade and put a hand to her chest to catch her breath. “You okay?” she demanded of Tag.
He nodded.
“I think the question is are you okay?” Wade asked quietly.
She shook her head. She couldn’t talk. The relief at seeing Tag nearly brought her to her knees. She set her hands on his shoulders, searching for invisible injuries. “Are you okay?”
He dragged his toe in the dirt in front of him, watching the motion of his foot intently, appearing to be wishing for a big hole to swallow him up as he nodded.
“I asked you to wait for me,” she said, hearing the waver in her voice, knowing her legendary cool was nowhere to be found. “Where did you go?
“Nowhere,” Tag told the ground. “You left.”
“But I came back and you were gone.”
“You said three minutes. It was longer. You didn’t come back like you said.”
Sam let out a careful breath and tried to pull in another because she hadn’t taken in air since she’d realized he’d walked off without her.
Alone.
But even worse, it was her fault. The popcorn machine had blown a fuse and the person in charge of manning the electrical cords wasn’t at his station, so she’d ended up being ten minutes instead of the promised three, which she realized now must have felt like an eternity to Tag. Especially since he had a history of people leaving him. “Look at me, Tag. Please?” She waited until he lifted his gaze to hers. “Are you really okay?”
Tag stared into her face, some of his bravado slipping. Finally he nodded.
“You gave me a heart attack,” she said fiercely, and yanked him into her arms, rocking him, knowing it was herself that needed the comfort, not him.
Could have lost him . . .
Tag made a muffled sound against her sweatshirt. “Can’t. Breathe.”
She loosened her grip slightly and he sucked in a dramatic gulp of air. “Next time I’ll take you with me, but if I can’t, if something happens like this again, I need you to promise me that you will follow my directions and stay if that’s what I’ve asked of you,” she said.
“You have a lot of rules.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “That’s what people do who care about each other. We talked about you being happy, Tag. For me to be happy, I need to know where you’re at, and that you’re safe. Okay?
“Okay.”
She finally let go of him just as Santos Ramirez, the Heat’s left fielder, walked by with his three young boys.
“Hey,” he said to Sam. “I need one more kid. It takes an even number for the rides.” He grinned at Tag. They were old friends from the clubhouse. “Can I borrow him?”
Tag looked at Sam hopefully.
“Do I have your promise about the listening thing?” she asked.
He nodded his head like a bobble doll.
Sam knew it was far too easy, but inside she was still a complete wreck so she pulled out a twenty from her pocket. “For the rides and food—”
Wade wrapped his fingers around her wrist. She knew by the way he took the time to look her over carefully that he could feel her still shaking. “I already have him covered,” he said quietly.
“Ah, man,” Tag mumbled.
Santos grinned. “You’re good,” he said to Wade. “I didn’t get good until kid number three.”
Wade smiled but hadn’t taken his eyes off Sam, and she knew he could see how close she was to losing it. He slid a hand up her back, giving her silent comfort as Santos and the kids moved off. “Breathe,” he murmured softly.
She couldn’t. She’d not taken in a full breath of air since she’d found Tag missing. Hurting or losing someone she cared about was her biggest nightmare. And having it come true had scared her beyond belief. “I’ll pay you back for whatever he got out of you,” she said, attempting to sound unaffected and failing miserably. “But I ran off looking for him and left my purse at the check-in, and you need to get to your booth.”
“Sam—”
“Gotta go,” she managed, and literally jogged off. It was rude but she needed a minute.
Or thirty.
She headed to her car, where she’d be alone, to better fight the tears of panic and adrenaline choking her. And maybe then she could do as Wade had suggested, and breathe. But God, anything could have happened to him, anything at all. He could have been kidnapped, attacked, molested . . . anything.
Okay, she wasn’t quite ready to breathe yet. The moment she yanked open her car door and plopped into the driver’s seat, she put her head down on the steering wheel and burst into tears.
She held a high-powered job working with grown men who acted like children. Watching one ten-year-old should have been a piece of cake in comparison. So why couldn’t she do it? Why was it that she could be so successful at work, or at any menial task she put her mind to, and yet when it came down to something like this, something that required heart and soul, something fairly important, she failed?
The answer was simple, and devastating. She failed at relationships. All of them—
The passenger car door opened. She didn’t have to look to know that one tall, leanly muscled Wade O’Riley had just slid into the seat next to her. “You’re supposed to be at the booth,” she murmured, keeping her head down on the steering wheel.
“I was just there. Henry’s taking the first hour for me.”
“Go away, Wade.”
“Can’t do that.”
“Please.”
He just sat there, distinctly notgoing away. Shock.
“If you go away right now,” she said recklessly. “I’ll take you off the dunk booth rotation entirely.”
“Tempting. But let’s do this instead. I stay, and if I make you feel better, then you take me off the rotation.”
“Nothing can make me feel better.”
She felt his hand on her hair. “It’s not your fault,” he said very softly.
“No?” She squeezed her eyes tight, feeling another tear escape. The absolute last. “Then whose fault is it?”
“Look, he’s a kid. And a boy to boot. By the very definition, he’s supposed to drive you crazy. It’s his job.”
She choked out a laugh, and dammit, it came out sounding an awful lot like a sob. She went utterly still, but it was too late, she’d given herself away.
His hands were gentle but inexorable as he pulled her around to face him, and she could tell by the look on his face that he’d already known she was crying. She was crying, she hadn’t combed her hair, and she’d rubbed off all of her makeup.
“You’re beautiful, Sam.”
She choked out another laugh and tried to turn away but his hands tightened on her. “And you’re not yourself,” he said quietly.
“No.” She sniffed. “I need a tissue.”
When he offered her the hem of his vintage Led Zeppelin T-shirt, she had to laugh again. She was laughing while crying, which was a first.
He caught a tear with his thumb. “So you are human.”
“I am. I’m human. So much so that I’m sitting here in front of you with my nose running.”
He smiled. It wasn’t his professional smile. It wasn’t his on-the-prowl smile. Nope, this one was slow, soft, and devastating for its utter sincerity. “Hello,” he said. “My name’s Wade. Nice to meet you.”
She let out a breath. “Funny.”
“Yeah. Thing is, I mean it. This with you tonight, it feels . . . real.”
“Don’t waste your charm on me, Wade. We were drunk dates once. And then pretend dates. We wouldn’t know real if it hit us on the head.”
“Truth or dare.”
“We’ve already played that game.”
“Truth or dare.”
She sighed. “Truth.”
“Do you believe I’ve never lied to you?”
She thought about that, about all the outrageous things he’d said and done over the four years she’d known him, but she’d never doubted a single word that had come out of his mouth. “Yes. I believe you’ve never lied to me.”
“Good. The drunk date in the Atlanta elevator was . . . a surprise,” he admitted. “A hot, sexy-as-hell surprise. The pretend dating thing? Even more so.” His hand on her jaw, he slowly shook his head. “But something’s happening between us here, Sam. And it’s not just elevator and bathroom quickies.”
She forced herself to meet his eyes, and what she saw in there caught her breath. Heat. The same heat that tended to melt her panties away with alarming frequency and ease. But also warmth. And, gulp. Affection. Not to mention a staggering amount of something else.
He cared. Much more than she’d given him credit for being capable of. “Wade—”
He set his finger on her lips. “And I like you this way.”
“A mess?”
“Soft, open. Vulnerable.” He leaned over the console and slid the fingers of both hands into her hair as he shifted closer. “Real.” His lips were only a breath from hers. “It makes you more human than any other time I’ve seen you, and that’s how I know.”
“Know what?” She grabbed his wrists but didn’t pull him away because he’d begun to massage the kinked, knotted muscles at her neck, and she moaned softly instead.
“I’m falling for you.”
She went still as stone, then lifted her eyes to his. “I don’t expect you to catch me or anything,” he murmured. “But if you could just keep it in mind . . .” And then he kissed her. It was different from all their previous kisses, which had been hard and deep and wet, and instantaneously hotter than flames.
Not this time. This time it was slow and sweet as he kissed first one side of her mouth, then the other before running his tongue along her lower lip until it trembled open. There was no other option, her body always gave itself up to him, caving to his irresistible blend of intuition and assertiveness. Those were the traits that made him a great ballplayer, a strong man inside and out, and an even better lover.
And he was falling for her.
What the hell did that even mean? She’d ask but she realized both her mouth and her hands had made themselves at home on his body, which was all his fault because he had such a good one. She slid her fingers over the tight muscles of his stomach for the sheer joy of touching him, then up his chest, his neck, sinking into his soft, silky hair. “Wade.”
“Mmm.” He did something incredible with his lips on her throat and her eyes rolled back in her head as she murmured in pleasure, helplessly leaning in for more, but he held back, pulling free to look at her.
“I love your mouth,” he breathed, kissing her bottom lip, and when she made another restless sound and reached for him, he gently took it between his teeth and lightly tugged.
This caused an answering tug in all her good parts, of which there always seemed to be so many when she was with him, and then finally his mouth closed over hers again in a heavenly kiss that made her forget everything, including her own name.





Chapter 19
You can’t win them all but you can try.
—Babe Didrikson Zaharias



When Sam opened her eyes after another long, drugging kiss, the windows were completely fogged over. They were in their own world. She met Wade’s dark and scorching gaze. “This is bad.”
“A good bad,” he said, his voice thick with arousal.
“Wade, the last time we did this, I smiled like an idiot for three days.”
He smiled now. He had the sleepiest, sexiest bedroom eyes she’d even seen. “No,” she said, pointing at him. “Don’t look at me like that.”
“Why?”
“Because when you do, I tend to lose my clothes in a hurry.”
His smile widened, slow and sure, and spoke volumes. He liked when her clothes came off.
Her nipples went even harder. “Fine. I want you. Okay? I admit it. I. Want. You.”
“And the problem is?”
That was easy. She had a difficult time recovering afterwards, and he did not. He wanted a physical relationship. She got that. And now he was falling for her. She knew what that meant to her, but what did it mean to him? He’d been rather vague.
He ran a finger down her neck, then lightly back and forth over the base of her throat where her pulse raced, speeding up at his touch. Then his finger took a journey south.
“You know what?” she managed, her brain running on sheer lust, overtaking the thinking cells as he traced the tip of her breast. “I can’t remember the problem.”
“Atta girl.” His mouth was busy on her throat, his hands sliding beneath her shirt, settling on her ribs, making her babble.
“Besides, this is a public event.” She gasped when he cupped her breasts. “Which means we have to be boyfriend and girlfriend, right? We’re—oh, God”—those fingers, those talented, knowing fingers plucked at her nipples—“entitled.”
“I like the sound of that.” He hit the automatic locks on the door without taking his mouth off her. She let out a throaty moan, fisted her hands in his shirt, yanked him forward, and kissed him. Kissed him while tugging up his shirt.
No slouch, he unzipped her sweatshirt and slid it off her shoulders, revealing the spaghetti-strapped tank she had beneath. His fingers nudged those straps down as well and then her top was at her waist. Her bra vanished and so did his shirt, and their hands fought for purchase on each other’s zippers, all while they kissed; deep, drugging kisses that exploded her brain cells one at a time, an organized war against rational thought. She had no idea how much more time had gone by when she realized she’d lost her jeans and he had his mouth pressed to her belly. “Unbelievable,” she panted, leaning back in her seat to give him better access. “We’re at it again.”
“It was inevitable.” He scooted down a little to kiss her hip and bumped his head on the steering wheel. “Fuck.”
She burst out laughing, she couldn’t help it, but the laughter backed up in her throat when he kissed her inner thigh. And even though she was already panting as if she’d been running a marathon, her breathing quickened even more as his mouth worked its way up her leg.
“You have the softest skin,” he murmured against her, his thumbs hooking into her panties, his tongue getting closer to where she desperately needed it. “Lift up, Sam.”
She lifted up and then her panties were gone and he was nudging her over the front seat into the back. He followed her, then with a big hand on each of her thighs, urged them open, kneeling between.
Call her slow, but that was when she realized she was completely butt-ass naked and he wasn’t. “You’re overdressed.”
“Sorry.” He stripped out of his board shorts so fast her head spun, and then he bent his head and took her nipple into his mouth, teasing it between his lightly clamped teeth, rolling his tongue around it until she cried out, her hands flailing for something sturdy because her world was spinning. She gripped the armrest in one hand and the back of the seat in the other, and when he ran a finger down her belly and between her legs, she arched up to meet his touch. “Hurry.”
“Hell, no,” he said thickly. “We were in a hurry last time. I didn’t get to . . .”
“What?”
“This.” And he lifted her to his mouth.
Sweet Jesus.
His tongue shot her into instant overdrive, and when he added a finger into the mix, and then another, she came hard and fast. God, she was such a slut when it came to him. Her hips were still rocking, her breath still wheezing in her throat, her entire body still wracked in the after-shudders as she sat up and turned her attention to his most impressive erection. He was big and hard and she loved the way his breath caught when she stroked him, so she did it again.
“Jesus.” He closed his eyes, his head dropping back. “I hope you’re going somewhere with this.”
“Yes.” And she guided him into her. “How’s that?”
His groan of pleasure was her answer as he hooked her legs over his forearms, leaned over her, and began to move.
And oh, God, how he moved. It was as if he took her to another plane, every single time, and she gripped him tight, rocking to meet him, inarticulate, needy, little whimpers escaping her with each breath.
Bending his head, he kissed her as he moved inside her, long and slow and deep, then gradually faster, building the tension, the unbearable need, all of it etched on his face. Just watching him was enough to nudge her over again, and this time he followed her into the abyss.
He collapsed over her for a moment. Then with a groan, he managed to shift his weight, sitting up, pulling her over him, cupping her face until she opened her eyes.
His hair was a little wild on the best of days, but now, from her fingers, it stood practically straight up. He had a mark on his shoulder that looked suspiciously like she’d bitten him, and a gleam in his eyes that said he was a very sated man. “You need a bigger backseat,” he said, his voice low and sexy.
“I need some self-control.”
He grinned. “Control’s overrated. But maybe next time we can make it to a bed.”
A bed would probably kill her. Her clothes were in the front seat, so with a sigh, she went to climb over, then squeaked in startled shock when he sank his teeth into her butt. Dropping to the front seat, she glared at him. “Hey!”
“Sorry,” he said, clearly not sorry at all. “But you have an edible ass.” He was all sprawled out, lazily slipping his board shorts and T-shirt back on his body, and he looked like . . . like something she wanted.
Again.
Which was all his fault. Between his soft, “I’m falling for you” and then the wild, almost out-of-body orgasms he’d given her, she knew herself. She couldn’t keep it at just “play.” Grimly, she told him, “I have to get back.”
“I know.” He ran a finger over the frown she could feel between her eyes. “I almost had that gone there for a few minutes.”
“You did,” she admitted. “You have this odd ability to relax me and rev me up all at the same time.”
He laughed softly. “Same goes.”
“I just have to remember not to get used to it.”
“Why?”
“The month’ll be over soon enough.”
He was quiet a moment, watching his finger play over her throat and shoulder. “We could always keep it going.”
She ignored the hopeful leap her heart made. “Okay, who are you and what have you done with Wade O’Riley?”
His lips curved, but to her relief he didn’t push as she stared at him, trying to gauge which head that comment had come from, the one on top of his shoulders, or the one in his pants. She decided it was far too dangerous to guess, and grabbed her clothes.
“I’ve never seen you in jeans,” he said as she wrestled back into them.
“I planned on changing before the carnival opened,” she said. “But once Tag went missing, I—” Lost it.
And he’d helped her put it back together again. He’d made her feel better—Ah, hell. She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not getting in the dunk booth.”
“Of course not. You clearly don’t feel better at all.”
“Okay, stop that.”
“Hey, I understand. You’re breaking your word.”
“That’s low,” she said on a blown-out sigh. “You know I always keep my word.”
He leaned back, hands behind his head as if he’d never been more comfortable, and just smiled.
Dammit! “Fine. But I’m only doing this so you can’t hold it over me.” She eyed his body and had to fight not to leap over the seat again and eat him up. “And because as it turns out, I could use the cold dip.”
His soft laughter followed her out into the night.


Wade stood outside the dunking booth. He was waiting for Sam, who was changing her clothes for the booth. A few women approached him for an autograph, which he gave, but neither tried to write their phone numbers anywhere on his person.
Progress.
He had his picture taken by two other women, who asked where his pretty girlfriend was. He told them she was coming right back, and as they walked away, he realized with surprise that he was smiling.
He liked the idea of being taken. Go figure.
Pace and Holly appeared hand in hand, fresh off the Ferris wheel. Holly was glowing, Pace was looking pretty relaxed. Wade recognized the look, since he imagined he was wearing a matching one.
“Where’s your girlfriend?” Pace asked. “Oh, excuse me. Your pretend girlfriend.”
“Shut up.”
Holly smiled at Wade. “You’re getting close to figuring it out, aren’t you?”
“Figuring out what?” Pace asked.
“That it’s not pretend,” Holly said, still looking into Wade’s eyes.
Maybe.Still didn’t make it any easier. “Don’t you two have booths to work?”
“Aw.” Holly let go of Pace to give Wade a hard hug. “You’re so cute when you’re all turned upside down by a woman.”
Pace was grinning over her head at him.
“You’re really annoying,” Wade told him, and to return the favor, he hugged Holly in tight.
“Hey,” Pace said. But when Wade kept ahold of his woman, he just sighed. “You’ve been getting whatever you want from women for years with one crook of your little finger. Watching you even attempt to get what you want from Sam, when you don’t even know what that is . . . well, that’s just good entertainment all around. Now, Goddammit, let go of her, she’s mine.” He grabbed Holly’s hand and tugged her to him.
Holly laughed. “We still doing pizza after?” she asked Wade.
Wade sighed. “Yeah.” He turned to look at the booth in time to see Sam climbing out onto the platform. He spent a few minutes watching her try to get comfortable up on the bench seat in a borrowed bathing suit top and shorts.
She might be bossy and stubborn as hell, but she was one hell of a good sport.
The line was at least ten people long, which was good. Lots of people meant lots of money, and lots of money meant more resources dumped into the 4 The Kids pockets. That’s what this was all about, but he couldn’t help but grin as he watched Sam warily eye the little kid at the front of the line, specifically the lever he had to hit in order to dunk her.
Santos appeared with his boys and Tag at Wade’s side. “What’s Aunt Sam doing in there?” Tag asked Wade.
“She’s in there because she likes me,” Wade said as he received dark, murderous looks from Sam.
“Are you sure she likes you?” Tag asked doubtfully.
“Yeah.” Wade smiled. “She just doesn’t know it yet.”
“You’re weird,” Tag said.
The little kid at the front of the line threw his ball and missed the booth entirely.
From inside the dunk tank, Sam took a visible breath of relief.
The next kid in line missed as well.
And the third.
“Wow,” Tag said. “They all suck.”
“Maybe not,” Wade said.
“You know she’s going to get real mad if she goes in. She doesn’t like it when her hair gets wet after she straightens it.”
“No?”
“No. And she’s looking at you like you’re in big trouble. Are you in trouble?”
“What would being in trouble entail?” Wade asked him.
Tag shrugged. “Maybe no ice cream after dinner.”
“Huh. I do love ice cream.”
“Yeah,” Tag said. “But at least she’s nice even when she’s mad. She doesn’t ever get scary or anything. Well, except for tonight when she almost cried. That was scary.”
Wade’s gut tightened as he took his attention off Sam and looked down at Tag. “You get scared back home?”
Tag lifted a shoulder. “Sometimes. Like when I get left alone.”
A slow burn churned within him for the way he’d been treated. Knowing all too damn well exactly how shitty it felt, Wade gently set his hand on Tag, glad the kid was safe here with Sam for now. Tag accepted the touch with only a little squirm—progress.
The next kid missed and Tag made a sound of disgust. “What, can no one throw?” He shoved a hand in his pocket and pulled out a few bucks. “I’m gonna show ’em how it’s done.”
Wade gently squeezed Tag’s shoulder, holding him back. “Wait.”
“Why?”
Wade pulled another twenty out of his pocket.
Tag’s eyes lit up.
“To notdunk her,” Wade directed.
“You want me to stand in line and miss?”
“Yep.”
Tag eyed the line and all the kids in it, and slid his gaze back to Wade. “You paid all of them?”
Wade smiled.
Tag just stared at him. “You sure she’s not your real girlfriend?”
“Just don’t hit that lever, kid. I’m a lot tougher than your Aunt Sam.”
Tag grinned and pocketed the money. “You so like her.”
“Yeah.” Wade smiled. “Yeah, I do.”
At the realization that the big, bad Wade O’Riley was nothing more than a sorry sap, Tag just shook his head. But then he said softly, “I like her, too.”





Chapter 20
Baseball isn’t a business, it’s more like a disease.
—Walter F. O’Malley



The next morning the Heat left early for a trip to Colorado to play the Rockies. Sam brought Tag and his tutor, and on the plane, Tag pulled out his schoolwork. Sam ostensibly did paperwork herself, but in reality she stared out the window and thought about the night before.
The carnival had been an undeniable success business-wise. Personally? She wasn’t as sure. She and Tag had managed to turn their misunderstanding into a positive thing, or so she hoped. She felt like he’d let her get closer to him.
Wade had certainly let her get closer as well. So close she still bore the whisker burns on her breasts and between her thighs.
He’d been there for her, from soothing her raw nerves to making her forget the panic with mind-blowing sex. Hell, he’d made her forget her own name.
But she still didn’t know what to do with that.
In Colorado, game one, Wade delivered a pinch-hit, two-run, walk-off triple, capping a three-run ninth to give the Heat a series-opening win, three-two.
Afterwards in the hotel, the team ate together at the bar. It was a good crowd, easygoing and laid-back, the mood mellow and relaxed.
Sam did her job, moving between tables, making nice with the few reporters that were around, keeping one eye on Tag, who was once again with Santos’s boys. The mood was fun and jubilant. They’d won today’s game, the fans were happy, and so were their sponsors, so much so that Wade’s face was currently once again all over the country’s most popular cereal boxes these days. She caught little pieces of the conversations going on all around her, most of it about Wade.
“. . . He’s been phenomenal lately . . .”
“. . . Amazingly pinpoint with his control, commanding both sides of the plate . . .”
“. . . Strategized the perfect game plan, and executed it . . .”
She absorbed it all and felt a warm sense of pride for him, knowing he worked his ass off and had earned it. And yeah, maybe she couldn’t take her eyes off him—
“Nice job on the pretending,” Gage said, coming up next to Sam. “It’s hardly noticeable at all that you’re staring at him.”
“Just doing my job,” she quipped.
“Sam.”
She knew that tone, that soft but undeniably authoritative tone, the one that said, “Talk to me.” When he used that voice, most people willingly spilled their guts. He had the power that way. And thanks to his Latin father and supermodel mother, he really was almost too gorgeous to look at this close. “Is it still pretending?” he asked, his dark eyes solemn, concerned.
“A little late to ask me that now, isn’t it?”
“It’s never too late.”
She looked at Wade, who was surrounded by the other players, all laughing and having a good time. Wade was smiling but his eyes were . . . locked on Sam. “Actually,” she whispered to Gage, her gaze held prisoner. “This time it is.”
“A picture,” one reporter called out, and gestured for her to move closer to Wade’s table. “To show that the mighty Wade O’Riley is still off the market.”
Wade stood and took Sam’s hand, smiling that warm just-for-her smile. It momentarily caught her off balance, a situation he took full advantage of by sitting back down and pulling her into his lap, cupping her face and kissing her softly.
“Thanks,” the reporter said with a laugh after he’d gotten the shot. “You guys are great sports.”
Wade pulled back slowly, eyes on Sam. “My pleasure.”
Yeah, she thought shakily, feeling his hands on her back, one slipping low enough to cup her ass beneath the table. Her pleasure, too. And wasn’t that just the problem.
It wasn’t pretend.
And in less than two weeks, it’d be done.
Not letting herself go there, she moved out of the bar and into the hallway to check her messages, only to go still as she felt someone come up behind her and stand close enough to share body heat. Since her nipples hardened, she knew exactly who it was.
“Guess who?” He ran a finger over her shoulder.
She bit back the soft sigh of pleasure. “Oh, Gage.”
Wade let out a choked laugh and whipped her around to face him.
She arched a daring brow. They hadn’t been alone since he’d gotten her naked in her backseat at the carnival. It didn’t bode well that she felt like dragging him into the closest closet now for a repeat performance. “Nice game today,” she said “Actually, fantastic game today, but I’m mad at you, and you know why.”
That had him blinking. “Maybe you could remind me.”
“You guilted me into getting into that dunking booth, and while I sat up there terrified I was going to get dunked, you were paying people off.”
“And that’s a problem?”
Her gaze dropped to his mouth. She couldn’t help it, it was a damn fine mouth. “You could have told me.”
“What, that I was never going to let you get dunked?” He tugged her in hard against him. “Which, by the way, was a luxury you didn’t afford me. When I took my turn after you, I got dunked twenty-seven times. I still have water in my ear.” He held her, his warm hands stroking up and down her back. “So is that what you’re really mad at, or is it the fact that I told you I was falling for you?”
“That,” she said shakily, dropping her forehead to his chest. “Most definitely that. People don’t just . . . fall.”
His hand came up and cupped the nape of her neck. “Sure they do.”
“I don’t.”
“Ah.” He said this very gently and brushed his jaw to hers. He smelled like a million bucks, and was warm and strong and so sure. “Maybe it’d help if you loosened up a little bit. Give your heart some rein to fly free.” He pressed his mouth to her ear. “Just let go and see where it takes you.”
She realized she was leaning into him like he was her own personal support beam. She tipped her head up and stared at him. Just let go? See where it took her? No worrying about the two week expiration date? She understood that was pretty much his life’s motto, but she’d never worked like that.
“I can be lots of be fun,” he coaxed with a brow wriggle that suggested much of that fun might be had naked.
She had to laugh. He was right. Loosening up and flying free would be fun. Of that, she had no doubt.
But what about after the fun was over?
“I’ve met some of your family,” he said. “They’re all pretty intense guys, so I’m guessing fun men aren’t exactly familiar to you, but you should give me a try.”
“I’ve gone out with plenty of fun men.” She’d done so in a purposeful attempt to find the polar opposite of the doggedly aggressive men she’d grown up with.
“And?”
“And nothing worked out.”
“Why?”
“Because their fun always won over substance.”
“Common mistake, but you’re armed with knowledge now. Give it a try. Kiss me, Sam. I’ll show you what I mean. I’ve got plenty of substance.”
Uh-huh. And some of that substance was currently pressing into her belly. With an ache of need drumming through her, she fisted her hands in his shirt, her gaze still locked on his mouth.
With a smile, he bent his head and kissed her. It involved tongue, lots of tongue, and heat slashed through her. She moaned and—
“Ew.”
With a gasp, she pushed free and twisted around to face Tag, who stood there watching them.
“Kinda gross,” he said, and went into the boy’s restroom.
Above her, she sensed Wade smiling. “This isn’t funny,” she said.
“You’re right. It’s nice.”
“Nice?”
“I get the feeling Tag’s view on relationships is pretty fucked up. Having him see two people who have feelings for each other is good for him.”
She stared up at him, wondering why the fact that he so obviously cared deeply about Tag reached out and grabbed her by the throat. “Pretend feelings,” she whispered.
The crux of her problem.
He was quiet a long moment as he ran his thumb over her jaw. “We’re pretending to have a committed relationship, true. But my feelings for you aren’t pretend.” He leaned in and kissed her again, softly, sweetly. And then he walked away, leaving her standing there shaken to the core, with more questions than answers. But she’d wanted to know this wasn’t all play, and it seemed she’d gotten her confirmation.
And yet somehow instead of putting her at ease, she felt a little like she’d just walked off the edge of a cliff into a freefall.


After dinner, Henry, Joe, and Mason ordered up an Xbox for a play-off in their suite. Sam allowed Tag to go with them because one, she knew the guys wouldn’t do anything stupid in front of him, and two, she needed a moment to herself. She hadn’t had a moment to herself since opening day two and a half weeks ago. Ever since then, when things came up that she needed to think about, she’d had no choice but to shove it into a file in her brain labeled To Obsess Over Later.
Except that compartment was now full. Overflowing, in fact. In the glorious silence of her hotel room, she worked for several hours on her laptop, planning the next big charity event—an elaborate, elegant dinner and auction for Santa Barbara’s rich and famous. She also worked on some upcoming media appearances and other publicity events for the guys. There were interviews to set up and calls to make, some of which dealt with reporters trying to get the scoop on her brother and her family, or on her and Wade. She deflected the negative into positive wherever she could. That was her job. She was cool, composed. Tough as hell.
No weaknesses.
But she didhave weaknesses, two of them, and both new to her. Tag, who’d somehow turned her into a fiercely protective Momma bear, and Wade, who lived life like it was a freebie, like he was a cat with eight more lives in the wings, because he knew more than most that life was short and meant to be lived hard and fast.
She got that about him.
She understood that about him.
She just couldn’t be like him.
Though she’d certainly enjoyed being under him . . .
At the soft knock on her hotel room door, she shook herself and opened it to Wade himself. Tag was suspended by his ankles, draped over Wade’s back, laughing, and Sam’s heart cracked wide open.
Wade turned so that she could see Tag, and she took in his glossy eyes. He had to be exhausted.
By all rights, Wade should be, too. He’d played a physical game today, but he didn’t look tired as he met her gaze. He was wearing jeans and a black sweater over a black shirt and looked lean and predatory as he took her in.
“Got good and bad news,” he said, carefully swinging back around and walking into the room without decapitating Tag on the door jamb. “The bad news is that Tag ate all the M&M’s and an entire bowl of those mini-chocolate bars before anyone knew what was happening.”
Sam slid Tag a look.
“They were busy playing,” Tag said in his defense. “And yelling at the TV and each other.”
“In good fun,” Wade murmured and twisted over the back of the couch, dumping Tag face-first into the cushions, but more importantly, unintentionally giving Sam a nice view of the way the jeans perfectly fit Wade’s very fine ass.
“Good fun,” Tag repeated, rolling to his back on the couch, grinning up at Sam. “Pace called Wade a dickhead—”
Wade leaned over the couch and covered the kid’s mouth with his hand. “Do you remember what I told you?”
“Uh-huh. Not to repeat any of the bad words I heard tonight. Our secret. But I didn’t think dickheadis a bad word. Everyone says it in the clubhouse and stuff.”
Sam looked at Wade in time to catch a guilty grimace as he swiped a hand down his face.
“I won’t tell the rest,” Tag promised.
Again Sam looked at Wade.
Wade just shook his head.
“The good news?” Sam asked him.
“We already dealt with the sugar high,” Wade said. “He’s on his way down now.”
“Tired,” Tag agreed, his eyes drooping at half mast. As he yawned nearly wider than his head, Wade scooped him back up in a fireman’s hold, much to Tag’s tired amusement. Catching Sam staring, Wade raised his brow in question. “Where do you want him?”
“In here.” She’d gotten a suite so Tag would have a room of his own. She opened the door and turned down the bed.
Wade flopped him on the mattress, then pulled off Tag’s shoes and sweatshirt, brushing against Sam as he did, smelling warm and sexy.
She needed to get a grip.
Tag was already out like a light. She pulled the covers up to his chin, then stroked a strand of hair off his forehead. She should have made him brush his teeth, especially with all the sugar he’d consumed. Maybe she should wake him up—
Wade took her hand in his and pulled her from the room. He shut the door and gave her an amused look.
“What?” she asked.
“You’re getting more comfortable with him.”
“Funny thing about ten-year-olds. It’s hard to keep your distance.”
“Yeah, especially with that one. He’s got a way of worming right in.” He pressed a hand over his heart. “Here.”
She worked at not melting and failed miserably. “Are you just trying to butter me up?”
“No, I’m not crazy about butter. I’ll whip-cream you up though. Anytime.”
She shook her head even as her knees wobbled at the thought. “Can you be serious?”
“If I have to be.” He lifted a shoulder. “I like the kid.”
Simple. Easily admitted. No angst over the admission. Well, wasn’t he just free with his emotions lately? “It’s easy to like him,” she said. “It’s not so easy to be responsible for him.”
“It’s not supposed to be easy, but you’re doing great. You’re falling for him. No, don’t be embarrassed,” he said, tugging her around when she tried to walk away, holding on to her, dipping his knees a little, to look into her face. “It’s cute.”
“Cute?”
“Sexy, too.”
She had to laugh. “How is me caring for Tag sexy?”
“Hell, I don’t know, Sam. Everything you do is sexy to me.”
She felt her body react to his words and crossed her arms. “Okay, you know what? You need to stop talking. And—” she said quickly, when he took a step into her, the intent in his heated gaze quite clear. “No sex either.”
“How about just fooling around? We could just feel each other up.” He ran a hand down her arm and then settled it on her hip, his fingers slipping beneath her shirt to graze bare skin. “That’s not technically sex, right? I could still call for that whipped cream.”
Tempting as that thought might be, she shook her head. “You’re leaving.”
“Yeah.” He smiled. He’d known that. He’d been messing with her. “Have dinner with me when we get home.” He took his hand on a tour upward, over her ribs, gently gliding over her breast.
“W-what?”
“Dinner.” His thumb teased her nipple into a tight bead. “It comes after lunch. We have a game tomorrow night, so how about the day after, back in Santa Barbara? After our Houston game.”
“Wade.”
“Sam.”
His other hand joined his first under her shirt, and she shivered in pleasure. “J-just dinner?”
“For now. We’ll wing the rest.”
“You’re good at that, but I’m not.”
Something came and went in his eyes, so fast that she thought maybe she’d imagined it—regret? “Stop thinking so much,” he said softly. “Let one area of your life just happen. Dinner,” he repeated. “Dinner, because I like food and I like you. And you like me, too. It’s what two people in like do, they go out to dinner.”
“Fine. But no elevators, Wade. No bathrooms. And no backseats.”
“Tag’s right. You sure have a lot of rules.” But with a small smile, he leaned in and kissed her, a soft, surprisingly gentle kiss that lingered long after she’d locked the door behind him, making her ache just a little as she wondered how nice it would be if there was no rules at all.


Thanks in part to his own ninth-inning catch at the plate, Wade assisted the Heat to a satisfying win the next day. After the game, he sat with some of the guys at the hotel bar in front of a flat screen enjoying a few beers. They were flipping between basketball and wrestling when a group of well-dressed women showed up and started flirting.
And then began the silent pair-off as his teammates settled into a different kind of game for the evening. Wade used to be the king of that game but tonight, as he had for months now, he held back because his idea of fun was eight floors up, working on her laptop and hanging out with her nephew.
Still, one of the women playfully asked him to autograph the napkin her drink had been set on, and then she took the pen from him and settled a hand on his. Turning it over, she wrote her number on his palm. He had no idea why so many women did this, if they thought it was unique or what, but she was looking at him, soft and willing, waiting for a sign that he might actually use her number when a familiar female voice spoke from over his shoulder.
“Sorry. He’s already got the only number he needs tonight.”
Wade looked up into Sam’s steely gaze just as someone in the bar took a picture, making them all grimace at the unexpected flash.
The woman with the pen smiled with some chagrin and moved away to join her friends.
Wade smiled up at Sam. “Sit with me.”
“I have a meeting with Gage and then I’m going back to Tag. You do know that picture will show up all over the Internet tomorrow, right?”
“Yes. My protective girlfriend, saving me from myself.”
She shook her head and walked off. Wade sipped his drink, watching her go, thinking how radically things had changed for him, that for the first time in his life he was the one being walked away from.


The next morning the picture of Sam standing over Wade indeed appeared everywhere, the reports claiming she’d been possessive, protective, and gorgeous with it.
The guys loved it.
Wade did as well.
But Sam appeared to hate it, and ignored anyone who teased her about it, including Wade.
Back at home, the Heat played Houston. Wade loved a home crowd, and today’s was particularly, satisfyingly rambunctious. The Heat trailed by one for the first five innings, then erupted for seven runs in the bottom of the sixth to take a twelve-eight lead. Wade took a hard kick to the thigh in a home slide by the Astros center fielder but with no other mishaps, they held the Astros scoreless in the eighth and ninth innings, and took the win.
Afterwards, Wade limped into the clubhouse thinking he’d slap on a little Icy Hot and be good to go for his date with his crazy, jealous, gorgeous girlfriend tonight. After a shower, he sat on the bench in front of his opened locker, hurting but happy. The guys were messing around on either side of him, still high on adrenaline, planning some fun for the night ahead.
“You coming with?” Joe asked.
“Got a date,” Wade said.
“Catch up with us when you’re done.”
There’d been many nights when he’d done just that, gone out with a woman, had his fun, then joined up with the guys. But tonight, he had a feeling the only person getting kicked to the curb would be him.
He pulled on his clothes and found Pace watching him. “If you wanted to see something,” Wade said. “You should have watched while I was still in the shower.”
Pace sat next to him. “I didn’t want to tell you before the game. Your father called me.”
“Son of a bitch.”
“Have you thought about actually talking to him?”
“I send him what he needs.”
“Yeah. A check isn’t going to solve this one. He wants out of the center you got him into.”
“So? No one’s holding him there.” Wade tied his shoes and stood up. “He can do whatever the hell he wants. He always did.”
“I think what he wants is you.”
“He had a health scare. Doctor told him to quit drinking. He’s got it in his head that he can’t quit drinking without me.”
“So give him you.”
“Hell, Pace, he’s had me all along. But I no longer even attempt to compete with the booze.”
“Maybe if you just talk to him instead of—”
“Not interested.” Wade could talk until he was blue in the face, it never changed anything. Grabbing his keys and his things, he headed out of the facilities and made his way to Sam’s condo. Downtown was crowded, the streets packed as usual. He had to park a few blocks down and was recognized several times as he walked the street toward Sam’s building. He stopped to sign a few autographs and climbed the stairs to her condo.
Tag answered the door. “Hi.”
“Hi. You stay out of trouble today?”
“I did . . .” He winced. “Not.”
“What did you do?”
“Sort of scared the babysitter off.”
Wade tucked the kid’s head under his arm like a sack of potatoes, mussed his hair with his knuckles, and with Tag letting out a belly laugh and trying to swat his hand away, stepped into the entry.
Samantha turned from the window. She was still in her work clothes, a wraparound shirt dress the color of the day’s sky. Her usual elegant and sophisticated business style.
But she didn’t look her usual cool, calm, and collected in the face of any storm. She had a stress line dividing her forehead, shadows beneath her eyes, and on the window-sill, her fists were clenched.
She was a woman on the edge.
For most of his life, he’d run like hell from this very thing, from worrying about someone else, from caring. But when it came to her, no matter how often he’d tried telling himself it was just the pretense, the great sex, it didn’t fly.
Because even he didn’t believe that was all there was when it came to her.





Chapter 21
Baseball fans are junkies, and their heroin is the statistic.
—Robert S. Wieder



“I’m sorry,” Sam told Wade. “But I have to cancel dinner.”
Wade’s stomach tightened. He’d been thinking about tonight all day, looking forward to it far more than he’d even admitted to himself. “Why?”
“Because the babysitter—”
“Yeah. I heard.” He gave Tag another head noogie.
Tag let out a belly laugh, and Wade smiled at the sound as he looked at Sam. “You don’t have to cancel because of the kid here. We’ll just bring him.”
“Wade, he had the babysitter believing he had three physical disorders, two behavioral disorders, one psychosomatic disorder . . . and a bladder control problem.”
Wade arched a brow and let go of the kid’s head. “That took talent,” he said into Tag’s eyes with a smile. He looked back at Sam. “I say we make him watch us while we eat burgers and play games on the wharf.”
Sam sighed. “Wade—”
Wade looked at Tag. “Why don’t you give us a minute.”
Tag, no dummy, ran down the hall and slammed a door. “I can’t hear a thing!” he yelled through it. “I swear.”
“It’s not going to work,” Sam said quietly to Wade. “He’s acting out. Yesterday he didn’t want me to leave him here with his tutor when I had a meeting. He left the water running into the tub and just about flooded the entire condo so I’d have to stay.” She shook her head and spread her hands. “Stick a fork in me, I’m done.”
“You’re quitting him?”
She stared at him in shock. “What? No, of course not! I’m quitting you. Obviously Tag has separation anxiety.”
“I think it’s more than that,” he said quietly, knowing firsthand what abandonment issues felt like.
She nodded and lowered her voice to a thread of a whisper. “I realize that. There’s going to be an adjustment period, and clearly he’s testing me. I get that. I’m trying to prove myself to him, trying to show him that I won’t up and leave him, ever, but I can’t screw this up, Wade. I won’t do that to him.”
He felt his heart catch hard, and all he could manage was a nod. She got it. She got Tag.
And she’d get you, a small voice said, but he told the small voice to shut the hell up.
Sam drew a deep breath. “The bottom line is that I just can’t do this thing with him correctly, and also whatever the hell it is we’re doing at the same time.”
Okay, now this he didn’t get. “Why not?”
“Why not?” She gaped at him as if he were an idiot. And maybe he was, because he didn’t see the problem.
“Because,” she said in a low whisper. “It’s taking all I have to handle him the right way.”
Risking his neck, he stepped closer to her, running a finger over her jaw. “I’m pretty sure there is no right way, Sam. All you can do is your best. And for the record, you’re doing a great job at that.” He settled a hand on her hip. “He doesn’t mean to be a pain in the ass, he’s just hurting and scared.”
“I know that, don’t you think I know that?” She looked destroyed over her inability to solve this with her usual strength of will. “It’s just that he’s good at pushing my buttons.”
“Well, maybe if there weren’t so darn many of them.” He laughed when she growled, and then he pulled her resisting body in for a hug. “Dinner,” he said softly, running his hand up her back. “You need to eat, he needs to eat, it’ll serve a purpose.”
He took it as a good sign when she snuggled into him instead of shoving him away, pressing her face to his throat and wrapping her arms around his waist. “Is this just an attempt to get back into my pants?”
“Baby, rest assured, everything I do is an attempt to get back into your pants.”
She surprised him by letting out a low laugh, and pulled back to look into his eyes. “I can’t do this, Wade. I can’t fight him and you at the same time.”
“So quit fighting.” He ran his fingers over the tense muscles of her neck. “We’ve talked about this. Loosen up a little and go with the flow.”
“And if I screw up?”
“With Tag?”
Something flickered in her eyes, making him realize she’d meant him. Them. “Yes,” she said, trying to recover. “With Tag.”
He pulled her back into him, body to body. “He has a mother who couldn’t give a shit, a selfish bastard of a father, and a nonexistent grandpa. By housing and feeding him, you’re already ahead of the game.” He entangled her fingers in his. “And as for what you really meant, with us . . .” He held her when she would have turned away embarrassed, bringing her hand to his mouth to brush his lips over her knuckles. “Not much you can screw up, Princess.”
“Right. Because we’re just . . . winging it.”
Okay, not what he meant. “Sam—”
“No, you know what? I don’t want to go there right now. Not now, maybe not ever.” She dropped her hand to his chest. “Yes to dinner,” she said, muffled. “Because I’m too tired and defeated to even call for take-out.” She hesitated, then surprised him by lifting her face and pulling his down for a soft, warm kiss, one that she initiated. “And thank you.”
He felt emotion spread through his chest. “For what?”
“For keeping it together, even when I can’t . . .”
Wade nodded, but in truth, he didn’t have it together at all, not when it came to her. Not even close.
He drove them to the wharf, where they ordered burgers and watched the early evening surfers. When the food came, Tag stared down at his burger but didn’t touch it.
Wade nudged him. “What’s the matter? Not cooked the way you want it?”
“I thought I had to watch the two of you eat.”
Sam stared at him for a beat, then met Wade’s gaze, hers filled with guilt as she set her burger down. “Oh, Tag. We were kidding.”
Tag put his hands over his eyes. “But I really was bad. On purpose.” He ducked his head even farther. “Probably so bad you would never even think about letting me play in the arcade . . .”
Christ, the kid was good, Wade thought with admiration. Shaking his head, he pushed the plate back in front of Tag. “Knock it off. Consider manipulating a no-go around here, along with scaring babysitters and trying to drive your aunt out of her mind.”
“Wade,” Sam said softly. “He’s—”
“Got your number,” he said bluntly, watching the realization that Tag had been playing her come into her eyes. He turned to Tag. “Eat your burger, kiddo, and think about this—you can be a little punk all you want, but Sam’s not going anywhere, not without you. She sticks.”
Tag lifted his gaze and settled a heartbreaking look on Sam.
“It’s true,” she whispered, her eyes unusually bright. “You’re stuck with me.”
“You’re not mad?” Tag asked her.
“Not at this moment, no. Can’t say that that won’t change, but one thing that for sure won’t change is your address for the rest of the next three months.”
“Yeah, because you have to keep me,” he said a little bitterly. “No one else wanted me.”
Sam put her hand over his. “Maybe I didn’t know I wanted you, but I do. And your father wants you and loves you, he’s just got to take care of himself right now before he can take care of you again.”
Tag nodded and stared at his burger.
“It’s true,” Sam told him. “I want you with me, I love having you with me. Because of you, I’ve expanded my food horizons to include cheese on everything. I watch SpongeBob SquarePants. And I’m getting good on the Xcube.”
“Xbox,” Tag corrected with a snort but he did let loose a reluctant smile as well.
“And my refrigerator is always full of good stuff,” she went on, smiling, too. “And best of all? Because you’re always at work with me, no one can yell at me. Plus, you’re fairly entertaining.”
“I am?”
“Yeah, and you’re also pretty darn cute when you’re not scowling. Now eat your burger.”
Tag grinned and ate his burger. Sam looked at Wade with a soft smile. He had no idea what it meant, but he liked it. A lot.
After dinner, they walked along the beach, with Tag managing to get wet up to his waist because he couldn’t resist the lure of the ocean. Nor could he resist kicking up a wave at Wade, splashing him down the front.
Wade merely stripped off his shoes and shirt and went in after the kid. When they were both good and drenched, they returned to the shore to face a clearly bemused Sam.
“You’re both . . . wet,” she said, trying to pretend she wasn’t staring at Wade’s chest and failing.
“That’s water for you,” Wade said.
“She doesn’t like to get wet,” Tag reminded him. “Her hair frizzes up like a squirrel’s tail.”
“Tag,” Sam said.
“Oh. Right.” He winced. “That was a secret.”
“I like squirrels,” Wade said to Sam with a smile.
“Don’t even think about it,” Sam warned him.
Oh, he was thinking. He looked at Tag, who nodded, and the two of them engulfed her in their arms, pressing their wet bodies close to her squirming one, not letting go until she was as drenched as them.
“Nice,” Wade said, and tousled her frizzing hair.
Tag ran ahead, toward the car, and Wade grabbed Sam’s hand, following more slowly. She was using her free hand to try to flatten her hair.
It wasn’t happening.
He let his gaze dip down her body. Her blue dress was soaked, clinging to her hips, belly, and breasts.
She was cold.
She looked down to see what he was looking at. “Great.” She hugged herself. “Feeling a little embarrassed here.”
“Yeah, that’s not what I’m feeling.”
She rolled her eyes and tried to get the material away from her body. It broke free with a little suction sound that went straight through Wade, then replastered itself to her like a second skin. She gave up. Not him. Christ, she was hot, and he stepped toward her.
“Oh, no,” she said quickly, with a short laugh as she backed up, holding out a hand to ward him off. “No touching.”
“Give me ten seconds to change your mind.”
He expected her to laugh. Instead she nodded, a heat coming into her eyes. “You could do it in zero point four,” she said softly. “But you won’t. Not here, not now.”
“Why not?”
“Because Tag’s here . . . and because you’re a good guy.”
He stared into her eyes. “Don’t tell anyone.”
“You secret’s safe.”
He drove them home, and walked her and Tag to their door. Tag ran inside, leaving them alone. Sam leaned back against the door jamb. “Thanks for tonight.”
“Yeah. The burgers were good. I love that place.”
“I meant for helping me with Tag.”
“He’s a great kid.”
Her head was back against the wood, tilted up to look into his eyes. “He is.” She licked her lower lip, an unconscious gesture.
She wanted him to kiss her.
Leaning past her, he took a peek inside. Tag wasn’t visible. Good. He put a hand on either side of Sam’s head and crowded in a little bit, being careful not to touch her. “ ’Night,” he whispered.
She stared up at him, her eyes dilated, her lips open just a little.
She was waiting. Waiting for the good night kiss. And she was so hopeful, so damn sexy with it, he nearly groaned.
“Night,” she said a little breathlessly, her eyes drifting closed, her mouth gravitating to his, only a breath away now. It took everything he had to remain utterly still. Even more to push off the door and back away.
Her eyes flew open. “What are you doing?”
“Not touching you.”
She stared at him for a beat, then clearly remembered her own words and sighed. “You think this is amusing.”
“I’m feeling a lot of things, not a one of them amused.” He looked at her in that wet dress and this time he did groan. “Okay, got to go.”
“Wade?”
When he turned back, she was in the middle of the doorway, nipples still pressing against the wet fabric of her dress, begging for attention. “Yeah?”
“You want me to throw myself at you, right? Which, admittedly, I keep doing.” She shook her head. “I’m onto you.”
“I wish you were onto me. Or better yet, all over me. I’m not picky.”
She actually took a step toward him, the interest in her eyes making him insta-hard, but Tag appeared behind her with a bag of Cheez Doodles and a DVD in hand. “Wanna watch with me?” he asked.
Sam, her back to him, closed her eyes for a second, then let out a breath. “Yeah. We want to watch with you.”
Wade ruffled Tag’s hair and grabbed Sam’s hand. Which is how his date ended up being PG instead of his usual NC-17, or better yet, X.





Chapter 22
The season starts too early and finishes too late and there are too many games in between.
—Bill Veeck



The Heat played Washington at home in a five-day series, and went into the fifth game tied up two to two. Sam and Tag sat in the stands next to Holly, and at the first media break, Sam loaded up on snacks, handing Holly a full tray.
“You okay?” Holly asked.
“Of course. Why?”
Holly passed Tag the tray. “Go for it, dude.”
“Sweet!” Tag said, and dug in. When he was occupied, Holly said quietly to Sam, “You look stressed.”
Sam slunk down in her seat. It was a sunny, gorgeous, warm day. The air was scented with fresh cut grass and sea salt. The stands were filled with hometown fans. Sitting up here like this was as comfortable as being at home. “I’m out of control,” she whispered.
“Work?”
“Among other things.”
Holly smiled. “You know what’s good for stress?” She leaned in close and lowered her voice. “Sex with your big, bad, sexy pretend boyfriend.” She put air quotes around pretend.
“Ha. Thanks for the tip.”
“Anytime.” Holly turned forward to watch Pace pitch and Sam spent the next inning watching her big, bad, sexy “boyfriend” work his magic on the field.
Tag was sitting on her other side, eating more than five truck drivers, but totally into the game. Whenever Wade came up to bat, Tag held his breath along with Sam. He jumped up and cheered and yelled along with Sam. He swore at the umpire along with Sam. And when, at the bottom of the third inning, Wade hit a homer the two of them jumped up and down, and then turned to each other and hugged. Sam felt his scrawny arms go around her and her heart swelled until it was too big for her chest. “I love watching games with you.”
With a grunt, he sank back to his seat and stuffed the last of his third hot dog into his mouth.
Sam looked at Holly, who laughed and shook her head.
“And you’re having fun with me, too,” Sam said to Tag, suddenly needing to hear it, needing to know he wasn’t still pining away for home too badly, feeling as lost as she had for most of her childhood.
“Uh-huh,” he said, mouth full, still focused on the game. “Even though you make me use soap every night.”
At the bottom of the fourth inning, Tag groaned.
“Tag?” Sam’s brow knit. He was green. “You okay?”
He opened his mouth and threw up.
She got him to the clubhouse where he threw up some more.
And some more.
Sam panicked. She’d never had so much as a hamster. For all she knew, he was dying of some horrible disease. Whipping out her phone while Tag hunched miserably, bowing to the porcelain god, she called medical and brought them in from the dugout.
By this time, Tag had started to feel better, but he gamely answered the medic’s questions.
“What did you eat?” the medic asked after checking his vitals.
“Four hot dogs, popcorn, and a soda.”
The medic gestured with his chin to Tag’s pockets. “And?”
Tag slid uneasy eyes to Sam but didn’t answer.
“What?” she asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”
Tag remained mute, and after exchanging a look with the medic, Sam hunkered down on her knees, level with Tag, who was still sitting on the floor next to the toilet. “Okay, let’s do this,” she said. “You tell me whatever it is that you’re not telling me, and I won’t get mad.”
“Promise?”
Oh, boy. “Promise.”
Tag pulled out a can of tobacco.
Sam gasped. “I told you that you couldn’t have any of that.”
“I took it from Santos.”
“Define took.”
He hesitated. “You promised not to get mad.”
She drew a deep breath and looked at the medic. “Is he going to be okay?”
“You’ll need to hydrate him.” The medic gave Tag a long look. “And he’ll need to lay off the chew until he’s legal.”
She gave Tag ginger ale to settle his stomach, and when he swore he was all better, they went back to the game.
Holly smiled at their return. “So maybe only two hot dogs next time?” she asked Tag.
“Yeah,” Tag said with a sigh.
At the top of the fifth inning, the Nationals third baseman popped a foul. Wade tossed off his mask, keeping his face up as he ran back and back . . .
He caught the ball and hit the fence at the same time, right at a fencing joint, which was a steel pole. At the impact, he crumpled to the ground.
By some miracle, the ball didn’t pop out of his glove but stayed tight in the mitt, and the Nationals player was out.
The crowd went crazy.
But Wade didn’t move.
Pace ran off the mound toward him. Gage always moved with easy, economical grace, no unnecessary movements, but even he jogged out of the dugout at the sight of Wade so utterly still. Sam was already on her feet, trying to get a better view.
“Is he okay?” Tag asked.
With Pace and the coaches hunkered over him, she couldn’t see.
“He’s not moving.” Tag tugged on her arm. “Do you see him moving?”
Sam’s gut was too tight to answer. Wade had tossed off his headgear to catch the ball, so when he’d hit the pole and then the ground at full force, he’d had no head protection at all.
Around her, the crowd had grown eerily quiet, anxiety and worry humming across the field. Holly quietly slipped her hand in Sam’s.
Just wriggle a damn toe, she thought, shielding her eyes from the piercing sun to watch what was happening down on the field. Just a single toe and then I’ll be able to take a breath—
“Maybe his brains are leaking out,” Tag said, looking serious and solemn and a little frightened. “Do you think his brains are leaking out?”
Sam drew a sharp breath but slipped her arm around him. “No, I do not.”
“Okay.” He was quiet for a single heartbeat. “Look, the same guy who helped me is helping him. It’s probably just broken bones. Maybe he can get one of those wheelchairs with the motor in it.”
“I’m also hoping no broken bones.” Move, she silently begged Wade. Get up . . .
Nothing.
And then finally she saw a foot kick out, and she nearly dropped to her seat in overwhelming relief. The people huddled around Wade moved back to give him some room. He sat up, nodded in response to whatever Gage was saying, and got slowly to his feet. To the relieved cheers of the crowd, he walked unaided, but he immediately left the dugout with three staff members.
Leaving Tag with Holly, Sam raced down to the clubhouse to see him, but security was blocking the medical room, letting no one through, not even her. The place was completely closed off until the end of the game.
Her thoughts were racing in tune to her heart. What if he wasn’t okay? Focus, Sam, focus . . . She needed to tell the press something—Jesus, screw the press, she thought. Why should she worry about the press when her heart was lying on the other side of that door? She whipped out her cell phone and called Gage, who told her to sit tight, he’d let her know Wade’s status ASAP.
Wade didn’t return to the game.
Gage didn’t call her. Her cell phone was going crazy with media outlets wanting the scoop. The Heat lost seven to six, and afterwards, Sam rushed Tag back to the clubhouse, hoping for at least a glimpse of Wade.
She didn’t get it.
Instead, she finally got her call from Gage, saying that she could report that Wade had been taken in for X-rays and more information would be forthcoming soon. After doing that, she stood in front of Wade’s locker and eyed his things. His street clothes were there, and the crumpled, dirty jersey that had been taken off him. She picked it up, clutched it to her chest, and felt her eyes burn.
Pace came up behind her and set a hand on her arm. “You hear anything?”
She blinked the tears back and took a deep breath. “Official word is he’s getting X-rays.”
Pace just looked at her.
“Unofficially? I’ve heard nothing.” She glanced down at her phone to make sure.
Pace reached into Wade’s locker and lifted Wade’s phone. “He didn’t grab his stuff.” He put the phone back down and scrubbed a hand over his face, which was lined with worry.
Her phone rang and she quickly answered. “Okay, possible slight concussion,” Gage said. “Bruised but not cracked ribs.”
She let out a low breath, disconnected, and repeated Gage’s words for Pace, who squeezed her shoulder and moved off to shower and change.
Sam laid Wade’s jersey on the bench, smoothed it out, running a finger over his number, imagining colliding with that fence at full speed and hitting the ground as hard as he had. A lump clogged her throat. When Wade’s cell phone vibrated, she jumped, then automatically leaned in to read the ID.
Dad.
That’s all the readout said, and she bit her lower lip, staring at it. What if his father watched every game? What if he’d been on the edge of his seat, missing his son, aching to be there in person, and he’d seen Wade get hurt? He was probably waiting tensely for news.
None of your business, Sam, she told herself. None. By your own doing, you and Wade aren’t a real thing. You’re just winging it.
And having the occasional mutual orgasm.
That was it. You do not answer his phone. He wouldn’t want you to.
But the phone kept humming and vibrating, and with a low exhale of breath, she grabbed it. “Hello?”
There was a pause, then the low, throaty laugh of a man who sounded as if he’d been smoking for two hundred years. “Well, well. Who’s the pretty lady answering my son’s phone?”
“Samantha McNead,” she said. “Publicist for the Heat.” And your son’s occasional booty call partner.
“I don’t suppose Wade would be around?”
“No, I’m sorry. He’s . . .” She didn’t want to alarm him, especially on the off chance he hadn’t seen the game. “Temporarily unavailable.”
Wade’s father laughed again, heartily. “Darlin’, that boy has been temporarily unavailable all his damn life. Can you get him a message for me? One that he’ll actually listen to?”
She sincerely doubted there was a soul on earth who could make Wade O’Riley listen if he didn’t want to. “I can get him a message,” she said carefully.
“Tell him I’m at the bus station. I made the trip, the least he can do is pick me up.”
“You’re in Santa Barbara?”
“That I am. Tell him to hurry, darlin’. It’s damn hot out here today.”
Sam looked across the clubhouse at Tag, who was sitting in a huge leather recliner, playing his Game Boy, quietly waiting for her. That he was quietly waiting for her at all had a whole lot to do with Wade, and the patience and understanding he’d shown Tag.
She owed Wade for that.
She took a deep breath. “Wade had a game today,” she said into the phone. “He’s . . . a little busy at the moment.”
“Yeah.” His father sighed. “He usually is.”
She pictured an older man, all alone, tired and hungry from his long trip, and her gut twisted. “No, he . . . there was a problem. He—”
“I know. He’s got things to do, places to go, people to meet. It’s okay. I’ll just . . . wait.”
“I’ll make sure you get a ride,” she said. “Just stay right where you are.” She didn’t want to leave the facilities now, not without seeing Wade if at all possible, but she knew that wasn’t going to happen for a while anyway. She looked around for someone that she could task with going to the bus station, but she couldn’t put that on anyone without invading Wade’s privacy even further. So in the end, she grabbed Tag and her things, and then she was driving through town toward the bus station.
Darlin’, that boy’s been temporarily unavailable all his damn life.
Gage called her again just as she arrived at the bus station. “He’s on the DL. Day-to-day status. Probably only going to be off a few days, but with the slight concussion and those banged-up ribs, we want to be careful.”
“Is slight the official word, or the real word?” she asked.
“Both.” Gage was as tough as they came, but his voice softened. “He’s really going to be fine, Sam. You know how it works. The disabled list just gives him a few days recovery, that’s all. I’ll call you when he’s released from the ER.”
The relief left her weak-kneed. “Does he need a ride?” she asked, even while knowing Wade wouldn’t need for anything. He was a big-ticket player, and the Heat took care of their own exceptionally well.
“I’ve got him,” Gage confirmed.
Sam parked at the bus station, and with Tag in hand, she crossed the street, eyeing the benches lined with people. The far right bench had only one man on it, and he stood as she stepped onto the curb. Tall, lanky, and lean, with a weathered face and a mop of gray wavy hair falling over his temple, he looked like a California surfer plus half a century. Contradicting his years, he wore a loud Hawaiian shirt over a set of cargo shorts and mirrored Ray-Bans, which he lifted to the top of his head, leveling a set of green eyes on her, and she knew.
John O’Riley.
“Hello,” she said, holding out her hand. “Samantha McNead.”
“Aren’t you the prettiest publicist I’ve ever seen.” He reached out to shake her hand but his hand was already occupied. He glanced at the brown sack in his fingers as if he’d forgotten the alcohol was there, then shrugged apologetically. “Liquid courage.”
Sam wondered how he’d pulled off traveling with an open container, but then her gaze shot up the street and she saw the liquor store.
John took a sip and staggered unsteadily on his feet. “Sorry. My feet aren’t what they used to be.”
Tag appeared fascinated. “Are you drunk?”
“Nope. Never.” John tipped his nose down at him. “Are you Wade’s?”
“No!” Sam grabbed Tag’s hand. “He’s my nephew, Tag.”
“Well, hello-ooo, Tag.” John tossed his “liquid courage” into a trash bin. “And good-bye, Jack Daniel’s. I’ll miss you.” He sighed dramatically. “That was my last drink. I’m ready for my ride to Wade now, though knowing him, he’s probably ordered you to try to dump me somewhere along the way.”
Sam didn’t have the heart to tell him that she hadn’t told Wade about the visit at all, or that she was stepping over all sorts of boundaries. She didn’t know how to explain it to herself, much less him. “Do you have a suitcase?”
“Bus people lost it. Bastards,” he said amicably.
“Bastards,” Tag repeated gleefully, rolling his lips inward when Sam gave him a look.
“Maybe we could make a quick stop, darlin’?” John asked Sam. “I need a few things.”
She had a hundred things to do. A thousand. The first and foremost being checking in on Wade. She needed to report to the news outlets, check on the schedule . . . But she’d started this, she had to finish it. She couldn’t ditch him now. “Okay,” she said. “A quick stop.”
“So how did Wade talk you into doing this for him?” John asked as they walked to the car. He tripped over the curb and nearly fell.
Sam quickly locked her arm in his. “I’m just doing him a favor.”
“Ah.” John nodded and patted her hand. For a quick beat, his easy smile faded, revealing the anxiety beneath. “Nice of you.”
“Everything’s going to be okay, Mr. O’Riley.”
“John. Call me John.” He looked into her eyes, his mouth curved. “And I bet you make a good publicist, don’t you?”
She decided not to comment on that. In her car, John fastened his seat belt and slid his sunglasses back on. “It’s bright in California.”
Sam checked Tag in the rearview mirror, making sure he had his seat belt on, then pulled out of the lot. “So what brings you to Santa Barbara?”
“My mule-headed son.” John looked out the window at the ocean on his right. “I need something from him, and though he doesn’t know it, he needs something from me, too.”
She didn’t want to argue with the man, but the truth was, Wade didn’t need much from anyone. “You mentioned a quick stop?”
“I need clothes. And cigarettes.”
“Tobacco makes you sick,” Tag said from the backseat in an I learned this the hard way tone.
John slid him a look. “You’re a quick one, aren’t you?”
“The quickest.”
Sam’s phone chirped. It was Gage again. “He’s been released and is sore as hell, but everything’s okay.”
She released a pent-up breath. “Is he home?”
“He will be, soon enough.”
Sam pulled into Walmart and looked at John. “Is this okay?”
“Sure.”
Sam rushed out of her door and ran around to help him before he stumbled again, but he seemed surer on his feet now. “It’s the damn shoes,” he murmured. “The laces get me every time.”
He was wearing slip-on athletic shoes. No laces. Sam locked arms with him. He leaned on her and grinned. “You’re sweet. Are you Wade’s?”
“That’s . . . complicated.”
He sighed mightily. “It always is.”
“Tag,” Sam said. “Grab my purse?”
Tag handed it over and they all went inside Walmart, stopping at the McDonald’s first to get John a large coffee to help the sobering up process along.
Then John settled into one of those motorized scooters and took off with a wave toward menswear. Tag hopped into another motorized scooter and would have followed except that Sam blocked his path.
“Aw, man,” Tag said.
She occupied him by taking him to the electronics aisle, where she called Wade’s house to no avail as Tag picked out a light saber that made the most god-awful, obnoxious sounds on earth.
“Stand back, Earthling,” Tag demanded and playfully jousted Samantha in the gut.
“Ow.”
“You’re supposed to fall to the floor in agony and die a slow, painful death,” he said with some disappointment.
“Maybe later,” Sam said. “Let’s go find John.”
With a sigh, he hit a button and the neon green “laser” telescoped in on itself, collapsing.
“Cleanup on aisle eight,” said an annoyed voice over the loud speaker.
With a very bad feeling, Sam craned her neck and took in the sign over aisle eight. Wine and Beverages.
Crap. “Come on,” she said, bum-rushing Tag over there, where she found three employees mopping the floor and a case of Jack Daniel’s shattered at their feet.
“What happened?” she asked them.
One of the employees wielding a mop shook his head. “No one saw anything.”
Sam dragged Tag up and down the aisles, looking for John. They found him at the checkout. He smiled broadly at them as he unloaded his things onto the conveyor belt. Socks, underwear, another pair of cargo shorts, another brightly colored Hawaiian shirt, and a basketball.
And two bottles of Jack.
“I thought you quit,” she said.
“I did. These are in case it doesn’t stick.”
Sam nearly rolled her eyes, thinking of course it wasn’t going to stick if he had his crutch readily available, but she bit her tongue. She couldn’t comprehend an addiction of this caliber . . . and it wasn’t really her place to get involved. A thought that almost made her laugh out loud. She was already way more involved than she should be.
Back in her car, she tried Wade’s house again, still no answer. She called Pace, and confessed what she’d done just in case someone had to locate her body.
“Problem?” John asked when she’d hung up.
“No. No problem.” Pace had assured her he’d have done the same thing. Didn’t make her feel any better about blind-siding Wade with his father, even though it’d been entirely accidental.
“Darlin’.”
She met John’s gaze, his eyes surprisingly sober now. “He has no idea I’m here, does he?” he asked.
She grimaced. “Not exactly.”
“Then what, exactly?”
“There was a game today.”
“There’s always a game.”
“Yeah, but today Wade body-slammed into a fence,” Tag said. “He caught the ball though. It was pretty sweet.”
John looked at Tag, then back to Sam. “Is he hurt?”
“Slight concussion and bruised ribs,” Sam said.
“Take me to him.”
She understood the sentiment. She just wasn’t sure Wade was going to appreciate it.





Chapter 23
Sports do not build character. They reveal it.
—Heywood Hale Broun



Once Wade was released from the hospital, Gage drove him back to the Heat’s facilities. Wade moved slowly and carefully into the clubhouse, greeted by his agent and trainers. He heard Gage give a quick statement to the press, and wondered why Sam hadn’t done it. He told himself it didn’t matter that she hadn’t waited to see if he was okay.
Didn’t matter at all.
She had Tag to worry about, and . . . and hell, he’d been alone for most of his life, he didn’t need anyone to hold his hand just because he hurt like a mother. At his locker, he picked up his things including his phone and noticed the twelve missed calls.
“Hey.”
Wade very carefully turned around, wincing at the movement in both his ribs and head, and found Pace sitting in one of the leather chairs, sprawled out comfortably. But after four years of being together, Wade knew that the lazy pose was deceptive. “Hey yourself.”
“Word is you’re going to live.”
“Apparently so.”
Pace pushed to his feet and came closer, looking him over carefully.
“I’m not circling the drain,” Wade said. “At least not yet.”
“Well, that’s a relief. Come on, I’ll take you home.”
“Gage has a car out front for me.”
“I have a car, too.” Pace grabbed Wade’s duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder, adding it to his own bag. He opened the front doors of the facility for Wade and waited for him to go out first.
“You know something I don’t?” Wade asked him, bemused.
Pace tossed their two bags in the back of his car. “You scared the shit out of me.”
“Aw, that’s sweet.”
Pace didn’t look amused. “I don’t want to pitch to anyone but you, Wade.”
“Is this going to end in a marriage proposal, cuz I’m not sure Holly—”
“God, you are such a dick.”
“Don’t be mad. I love you, too.”
“Laugh all you want,” Pace said. “But I need you to remember exactly how much you love me when you feel the need to kill someone later tonight. I want you to also remember that if you’re in jail, I can’t pitch to you.”
Wade’s smirk faded. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Pace didn’t answer as he drove them out of the parking lot and hit the highway. Night had fallen. The moon was sitting on the horizon, a few inches above the Pacific Ocean, casting a blue glow over the rugged mountain bluffs.
“You going to tell me what’s going on?” Wade asked.
“You access any of your messages yet?”
“No.”
“Your father’s in town.”
Wade shook his head. “No, he’s not. He’s still in Oregon.”
“He bailed.” Pace pulled up to Wade’s house. “And here’s the biggie—he’s here. As in inside.”
Wade stared at the car in his driveway.
Sam’s.
The sight of her car gave him a rush, but his brain was feeling a little sluggish from the hit it’d taken earlier. Pain from that, mixed in with the news from Pace, suddenly blossomed into a full-fledged migraine. He opened Pace’s passenger door and started to get out but Pace snagged the back of his shirt. “Remember what I said. Remember I’ll only pitch to you, and that if you do anything stupid, I can’t do that. Plus you don’t want to go to jail. You’d hate being Bubba’s bitch.”
“Bubba?”
“Probably he’s three-hundred-fifty pounds and would expect you to squeal. I mean you’re not really my type, but he might think you’re pretty.”
Wade just looked at him. “You need help,” he finally said.
Pace turned off the car and started to walk Wade to the door. Wade blocked his way. “Go home to Holly, Pace.”
“You shouldn’t be alone.”
“I’m getting the feeling I’m not going to be alone. Go home,” he repeated. “I’ll deal with whatever’s waiting for me.”
Pace stopped and sighed. “Call me if you need me.”
“Yeah.” Bells were going off in Wade’s head. Hard to tell if it was his concussion, or just a general sense that his life was about to go straight into the toilet.
He was betting the latter.


Sam was sitting on Wade’s couch holding her breath when his front door opened.
He walked in wearing a T-shirt and washed-out Levi’s. Hands on hips, he looked at the group in his living room. His gaze touched first on Sam and Tag, softening on both of them before locking in on his father.
The softness vanished and the air crackled with tension as he turned and tossed his bag aside with slightly more violence than necessary.
“Hello, son.” This from John. “How are you?”
Wade just looked at him.
“I guess you’re surprised to see me, huh? Samantha was kind enough to give me a ride.”
Wade sent Sam a look that made her squirm before turning to Tag. “Hey, man,” he said.
“Hey. Your head okay?”
“I’ll live.”
Tag waited a beat. “You going to start drooling or anything? Cuz that’s what happens sometimes with head injuries.”
“This is more of a brain problem,” Wade said, and looked right at Sam. “It’s on overload and might explode.”
She winced.
And John sighed. “Always was dramatic,” he said to Sam.
Tag looked back and forth between father and son. “So . . . you guys in a fight or something?”
“No,” John said.
“Yes,” Wade said at the same time.
Tag was playing with the basketball that John had gotten from Walmart, trying to twirl it on his fingers as John had taught him. The guy might be a drunk but he was incredibly athletic. Not a surprise really, considering Wade’s abilities.
Wade watched Tag fumble with the ball a moment, then slid a look at his father. “Your doing, I assume.”
John nodded. “It’s just not quite as impressive to twirl a baseball, sorry.”
Wade just shook his head. “Tag?”
“Yeah?”
“I got a bunch of new equipment delivered. Bats, gloves, athletic shoes. Want to look through it?”
Tag dropped the basketball. “Yeah!”
“Second room on the left at the top of the stairs.”
“You rock!” Faster than lightning, Tag was gone.
Sam watched Wade walk into his open kitchen. He pulled open the refrigerator door and grabbed a beer. He wasn’t moving with his usual, smooth easy stride. She knew he had to ache like hell, and when he put a hand to his ribs, she ached right along with him. She stood up, thinking he needed to be in bed, preferably with an ice pack for his ribs, since he hadn’t been given pain killers because of his slight concussion. “Are you really okay?” she murmured.
“Fan-fucking-tastic.”
“Wade—”
“Really?” John asked from the couch as Tag came back down the stairs carrying a new bat and glove. “No hello, Dad, great to see you? Not even a fuck you?”
Tag’s eyes got big at the forbidden F-word, and he opened his mouth to repeat it but Wade pointed at him, then twisted off the top of his beer and tossed it over his shoulder into the sink. “Watch your language in front of the kid,” he said to his father.
Sam moved closer to Wade and put her hand over his on the beer. “Wade, I think alcohol’s a bad idea.”
“Why, because I’m forty percent more likely to be an alcoholic since my father’s one? Well, guess what, Princess? My mother was a drunk, too, so I believe that gives me an eighty-percent chance.” He gestured with his beer. “Bottoms up.”
Sam’s heart constricted at the pain in his voice, the one that matched the pain in his eyes, and she realized there was a whole hell of a lot more going on between father and son here than she could understand. “I only meant it’s a bad idea because of your concussion,” she said quietly.
Obviously not caring, he tipped the bottle up to his lips, then lowered it before taking a sip with a softly uttered, “Goddammit.” He set the bottle on the counter with more force than necessary and drew a deep breath.
“Actually,” John said. “Your mother always was more of a social drinker than an alcoholic.”
Wade narrowed his eyes but didn’t speak. He didn’t have to, his eyes spoke volumes.
John patted his hands down his body as if looking for something. Like a flask.
No one spoke.
“Maybe I’d better go,” Sam said.
Wade turned to her for the first time, his eyes dark and dilated. “I’d like to talk to you first.”
She just bet he did. “Oh. Well, it’s late, and—”
He wrapped his fingers around her arm, his grip inexorable. “Now.”
“Yeah.” She nodded. “Okay.”
He pulled her out into the hall and pressed her back against the wall. His mouth was tight, his body even more so as he held her arms. “How?” he asked in a low, controlled voice. “Why?”
“He called your cell phone.”
“Yeah? So? He always calls my cell phone.”
Their gazes locked for a long moment while she considered how to reply.
“You answered it,” he said.
“It said Dadon the ID, and you’d just been hurt,” she said in her defense.
He blew out a breath. “I’m doubting he knew that.”
She didn’t tell him that was the truth. “I saw his name and I thought . . . I don’t know. I guess I thought family is family, and—”
“Hell, Sam. You should know better than anyone that blood ties don’t necessarily make a family.”
She stared up at him, knowing he was right, so damn right. “He said he needed a ride,” she whispered. “And I pictured a helpless old man—”
“That man is the opposite of helpless.”
“Well, I’m beginning to see that now.” She winced. “And he thinks he’s staying with you.”
He leaned into her, and over her shoulder thunked his head to the wall, which had to hurt.
“I realize he arrived without your knowledge or permission,” she said softly. “And I’m sorry if you’re upset that I gave him a ride from the bus station, but he would have found one here with or without me.”
“Don’t be so sure. There are plenty of bars between the bus depot and here.”
She’d seen Wade in tense situations before. After a bad loss. Before a big game. Having a disagreement with Gage. When Pace had needed surgery in the middle of last season.
But never once had she seen him be anything but cool and calm and unflappable about all of it.
He wasn’t close to any of those things now, and it was an entirely new side to him. “You’re furious with me because I invaded your privacy. I’m sorry, Wade.”
Still leaning on her, his head against the wall, he craned his neck and met her gaze, his brimming with hostility, and even worse, a vulnerability she knew he hated. It was that, more than anything else, that put her heart in her throat. “I screwed up, and I am sorry. But you can’t just ignore him.”
“Why not? He spent the first eighteen years of my life ignoring me.”
“Was it always just you and him?”
“No, it was him and his booze. I wasn’t really much of a factor. I’ve asked him for years to quit, he was never interested. Now he gets a health scare and is staring his mortality in the face, and suddenly he’s all about quitting. He has it in his head that he needs me in order to do it. He needs a relationship before it’s too late.”
Sympathy filled her, but the look on his face dared her to show a single ounce of pity or he’d toss her out the same way he intended to toss out his father. The way he’d challenged her not to toss out Tag. “He did mention the senior center was for the elderly,” she said. “Which apparently he doesn’t consider himself. I’m not sure I understand a lot about addiction, but I do know that just asking someone to quit is rarely enough motivation. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to. Or that he doesn’t love you.”
He stared at her for a long beat, but whether he was soaking that all in or planning her death, she didn’t know. “He’s timeless, you know,” he finally said. “Probably even immortal due to the fact that he’s spent so many years carefully and purposely pickling himself, preserving his parts for the next millennium.” He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his jaw, which had two days of stubble on it. But it didn’t escape her notice that he was still leaning on her, holding her against the wall, as if he were too tired to hold himself up on his own.
“Maybe if you help him out,” she murmured. “He’ll do this. Really quit.”
He let out a harsh laugh. “I’ve heard it a thousand times, Princess.”
He looked exhausted, his eyes lined with pain, so she was well aware that she was risking her neck by wrapping her arms around him. “You have nothing to feel ashamed of, Wade.”
“I’m not ashamed. I’m pissed off. Did you search him for alcohol?”
At the flicker of guilt she couldn’t hold back, he ground his back teeth together. “What?”
“We stopped at the store.”
“Jesus. Don’t tell me you bought him some.”
“By accident!”
Once again he thunked his head on the wall just over her shoulder.
She slid a hand up between his forehead and the wall. “You’re going to hurt yourself even more.”
“Not possible.”
“Look, I threw the alcohol out, okay? I’m sorry but your dad can be a little slippery.”
He let out a short laugh, his tone saying it wasn’t actually funny, and left his forehead against her hand, rubbing his head back and forth against her palm.
“Wade.” She ran her other hand up his back, aching for him again. Still. She let her fingers brush over his temple as she gently tipped his head up to look at him. “I’m so sorry.”
He caught her wrist so that she couldn’t keep touching him, in spite of the fact that he still had her pinned to the wall with his entire lower body. “Don’t.”
She had no idea what the gruffly uttered word meant. Don’t talk? Don’t care? Far too late for that. His body’s heat radiated through her. She stirred a little, curling into him, careful with his ribs, wanting only to soothe, to offer him some gentleness. “Let me check him into a hotel somewhere nearby, and I’ll come back to take care of you.”
His eyes were dark. “What did you have in mind?”
“You in bed.”
“I like it so far. Keep going.”
“You in bed, asleep,” she corrected.
He sighed.
She stared up into his face, deeply tanned from the long hours out in the sun, though not enough to hide those shadows beneath his eyes or the pain tightening his mouth. His eyes were dilated, but she suspected that was still temper, and yet when she snuggled into him, she could feel his body stirring with a different sort of tension altogether.
He was hard. “You have a concussion,” she marveled. “Bruised ribs. You have to hurt like hell, not to mention you’re mad at me. How can you even think about sex?”
“God-given talent.” He slid a hand down her back and cupped her ass.
And now it was her body stirring. Hell, who was she kidding? Her body was addicted to his. She’d reacted to him the minute he’d walked in the door. “Wade.”
His mouth brushed her neck. And then her jaw . . . He made his slow, purposeful way to her mouth and as she made a low sound of helpless arousal, he wrapped his arms tight around her and kissed her with a lot of tongue and temper and desperation.
“We have to deal with your dad,” she murmured.
With another rough breath, he let her go and turned away, temper winning. “Don’t worry about the hotel. Just get Tag out of here before my dad teaches him any more bad tricks. The rest is my problem, not yours.”


Sam hated doing as Wade asked, but short of forcing herself on him, she had little choice. So she took Tag home, tucked him into bed, and then herself. Lying there staring at the ceiling, she thought about Wade’s father, and then hers, who’d never so much as checked on her and Tag. She chewed on that for a while, his utter lack of support with the Jeremy thing, the complete non-help he’d given her with Tag, and she knew they had to talk. She was finally over being a part of the McNead empire. There in the dark, she nodded at her decision. It was a good one. And for the first time since Wade had hit the post, she relaxed.
First thing the next morning, she was back at Wade’s, knocking with determination on his door.
No one answered.
She looked back at her car. Tag was bouncing on the front seat eating an Egg McMuffin. Breakfast of champions. She reassured herself that she wasn’t a bad pseudo-parent, that this was only the second day this week that she’d fed him fast food.
Okay, third.
But she was going to work on that. Really, she was.
Unfortunately she had a crazy schedule today. She had a Heat team meeting to get to in one hour, then she’d take Tag to the tutor’s and herself back to work, where she had to oversee an ET photo shoot, finish organizing the upcoming charity dinner, and arrange for several etiquette workshops for the bull pen players per Gage’s order. She had a conference call scheduled with her father as well, at her own request. He wasn’t going to like their conversation, as she was going to tell him she didn’t plan on renewing her contract for next season.
This McNead was going off on her own, thank you very much.
She knocked on Wade’s door again.
Still no answer. She pulled out her cell phone and called Wade’s. After two rings, the shade on the window next to the front door opened.
Wade stood on the other side of the glass. He wore gray sweatpants low on his hips, a wrap around his ribs, and nothing else. His hair was wet from a recent shower and messily falling over his forehead. His eyes were shadowed, and so was the jaw he hadn’t shaved.
He had his cell phone in his hand at his side, attitude blaring from every pore of his mouth-watering body.
She met his gaze and waited expectantly with her phone to her ear.
With a slow shake of his head, like maybe she was an unfathomable pain in his ass, he opened his phone and put it to his ear.
“Hi,” she said.
He just lifted a brow.
She wished she could do that, convey so much with one look. It sure would save a lot of time, something she was extremely short of at the moment. “I brought you and your dad breakfast.” She hoisted the bag to show him. “Not your beloved fries because it’s too early, but I hear that their Egg McMuffins clog arteries just as effectively.”
He didn’t smile. “How do you know my dad’s still here?”
Ah, he speaks. “Because you wouldn’t have kicked him out. Even though I’m sure you gave it more than a passing thought,” she added politely.
He sighed and shoved his fingers in his hair. “I’m not opening this door to you. One houseguest is my limit at this time.”
Ouch. But she’d figured he’d still be mad at her for interfering, even if she’d done so with only his best interests in mind. Telling herself she’d worry about the consequences later, she took another glance at Tag—still behaving—and opened the front door herself.
“I should have locked that,” he said, slipping his phone into his sweatpants pocket.
She handed him a coffee.
“Bribery won’t work.”
She was betting otherwise. “Drink up.”
He blew out a breath and did as she asked. She waited, and he drank some more, and they shared breathing space for a few minutes.
“Okay,” he finally admitted. “So I needed caffeine.”
She arched an agreeing brow and handed over the food.
He set the coffee down on the window ledge and opened the bag. Grabbing an Egg McMuffin, he sank his teeth into it.
She waited.
After another moment, he nodded.
“Feeling human again then?” she asked, keeping her smile to herself.
“I’ve got a start on it anyway.”
“Good.” Going up on her tiptoes, she brushed her lips over his. His eyes revealed their surprise. She rarely made the first move, instead letting him be the aggressor, sexual or otherwise. The realization startled her, and made her want to touch him more. She took a peek at Tag. His head was down. He was playing his Game Boy. “How are you feeling?” she murmured to Wade, setting a hand to his chest.
He looked down at her hand. “What did you have in mind?”
“Not the same thing you do.”
He let out a breath. “I’m good enough to play today.”
“You’re on the DL.”
“I’m good.” His eyes darkened and he wrapped his fingers around her wrist. “Keep touching me like that and I’ll show you how good.”
“Your dad—”
“Sleeping off a hangover, no doubt.”
“Nope. I gave that stuff up, remember?” John stepped in the foyer. He was dressed in yet another eye-popping Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts, a newspaper tucked beneath his arm, looking chipper but a little edgy. The lack of alcohol was definitely getting to him. “Hello, kids.”
Sam smiled and handed him a coffee.
“Thanks, darlin’.” John eyed his son. “I meant what I said, Wade. I’m here to quit.”
“And I meant what I said,” Wade told him. “I catch you with an ounce of alcohol, even cough syrup, and this little Brady Bunch experiment is over.”
John nodded. “I’ll be in the other room. Don’t want to cramp anyone’s style.”
“You’re cramping my life,” Wade said.
John’s mouth curved. “At least you admit I’m in your life.”
He was gone before Wade would comment on that but Sam heard the low, inaudible growl deep in his throat and gently pushed on his chest to hold him in place. “I see it’s going well.”
“Don’t worry,” Wade said, looking down at her. “I’m not going to kill him. Yet.”
“Wade.”
He closed his eyes. “Is this where you lecture me on being nice?”
“This isn’t my job. I’m not going to lecture you on anything. I just wanted to say—”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“But—”
“Ever.”
She studied his dark eyes, the muscle ticking in his jaw. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Really?” he asked. “Because I seem to remember a situation in reverse, only a few weeks back, when Tag got delivered to you. You didn’t want to talk about it. And you sure as hell didn’t want help from me either.”
True enough. “But I wasn’t being stubborn and obstinate.”
He laughed and pressed his fingers to his eyes.
“Okay, maybe I was a little.”
“Yeah. Thanks for breakfast.”
“But good-bye,” she guessed. “Right?”
“Unless you’re packing some TLC.”
“Is that code for sex?”
He gave her a look that singed her eyebrows.
“Yeah,” she said shakily. “It is.”
He set down the bag and pressed her back against the foyer wall and kissed her. It wasn’t soft and gentle. It was all heat and tongue and aggravation.
And all of her bones melted.
“Ah, jeez,” came Tag’s voice. “Again?”
Sam nearly leapt out of her skin as she jerked back from Wade. Tag had gotten out of the car and stood there slurping from his orange juice, studying them critically.
Into the silence, Pace drove up the driveway. He got out of his classic Mustang with a bag of McDonald’s and eyed Tag’s Mickey D’s. “I’m too late.”
“Pace!” Tag said with great pleasure, and took in Pace’s warm-up sweats. “You going to practice?”
“Yep. Soon as I check on Wade here.”
“They’re kissing.”
“Are they?” Pace asked mildly, his eyes reflecting his amusement.
“Yeah. Can I ride in your car?”
“I’ll take you to practice with me, sure. If it’s okay with your Aunt Sam.”
Tag whirled on Sam. “Yeah?”
A cab pulled up and honked.
Everyone looked at each other. What now?
“That’s for me.” John nudged his way past the four in the doorway, smiled at Tag, and headed down the walk.
“Where are you going?” Wade asked him.
“Progress that you even asked. I’m off to my first AA meeting.”
“You’ve been to AA a hundred times. A thousand.”
“Maybe a thousand and one is the charm.”
Wade frowned as his father waved over his shoulder and got into the cab, which drove off. He looked at Sam, his gaze inscrutable though she was pretty sure it still had retribution in it. Oh, boy. “Time to go, Tag,” she said.
“I want to go watch Pace practice. Please?”
Pace tossed Tag his keys. “Wait for me in the car. Just don’t take it for a spin without me.”
“Next time?”
“When you’re sixteen, we’ll talk. Go.” Pace looked at Sam and Wade. “You two going to play nice?”
“I always play nice,” Sam said.
Wade let out a barely there snort.
Pace grinned. “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He nudged Sam. “Don’t worry about the kid. You know where we’ll be.”
And then it was just her.
And Wade.
Who stood there bare-chested in just those sweatpants, that edible body tense and unhappy. “I feel like this is my fault,” she said.
He softened with a low sigh. “It’s not. Okay, it is . . . but it’s not.”
“You’re hurting.”
“Yeah. Want to kiss it better?” He ran a finger over her collarbone, then along the edges of the deep V-neck of her dress.
Her breath caught.
He closed his eyes as his finger slid beneath the material. A muscle jumped in his jaw, then he opened his eyes again and stepped back. “You should probably go to your meeting.”
That had been her plan but now she wanted to stay and have him keep touching her. “Not for forty-five minutes.”
“Sam,” he said warningly. “I’m pissed off and really want to stay that way.”
“Pissed off isn’t productive to healing.”
Again, he ran a finger over her neckline. “What are you wearing beneath the dress?”
Empathy and lust warred within her, along with a genuine, bone-deep affection that shouldn’t have surprised her but did. She already knew she liked him, more than she’d meant to, more than she’d ever wanted to. Her dress was just another wrap dress, professional and relatively modest, and not at all overtly sexy in any way. Except that when Wade looked at her like that, with frustration and heat, with those green eyes at half mast, she felt sexy as hell. “Maybe you should find out yourself.”
As agile-minded as he was able-bodied, he reached around her to hit the lock on his front door. “Best idea I’ve heard all morning.”





Chapter 24
The best way to catch a knuckleball is to wait until the ball stops rolling and then pick it up.
—Bob Uecker



Wade pulled Sam in, his eyes quietly and powerfully intense, all the more so because she knew what it meant. He wore that look when he was on the baseball diamond and going for the win.
And he wore it when he was making love to her.
And did he make love. He was good at it, so damn good.
“I dreamed you started your own PR firm and left us,” he murmured, pressing his mouth to her jaw.
She choked out a startled laugh even as she tilted her head to give him better access. “I’m thinking about it.”
He lifted his head and stared at her, then nodded solemnly. “Yeah, you should. You’d be great.”
“So in this dream,” she said. “I was gone. Did you miss me?”
His hand splayed over her hip, playing with the tie on her dress. “More than I can say.”
“Aw.”
“Fucking pathetic.” He pulled the tie until it gave.
“You’re still hurting,” she murmured, pressing a hand between her breasts, holding the dress together. “Probably you shouldn’t be doing anything . . . strenuous.”
He took her hands in his, spreading them out at her sides so that her dress loosened and unraveled, then slipped to her elbows, aided by his hands. He pushed her backwards until she bumped up against something.
The table behind the sofa in the living room.
On it sat a bowl with keys, a stack of mail, and Wade’s wallet. Clearly the dumping grounds for his pockets when he walked into the door at night. With one sweep of his hand, the entire contents were knocked to the floor.
She gasped. “But your ribs—”
“I’ll tell you when I need help.”
“Your head—”
“Is fucked up,” he granted. “But mostly just on the inside.” He urged her up on the table, then stepped in between her legs, bringing himself up snug to her body.
With her dress hanging off her elbows, she could feel the soft cotton of his sweatpants on her inner thighs, the contrasting heat of his bare, hard abs against her softer body.
Then he kissed her. And Lord, the man could kiss. He slid his tongue to hers and kissed her until she was nothing but a puddle of pulsing need. She tried to go for his sweats but found her arms caught in her dress. “Wade.”
He dipped his head to take in the sight of her sitting there, arms held at her sides, legs spread wide around his hips, wearing only a plain white cotton bra and matching bikini panties with a single tiny pink rose in the middle of the elastic edging. He ran a finger over that rose, then straight down between her legs, and heat shot through her body like lightning, centering on that fingertip.
“Pretty,” he said, and unhooked her bra. He pushed it and her dress off her arms, sending both to the floor. Dipping his head, he kissed her neck, making his way over her collarbone to her breast.
Her nipple.
Her belly . . .
He dropped to his knees, running his hands up from her feet to her inner thighs.
She gripped the table on either side of her for all she was worth. “Wade—”
His fingers hooked in the sides of her panties, then kissed her hip, his mouth lingering. “I’m going to put my mouth on you, Sam. I’m going to lick you until you come.”
There was something about being naked and literally spread out for him, something about him being so fully in charge of the situation. She shouldn’t like it. She really shouldn’t. She was sure of it.
A single tug and her panties were gone, which left her in nothing but her heels. Nothing between her and his hot gaze, which had a front-row view of exactly how much she liked what he was doing. She held her breath as he let out a low, rough breath of his own, one filled with heat and hunger.
And then he leaned in and put his mouth on her.
She’d had lovers, some of them even very good. But still it tended to take her awhile to climax. It was because she had a hard time turning her mind off and completely letting go. And if it took too long, she’d been known to give up, even worse, been given up on.
She never had that problem with Wade. After the elevator episode, where she’d gone off for him in under five minutes, she’d attributed it to the alcohol, to the hotness factor that was Wade himself.
She hadn’t yet worked up a reason for the wedding bathroom incident.
Or the backseat of her car.
Or today. Because after only about two minutes of having his mouth on her, that clever, oh-so-talented, greedy mouth, her toes were already curling.
“Good?” he murmured against her skin, then did something amazing with his tongue.
She cried out and arched up, unable to stop herself. “Better than my showerhead.”
Letting out a soft huff of laughter, he slid his hands beneath her ass to pull her a little closer. “Nice to know.”
“Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
He didn’t. Not even when she cried out his name and shattered.


Wade shifted his mouth to Sam’s inner thigh as her shudders finally slowed. He loved her like this, all hot and bothered and breathing like crazy. “You okay?” he murmured against her soft, delicious skin, kissing her because he couldn’t seem to stop.
Her fingers loosened their death-grip on his hair. “No. I’m blind.”
He tilted up his head and felt a smile curve his mouth. “Your eyes are closed.”
“Oh. Right.” She opened them slowly, leveling the dreamy, dazed orbs on his, which cracked his heart wide open.
It was a shocking feeling, a new feeling, and he found himself just staring up at her, a bit stunned. He went to stand and felt a stab in his ribs, and shocked at the pain, sat back on his heels instead.
Sam hopped off the table and in just her heels, crouched at his side, her hand on his abs. “Your head or your ribs?”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re gray.”
He let out a careful breath. “It’s nothing. Christ, you should see how gorgeous you look right now in only those heels.”
“You are such a guy.” She helped him to his feet. “Come to the couch. Sit a sec.”
He allowed her to draw him around to the couch, and then held on to her hand when she would have moved off.
“I was going to get you Advil from my purse.” Her questioning eyes ran down his body, snagging on the tented front of his sweats.
“Advil isn’t going to help my condition,” he said.
“What will?”
“Looking at you.”
She let him tug her closer so that one knee hit the couch next to his thigh. Surprising him, she used her own momentum to lift the other leg over and straddled him.
His eyes met hers as his hands went to her hips. “I’m already feeling a little bit better,” he said.
“I think I can improve on that.” She tugged his sweats down enough to wrap her hand around him and stroked. “How’s this?”
He rocked helplessly up into her fingers, and pain speared through his ribs. He went very still and carefully didn’t breathe. He didn’t dare.
“Wade? Dammit—” She tried to lift herself off of him but he dug his fingers into her hips.
“No, don’t,” he grated out. “I just—I can’t move like I want to,” he admitted hoarsely.
“Then let me.” She lifted up, guiding him to her, slowly, holding his gaze as she sank down on him. “Okay?” she whispered, eyes locked on his.
He could barely speak as she held him inside her body. “Yeah.” He stared up at her, taking in her hair, long ago rioted from his fingers. She was still flushed, and she had a red mark on her jaw where he’d gotten her with his stubble. She looked like she’d been claimed, he thought.
As his.
And then she began to move, and as was usual when he was with her like this, he couldn’t think at all.


“So,” she murmured some time later. “Still mad at me?”
Cradling the warm, sated, naked woman in his arms, Wade stirred. His face was plastered against her sweet-smelling neck, her hair drifting in his eyes, a strand of it sticking to his unshaven jaw. He’d just had an orgasm that had rocked his world. In truth, he couldn’t have summoned mad to save his life. “Let’s go to my bed.”
“I have a meeting,” she said.
“Be late.”
“Gage hates late.”
“Not if there’s a good reason.”
She smiled. “According to Gage, the only acceptable reason to be late is death.”
“Or sex.”
She laughed, the woman he’d only meant to play with, the woman who instead had become the only steady hold on reality that he had. “I’m pretty sure the only sex Gage would consider as an excuse would be his.” She rose off him and began to gather her clothes.
Watching a woman dress was usually fascinating for Wade, and one of his favorite pastimes. Well, actually, watching a woman undress was his favorite pastime.
But dressing was fun, too.
But now, all he could feel was the dull thump of his heart as he watched her pull on her panties and turn around, looking for her bra.
He scooped it off the coffee table and handed it to her, not letting go when she tugged. “It’s not the meeting,” he said.
“Of course it’s the meeting.” She yanked hard and he let go of the bra.
“It’s the bed,” he said. “I said bed and you got all flustered.”
She covered her gorgeous breasts with her bra and hooked herself in without answering.
“Yeah,” he said grimly, some of his after-sex glow fading. “The thought of my bed scares you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“What then? Tell me.”
She grabbed her dress off the floor. “Why would a bed scare me?”
“I don’t know, we’ve never done it in a bed. Maybe a bed represents something other than sex. Maybe a bed says we mean more to each other than just a quickie on a couch.”
“Or in a backseat,” she said.
“Yeah, or an elevator.” He held her gaze. “Or a bathroom.”
“Wade.” She covered her eyes and breathed in deeply. “Do we have to do this now?”
Quiet, a little unnerved at the urge he had to try harder to coax her into staying, he watched her nip and tuck herself together, then twist her hair up.
And voila.
In less than three seconds she went from sweet, warm, tousled Sam to all-business Sam.
Frightening how good she was at that.
She moved past him to the door, and he barely caught her hand.
She looked down at their entwined fingers instead of meeting his gaze, and suddenly he was forced to face an unsettling fact.
For the first time in his life, he wasn’t trying to figure a way to get rid of a woman he’d just slept with. He wasn’t running for the door. He wasn’t working up an excuse or a pretty lie about why he had to go. Because he didn’t want to get rid of her. He wanted more.
He honestly hadn’t seen that one coming.
“I have to go,” she whispered.
“Yeah.” He waited until she met his gaze, her own unusually bright. “I see that.” Still a little bowled over by his own thoughts, he dropped his hand from hers, watching as she stepped to the door.
“It’s not what you think,” she said, her back to him.
He’d never pushed for more with a woman, ever. It made him feel a little bit like he was standing balls-out-naked. Oh, wait. He was balls-out-naked. “What do I think, Sam?”
“That I don’t want to be with you. I do.” She paused, then turned to face him. “I do. But I know your terms, Wade. Light and fun and easy. Only sometimes something inside me forgets, and I have to back off to regroup.”
At her words, his chest ached. “Sam.”
“I just need to regroup,” she repeated softly. “That’s all. I’ll see you later.”
And with that, she was gone.


Sam ran into the meeting with one minute to spare. Gage looked up, then frowned. “You’re almost late and you’re . . . smiling. What’s up?”
She’d noticed the smile in the rearview mirror on the way over here. Even with the seriousness of the conversation she’d had with Wade after the whole couch-sex thing, she couldn’t get rid of it. Damn multiple orgasms. “Nothing.”
He looked her over very carefully, then let out a low breath. “I could use a nothingsmile like that.”
Sam survived the meeting, and then the phone call with her father as she informed him of her intention not to resign her contract when the season was over, that she’d instead be starting up her own PR firm. She’d sounded cool and collected as she told him that she hoped he would hire her an as independent contractor to continue to run the Heat’s PR needs, but that she’d have other clients as well, and would no longer be a McNead employee.
He’d argued. He was unhappy with her decision, and claimed that she was letting the family down, but she thought the truth of it was that he didn’t want her out from beneath his thumb.
But for her it was as good as done. Maybe she couldn’t choose her family, but she sure as hell could choose her own path.
And when she hung up, she was still smiling. Seems sex really did a body good.
She was still smiling that night over macaroni and cheese with Tag. But when she got up the next morning, the smile was finally gone. She lay in bed and thought about getting herself over to Wade’s for another twelve-hour smile, but she couldn’t come up with an excuse so she called him. “How are you?”
“Define okay,” he said, his sleepy morning voice rough and sexy enough to make her nipples hard.
“Not a murder suspect would be good.”
He blew out a breath. “Then I’m okay. At least for now. But don’t worry, I’ve seen a lot of movies. I think I can get away with it without getting arrested.”
“What’s he doing?”
“Breathing.”
“Is he drinking?”
“Oddly, no. At least not that I’ve caught him at. But he’s eating me out of house and home, and he won’t stop talking.”
“Are you feeling better?” she asked. “Your head? Your ribs?”
“I can’t feel anything but my blood pressure rising. Can your blood actually boil? I think mine’s boiling.”
“You need to watch a movie,” she suggested. “Or eat some brownies. Relax.”
“I’ve got a better way to relax.”
She actually felt herself go damp. “Sex isn’t the answer.”
“Sam, sex is always the answer. Come over.”
“By the time I got there, we’d only have five minutes.”
“Five minutes is all I need.”
“Maybe I need more.” Like six. She could probably do it in six if they skipped the preliminaries and got right to it.
He sighed. “You’re right. Maybe you’ll come over tonight.”
“I’ve got Tag and you have your dad.”
“I’ll hire us both babysitters, and we can sneak off. Maybe to the beach. Since a bed scares you, let’s do it on the cliffs,” he said, his voice husky, like he was already picturing it.
And now so was she . . . “Wade.”
“See this,” he said, “this is why life is better when it’s all fun and games.”
She laughed and disconnected, then woke up Tag for breakfast.
“Outta milk,” he grumbled sleepily. “What are you going to put in your coffee?”
“You’re worried about my coffee, or your Frosted Flakes?”
“That, too.” He smiled sweetly.
Her heart tugged. She knew he wasn’t missing his dad as much these days, if he’d ever really done so. Most likely what Tag had missed was being at the only home he’d known, and Sam wanted to think that she’d given him a more than decent replacement. Given the lack of recent complaining on his part, she figured she was at least on the right track. Problem was, she’d gotten herself good and attached to him, and knew that at the end of the three months, when Jeremy came for him, it was going to hurt like hell.
Apparently that was the story of her life. Fall in love for a predetermined amount of time, then get her heart stomped on. “How about we go out for breakfast?”
Tag sat straight up. “Really?”
“Not fast food this time, but really.”
Tag leapt out of his chair and headed for the door.
“Bring your backpack, your tutor’s meeting us at my office today.”
“’Kay. Can we get pancakes with strawberries and whipped cream?” He batted his already gorgeous eyelashes at her, reminding her that someday in the not so far future, he was going to be charming girls with little to no effort. “I know how you love pancakes,” he said, making her laugh.
She should have said no, but just as it was with Wade, it was also happening with Tag—she was losing her famed self-control. “If we hurry.”





Chapter 25
No matter how good you are, you’re going to lose one-third of your games. No matter how bad you are you’re going to win one-third of your games. It’s the other third that makes the difference.
—Tommy Lasorda



Wade pulled on a pair of running shorts and a T-shirt, and tried his usual morning run. He got a quarter of the way through his five-mile route before caving in to the rib pain, which sucked. He sank to the curb and called Pace. “Come get me.”
“Can’t. I’m in the middle of an ET shoot, and I’m looking damn fine, too, I should add.”
Wade disconnected and called Sam. “Come get me?”
There was a beat of disbelieving silence. “I can’t drop everything and have sex with you!” she whispered, clearly trying to sound appalled, but really sounding very interested instead. “I’m inspecting the hotel’s ballroom for the auction.” She paused. “How about later?”
He had to laugh, and didn’t bother to explain. Hell, no. Not if she was going to give him a booty call out of the deal. “Later.” He limped home and found his father passed out cold on the damn couch. “Ah, just like old times.”
“Except I’m not hungover.” John sat up, and Wade had to admit, he wasn’t drunk. He was bright-eyed and strung out, but not drunk.
And he was trembling ever so slightly. His entire body was in alcohol withdrawal. “You okay?”
“No, but I’ll get there. Let’s do something father/son-like. Bowling. Surfing. Anything.”
Wade raised a brow.
“I’m serious.”
“How about we just try to coexist.”
“I need more.” John paced. “I really need more to pull this whole quitting thing off.” He looked down at his hands, which even when he fisted shook badly. “Need to,” he repeated.
“You need a drink,” Wade said flatly.
“More than I need air.”
Wade let out a breath. “Go to rehab, dad. I’ll take you. I’ll pay.”
“Don’t you get it? I need more than your money, Wade.”
Christ, and now Wade could hear Pace’s voice in his head saying, Writing a check won’t solve everything. “Look, you said you were tired of the trailer park and needed a house, so I bought you one. You got tired of the house and decided you needed freedom, so you sold it and lived on a campground with five other homeless guys until you got kicked out of there for disorderly conduct. Then you said you needed to be with others like you, so I found you a nice senior center—”
“They weren’t like me, they were old.”
“The median age was five years younger than you.”
“I got bored.”
“Ah. And now we get to it. You got bored and thought you’d try me on for a change.”
“You say that like you were my last choice.”
Wade let out a laugh. “Dad, I’ve always been your last choice.”
John was quiet a long moment, and when he spoke, his voice was filled with regret. “I’m sorry for that, you know. I’m sorry for a lot of things. I’ve screwed up, but it was the alcohol, Wade. I’ve been lost in the alcohol.”
“There are always choices. You made yours.”
“Yes, and I’m making another one now.” John’s voice dropped to a near whisper, as if he were almost afraid to hear Wade’s reaction. “I choose you.”
Wade leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. “Because you got sick, and scared.”
“Better late than never, right? And don’t you ever get scared? Scared of ending up alone like me?”
“Alone, maybe. Like you? No. I don’t drink like you.”
“But you push people away like me. Listen to me, Wade. My time is limited, and I’m not getting any younger. I don’t want you to feel bad if something happens to me and we haven’t made peace.”
Wade opened his eyes, his gut clenching. “Did you learn something new from the doctor?”
“No.”
The clenching eased slightly.
“People make mistakes,” John said softly.
“Yeah.” Wade ran his hand over his aching ribs. “Like miscalculating the distance between the plate and a fucking fence.”
“You doing okay?”
Wade just looked at him.
“I know. I have no right to ask.”
“Have you ever even seen a game, Dad?”
John was quiet for so long that Wade turned away, frustrated and disgusted at the both of them.
“What if I said I’ve seen every game,” John finally said. “Including yesterday’s?”
Wade turned back. “I’d say you’re so full of shit your eyes are brown.”
“Okay, I’ve wantedto see your games, but you never invited me.”
Jesus.
“I’ve screwed up, okay? I am readily admitting that. But I want to fix it, I want to change.”
“Then change.”
“I’m working on it. Jesus, Wade, you don’t give an inch, do you? It would help if I knew exactly what you’re so mad at.”
Wade just rolled his eyes.
“Hell, son, I’ve been drunk for thirty years. Help a guy out, throw me a bone.”
“Okay. Let’s start with kindergarten, which is the year I understood that no one else’s dad passed out in their front yard every night, too drunk to get inside.”
John winced. “Okay, my bad on that one.”
“When I turned seven and reminded you it was my birthday, you gave me a flask of whiskey and then stole it back from me in the middle of the night. The next morning you told me the Easter Bunny did it.”
“Christ.” John closed his eyes. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah. I’m sure. And then there’s how you got fired from every single job you ever even halfway held, including the school’s janitor position, because you whipped out your dick to urinate in the principal’s trash can while his secretary was in the room. That was a fun one to live down, by the way, so thanks for that.”
John grimaced and scrubbed a hand down his face. “That one I remember. She called me a loser.”
“You were a loser!”
There was a profound, sudden, thundering silence, and then John sank to the couch, looking sucker-punched. Wade felt like he’d just kicked a puppy, but even sick with it, he couldn’t find it in himself to apologize.
“I kept you fed and clothed, you could give me that much,” John whispered.
“I kept myself fed from working at McDonald’s. And I kept you fed, too. I brought home food that I stole from work.”
John swore beneath his breath and sighed, leaning his head back on the couch, eyes closed. “It’s no excuse, but can’t you see I wasn’t thinking about anyone but myself? It was wrong of me, and I can’t go back and change it, but I’m trying to change now.” John opened his eyes. “I’m sorry that I didn’t realize how much anger and resentment you were holding on to. But I guess I should have, since I’m holding on to stuff, too.”
“Like what? What did I ever do to you?”
“Well, you never liked me much.” John tried a smile to signal he was only kidding, clearly trying to lighten the mood, but Wade didn’t feel light. For once in his life, he couldn’t find the light and easy. Shoving his fingers into his hair to try to ease the pounding in his head, he turned in a slow circle away from his dad, coming to a dead stop at the sight of Sam standing in his opened doorway.
He’d wanted to see her. He’d wanted to kiss her, touch her . . . definitely lose himself in her, but she’d been standing there listening, soaking in things he hadn’t wanted anyone to hear—
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’ve got to get back, but I came to . . .” She lifted a bag. “Lunch from the hotel.”
“Ah, what a darlin’,” John said kindly.
“Not hungry,” Wade said.
“But you’re always hungry.” She winced, probably because she was remembering what she just heard about his childhood, about him stealing food.
Which was perfect. Just perfect. Now she felt sorry for him. “Thanks,” he said. “Maybe another time.” Gently as he could, he nudged her backwards over the threshold. Then shut the door in her face.
“No wonder I’m not a grandfather yet,” John said, then shook his head. “You have some serious issues.”
Wade rested his head on the door. His dad was right. He did have some serious fucking issues.
“That rudeness must come from your mother’s side because I’d never have shut the door on that pretty face. Good to know I didn’t screw you up all by myself.”
Wade felt the muscles in his jaw clench, and he hauled open the front door in time to see Sam power-walking to her car. “Sam.”
She looked up, gaze shuttered as he made his way to her. He tried not to wince but her eyes narrowed in on his ribs, though she remained silent.
“Where’s Tag?” he asked.
“With his tutor. I have to get back to the hotel. I ran out on my meeting.”
Since she didn’t move, he took advantage, taking her hand so she couldn’t escape. He looked back to make sure his dad was still in the house, and then pulled Sam a little farther away, out of earshot. They stood on the edge of the grassy bluff and looked at the ocean.
“If you’re still looking for those five minutes,” she said. “I’ve decided not to share them with you.”
“Can’t blame you.” He closed his eyes and absorbed the sun, trying to find peace. It didn’t come to him like it usually did. “I’m sorry I acted like an ass,” he said quietly. “But you should know, it probably won’t be the last time. My dad brings it out in me, and I think he’s staying. He seems to believe he can’t quit drinking without me. And though I’d love to quit him, I don’t seem to be able to just walk away this time.”
“You want to believe he’s really quitting.”
He looked into her slay-me eyes. “Yeah.”
She let out a breath. “Seems neither of us can cut our dads out of our lives entirely, even though neither of them has been much of a parent.” She surprised him by taking his hand in hers. “I’d like to believe that makes us good people.”
He nodded. “I’d like to believe that, too.”
Her mouth curved slightly as she stepped close and slowly set her head on his shoulder with a sigh. “I suppose I can forgive you for being an ass.”
He let out his own sigh and wrapped his arms around her. “Thank you.”
The waves were low and mellow today, the sun the same. Looking down at Sam’s head on his chest gave him the sense of peace he’d been looking for.
“Too bad we can’t pick our families,” she said, watching the water.
“Too bad.”
She cocked her head and looked at him, really looked, as if she could see right through him. Aware that she now knew far more about his childhood than he was comfortable with, he had to resist the urge to squirm. “What?”
“I feel for the boy you were,” she murmured. “So much. But mostly I’m glad you made it, and very proud of the man you’ve become, Wade. You should be, too.”
He let out a breath and stroked a strand of hair off her face. “You have this way of getting straight to the heart of the matter, don’t you?”
“I don’t care that you have bad days. I don’t care that you have a very busy life with lots going on. I care about the fact that all I can think about is how you said you were falling for me, or how in spite of myself, I’m doing the same. I only care that suddenly I feel like I’m hanging out here all alone because you’ve changed your mind.”
He met her gaze. “I haven’t.”
“No?”
“No,” he said firmly. “It’s just that I thought we were moving along nice and slow, seeing where it takes us.”
“Such as maybe some more elevators, bathrooms, and couches.”
He let out a little smile. “Well, actually, I’m really hoping for that bed. I’m getting a little old for that back of the car shit.”
“It’s been a little crazy,” she allowed, not committing.
Which was usually his MO, the not committing. “Yeah,” he said, wondering where this was going. “Just a little crazy.”
“And not quite the easy and light and fun you expected.”
Unease settled in his gut like a lead ball. “True.”
“Problem is, you didn’t see the fatal flaw in your plan,” she said, watching him carefully. “That nothing is easy and light and fun all the time.”
“Also true,” he admitted.
“As is the fact that you’ve never tried to manage a relationship during a season, correct?”
“Not so much as a pet snake.”
“And yet here you are with a woman looking at you,” she said. “One with an impressionable kid in her care, taking a serious bite out of the light and easy. Not to mention a father who needs your attention.”
Yeah, he thought a little bitterly. Let’s not forget him.
Sam turned to face him, staring deep into his eyes. “Maybe it’s a good thing you only have a week left on your sentence, and then your biggest problem is over.”
The words tugged low in his gut. “Is that what you want? For it to be over?”
“This was never about me, Wade.” She took his hand and walked with him down to the beach. They kicked off their shoes and sat on the big rocks, hidden from the rest of the world. “Since you’re unnerved and I’m not that far behind you,” she murmured, leaning back, tipping her face up to the sun, “maybe for now we should just stick with what we’re good at.”
“Which is?”
She smiled. “It’s more of a show than tell thing.”
“Yeah?” Just her sultry smile made him feel better. It made him hard, too. “Show me then.”
She shrugged out of her jacket, leaving her in just that little tank top he loved. Her breasts strained against the material, her nipples hard. “You have my full attention,” he murmured.
She very carefully peeled his T-shirt off over his head. “Good to know.”
“Even though I was a jerk?”
“The fight’s over, Wade.” Her finger ran down his chest, his abs. “Now we’re making up.” Her mouth curved warmly. “Keep up.”
She undid him. Completely undid him.
And clearly knowing it, she just smiled. “I’m quite sure this will put us back on that light and fun and easy track.”
“Tell me more about this making up.”
“It involves me having my merry way with you.”
He pulled her in against him, the circuits in his brain blowing. “I’d like that. I’d really like that.”
She smiled and straddled him, a move that had her skirt hiking up, revealing a pink silk thong that made him groan. He stroked a hand up her thigh, letting his thumb brush across the center of the silk.
She was wet. “God, Sam, is this for me?”
“Well, there was this really cute guy back at the hotel—” She started to crack herself up but it backed up in her throat when he slid a finger beneath the wet silk and inside her.
“Wade,” she gasped, wriggling her hips for more, which he gladly gave. She leaned over him and nipped his bottom lip, sucking it into her mouth as she rocked into his touch. “How am I doing on the making-up thing?” she asked breathlessly.
With his free hand, he tugged the thin straps of her tank down, baring her breasts. He kissed first one, then the other, stopping to suck a nipple into his mouth. “Good. God, so good.”
Her eyes were fixed on the bulge in his shorts, which she liberated. “Inside me. Now.”
He wanted that, too. Leaning back against the rock, he lifted her up so that she could sink onto him, inch by inch. When her muscles clenched around him, his eyes drifted shut. He was breathing like he was running his five miles, but then she began to ride him, grinding her hips against his, increasing her pace with the steady pounding of his heart, and he stopped breathing entirely. “God, Sam.” He groaned, his fingers digging into her hips to slow her down, probably nearly bruising her in his attempt to keep himself from coming too soon.
Curving her body over his, she put her mouth to his shoulder, kissing him, softly breathing his name over and over, panting for him, and when he reached between them to stroke his thumb over her in just the right rhythm, she burst, her explosion triggering his.
They leaned against the rocks together, out of breath. He brushed her damp hair out of her face and pressed his mouth to her temple, then lifted her face so he could see into her eyes.
She smiled.
And just like that, everything truly was okay in his world.





Chapter 26
Well, boys, it’s a round ball and a round bat and you got to hit the ball square.
—Joe Schultz



The Heat played San Francisco at home for two more nights, which Wade was forced to sit out.
They lost both games.
The following day, they flew to Florida, where he was finally cleared to play. They lost that first game, and frustrated, Wade turned down Joe’s and Mike’s offer to go out and shake it off, which was code for trolling the bars. Instead, he went up to his hotel room and called Sam. “Hey.”
“You okay?” she asked.
“No,” he said. “Maybe you should come cheer me up.”
“You think wild monkey sex can cheer you up from a loss like that?”
“Who said anything about wild monkey sex? I was thinking of playing cards or something.”
“Uh-huh,” she said, and he could hear the smile in her voice.
“But hey, if you want wild monkey sex, I suppose I could oblige you.”
She laughed softly. “You’re such a giver, Wade.”
“That I am.”
“I have to get Tag fed and in bed. Then his tutor is going to stay with him. I have a quick meeting with Gage and a local reporter in the bar.”
“I’ll meet you down there.”
He showered and changed and hit the bar. Some of the guys were still there. He pulled up a chair to where Kyle, Henry, and Mason were sharing a pitcher and a few laughs.
Mason nodded at a group of women walking into the place, working their way closer. “Think they’re Marlin fans and just feel sorry for us?”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Kyle said, smiling at one of the women, a pretty blonde. “Sometimes pity’s hot.”
“When?” Henry asked. “When is pity ever hot?”
“When it looks like that,” Mason said, winking at the blonde, who winked back.
Sam walked into the bar with Gage and they ended up on the other side of the room at a table with some suits, one of which was her father.
Wade watched as Mr. McNead barely greeted Sam or Gage. They’d lost today and the man hated to lose. In fact, steam was practically coming out of his head, and after a few minutes, the suits left and Sam’s father proceeded to chew off Gage’s ear for a good five minutes. Gage, never one to back down, coolly said his piece in return. Then McNead started in on Sam.
Meanwhile the women at the bar had made their way to the table with Wade and the others, and the introductions were made. There were four players and six women, two of whom sat one on either side of Wade. They were pretty and smiley and touchy-feeling, a situation that only a few months ago might have made his night.
Instead, he couldn’t take his eyes off Sam. He was hoping she was going to work her way over here and kick some ass. He loved it when she did that, when she claimed him as hers.
After a few more minutes, Gage got up, squeezed Sam’s shoulder in silent commiseration, and left. Sam and her father continued what looked to be a heated conversation, and though Wade couldn’t hear their words, he could sense the anger vibrating off her.
Wade pushed away his drink. His own father was doing God knew what back in Santa Barbara. He’d stayed to attend his AA meetings, saying he wasn’t ready to travel and face all the hotel bars.
“He’s not usually so deaf,” Mason said to the woman on Wade’s left, nudging Wade with his foot as he answered a question that had been clearly meant for Wade. “He loves dancing.”
“Then let’s go,” one of the pretty blondes said, and everyone rose but Wade.
“I’m sorry, but you should go on without me.”
Kyle reached down and laid a palm on his forehead. “You sick?”
“Management’s waiting to talk to me,” he said, standing.
“Are you in trouble for today?” the blonde asked, eyes wide. “For losing?” She pressed herself close and kissed his jaw. “Dancing will make you feel better.”
“Sorry,” he said, gently disentangling himself. “I’m . . . taken.”
She sighed. “Still?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll be with the others if you change your mind,” she said.
“Thanks.” He headed across the bar, toward the woman he was “taken” by, for the next few days anyway, and suddenly wished he’d argued for two months instead of one. Hell, maybe he should look up Tia and get her to stalk him some more, and get himself “taken” by Sam for the rest of the season . . . .


Sam was sitting with her father when Wade came to their table. Her father was still brooding over Sam’s decision to open her own PR firm, but she’d already been approached by several potential clients, and nothing was going to change her mind now. She knew she’d been good enough at her job that he would still want her to handle the Heat’s publicity, and she looked forward to doing so as an independent contractor, not a Heat employee. They’d just finished discussing it when Wade had been kissed by the woman.
Her father had looked amused.
Sam didn’t feel amused, so she doubted she looked it. For how aggressive Wade could be on the diamond field, when it came to women, he tended to be laid-back and easygoing, letting them come to him.
And come to him they did; big, little, curvy, skinny, they came in all shapes and sizes and ages, most falling all over themselves for a piece of him.
He’d been good at doling out pieces. He’d had girlfriends, casual relationships that he’d played at. But Sam had never, not once, seen him hand over the whole of his heart and soul.
And in spite of the fact that he clearly felt something for her, maybe something more than the usual, in the end, she knew she’d be no exception. Not a pleasant realization, especially since she could honestly say she’d most definitely given him a piece of her heart and soul.
Which hadn’t been in her plan.
“Is the month up already?” her father asked Wade.
“No,” he said, looking at Sam.
“Tomorrow,” she said, and saw his surprise.
“Tomorrow?” Wade frowned. “I thought we had a few more days.”
“Time flies.” Her father gestured to a chair for Wade. “Wanted to thank you, O’Riley. I appreciate you handling the month with as much grace as you did, pretending to have a relationship with Samantha here. I know it wasn’t what you wanted, and it probably wasn’t easy.” He smiled at Sam. “She’s good, but never easy.”
Sam stood up and grabbed her purse. Wade stood as well, and set a hand at the small of her back in silent but clear support. “Ready?” he asked her.
Beyond ready. “Yes.”
Wade nodded, then looked at her father. “You don’t have to thank me. Sam did all the work, and that she did so was because of me in the first place.”
“Any problems that she couldn’t fix?”
Sam opened her mouth in protest but Wade shook his head. “She pulled the job off like no one else could have.”
Satisfied, her father nodded, and Sam somehow managed to hold her tongue. She held it as they walked through the lobby, but it was difficult. She could fight her own battles, dammit, and more than that, she hadn’t liked the feeling that all she and Wade had accomplished was hiding behind the pretendclause.
“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Wade murmured as they waited for an elevator. “But he’s really a very scary man. How’d you turn out so normal?”
She had to force herself not to hug him on the spot. “You think I’m normal?”
He smiled, and slid the hand he’d never taken off of her up her back in a soothing gesture, as if he knew just how on the edge she was. “Relatively speaking. You okay, Princess? You’re practically vibrating.”
She sighed. “I’ve just had a really bad hour. You just had a bad game. And tonight is our last night of being boyfriend and girlfriend—” She broke off, unhappy that had slipped out. It felt needy, and she hated needy. “I don’t know about you, but I could use some . . . I don’t know. Alcohol. Cookies. Sensitivity. Something.”
“Our last night,” he repeated softly.
Her breath caught. “Yeah.”
The elevator opened and he nudged her in ahead of him. As the doors closed, he backed her up against the wall and pressed into her, looking into her eyes for a long enough beat that her heart skipped. “One thing,” he whispered.
“What?”
“You’re beautiful.” And then he kissed her, long and deep. When he slid a hard thigh between hers and moved against her, she completely lost herself and didn’t come up for air until the doors dinged and slid open.
He pulled back, ran his thumb over her lower lip, his eyes all hot and sleepy and sexy as hell. “I have something I want to show you in my room,” he said.
“I bet.”
He grinned, and looking like sin on a stick, took her hand. And instead of putting voice to her insecurities, or wishing for things that weren’t meant to be, she called and checked on Tag, then went with Wade to his room and let him show her whatever he wanted.
Twice.
And then once more in the shower for good measure.


The next day, the Heat arrived back in Santa Barbara. Wade entered his house for the first time in a week to a crowd of old men sitting on his couch in various stages of paunchy, wrinkled baldness, all wearing their pants up to their armpits, swirling their dentures in their mouths, passing his Xbox around. “What the hell?”
The room erupted into cheers and requests for autographs, except no one could seem to get up; they were all fighting their walkers and canes.
John came close as Wade watched in disbelief. “Found myself a geriatric AA group.”
“Of course you did,” Wade said. “They’re playing video games.”
“Yeah, but they’re not drinking.”
“Aren’t they a little old for you?” Wade slid his father a glance, then took a double take at the very loud, red Hawaiian shirt, plastered with green parrots, which almost but not quite distracted him from the edgy expression on his father’s face. He was still missing his booze like he’d miss a limb. “Dad. You realize it’s hard to take you seriously with that shirt, right?”
John looked down at himself. “I like this.”
Wade shook his head. “Are you scamming them?”
“We really have to work on your impression of me.”
Wade sighed. “You’re scamming them.”
“Hey, they just wanted to see where the great catcher Wade O’Riley lived.”
“So you what, charged entrance fees?”
John smiled. “I thought I’d earn my keep.”
“Jesus.” Wade walked to the wall where the TV was mounted and hit the power button. The TV went black, and a bunch of groans rose in the air. Wade pulled out his wallet, and the room fell silent. “I’m paying you back whatever you paid to get in here, and then I’m sorry, but you have to go.”
It took him an hour to clear the place out, and when they were all gone, John shook his head. “You’re a party pooper.”
Wade let out a rough laugh. “Yeah, well, congratulations. You’ve managed to do what the Heat management hasn’t, you’ve turned me into a burnout before age thirty-five.”
John grinned. “See, admit it, I’m good for you. So . . . how did the series go?” He followed Wade into the kitchen. “Where were you again?”
“Forget it.” Wade opened the refrigerator, and stared in shock. He’d been cleaned out.
“Ah, come on,” his dad said behind him. “I’ve been lonely. Talk to me.”
Wade rounded on him, unable to hold his silence. “Do you know how many words you spoke to me when I was a kid?”
John’s eyes flickered. “Uh, not many, I imagine.”
“Less than you’ve spoken to me since you’ve gotten here. So you’ll have to excuse me, but I’m about at my limit.” With that, he took himself off to his room.
His bedroom was large, done up in low, muted, warm earth tones. Dark wood dresser and armoire, huge king-sized bed. Minimal furniture, thousand-count chocolate brown sheets, and thick bedding. He didn’t have a TV in here; he’d never needed one in his bedroom before because when he was around, which wasn’t much, he watched in the living room, usually with the guys.
But now he was stuck in here with his father holding the rest of his house hostage, and he had nothing but a big bed to look at.
And no woman in it.
A knock came on the door. “I’m hungry.”
Wade sighed. “So call for food.”
“No credit card.”
“My wallet’s on the counter.”
There was blessed silence for two minutes.
Then John was back on the other side of the door. “Chinese?”
“No, thanks.”
“I thought your wallet would be filled with condoms.”
Wade didn’t bother to answer.
“In fact, I sort of pictured your house filled with women. I thought I’d have to fight them off with a stick. Don’t you ever have this place filled with women?”
“Almost never.”
“Really?” John sounded disappointed.
“I don’t have the life you seem to think I do, Dad.”
“Well, damn.” John was silent for another beat. “Pizza?”
“No.”
“What, have you gone all metrosexual on me? Watching your diet?”
Wade flopped to his bed spread eagle and stared at the ceiling. He was a free man again. There were a ton of places he could go tonight and none he wanted to go to.
Except maybe one.
“You getting fat in the middle?” John asked through the door. “A double chin? Is that it?”
Wade closed his eyes. “A meat lover’s special,” he said. “Extra large.”


After two days off, the Heat flew to New York for a three-day series. Sam brought Tag, the both of them hoping he’d get to see his uncles, but they didn’t come. Jeremy still hadn’t called Tag, who was doing shockingly well in spite of the odds.
Sam was not.
She’d been swamped with work and hadn’t had a moment to breathe much less miss Wade.
Or so she told herself.
But she had no idea where they stood. And she hated not knowing.
In the guest clubhouse before the game, she kept herself busy with reporters, with Tag, with . . . “John?” She looked at Wade’s father in surprise as he grabbed a bottle of water.
“Hey, darlin’.”
“You came to a game,” she said, happy to see him, hoping it meant good things for his and Wade’s relationship.
“Well, Wade’s gone all the time.” He ruffled Tag’s hair fondly. “Coming along is the only way I can irritate him.”
“Have you tried not irritating him?” Sam asked dryly.
John smiled. “I’m working my way up to that.”
In the stands, it was Ladies Day, so the place filled up. Tag inhaled his typical mountain of food, and Sam and Holly assisted.
“So,” Holly said. “Your month is up.”
Sam sipped her soda as if they were discussing the weather. But discussing the weather had never given her a stomachache before. “Yep.”
“That’s it then?”
Her heart executed a somersault but she didn’t answer because she didn’t have one.
On the field, Wade pulled his mask down and went into a crouch to catch for Pace. His hair was a couple of weeks past needing a cut, curling from beneath his headgear over his ears, down to his collar in back.
Pace threw, and the ball snapped into Wade’s glove with a thwack that Sam could hear from the stands. Rising, Wade nodded as he called something to Pace. His eyes were shadowed by his cap, and though his mouth was slightly curved, she sensed a tension in him. The muscles in his arm flexed as he made his throw, the movement of his body tightening his jersey across the muscles of his back.
Though Sam believed in a woman going after what she wanted, she also believed in self-preservation. Wade didn’t know what he wanted. Well, he wanted her body. She knew that. Just the thought brought hers to life. But she wanted him to want more.
She wondered how he was dealing with his father, if he was doing okay. If he was fully recovered . . .
He turned back to the plate, and looked right at her as he did. She couldn’t see his expression, or even his eyes, but heat slashed through her anyway.
“Whew,” Holly said. “I recognize that look.”
Yes. So did Sam. So did Sam’s body.
Tag was being very quiet, minding himself, which was so odd, she stopped watching Wade and looked at him.
He had her binoculars out and was using them. Not on the guys on the field warming up, but in the stands.
“What are you looking at?” she asked.
“There’s a bunch of girls in bathing suits painting on each other.”
She and Holly and exchanged a glance, and then Sam took the binoculars. Yep, he was right, the bathing beauties were painting on each other, writing their favorite players’ names across their bodies.
“There’s a girl with Wade across her butt,” he said. “Can I have the binoculars back now?”
“No.” Sam lifted the binoculars up to her face, and look at that, they focused right in on Wade. Bad binoculars.
“What are you looking at?” Tag wanted to know. “The players?”
“Yes.” Well, one player . . .
“And how is that different?” he wanted to know.
“I’m old.”
Tag sighed, and beside her, Holly laughed softly.





Chapter 27
Baseball is an island of activity amidst a sea of statistics.
—Author Unknown



Pace pitched a no-hitter, and Wade had a two-run double in the eighth. It added up to a nice win for the Heat, ending their losing streak.
That night in the hotel, Tag went to Santos’s room. His kids and wife had traveled for this series, and Tag was off playing with the boys. Restless, Sam looked at her empty suite. Funny how last season she happily spent every night alone in her hotel room, and now she had one single night to herself and she was feeling lonely.
Tag had more than grown on her. She loved him. She wanted to keep him. And that wasn’t all. Wade had grown on her as well. And truth was, she loved him, too. And would like to keep him . . .
And yet she was alone.
Even worse, soon Tag would leave.
And Wade was already out of her life.
Dammit. She grabbed her key card and went downstairs in search of something chocolate. To her surprise, she found Wade in battered jeans and a T-shirt in the lobby. He was surrounded by a group of women seeking autographs and probably his body as well, but she told herself it was no longer her problem.
He’d served his sentence, he was free.
She started to walk on, but something made her turn and take another look at him.
He was smiling and talking easily. But . . . but she knew him now, maybe better than just about anyone. His smile wasn’t anywhere close to his eyes and he was even more uncharacteristically tense than he’d been during the game.
Don’t do it, Sam.
But she did. She fought her way to his side and stared down all the woman, who slowly scattered.
“Thanks,” he said gratefully pulling her in for a hug as if it were the most natural thing in the world, as if maybe he’d missed her.
“Consider it a freebie.” She hugged him back, pathetically pressing her nose into his chest, inhaling the warm, male scent of him. Her hands ran up his back, feeling the bunched muscles. “What’s the matter?” she asked.
“I came down here to find my dad. He’s missing. Have you seen him?”
“Not since right after the game in the clubhouse. And speaking of which, it was nice of you to fly him out here and get him that box seat. He was raving about it after the game.”
“Good, but now he’s gone.” He turned toward the hotel bar.
“And you think—”
“I’d bet my last buck he’s somewhere near a bartender.”
She looked into his face, tight with strain, and took his hand, entwining her fingers in his. “There’re three lounges and four bars. We’ll split up.”
He looked down at her hand, then into her eyes, his own warm as he stroked a finger over her jaw. “Thanks.”
Not trusting her voice, Sam nodded. She let him check the entire ground floor. Nothing. She walked through the garden, eyeing each bench, and then walked through the pool area, just as Wade came out on the other side to do the same.
They saw John at the same time, on a pool lounge chair in a loud Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts, a pretty woman on either side of him, all three sipping drinks, a bunch of empty glasses scattered around them.
Clearly, they’d been there awhile.
“We’re like this,” John was saying, holding up his free hand, his first two fingers twisted together. “Father and son. Tight as can be.”
“Can you get us Wade’s phone number?” one of the women asked.
“Sure,” John said, and seeing movement out of the corner of his eye, turned his head and met Sam’s gaze.
And then Wade stepped into view as well.
“Son,” John called. “Good to see you. Great game today.” He waved wildly. “Come join us.”
At the sight of Wade, the two girls leapt up and squealed with delight. Sam watched Wade wrestle a rare temper with his usual charm. The charm won, but it cost him. He wasn’t smiling as he signed autographs, or in this case, body parts. When they were gone, Wade looked at John coolly. “Where to now, Dad? Off to give some more women my phone number? To drink until you fall in the pool and drown? To act like an idiot half your age?”
“Would that bother you, son? Having me act like you?”
Wade stared at him, stunned. “What?”
“You don’t think I know anything about you, but I’ve read enough to know your ladies-man rep. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Wade, which means you’re acting like a hypocrite. So tell me. Are you pissed because I’m acting like an idiot? Or because you recognize that idiot and see yourself?”
Wade turned and shot a look at Sam, clearly not happy to have her listening to this. But she knew who he was, then and now, and yet before she could tell him so, he walked off.
“Sorry,” John said to Sam. “That wasn’t very kind of me.”
“He’s changed,” she said quietly. “He’s not the happy-go-lucky party boy you’re thinking of, not anymore. He’s changed, grown up . . .” She met his gaze. “And if you want him in your life, you’re going to have to do the same.”
He gestured to the empty glasses. “Virgin daiquiris. No alcohol.”
Sam looked into his clear eyes. “Why didn’t you just tell him that?”
“And ruin the fun he was having hating me?” He sighed. “I want him to believe in me on his own.”
“That might take a while. You’re going to have to be patient. And probably nicer.”
“I understand why you’d defend him. He’s so in love with you he can’t see straight.”
Her heart squeezed. “You’re wrong. He likes me. He . . .” Wants me. “It’s not what you think.”
John smiled knowingly, and a little sadly, “So you’re just as stubborn as he is.”


The Heat flew directly to Chicago. Wade walked into his hotel room, wishing he was alone, but unfortunately, he was followed by his father.
“How many times am I going to have to say I’m sorry for last night?” John asked.
“Zero.” Wade ran a hand down his face. Sam had told him what she and his father had talked about last night, and the fact that John hadn’t been drinking. “You should have told me yourself.”
“I wanted you to see it. But I guess it was too soon. I shouldn’t have baited you.” John sat on Wade’s bed and picked up the remote, flicking through the channels.
Wade sighed. “What are you doing?”
“Looking for a diversion from the Jack Daniel’s I smuggled from the flight attendant. I thought maybe a porno channel would do it.”
“No porn. Jesus, just what I need is for it to get out that I charged porn to my room.”
“Maybe it’ll get you another month with Sam.”
Wade looked at his dad. “How do you know I’d want that?”
“I’ve pickled my liver, not my brain.”
Wade shook his head and held out his hand.
“What?”
“The Jack.”
John raised a brow.
“Give me the fucking Jack Daniel’s, Dad.”
John pulled it from his bag. Wade snatched it and despite wanting to down it himself, dumped it down the bathroom sink.
“I have quit, Wade. I just . . . sometimes it’s hard. I need you.”
“What makes you think I have any help to give? Christ, Dad, you’d be so much better off in rehab.”
“I don’t want to be babied, or pitied. And dammit, I don’t want to die alone.”
“You’re not going to die, you’re too stubborn.”
John smiled grimly. “True enough. Look, it’s just that I figured you were the only one in the world who’d be fresh out of pity for me. You’re just what I need.”
Wade sighed. “You’re right about the lack of pity.”
“So we going to do this?”
Wade looked at him for a long moment, knowing in spite of himself there was no other choice he could really live with. “If it’ll get me my remote back.”


At the gate before the Cub’s game, they were handing out stick-on tattoos of the player’s numbers. Tag grabbed a handful of Wade’s and plastered them all over himself. For fun, he also put one on Sam’s shoulder, and she had no idea what it said about her that she liked being branded with Wade’s number.
They were in the stands when Sam’s cell vibrated, and she answered without looking at the ID. “McNead.”
“I’m out.”
Jeremy. Her stomach dropped. Her gaze slid to Tag as her throat tightened at the thought of giving him up. “After only one month?”
“Yeah. It . . . wasn’t for me.”
Oh, God. She couldn’t let him take Tag back to his world. Wouldn’t. She stood up, gestured to Holly to watch Tag, and moved out of earshot. “What do you mean, it wasn’t for you? You have a kid to think about, you have to get better.”
“Yeah. Listen, Sam, I’m sort of on my way to Amsterdam to meet up with Lynn.”
She blinked. “Lynn as in the woman who destroyed you about ten years ago? Lynn as in Tag’s mom?”
“She called me out of the blue, wants to work things out—”
“Wait a minute. Exactly how long have you been out of rehab?”
“Few days.”
“Days?” And he hadn’t called Tag. Bastard.
“Okay, a week. You—”
“I thought you two were long over.”
“Me, too.”
“You can’t go back to her,” Sam said. “She’s not good to Tag. She—”
“I know. She’s . . . too young to be a mom.”
Sam was thinking Lynn was too mean and selfish to be a mom, but it didn’t matter. No way was she letting Tag go back to Jeremy with Lynn in the picture. In fact, if Jeremy asked her to bring Tag to Amsterdam, where they’d expose him to God knew what, Sam was going to have to kill him, strangle him with her bare hands. “You know what, Jeremy? You don’t really have a lot of choices here. You have a child. You need to live your life for him, not you. Do you even have any idea at all what this is doing to Tag? What it will do to him?”
“I was thinking that maybe you could hold on to him for a while longer.”
“Yes,” Sam said so quickly her head spun. “Yes, I’ll hold on to him. Frankly, I’ll hold on to him forever, you son of a bitch. In fact, my lawyer will be calling yours to see if we can’t work that very thing out.”
“Jesus, Sam.” He paused, then spoke very quietly. “But thank you.”
She held her tongue with great effort, because it would only hurt Tag to alienate him. “Do you want to talk to him?”
“Who?”
Sam opened her mouth but then simply shut her phone. “Whoops, bad connection,” she said, and went back to her seat and hugged Tag hard.
He only made one fake strangling noise, then let her continue to hold him for a minute, even setting his head on her shoulder before he squirmed. She released him and messed up his already messy hair. “Tag?”
“Yeah?”
“How would you feel about staying here with me even after your dad is done in rehab?”
He slid only his eyes toward her. “My mom still in Europe, huh?”
“Yes, but that’s not why I’m asking.”
“Why are you asking?”
“Because I like having you around. A lot.”
He was silent, and she shifted to catch his line of vision. “I was hoping you feel the same,” she said.
He looked at her, then nodded.
“So it’s okay with you? If you continue to stay with me?”
“Can I stop using soap?” he asked.
“No.”
“Can I have Frosted Flakes each morning for breakfast?”
“No, but I’ll keep ice cream in the freezer for dessert.”
“And Cheez Doodles.”
“Always.”
“Cool.” And he smiled.
Her heart swelled in her chest until her ribs nearly burst. “I love you, Tag,” she whispered, and kissed his cheek.
“Jeez!”
She laughed. “We have to run to the clubhouse at the first media break. I’m giving a quick clip to some foreign reporters today.”
“Can I wait here?”
Progress. He was asking. “No,” she said gently. “I want to watch your intake. The last time I didn’t, you liberated Santos’s tobacco, ate too much, and puked up everything but the kitchen sink.”
“Aw.” But he dropped it. And on the walk to the clubhouse at the media break, he tugged on her hand. “Sam?”
“Yeah?”
“It’s more than okay. Being with you.” He grimaced when she grinned and hugged him again.
The game went late. At eleven that night they were tied and heading into extra innings. Sam sent Tag to the hotel room with Gage’s assistant, and he was crashed out cold in his room when she staggered in two hours later at one in the morning after a tight win.
Two seconds later, there was a soft knock at her suite door. She opened it to Wade. “Congratulations on the win,” she said. “Nice homer in the fourth. And eighth.” She smiled. “And tenth.”
“Thanks.”
She leaned against the doorjamb and looked him over. He wore jeans and a slightly oversized button-down, untucked, looking like his usual million bucks. But unlike always, his expression was actually open, and just a little vulnerable, which she found devastatingly charming. “You hurting?”
He shook his head.
“You upset with your dad?”
“Yeah, but that’s more a way of life.”
“Then what?”
He put his hands on her hips and nudged her into the room so he could shut the door. Pulling her in close, his voice dropped to a soft murmur against her ear. “Maybe I just want to be with you.”
Her heart caught. “No reason?”
“Lots of reasons. Many, many reasons.” His hands swept up her body and made it quiver. “Where’s Tag?”
“Asleep in his room.” And damn, but she wrapped herself around him like she hadn’t seen him in months. “I was about to shower.”
“Yeah?” He guided her into the bathroom, reaching behind him to lock the door. “Don’t let me stop you.”
She flipped on the hot water. He stripped. Apparently he was joining her. When he was gloriously naked, he divested her of her clothing as well, stopping to stare in surprise at his number tattooed on her shoulder.
“I know,” she said, embarrassed. “It’s so middle school, but—”
He dropped his head and kissed it, backing the words up in her throat as he continued with the kisses to her breast. “I like it. You’re branded as mine.”
At the mine, her belly quivered. “Tag’s just in the next room,” she whispered.
“The kid sleeps like the dead, I’ve seen him.” He ran his tongue over her nipple, and at her throaty gasp, looked up. “But to be safe, you’ll have to try to keep the ‘harder, Wade, harder’ down to a minimum.”
“I don’t—”
He grinned against her breast and she closed her eyes. She did, God she did. There was no doubt he brought out her wild side.
He made his way to her other breast and ran a finger along her bikini line. “My name or number right here would be nice . . .” He slid a hand between her legs. She sucked in a breath as he dropped to his knees.
“Shh,” he reminded her softly, then pressed her back against the sink and put his mouth on her. He drove her straight off the edge—and even had to reach up and cover her mouth with his hand at the end when she cried out and shuddered.
Rocked off her axis, she slid bonelessly toward the floor, but he caught her in his arms and stepped into the shower with her, then pressed her against the wall and slid into her with one flex of his hips.
Then it was his turn to let out the low, husky gasp, and hers to cover his mouth.
And this time, when Sam came back to herself, she burrowed into the man who held her, feeling something new, something catch deep inside of her. She’d tried it his way. She’d given the light and easy thing her very best shot, but she’d passed light and easy a long time ago. She’d fallen completely, head-over-heels in love with Wade.
And probably, it was going to kill her.


The Heat took the Cubs series three-two, which made the fans and management and the sponsors happy. That should have been enough for Wade. At one time it’d most definitely have been enough.
And then the hurricane named Samantha had hit, and things had changed.
On the late night flight home, the plane was quiet and dark as Wade slipped into a seat next to Sam, who was working on her BlackBerry. Tag was passed out cold across from her, sleeping in his favorite position—arms and legs akimbo. Wade smiled as he pressed his leg into Sam’s. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
She didn’t seem nearly as sated and relaxed as she had in the shower the night before last, and he took another look at her, seeing the strain in her eyes. “You okay?”
“Yes.”
“What are you working on?”
“Last-minute details for the charity dinner in two nights.”
He nodded. The event was a big one and required one of his least favorite things—a tux. But as he’d be Sam’s date, and she would no doubt wear something that would make his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth, it’d be worth it.
She didn’t say anything else. She always said something . . . He nudged her again. “You sure you’re okay?”
“Mmm-hmmm.”
She hadn’t take her gaze off her BlackBerry, so he dipped his head to make eye contact.
She swiveled her head toward him—a distracted question mark in her eyes.
Huh. He took in her slight frown, and the way her brow was furrowed. “You have a headache?”
“No.” Her voice was soft. Not unfriendly, but . . . not warm either.
“Okay.” He kept looking at her, trying to understand what was going on, because something was going on. “I’m getting the feeling I’m missing a memo.”
She set her BlackBerry down and looked at him, really looked, as if she were searching for something important inside his head. “And what would that memo say?” she finally asked.
“It would tell me how I’d fucked up, with instructions on how to fix it.”
She sighed and went back to her phone.
“Are we having a fight?” he asked.
“Are you mad at something?” she asked.
“No.”
“Then no. We’re not having a fight.”
He watched her work for a moment, at a complete loss. The last time she’d been upset had been the other night at the bar with her father. Wade had been able to take her mind off that pretty easily by getting her naked. Served to reason it might work again, so he slid his arm around her, cuddling her in against him to kiss her neck. God, she smelled good. “Ever join the mile-high club?” he whispered.
She slid him another look, this one inscrutable. “Are you suggesting we hit the bathroom and have sex?”
The tone froze his eyebrows. “Um . . . yes?”
“Let me ask you something, Wade. The month’s over, right?”
“Right.”
“So what exactly are we doing now?”
“Uh . . .” He figured whatever he said had better be really, really good and convincing. “Seeing where things go?”
“With a purely physical relationship.”
He knew a trap when he saw one. “No.” He shook his head. This one he knew. “We have more.”
“Really? Like what? I’m just trying to define this. For me.”
“Well . . . we laugh.” He flashed her a grin, but she didn’t return it. “And we talk.”
She just looked at him. Great. Now she held her tongue. “Usually we talk,” he amended, and pulled back a little, stroking a strand of her hair behind an ear. “What’s the matter, Sam? Just tell me.”
She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I wanted to be able to do this, the light and fluffy nonsubstance thing.” She opened her eyes again, and they were filled with frustration and a sadness that wrenched at him. “I really thought I could jump in and jump out again at will. But as it turns out, it’s hard to turn it on and off.” She pressed her lips together. “I’m having a really hard time with the off part, Wade.”
He stroked a finger over her jaw, thrown by the pain in her voice, by the way his own throat felt too damn tight. “So leave it on.”
“For now, you mean. Open-ended.”
“Yeah.”
She let out a laugh that tore at his heart. She nodded, but then shook her head in the negative. “I wanted to,” she whispered. “Because I want you. But I’m not getting any vibes from you that justify the risk. I’m sorry, Wade.” She looked away, and then when she met his gaze again, her thoughts were successfully hidden from him. “I can’t.”
He hated the panic tightening his gut. “So . . . where does that leave us, Sam?”
“With no us.”





Chapter 28
More than any other American sport, baseball creates the magnetic, addictive illusion that it can almost be understood.
—Thomas Boswell



The next day, the Heat took Seattle at home by the skin of their teeth, and Wade took a cleat to the shin. It happened in the last inning, and he spent a long time in the shower afterwards trying to get the ache out. But his shin wasn’t the only thing that hurt. His chest hurt, his gut hurt.
Everything fucking hurt.
By the time he dressed, the clubhouse had pretty much cleared out. Pace had gone home with Holly. Most of the guys, happy to be back in Santa Barbara, had plans with family. Sam had avoided him pre-game, and was doing the same now, so Wade grabbed his keys and left.
He went home, but the empty house mocked him. Even his father had somewhere to be, leaving Wade truly the only one with nobody. He got back into his car. He drove, having no idea what his destination was.
He ended up at Sam’s building. He wasn’t sure why, but hell, now that he was here, it’d be rude not to go in and see her. Tag opened the door to his knock, and with a look of disappointment, peered behind Wade.
“You got someone better coming over?” Wade asked him.
“Pizza,” Tag said.
Wade nudged the kid aside and walked into the condo, staring in surprise at his father, who was sitting at the dining room table. “What are you doing here?”
“Keeping the kid and his tutor company.”
Wade took a long look at his dad, who seemed more than a little strung out. “You okay?”
“Trying to be.” John was indeed fighting his addiction, but Wade wasn’t sure he was winning.
“Anyone know where Sam went?”
“No se.” Tag grinned. “That’s Spanish for I don’t know. Your dad taught it to me. Want to know what else he taught me?”
“Uh . . .” John was frantically trying to get Tag’s attention, making the motion of a knife slicing across his neck. “Ixnay on the haring-shay, please.”
“Comer mierda,” Tag said proudly.
Eat shit? Wade narrowed his gaze at his father, who had found something fascinating to study on the ceiling.
“He paid me to say it to the cab driver who brought him here,” Tag said.
“Christ, Dad.”
“Sorry, but the guy was a real prick.”
“Prick,” Tag repeated.
Wade pulled out his wallet and handed Tag a ten.
Tag pocketed the money and when it was out of sight, he asked “What was that for?”
“To notrepeat anything my father says.”
“Sweet.”
“Got any for me?” his father asked, palm out.
“No. You’ve bled me dry.” He pointed at Tag. “Behave yourself.”
“Okay. So are you going to go out, too? Like Aunt Sam?”
Wade’s world stuttered to a halt. “What?”
John fake coughed and said, “You snooze, you lose,” at the same time.
“Dad, a moment?” Wade jerked his head toward the kitchen.
“Can’t. Sorry. Very busy.”
“Now.”
John sighed and rose to his feet, meeting Wade in front of the stove. “This isn’t my fault. This time it’s your bone-headedness, son, all on your own. I’m completely innocent.”
“Where is she?”
“Don’t know.”
Wade gave up on him and went to Tag. “Do you know how to reach your aunt?”
“Uh-huh. I always know, on accounta’ we’re family,” he said, clearly repeating back Sam’s words verbatim.
“Okay, good. So . . . ?”
Tag slid him a sly look. “So now it’s okay to tell a secret?”
Shit, the kid was good. “Is it a secret?”
Tag just looked at him.
“Sorry, man, but no more cash tonight.”
Tag sighed. “I can call her and she’ll come back. She told me to call her if I needed anything, that she’d be here in a jiffy.”
Which was no help for Wade. “Same goes for me, kiddo. You need me, you call. Anytime, okay?”
“ ’Kay.”
With one last long look at his father, Wade headed out. Stopping in front of his car, he reached into his pocket for his keys and glanced at the window of the Italian restaurant across the street.
Sam was sitting inside at a table near the window. She was with a man, talking animatedly, and laughing. Then the man reached over and kissed her right on the lips, and Wade abruptly shoved his keys back in his pocket and strode inside.
Sam looked up as he got to their table, still laughing at something the man with her had just said, her eyes widening in surprise. “Wade.”
“That was quick,” Wade said, surprised that his voice sounded normal since he felt like his guts had just been ripped out.
The man sitting across from Sam, the one who was going to lose his face to Wade’s fist if he kissed her again, smiled and leaned back in his chair, studying Wade thoughtfully. “I think you were wrong about him, babe.”
While Wade chewed on the endearment babe, Sam looked Wade over.
“No,” she finally said cryptically. “I wasn’t wrong.”
The man squeezed her fingers and brought them to his lips. Wade nearly leaned across the table to break his wrist, but Sam shook her head. “Ernie, stop it.”
“Aw,” Ernie said on a smile. “You’re no fun.”
And since he didn’t stop it, or drop Sam’s fingers, Wade softly said, “Drop her hand or lose it.”
Ernie laughed silkily as he let go of Sam and slid her a look. “How about now? Still going to try to tell me he’s happy it’s over?”
“Ernie . . .” she warned.
“Fine.” He stood and held out a hand to Wade. “Ernie Rodriquez. Nice triple homer in Chicago.”
“Thanks.” Wade felt Sam watching him with a look he couldn’t begin to comprehend, and he met her gaze.
“Ernie and I were putting finishing touches on the charity dinner,” she said. “Ernie’s catering.”
“My first over-three-hundred-person event.” Ernie grinned. “Looking forward to seeing you in a tux, big guy.” He patted Wade’s arm, lingering at the biceps, letting out a hum of pleasure before walking into the kitchen.
Wade stared after him until Sam cleared her throat. He looked down at her.
“You look confused,” she said.
“A little.”
“Poor baby.” She stood, gathering files and pictures and her BlackBerry, shoving them into her briefcase. “Let me give you the short version. First you dumped me, then you see me out with another man and come charging in here to . . . Well, I don’t know what exactly, but you end up getting hit on by the very man you wanted to protect me from. I can see why you’d be confused, seeing as you’ve acted like a complete ass.”
“Wait a minute.” He shook his head. “I didn’t dump you. You dumped me.”
She made a sound that managed to perfectly convey what she thought of his intelligence level, and walked out of the restaurant.
He followed.
“Fine,” she said. “I dumped you. A minute before you could dump me. It was self-preservation.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“I don’t have time to explain it to you. I’ve got to go.” She gave him her professional smile, the one that was chilly enough that he suddenly needed a coat. And then left him standing on the sidewalk wondering what the fuck had just happened as he was ogled by Ernie from the restaurant window.


Not surprisingly, the next day Wade played like shit. He had no explanation for why he struck out twice, missed an easy fly, and overthrew to third, causing two runs, which was the exact number they lost by.
No explanation at all. Everything was fine. Fucking fine.
The guys didn’t say much to him as they left the field, though their bafflement was clear. Wade was usually the rock, the motivator, the go-to guy. He didn’t have off days, he didn’t let anything get to him.
“You sick?” Henry asked him.
Wouldn’t that be a handy excuse? He shook his head.
“You sure? You’re flushed. Maybe you’re coming down with something.”
Joe nodded. “Tea, man. Try chamomile.”
“Or Earl Grey,” Henry said. “You need to be on tomorrow.”
Wade nodded. He’d be on.
Or dead.
He wasn’t sure which. But the ball of anxiety, frustration, and temper sitting on his chest had to go away or explode. That simple. He was self-destructing. He’d self-destructed with Sam by letting her believe it was only great sex, by not letting her know what she meant to him. He’d self-destructed with his dad by holding back when the guy was trying, finally giving all he had. It should have been easy to hurt John O’Riley. Instead, it left Wade feeling sick inside, because it was one thing to hold on to his self-righteous anger when his dad was being a drunk.
It was another entirely when his dad was being a remorseful ex-drunk.
Pace slung an easy arm around Wade’s shoulders, slowing him down, separating him from the rest of the team. “What was that?”
“No idea.”
“You need to talk?”
“If you suggest a tea, I’m going to hurt you.”
Pace studied him for a beat. “You letting John fuck with your head?”
“No.”
“Sam?”
Wade closed his eyes. “It’s me. I’m fucking with my head. I screwed up. I’m an ass.”
“Hey, knowing it is half the battle.”
Wade tried to shrug him off, but Pace was like a pit bull when he wanted to be. “Fuck, Pace. Now what?”
“Just giving you a minute to collect yourself.” Pace was looking at the entrance to the locker room, where Gage stood waiting, dark eyes fixed on Wade. “Gage’s going to bust your ass.”
“I’m fine.” Wade walked up to Gage to get it over with.
The youngest, smartest, sharpest, shrewdest team manager in the MLB looked Wade over carefully. “Talk to me,” he said.
Wade shrugged. “Bad night.”
“That’s all you’ve got?”
Well, he sure as hell had nothing else.
Gage blew out a breath. “Does the bad night have anything to do with the fact that Sam dumped your sorry ass?”
“How did you know that?”
“Fuck, Wade. I told you this was a bad idea. You don’t even want a woman in your life. Right?”
“Right.”
“So get over it. Get over it by tomorrow’s game or I’ll kick your ass until you’re over it. And if anyone asks, I already kicked your ass.”
Wade showered, changed, and slinked out into the shower room, hoping like hell to just be alone.
He got his wish. It was quiet, and though a few of the guys were moving around, no one was talking. And Sam was nowhere to be seen, which shouldn’t have mattered, but did. She was almost always around after a game.
Not today. She and Tag were gone.
Torn between relief that he didn’t have to face her, and a bone-deep regret that made his chest ache, he drove home.
And was shocked to find Sam sitting on his porch step waiting for him. He sat in his car staring at her through the windshield. Don’t fuck up, he told himself, then had to laugh because that’s all he’d ever done when it came to her. With a sigh, he shoved out of the car and took the walk to the gallows. He sat down next to her and let out a breath, prepared for her to let him have it, and she didn’t hold back.
“You’re either an idiot or a moron,” she said.
He dropped his head into his hands. “Is there another choice?”
“That weekend we went to Mark’s wedding, when we were in our pretendrelationship . . .” She paused until he looked at her. “Up until that point, I had a pretty hardcore crush on you, Wade. I think it was your green eyes. They’re the color of moss on a rainy day.”
Surprised, he blinked. “You had a crush on me?”
She smiled a little sadly. “I know. I always acted like I couldn’t care less, but that was just self-preservation after Atlanta.” She shrugged. “I always felt off balance around you.”
He understood that. Sometimes he had trouble finding his balance around her as well, though she usually located it for him just fine.
“The truth is,” she said. “Pretending to be with you was harder than I could have imagined, because I kept forgetting to pretend.”
He understood that, too. “Sam—”
“I watched you with Tag, saw how you put yourself out there with him, no hesitation. I watched you with your father, how even when you were so angry, you couldn’t turn him out. And I realized my feelings for you had . . . deepened.”
Despite feeling the urge to hide, he couldn’t look away to save his life. “You weren’t alone in that,” he managed. “I told you I was falling for you.”
“Yes. In a light and easy way. But as it turns out, I fell harder. As hard as you can, actually.”
His brain froze, like it did when he drank a slushee too fast or inhaled ice cream. And like a complete idiot, he just stared at her. “Sam—”
She stood up. “I get that I was rough on you. Unfairly so. I expected too much and I’m sorry for that. I just want you to know, I can be a grown-up about this. It won’t be awkward at work or anything.”
Awkward? She was worried about awkward? She had no idea that absolutely nothing was the same when she wasn’t in his life. Awkward didn’t even begin to cover it. How about devastating and empty and . . .
Hell. His mind was spinning and it couldn’t seem to touch down. “Sam.” Shit. He’d already said that. “I—”
“I’m trying to make this easy. Because that’s how you like things. Easy women, easy job, easy everything. I can give that to you. Good-bye, Wade.” With one last look into his eyes, she walked away.
And though he hated himself for it, he let her. Because she was right. He liked things easy. He needed things easy.
Except nothing about any of this felt easy . . . .





Chapter 29
Baseball? It’s just a game—as simple as a ball and a bat. Yet as complex as the American spirit it symbolizes. It’s a sport, business—and sometimes even religion.
—Ernie Harwell



Wade spent several hours slouched on the couch with his remote all alone, which given his last two weeks, should have been heaven. Not only was the silence perfect, but everything was fucking perfect. No demands on his rare time to himself, nobody talking to him, nothing on his plate except whatever he chose. He could call the guys. Hit a bar. Find a willing woman.
Except none of that appealed. He felt restless and frustrated.
And then he realized what the problem was.
He didn’t want to be alone.
Alone felt easy but all of a sudden he didn’t want easy either.
He called Sam to tell her but she didn’t answer. He called his father. No answer there, either. And then he called the one person he knew could help him. “Tag.”
“Yo,” Tag said into the phone.
“You know where your Aunt Sam is?”
“Again? How come you keep losing her?”
“Because I’ve been stupid. But trust me, I’m getting smarter. Where is she?”
“Not supposed to tell.”
Wade sighed. “How about my dad?
“Same thing.”
Well, that was unexpected. “Okay, I realize you probably want me to pay you for the info but from now on, I’m only paying you when you earn it. With work.”
“Ah. That’s no fun.”
“Trying to be responsible here.”
“Really? That’s what your dad’s doing. Trying to be responsible. It’s what he said. Sam drove him.”
“Sam drove him where?”
“Promises.”
Wade rubbed his temples. “I know. You promised not to tell, but he’s my dad, Tag. It’s okay to tell me.”
“No, he’s at a place called Promises. Sam took him.”


Wade made the hour drive south over Highway 1 to Promises, an upscale rehab center in Malibu. But by the time he got there, Sam had already left, and he wasn’t allowed to see or talk to his father, who’d been admitted.
The drive back felt twice as long. The sports news was all over his crappy game, saying he looked tired coming off all the road trips, not fresh, not sharp.
And that he’d been dumped.
Well, they had that right. And yeah, he had lost his edge, he felt it in his gut. It wasn’t a flu, nothing so easy to get over, though he did feel sick to the depths of his soul.
Back at his place, he plopped down by his pool as the moon rose, staring moodily at the shimmering water.
Somehow he’d managed to rise up from the gutter that had been his childhood. For a long time now he’d had it all, whatever he’d wanted at his fingertips. Four shining years in college. Four years playing for Colorado, then nearly four of the best years of his life in Santa Barbara.
Until he’d gotten one little stalker and the press had taken notice of his hard partying ways and had turned on him.
He’d felt restless. Unsettled. Unsure.
And then had come the weekend with Sam at the wedding. That had changed him. She had changed him. Suddenly the things he’d thought he’d wanted—mostly the freedom to do as he pleased—had changed.
It had taken him some time to realize it.
Too much time.
Because now that he finally had it all figured out, the things he’d somehow managed almost by accident to surround himself with, things like the love of a good woman, the love of a kid, the love of a parent, things he now knew he wanted, needed, he’d blown them all apart.
But he wasn’t ready to admit defeat. Not on the season, not on his dad, and not on his life.
And especially not on Sam.


The next day Sam worked her ass off for ten straight hours to get the charity dinner and auction set up. Finally, half an hour before the start, she ran up to one of the hotel rooms to change. Her dress for the evening was a black spaghetti-strapped cocktail dress, clingy in the front, dipping low in the back. She looked in the mirror, knowing she’d picked out the dress for Wade and that it wouldn’t matter.
With five minutes to spare, she raced back downstairs. She purposely stopped to look at the beautiful view of the ocean against the cliff, the moon rising high as she took a deep, calming breath. Security was tight tonight. With tickets costing a grand a pop, they were expecting Santa Barbara’s rich and famous.
Ahead of her, Henry and Joe were checking in, their dates on their arms. Sam was used to seeing the guys in their uniforms, in sweats, in jeans, or even the suits they wore for traveling. Hell, she was even used to seeing half of them nude, given how much she was in the clubhouse during the season, but she’d never get used to the sight of them, big and bad and gorgeous, in tuxes.
Their dates looked beautiful and excited about the evening ahead. Sam wished she could say the same, but as she was dateless, she could summon little excitement. She handed over her ticket to the hotel greeter at the doors, waiting while the woman consulted her clipboard as instructed by Sam herself and frowned. “Says here you’re a party of two,” the woman said. “Where’s your date?”
Ah. Well, wasn’t that perfect? She was going to have to say it aloud. Her heart pinged once, hard, and she opened her mouth to say she was flying solo tonight, and that the way she was feeling, she’d be flying solo until the cows came home, when a warm hand settled on the small of her back. She didn’t have to look to see whose hand, or whose hard chest, was brushing her spine, because both brought a heat that pooled low in her belly.
“Her date’s right here,” Wade said.
The woman took in the sight of Wade in a tux and her mouth fell open.
Sam couldn’t blame her. She was nearly drooling herself. And shaking a little bit. “W-Wade.” Her tongue tripped all over itself because she honestly hadn’t figured on him doing this. She was embarrassed that he thought he had to, and also suddenly incredibly nervous that she was going to do something stupid, like throw herself at him. “I didn’t expect—”
“Excuse us a minute,” Wade said to the woman, and took Sam’s hand, pulling her away from the doors, off to the side.
She looked up into his face, which was tight with strain, and she immediately clutched his arms. “What is it? Your dad? Is he okay?”
“He’s fine. They still won’t let me talk to him, but they swear he’s great. And I got a text from him today.”
Her eyes searched his, waiting.
“He wanted me to know that sometimes the apple does fall far from the tree.” He let out a small smile. “That I rolled all the way down the hill and then showed him the way.”
She felt her throat tighten, and she slowly smiled. “That’s sweet.”
“I texted him back, told him to get the thirty days under his belt, then come back to my house to finish his rehab.”
It took her a moment to be able to speak. “You’re a good man, Wade O’Riley. A really good man.” Her heart was having a rough time. It’d skipped a few beats and couldn’t seem to get back on track. And she was still trembling, shaking from the strain to keep it light, to keep smiling.
“Sam.” His voice was low, husky. “Look at me.”
God. Okay. She slowly met his gaze. She’d promised him no awkwardness, but she was dying at the sight of him, tall and gorgeous and far too close. She gestured to the photographers who were taking so many pictures of them the flashes were making her dizzy. “They’re having a field day with this, the whole are-we-or-aren’t-we thing. Making for good press, I guess.”
“I don’t care about the press.” He pulled her closer. “What I care about is what you said to me on my front steps, about how you feel.”
“Yeah.” She cringed at the memory. “Listen, I’m really bad at telling people how I feel. Please don’t make me explain it again.”
“We’re both really bad at telling people how we feel,” he said softly. “In fact, I never told you at all. That makes me worse at it than you.”
Again she tried to pull free. “I really need to get in there—”
“I know. This first. You’ve been there for me, Sam, and tonight I’m here for you.”
“Okay. Thanks.” She smiled and nodded, but though she could pretend with the best of them, she thought this one last night might do her in. She walked into the ballroom, and though her throat and eyes were burning, she did her best to handle it. She grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waiter. Though she was tempted to guzzle it, she sipped slowly as she took in the ballroom. It was full and getting fuller, the dance floor beginning to fill up as well.
“Sam.”
God. What now?
Wade took the glass from her fingers and set it on a table, then held out a hand.
Her first thought was no. No slow dancing. No possible way could she handle the forced intimacy. But that thought was fleeting because she understood something that she’d possibly always known—she couldn’t tell him no. And in any case, he didn’t give her a choice. He pulled her into his arms and then she was up against that body that knew hers inside and out. In spite of herself, she melted into him. He was warm and smelled like heaven, and she set her head on his shoulder, her hand on his chest.
He murmured something soft and wordless in her ear and stroked a hand up her back. Beneath his jacket she could feel the steady beat of his heart, in sharp contrast to hers, which was racing. Worse, she was still shaking like crazy; she couldn’t seem to stop.
“It’s okay, Sam,” he said very softly in her ear, running that big, warm, callused hand up and down her back with terrifying gentleness. “It’s going to be okay.”
How? How was it ever going to be okay? An involuntary shiver wracked her, one he chased away with his hand. “Sam,” he murmured, regret heavy in his husky voice.
“Please.” She tensed against him. “I don’t want to do this. I lied. I can’t do this. I can’t fake this with you, not even for the team.”
Wade tipped up her chin and looked directly into her eyes. “I know. I can’t either. When I’m with you, I can’t fake anything, I’ve never faked anything. That’s what tripped me up at first, I think.”
She just stared up at him, not sure if he was speaking the same language as she was. “Tripped you up?”
“You didn’t like me for the usual reasons,” he said. “The fame, the fortune, the fun. In fact, I’m not even sure why you liked me at all. All I know is that when I’m with you, I feel more like myself than when I’m not.”
“Wade O’Riley!” A woman reporter shoved a microphone in their faces. “Nice tux. Dolce&Gabbana?”
“Uh . . .” He looked down at himself as if he couldn’t remember. “Armani. If you could give us a minute—”
“And your date. Samantha McNead, right?” the reporter asked smoothly. “Gorgeous dress. Can I get a shot of you two kissing?”
Sam felt herself tense. The last time someone had asked this of them had been at Mark’s wedding—the first day of their “relationship.”
Wade pulled her into his warmth and pressed his mouth to her ear, his voice soft. “The real thing this time, Sam. No pretending. Because when I’m with you, I don’t have to pretend at all, and neither do you. It’s just us. And there is an us.”
“It’s not just us now,” she said. “I have Tag—”
“I know. I love that kid. And I have my dad in my life, too. No, it’s not just us, but that makes it even better.”
She stared up at him, some of the tension leaving her body. He was right, he’d always been right. And she needed to see this through, fear or not. She loved him too much not to. The rest of her tension left when he dipped his head and kissed her, a kiss that went on for so long the reporter gave up on them. Finally Wade pulled back a fraction to whisper, “Truth or dare.”
“Wade—”
“Truth or dare.”
“Dare,” she said, not ready for a truth.
“Kiss me again.”
She did, with all the pent-up adrenaline and fear and love she felt for him. He touched her face, gentling her, and when she pulled back, she knew she had tears in her eyes.
“Now ask me,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to hers.
“Wade—”
“Ask me.”
“Truth or dare?” Her voice was low and thick, she could barely speak.
“Truth.”
She stared into his eyes. “Do you love me?”
“Yes, I love you. More than you can possibly imagine.”
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Chapter 1 
A guy’s definition of baseball: you don’t have to buy the other team dinner to get game.








If Pace Martin had the choice between sex and a nap, he’d actually take the nap, and wasn’t that just pathetic enough to depress him. But his shoulder hurt like a mother and so did his damn pride.
Go home and rest, Pace.
That had been his physical therapist’s advice, but Pace could rest when he was old and far closer to dead than thirty-one. In the locker room, he bent down to untie his cleats and nearly whimpered like a baby.
This after only thirty minutes of pitching in the bullpen. Thirty minutes doing what he’d been born to do, playing the game that had been his entire life for so long he couldn’t remember anything before it, and the simple art of stripping out of his sweats had him sweating buckets. When he peeled off his T-shirt, spots swam in his eyes. An ace pitcher in the only four-man starting rotation in the majors, and he could hardly move.
Pushing away from the locker, he made it through the Santa Barbara Pacific Heat’s luxurious clubhouse—thank you, Santa Barbara taxpayers—and into the shower room, grabbing a can of Dr Pepper on his way. Lifting his good hand, he probed at his shoulder and hissed out a breath.
Sit out tomorrow’s game.
That had been his private doctor’s orders. Pace had managed to escape the team doc all in the name of not being put on the disabled list. Being DL’d would give him a required minimum fifteen-day stay out of action.
No, thank you.
Not when they were nearing the halfway mark of their third season, and as a newbie expansion team, they had everything to prove. Three seasons in and anything could happen, even the World Series, especially the World Series, and management was all over that.
Hell, the players were all over that.
They wanted it so bad they could taste it. But to even get to any postseason play, Pace had to pull a miracle, because as everyone from ESPN to Sports Illustrated loved to obsess over, he was the Heat’s ticket there. Sure the team had ten other pitchers in various degrees of readiness, but none were putting out stats comparable to his. Which meant that everyone was counting on him. He was it, baby, the fruition of their hopes and dreams.
No pressure or anything.
Reminding himself that he hated whiners, he stepped into the shower. Under the hot spray, he rolled his shoulder, then nearly passed out at the white-hot stab of pain. Holy shit, could he use a distraction.
Wild monkey sex.
That had been Wade’s suggestion. Not surprising, really, given the source. And maybe the Heat’s top catcher and Pace’s best friend was on to something. Too bad Pace didn’t want sex, wild monkey or otherwise.
And wasn’t that just the bitch of it. All he wanted was the game that had been his entire life. He wanted his shot at the World Series before being forced by bad genetics and a strained rotator cuff to quit the only thing that had ever mattered to him.
He didn’t have to call his father to find out what the old man would suggest. The marine drill instructor, the one who routinely terrified soldiers, whose motto was “Have clear objectives at all times,” would tell his only son to get the hell over himself and get the hell back in the game before he kicked the hell out of Pace’s sorry ass himself for even thinking about slacking off.
And wouldn’t that just help.
Tired of the pity party for one, Pace ducked his head and let the hot water pound his abused body until he felt slightly better, because apparently he’d gotten something from his father after all. He had fourteen wins already this season, dammit. He’d thrown twenty-four straight scoreless innings. He was having his best season to date; he was on top of his game. Lifting his head and shaking off the water, he opened his eyes and found Red standing there.
The Heat’s pitching coach was tall, reed thin, and sported a shock of hair that was the color of his nickname, though it was also streaked with gray that came from four decades in the business. He had a craggly face from years of sun, stress, and the emphysema he suffered from because he refused to give up either his beloved cigarettes or standing beside the bullpen surrounded by the constant dirt and thick dust.
Red’s doctors had been after him to retire, but like Pace, the guy lived and breathed baseball. He also lived and breathed Pace, going back to their days together at San Diego State. Wherever Pace had gone, Red had followed. Red always followed. Truth was, he’d been far more than a coach to Pace.
All the guy wanted was to see Pace get a piece of the World Series. That was it, the culmination of a life’s dream, so Pace’s arm would have to be literally falling off before he’d admit that he couldn’t play.
“What are you doing here?” Red asked, taking Pace’s Dr Pepper from the tile wall, tossing it to the trash before replacing it with a vitamin infused water, the same brand the whole team drank so much of that they’d been given their own label. “Usually you guys are all over a day off.”
“I was drinking that.”
“Soda makes you sluggish.”
No, his bum shoulder made him sluggish.
“Why are you here?” Red pressed.
They didn’t get many days off. Pace pitched every fourth game, and in between he had a strict practice and workout schedule. “Maybe I just like the shower here better than my own.”
“The hell you do. You throw?”
“A little.”
Red’s eyes narrowed. “And?”
“And I’m great.”
“Don’t bullshit me, son. You were favoring the shoulder yesterday in the pen.”
“You need glasses. My ERA’s 2.90 right now. Top of the league.”
“Uh-uh, 3.00.” Red peered into the shower, all geriatric stealth, trying to get a good look at his shoulder, but Pace had cranked the water up to torch-his-ass hot so that the steam made it difficult to see clearly.
“It’s fine.” Pace didn’t have to fake the irritation. “I’m fine, everything’s fine.”
“Uh-huh.” Red pulled out his phone, no doubt to call in the troops—management—to have the multimillion-dollar arm accessed.
It was one of the few cons to hitting the big time: from April to October, Pace’s time wasn’t his own, and neither was his body. Reaching out, water flying, he shut Red’s phone. “Relax.”
“Relax?” Red shook his head in disbelief. “There’s no relaxing in baseball!”
Okay, so he had a point. The Heat had been gaining momentum with shocking speed, gathering huge public interest. With that interest came pressure. They were hot, baby, hot, but if they didn’t perform, there would be trades and changes. That was the nature of the game, and not just for players.
Red was getting up there and not exactly in the best health. Pace didn’t know what would happen if management decided to send the old guy back down to the minors instead of letting him walk out with his dignity intact and retire on his own terms. Well, actually, Pace did know. It would kill Red. “Just taking a shower, Red. No hidden agenda.”
“Good then.” Red coughed, wobbling on his feet at the violence of it, glaring at Pace when he made a move to help. When Red managed to stop hacking up a lung, he laid Pace’s towel over the tile wall. “You’ve had enough hot water. You’re shriveling.”
When Pace looked down at himself, Red snorted. “Get out of that hot water, boy.”
Boy.
He hadn’t been a boy in a damn long time, but he supposed to Red he’d always be a kid. Waiting until Red shuffled away, Pace turned the water off and touched his shoulder. Better, he told himself, and carefully stretched. Good enough.
It had to be.
Red had a lot at stake. The Heat had a lot at stake.
And knowing it, Pace had everything at stake.


Reporter Holly Hutchins prided herself on her instincts, which hadn’t failed her yet. Okay, so maybe they routinely failed her when it came to men, but as it pertained to work, she was razor-sharp. And given that work was all she had at the moment, she really needed this to go down correctly. She was waiting to interview Pace Martin, the celebrated, beloved badass ace starting pitcher she’d just watched in the bullpen.
He probably hadn’t been aware of her observing his practice. There’d not been a manager or another player in sight, certainly no outsiders, including reporters or writers—of which she happened to be both. She’d sat on the grassy hill high above the Heat’s stadium, surrounded on one side by the Pacific Ocean and on the other by the steep, rugged Santa Ynez Mountains, and studied Pace from the shadow of an oak tree.
She hadn’t used her camera. That would have been an invasion of privacy. She might be the epitome of a curious reporter, but in spite of her ethicless, demanding ass of a boss, Holly had a tight grip on her own personal compass of right and wrong. Taking pictures when Pace hadn’t been aware of her even being there would have been wrong.
Which was a shame, because he’d looked pretty damn fine in his warm-up sweats. Not a surprise, really, since he was currently gracing the cover of People magazine’s “Most Beautiful People” issue.
But what hadbeen a surprise: his pitching had sucked.
She hadn’t wanted this assignment, had fought against it—hell, she’d known only the basics about baseball before spending the last two weeks cramming—but Tommy had forced her to do this or quit. Since she’d grown fond of eating and having a roof over her head, she’d agreed.
Reluctantly.
And since she did nothing half-assed, she was in this, for better or worse. She knew Pace was the best of the best. He had two Cy Young awards and a Gold Glove, and routinely won a minimum of twenty games a season. She also knew that the Heat needed a fantastic year and that the pressure had to be enormous. Holly understood pressure; she wrote under enormous pressure on a daily basis.
She wasn’t tabloid. No, making up tidbits and taking racy pictures didn’t turn her on. The truth turned her on, a throwback from a disillusioning childhood. Tommy White, the editor-in-chief for American Online Living, had given her a weekly blog on his site, where she picked subjects of national interest, then profiled that subject in depth for three months at a time—with an interesting angle. Secrets. As she knew all too well, everyone had one and people loved to read about them, and since she was the master of digging them up—thanks, Mom—it was a natural fit.
Her last ongoing series had been on space travel. It’d garnered her awards for exposing the dangerous use of inferior, cheaper parts, which had resulted in two tragic accidents . . . and a bitter breakup when her boyfriend had turned out to be one of the rocket scientists on the wrong side of the law.
Before that, she’d blogged about the ghost towns of the great wild, wild West, using her own photographs to document what had been left behind when those towns had failed and what the cost had been in terms of human suffering. That one had ended up getting her a segment on 60 Minutes.
Yep, secrets had both once destroyed her and served her well.
She looked down at her watch, then eyed the clubhouse door. Women were allowed into the locker room but by invite only. She had one for the upcoming game but not for today. If she had a penis, she could just walk right in and interview him in his element. Not that she wanted a penis. No thank you, they were way too much trouble. In fact, given the fiasco with her last boyfriend, she’d given up penises.
Or was it peni?
It didn’t matter, single or plural, they were a thing of her past. Not a huge loss, as they’d never really done all that much for her other than brief orgasms and a whole lot of grief.
Where was her phenom? She looked at her watch and assured herself that she had time. Months of time, which she’d be using to profile the Santa Barbara Heat in depth. Her plan was to start easy, taking a personal direction for her first article. She could have picked any of the young, aggressive, charismatic players. Joe Pickler, the second baseman who’d given up medical school to play AA ball and then spent five years working his way up to the majors. Or Ty Sparks, the relief pitcher who’d overcome childhood leukemia and was trying to work his way into the starting rotation. Or maybe Henry Weston, the left fielder turned shortstop who’d left the Dodgers where his twin brother played in spite of it causing a major family rift. There was also the reputably charming rogue Wade O’Riley, the Heat’s catcher, who’d come from abject poverty, something Holly knew all too much about.
But always a sucker for a challenge, she’d chosen to start with Pace, a player three years into his fifty-million-dollar, five-year contract, who’d oddly and very atypically for a ballplayer turned down millions more in alcohol and cologne ads, a guy the tabloid reporters loved to try to dig up dirt on.
She glanced out to the parking lot. Pace’s classic apple red Mustang GT was hard to miss. Nope, he hadn’t skipped out on her; she wasn’t worried about that.
But she was curious.
Why had he pitched for thirty minutes, pushing hard in spite of the fact that he’d clearly been having an off day, and then suddenly dropped to the bench, shoulders and head down, breathing as if he’d run a marathon? He’d just sat there, very carefully not moving a single inch. Only after many minutes had passed had he pushed to his feet and escaped to the clubhouse.
Was he nursing a heartache?
A hangover?
What? She could feel his secrets, and the part of her that needed to get to the bottom of everything, to hurry up and expose the bad so she could relax and get to the good, reared its head just as the clubhouse door finally opened and she caught a quick glimpse of tall-dark-and-attitude-challenged in the flesh.
Pace Martin.
“Hi,” she said, gripping her pad of paper and pen, perfectly willing to forgive his tardiness if he made this easy on her. Not that it mattered. Sure, he’d made a secondary career out of being tough, cynical, edgy, and for a bonus, noncommittal. Luckily for her, she specialized in tough, cynical, and edgy. She thrust out her hand. “I’m Holly Hut—”
“Sure. No problem.” He grabbed her pen and leaning over her, quickly wrote something on her pad.
As he did, she took her first up-close look at him, searching for that elusive “it” factor that seemed to make men want to be him and women want to do him. Granted, he owed much of that to his packaging, but she’d already known that. He had still-wet-from-his-shower dark hair and movie-star dark eyes, and a face that could have been descended directly from the Greek gods, but she wasn’t moved by such things. As a writer and a people watcher, Holly knew his pull had to go far deeper, that there had to be more to his charisma than genetic makeup.
Or so she hoped.
But the good looks sure didn’t hurt. He hadn’t shaved, though she could smell his shampoo or soap, something woodsy and incredibly male that made her nostrils sort of quiver. Which meant People magazine appeared to be correct on the beautiful-people assessment—he clearly had genuine appeal.
Since she barely came up to his broad shoulders, she had to tip her head up to stare into his face as he straightened and handed her back her pad, giving her just enough time to see that his eyes weren’t the solid brown his bio claimed, but rather had gold swirling in the mix. They weren’t smiling to match his mouth, not even close, and if she had to guess, she’d say Mr. Hotshot was pissed at something.
Then she glanced down at her pad and saw what he’d done.
An autograph. He’d just given her an autograph.
And then, while she was still just staring at the sprawling signature in shock, he handed her back her pen and walked away, heading down the wide hallway with his steady, long-legged, effortlessly confident stride.
“Hey,” she said. “I didn’t want—”
But he’d turned a corner and was already gone.
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