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      Striking out isn’t an option…

      Piper Mason remembers Grant Weston as the cute little boy with a crush she’d once babysat, back when she’d been thirteen and he’d been nine. Many years later, Piper is babysitting once again. This time it’s her teenage niece while house-sitting for her brother. Except… no one told her to expect a house guest. A man too good looking to be real with a smile that blinds. A man who plays for a major league baseball team back in town for the holiday.

      A man who’s returned to make good on his twenty-year-old pledge to marry her!

      And he’s not leaving until he’s rounding home with the girl who got away.
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        Nineteen years ago

      

      

      “Oh my God! Is that my bra?” Piper Mason screeched, as only a thirteen-year-old can.

      “Run, Grant! Run!” Jared Mason yelled while doing his best to keep his younger sister from tackling the small boy.

      The boy’s older brother was laughing hysterically at the sight of nine-year-old Grant running around with a girl’s bra strapped to his head. Actually, Grant didn’t mind wearing it because it kept his ears warm, and with winter around the corner, he could use an extra dose of heat.

      He pumped his legs and outraced Piper around her house outside, up the alley, and back to her driveway. While she continued to yell at him from some distance away, he circled back inside and snuck into his favorite room in the house—Piper’s room. He studied her many posters in awe. Wonder Woman had been plastered all over the walls in a bunch of different poses and costumes.

      He stepped closer, wondering who had drawn such amazing pictures, committing the lines, angles, and colors to memory when the bedroom door banged open and a furious girl breathing way too hard stood heaving, her glare like a laser zeroed in on his chest.

      He stared, speechless, as she yanked her bra off his head and verbally lit into him.

      Her blond hair seemed to glow. Her eyes reminded him of that well on Grandma’s property, the one that if he leaned too far forward threatened to swallow him up and never let him out. He couldn’t look away from Piper’s glare, though her eyes put him more in mind of sweet brown honey than never-ending darkness.

      Man, Piper was so pretty. She made him feel funny inside, happy and scared and just… wonderful.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Piper frowned, having finally wound down. “You haven’t blinked once.”

      He didn’t mean to ask, but he had to know. “Do you have a boyfriend?” he blurted, his cheeks burning.

      “I’m thirteen. Boys are gross.” She blushed. “Why would I be dating right now?”

      He ignored her mistaken belief about boys. Relief filled him. “No reason.” He looked around. “I like your posters.”

      “Oh, thanks.” She glanced up at a nearby Wonder Woman and smiled. Then she looked back down at him and wrapped her bra around his neck. “This is my lasso of truth.”

      His eyes widened. “No way.”

      “Yes, way. Who put you up to taking my clothes?”

      He knew it shouldn’t be possible, but he’d swear he could feel the truth working through him. “Jared.”

      Her lips mashed together. “My brother. Figures. Hmm. And who encouraged you to wear it on your head?”

      “Cade.” Without pause, he added, “My brother thinks you’re cute, but he can’t say that to Jared because Jared will hit him if he does.”

      She turned pink. “Cade? Ew.”

      “I know.” He motioned for her to come closer. “I have a secret.”

      “Tell me.” She toyed with the blond ponytail over her shoulder.

      Her hair was long. And pretty. And golden, just like Wonder Woman’s belt. “Well, I think you’re cute too.” He nodded when she just stared at him. “When I’m big, I’ll marry you and you won’t think boys are gross. Because I’m not gross. But you have to wait until after baseball is over. Okay?”

      “Uh, sure, Grant.” She dropped the bra to the floor. “Now how about you pinkie promise me not to take my clothes again and to stay out of my room.”

      “Well… ” He liked hanging out when she wasn’t around and his older brother told him to go away. Usually, Grant would just hang in Jared’s room messing around with his old toys, but sometimes the older boys wanted privacy. He had no idea why. But he didn’t mind if he could spend his time in Piper’s room. It always smelled nice, like bubblegum and flowers.

      “I’ll, um, give you this.” She handed him a small figurine.

      “Who’s this?” He stared. It wasn’t Wonder Woman. The figure kind of looked like Piper.

      “Captain Marvel. She’s cool. She’s a human who’s also an alien. She’s super strong.”

      “I can keep it?” He wanted it, badly, and curled his fingers around the figurine.

      “Yep.” She stared at him and smiled. “Tell you what. You go do your baseball and keep away from my stuff. And in twenty years, when you come and propose, we’ll get married. Okay?”

      “Yes. I will. I’ll do that.” He held out his hand, and they shook. It wasn’t a pinkie promise. It was one better. Cemented on the word of Piper Mason herself.

      A superhero.

      His future wife.
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        Present day, November 21st

      

      

      “No parties. No boys. No liquor or drugs.” Piper Mason glared down at her eleven-year old niece and gave her the hard stare.

      “How about vaping and cigarettes?” Joy put two fingers to her lips and pretended to smoke. “Can I chew gum? Can I eat a lot of candy? What about pixie sticks?”

      Piper upped her glare, frowning so hard she gave herself a headache. Did she look intimidating? She felt intimidating. “No, no, and no to sugar.” Hmm. What had she forgotten? “Oh, and no using the car without permission.” She couldn’t take it anymore and finally let her face relax. “Ugh. How’d I do?”

      Joy looked just like her dad, Piper’s brother. Always sunny and wearing a perpetual smile. “Not bad, but Jenna’s tough. You gotta look like you mean it, Aunt Piper.”

      “I’ll try.”

      They both turned as Piper’s brother, sister-in-law, and fourteen-year old niece dragged their bags to the SUV in the driveway. Picking up Joy’s bag, Piper escorted the youngest out to the others.

      Her brother turned to her and smiled. “You sure you’ve got this? Jenna and the house?”

      “You bet. Go on. You guys go do your work slash vacation. Say hi to the in-laws for me. Jenna and I will hold the fort.” Jenna, Piper’s oldest niece and a junior in high school, hadn’t wanted to miss her classes (or her boyfriend) and had bowed out of a chance to hit wine country  with her grandparents with a final stop at Disneyland.

      “Okay, but you have our numbers.” Jared liked to worry. Considering all the trouble he’d gotten into when younger, he had a right to be anxious.

      But geez. He didn’t trust her? “I’m thirty-two years old, you know.”

      “More like thirty-three,” he muttered.

      She talked over him, not counting the few months until her birthday. “I think I can manage to not destroy your house while you’re away. I mean, who do you think narked when you tried throwing that party when Mom and Dad went to visit Nana all those years ago?”

      He scowled. “I thought it was the neighbor. Thanks a lot.”

      Near him, Joy snickered. Her sister put her in a headlock, and the two giggled as they wrestled.

      “Get in the car, aliens,” Piper’s sister-in-law said, rolling her eyes. “This is going to be a long trip.”

      “No kidding.” Jared kissed his wife and watched the three settle into the car. He walked to Piper and gave her a hug. Then he pulled back wearing his lawyer face. Ugh. Mr. Business could be so boring. “Work will only take two weeks, so if you need us just call. We’re only stretching out our trip because we need a little family time.”

      “Jared, you’ve told me this already.” Like, a bazillion times.

      He sighed and in a lower voice said, “Jenna could use a parental break too, so thanks for filling in for us.”

      “She loves you guys.” Piper happened to know the teen was feeling smothered by her mother lately, so the break would do them all good. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t get high or pregnant while you’re gone.”

      “Damn, Piper. Just what I don’t need to be worried about.”

      Piper snickered. “I’m kidding. While the younger ones can miss a little school—”

      “Technically, they’ll be working, writing essays on our travels.”

      “Way to take the fun out of a vacation.”

      Jared frowned. “A few days missed is one thing, but we’ll be gone for a month.”

      “Right, and Jenna can’t afford to miss classes. She’s getting ready to take her SATs, right?”

      “Yeah. I don’t mind her being here without us since she has you and Mom and Dad. And honestly, we’re okay if she hangs out with her boyfriend here.”

      “With the door open, yeah, yeah, I know.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I’m sensing a lot of attitude, Piper.”

      “Come on, Jared. This isn’t the first time I’ve babysat for you guys.”

      “No, but it’s the first time we’ll be gone for so long without all our kids.” He bit his lower lip. “Our first Thanksgiving without all the girls won’t be easy.”

      “I know. But I think you’ll all do better after a nice break.”

      That didn’t seem to reassure him. If anything, he blanched.

      “What? What’s that look? I swear, you’re worrying over nothing.”

      “A holiday break,” he muttered and ran a hand through blond hair just a shade darker than hers. “I just realized I never told you about our house guest. But in my defense, I hadn’t realized you’d be here with Jenna. I thought you’d be at your place.”

      “I’m sorry for that, but I told you the renovations are taking longer than expected.” And God knew, if she had to stay with her parents while the work got done, she might be tempted to commit parricide—a real word meaning to kill one’s parents.

      She knew; she’d looked it up. “Wait. House guest? Who’s coming?”

      The horn blew, and his wife yelled, “Jared, let’s get going. Bye, Piper. Thanks again. We’ll see you soon!”

      “Jenna has the details,” Jared said in a rush, hugged Piper, then darted to the car. “Bye! Love you. See you at Christmas!”

      “But—”

      They drove away, leaving Piper staring after them.

      The wind blew, the cold seeping into her bones. Time passed as she stared dumbly after them. Just as she turned to go back inside, a Land Rover pulled into the driveway and parked. Huh.

      Piper watched a tall man with light-brown hair and a tan complexion exit the car, spot her, and make a beeline her way.

      The closer he drew, the tougher it became not to gawk in awe. Her brother and sister-in-law knew everyone and everything that happened in their small town. But as one of Hope’s Turn’s top real estate agents, Piper knew her fair share of neighbors and gossip as well. And whoa, momma, she’d certainly never seen a man this fine around. Well, not including the ex-pro football players in town who, unfortunately, were no longer single.

      The stranger stopped in front of her and looked her over with the same scrutiny she was giving him but from a pair of blue eyes so light and clear they rivaled the overhead sky.

      To her shock, he got down on one knee and reached for her hand.

      She gaped. “Do I know you?”

      “Yes, you do. I’m the man you’re going to marry.”

      “I— What?”

      Why did all the handsome ones turn out to be looney? She tried to tug her hand away, but he kept kneeling and smiling, his large hand surprisingly warm, giving her tingles.

      A car stopped at the mouth of the driveway, and out Jenna popped. She waved as it drove away and walked toward them with a smile. “Hey, Aunt Piper.” She said nothing about the man on one knee holding her aunt’s hand, though she did pause to check out his car. “Nice wheels, Grant. Dad said you’re staying with us for a while. Cool.” Then she walked inside.

      Piper frowned. Grant. Grant… She stared at the stranger, seeing a faint resemblance to someone she’d known a long time ago. “Grant Weston?” Holy crap. She hadn’t seen this kid—man—in over fifteen years, not since he’d moved from town.

      He stood. “Ah, so she remembers me.” He winked. “Had you going there for a minute, didn’t I?”

      She tried to come up with something witty to say but had nothing.

      Slinging a bag over his shoulder, he walked into the house and shut the door behind him.

      Thankfully, the little squirrel on the wheel inside her noggin started moving again, rerouting her brain cells to fire. Crap on a cracker. When the heck had sweet little Grant Weston grown into a man who looked like that? Sure she’d seen pictures of him in the paper or on TV, but in person he looked breathtakingly sexy.

      And… Hold on. Had Jenna said he was staying with them?

      Had Grant just said he was the man she was going to marry?

      What!?
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      Piper hustled inside, but saw only Jenna, no Grant in sight.

      “He’s down the hall, checking out his room,” Jenna offered around a mouthful of chips. “So did you say yes?”

      “Huh?” Still confused, Piper tried to make sense of the situation.

      “You know. To marrying him.” The teenager snickered.

      “What? No.” After a pause, she said, “That was little Grant Weston.”

      “Not so little,” Jenna said and crunched her way to happiness.

      “Why is he here?” His brother still lived on the south side of town, now married with a young son.

      Jenna shrugged, took a large gulp of lemonade, and sighed. “Ah, that hit the spot. I don’t know about Grant, only that Dad said he’d be staying here through Christmas. Something about  needing a place to recover on his off season, I think.”

      “Off season.” Piper was frowning at her niece when Grant waltzed back into the room. No, more like moseyed, having ditched his jacket, now dressed in a thin sweater that showed off his amazing torso, racked with impossible-to-miss muscle. The sedate pace at which he moved seemed so different from the energetic boy she’d once babysat.

      Though Grant’s older brother had moved back into town and married, she didn’t spend much time with him, not like her brother did. She had met Grant’s sister-in-law though, and she was a hoot. Piper had been to a few of her brother’s parties when Ellie had shown up hand in hand with Cade and liked them very much as a couple. So why wasn’t Grant staying with them?

      “Jenna, girl, you look good.” He smiled at Jenna, who flushed. Piper couldn’t blame her. Grant’s smile had enough wattage to power up half the town. He should star on toothpaste commercials with those bright white teeth.

      “Thanks, Grant.” Jenna let him hug her, then made a face and squirmed free. “Ugh. You’re as big as Cade.”

      “Please. I’m bigger. But I’m the nice Weston. Cade’s an overgrown idiot.”

      Jenna laughed. “I’m telling him you said that.”

      “Narc.”

      Piper shook her head. “Not that it’s not nice to see you, but what are you doing here, Grant?”

      His face lost that animated expression. “I needed someplace to reboot. Last season was pretty long. I need the time to mentally relax and physically restart training away from crowds.”

      “No, I get that.” Piper didn’t want to push, but she hadn’t expected to share the house with more than her niece. “I meant, why here? Why aren’t you spending time with Cade, Ellie, and your nephew?”

      He glanced away. “Ah, well, it’s a little awkward, and I’d rather not get into it. Let’s just say they need extra family time to settle some things. I’d only be in the way.”

      She heard what he didn’t say—that his brother was having marital problems. “Oh, I see.”

      “I’m sensing you had no idea I’d be staying here.”

      “Well, to be honest, no. Jared mentioned a guest right before they drove away.”

      “I guess I could find a hotel.” He frowned. “Somewhere private, though.”

      Jenna huffed. “Don’t be silly, Grant. You can stay here. It’s just me and Aunt Piper. And I hang out with my boyfriend a lot at his place, up in the mountains, so I’m hardly here.”

      “A boyfriend?” Grant frowned. “And your dad is okay with that?”

      Jenna grinned. “Simon’s parents are more strict about who he dates than Dad is. Besides, I’ve known Simon forever.”

      Grant slid a glance at Piper. “Sounds like me and your aunt. Did you know she used to babysit me?”

      Why that made Piper blush, she had no idea. But suddenly she felt old. “True, I did.”

      Jenna gaped. “Oh wow. You guys look the same age.”

      “We’re not,” Piper answered at the same time Grant said, “We’re close enough.”

      She cleared her throat. “We’re four years apart, if I remember right.” But looking at young, attractive Grant, Piper felt worlds older.

      Grant nodded. “True. As you get older, the numbers don’t really matter. But when I was nine, Piper was thirteen. And that made a huge difference.” He grinned. “She once tried to beat me up.”

      “I did not.” Piper wondered, Did I?

      Jenna laughed. “Simon’s the same age as me. Although I’m a lot more mature than him. Because I’m a girl.”

      “What does that have to do with it?” Grant asked.

      Piper and Jenna shared a look, and Piper said, “We could talk about male maturity all night long. Give me just one example of what you and your buddies get up to in the locker room that doesn’t include pranks, gross body humor, or a lot of swearing.”

      Grant opened and closed his mouth.

      She huffed. “Case closed.”

      Jenna grabbed the chips and her drink bottle. “Yeah, well, I’m going to get started on my homework.” She headed upstairs and over her shoulder added, “Welcome home, Grant.”

      The sudden silence felt oppressive.

      “So,” Piper said, conscious of his rapt attention. “How long has it been since you’ve been back?”

      “Oh, I’ve visited over the years. When Cade and I left fifteen, nearly sixteen years ago, my parents had just split up, and Mom got a decent job in Portland near relatives. I never thought Cade would move back.”

      “Did you like it? In Portland, I mean?” She positioned herself behind the kitchen island, a nice buffer between her and a totally different Grant Weston, who gave her mixed feelings.

      She’d always liked the funny, energetic little boy she’d babysat. Though he’d been a handful to look after, he’d been sweet and charming, always saying what he felt, hiding little. But she had no idea what to make of the grown-up version.

      “Portland was okay. Hope’s Turn was home for so long. Small town life is way different than the city. But I adapted. By that time, Cade was going to trade school, so I was pretty much on my own. Baseball became my go-to.” He shrugged, and she realized he had a pretty broad shoulders.

      “Jared mentions you every now and then, since Cade talks about you a lot. I confess I’m not into baseball, but even I’ve heard of the West Wind.”

      He laughed. “Heck of a nickname, eh? No, I didn’t give it to myself. Our first baseman thinks he’s a funny guy and nicknamed half the team. But mine stuck.”

      “West Wind, huh?”

      He flexed, and she tried not to be impressed at the muscle bunched under his thin sweater. “On account of my rocket of an arm and batting average. I make that ball fly through the air.”

      “Not too modest, I see,” she teased.

      In a perfectly normal voice, he answered, “I’m just stating facts. That’s not bragging. I bat a .3342.”

      “Um, congrats.” She had no idea about baseball and personally found it kind of boring to watch. Of course, she felt that way about all sports. She did appreciate a handsome football player in tight pants though. And soccer players had the best legs.

      “You don’t know what my batting average means.” Grant’s smile widened.

      “I’m sure it’s amazing.”

      “It is.” He chuckled, rounded the counter, and grabbed her in a hug that took her off her feet. “Man, I missed you, Piper.”

      She felt warm all over and noticed all sorts of things about Grant before he gently set her down.

      He smelled amazing; his cologne made her want to stick her nose in his neck and just inhale. Those muscles she’d sensed beneath his sweater were rock hard and real. And he felt a lot bigger up close, at least a few inches taller than her own five eight.

      She had an overwhelming urge to kiss him, to see if that smile felt as soft as it looked when under her mouth.

      Instead, she took a hasty step back and did her best not to appear flustered. Especially since his smile kept growing.

      “It’s so nice to finally be bigger than you.” He ran a finger over her cheek and had her stuttering in response.

      “Y-you wait, bozo. Just for making short jokes, I’m going to use up all the hot water tomorrow and leave you nothing but ice in the shower.”

      He winced and moved back around to his seat at the island. “Ouch. Had enough of those. Do you know how painful it is to sit in an ice bath? Yikes.”

      Doing her best to look as unaffected by their embrace as Grant, she forced a smile. “I know how it feels to get dumped in the snow on a bad run down the mountain. But I can still ski my brother under the table.”

      “That’s right. You like the cold sports. Skating and skiing, right?”

      “Just for fun. The town has a skate rink that gets really festive in a few more days, in fact. They kick off the festivities with Hannukah and by mid December put up a Christmas tree in the center. It’s really fun.”

      “Good to know.”

      She wished he’d stop looking at her like that. As if he wanted to hear every word that fell out of her mouth. “Right. Well, I should—”

      “I need a favor, Piper.”

      She sensed the seriousness from his voice. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Don’t mention what I said about Cade to anyone. He doesn’t want anyone to know that he and Ellie are having problems. My being here puts another strain on them, and that’s the last thing I want.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t say a thing. It’s not my business.” But it made her sad to see a wonderful couple having problems. “You made the right choice coming here. Before you know it, your time away will have you all healed up, trained up, and ready to get back into the big leagues.”

      “Just what I wanted to hear.” He turned on his stool and looked around. “So tell me, did you sell Jared this house? I know Cade fixed it up and all, but it’s in a prime spot.”

      “Isn’t it gorgeous?” Warming up to a topic she could talk about for hours, she told him about the home, the neighborhood, and a funny story about the stone hearth Cade had complained for days about installing.

      They laughed and talked about Cade and his ideas about contracting. Then Jenna came downstairs and cooked them a mean spaghetti dinner. The mood felt light, the attraction for Grant still strong but manageable, especially with the keen eye of a teenager taking in every glance and word.

      The night ended with smiles. Then Jenna headed back upstairs with Piper, leaving Grant to the guest room on the ground level.

      What a lovely night. Maybe the holidays won’t be so lonely after all. Piper snuggled in her brother’s bed with a book and tried to pretend to be engaged in the romantic comedy and not the hunky bit of hero-material downstairs.

      But it took a long time before she found sleep. To say nothing of the nightmares of broken weddings and broken vows that followed, all with Grant’s face replacing her ex-fiancé’s atop of a four-tiered chocolate wedding cake.
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      Grant woke to quiet except for the occasional burst of wind to rattle the window letting in the sunlight. Rousing to wakefulness in seconds, as he always did, he took a moment to recollect and felt a new sense of satisfaction.

      The past evening had gone well. Finagling his way to spend his time off at Jared’s had been a stroke of genius. As a man with goals, Grant had had a major one for the past nineteen years, and now within sight of it, his drive to succeed refused to quit.

      The previous night, it had been all he could do not to gather Piper in his arms and run away with her. To live happily ever after. Forever.

      But one, he wasn’t a kidnapper. Two, the extreme need he felt for the woman didn’t seem to reflect anywhere on her face. And three, he had a feeling she hadn’t thought of him nearly as much as he’d thought about her during their time apart.

      She didn’t like baseball.

      For some reason, her admission only enamored her to him even more.

      Piper would never use him. Not for connections, money, or, unfortunately, sex.

      He sighed as he left the bed and looked outside. Yet another bright and cheery November morning in Hope’s Turn. With blue skies, white, cottony clouds, and tons of naked trees waving at him through the window, the town seemed to be encouraging him to clean up, get dressed
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