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Blurbs


Nothing is more important than the team. Until her.  

How is this her life? Peyton Sharp prides herself on being a good person and doing the right thing. So how the heck did she end up at a party with a married man? Sure, she hadn’t known he was married, but still. Apparently, all her life experience didn’t prevent her from being an idiot when it came to men. And don’t even get her started on Ryan Graves.

Being a good teammate has been drilled into star pitcher Ryan Graves’ head since he first picked up a glove. Somehow, he never thought that would extend to helping his cheating teammate out of a jam. he avoids relationships for a reason. Now he’s fake dating a woman who hates him. Thinking about her more than he should and questioning everything he thought was important. This was not what he signed up for.

Falling in love with his fake girlfriend was never part of the plan. But when life throws you a curve, sometimes all you can do is swing for the fences.


*Throwing the Curve can be read as a standalone*
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Chapter One



Was it too soon to be meeting his teammates? Peyton glanced over at Simon. Did she even want to meet his friends? What if she didn’t like them? God, she wasn’t even sure how she was feeling about Simon, let alone his friends. Gah.
He winked and reached across the center console to place his hand on her knee. “Relax babe, they’re going to love you.”
“Remind me whose party this is again?” she asked as she slid her hand nervously down her lap, smoothing out her skirt. She clasped Simon’s hand, hoping it would calm her nerves. Going to a party with him felt like a big step. One she wasn’t sure they were ready for.
“It’s a housewarming for Sanchez. He’s new this season and plays left field. He just bought this place. It should be pretty low key, just a few of the guys from the team and their dates.”
“Does he have a first name?”
Simon chuckled. “Yeah, Tony.”
The car pulled up in front of a sprawling rancher in Mission Bay. Peyton scanned the front of the house, her eyes lingering on the beautiful old rose bushes beneath the front windows. Just like the ones at her grandma’s house. She could almost smell them from here and it instantly transported her back to making rose water on summer break as a kid. 
She pushed open the car door and rounded the front of the vehicle.
Simon stopped beside her and made a rough noise in his throat, and she turned toward him. “What?”
“Nothing. I thought he would have bought something a little newer. This thing looks like it was built in the eighties.”
Peyton rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t look that old.” She once again scanned the front of the house. “It’s lovely and the location is fantastic. There’s a great public beach right down the street.” She’d love to live in a place like this. Who wouldn’t?
“Yeah, a public beach,” Simon scoffed.
“Oh my god, could you be a bigger snob? Seriously, there’s nothing wrong with a public beach. That’s where most of us common folk go to swim.”
He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him. “Yeah, but you’re not common anymore, baby. You’re with me now. I don’t do common.”
She tensed at his tone. They’d only been dating for a few weeks, and she’d never dated someone with money before. She wasn’t sure if the slight jabs at her economic level were normal, or his way of trying to brag, or what it was, but it grated. “Let’s go inside.”
He placed his hand on the small of her back as they made their way down the side of the house. Laughing and splashing sounds drifted toward her as they rounded the corner and into the large backyard. Peyton stopped as she looked around to get her bearings. Holy cow. Older home or not, this backyard alone was worth buying the house. A large in-ground pool with several people splashing around took up the right side of the yard. A sweeping decorative cement patio curved around the pool. Off to the left was a beautiful, covered area with a fireplace and a large flatscreen tv hanging above it. Who had a TV outside? This was whole other level stuff than what she was used to.
“Andy,” a deep voice yelled, drawing her attention toward the barbecue.
Simon walked toward the man working the grill. “Hey Tony, thanks for having us.”
“Glad you could make it.” Tony glanced over at her. His dark brown eyes scanned her from head to toe. He smiled and stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Tony, you must be Carmella?”
Ouch. Peyton’s shoulders tensed. Who the hell was Carmella?
Simon laughed. “Nah, man, this is Peyton.” 
“Oh sorry, my mistake. I’m new, so still trying to figure out who everyone is.”
She glanced over at Simon, and he rolled his eyes like Tony was an idiot for getting her name wrong. He smacked Tony on the back. “No problem, man, it happens. We’re going to grab a drink,” Simon said.
“Sure, help yourself. There’s beer and wine in the fridge there,” he said, pointing to the small stainless fridge in the outdoor kitchen. “And I think Saunders is in the kitchen watching Kendall make margaritas if you want one of those.”
“What’ll it be?” Simon asked.
“A margarita sounds great, actually,” she replied.
They wove their way inside to the kitchen. “Hey hey, looks like this is where the party is,” Simon called out.
Five heads swiveled toward them. “Hey Andy.”
Peyton scanned the group. Good lord, she had not been prepared for the testosterone flowing off these men as she they all swung their attention toward her. 
“Can we grab a couple of those, Kendall?” Simon asked.
“Told ya if you stood around talking instead of blending you’d be stuck making these all night.” A brown-haired guy she was pretty sure was the shortstop Pete Saunders, smacked the woman making drinks on the butt.
Peyton glanced over at Simon. Was he going to introduce her?
Instead, he stepped up to the island and grabbed a tortilla chip from the bowl and dipped it into the salsa. Okay, apparently manners weren’t his strong suit. She stared at him. 
Wow, he was like a different person when he was alone with her than he was in front of his teammates. The Simon she knew had pursued her hard. He’d been sweet and attentive. This ‘Andy’ as his teammates called him, was a bit of an arrogant jerk. She eyed him speculatively and wondered which one was the real man. 
She stepped up to the counter. “Hi, sorry. Looks like Simon isn’t going to introduce us, so I’m Peyton.”
Simon glanced over at her. “Sorry, babe.” He placed his hand on her hip. “Peyton, this is Gonzo, Smitty, Zip, Kendall and—” He paused and turned to the man standing on the other side of Peyton. Wow, he was gorgeous and looked seriously pissed. She sucked in a breath as ice-blue eyes drilled into her.
Simon snorted beside her. “The guy glaring at us is Undertaker.”
“I told you not to fucking call me that,” glaring guy growled.
Apparently, there was no love lost between these two.
“Why not? It’s perfect.” Simon glanced around at the other men around the island. “Don’t you guys think it fits him perfectly?”
“Ah, not really, no,” Pete answered.
Gonzo wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “I think Ryan is good. No need for a nickname, really.”
“Ace works,” Smitty piped in.
“Come on, you guys, just because Ryan has no sense of humor doesn’t mean the name isn’t perfect,” Simon said as he picked up another tortilla and dipped it.
She turned to Simon. “Sorry, why would Undertaker be perfect?”
“Come on, babe, I thought you were a ball fan.”
She bristled at the mocking tone of his voice. She definitely was not a fan of Simon with the boys. “I am. I just have to agree with them that Undertaker sounds more like he’s a wrestler than a pitcher.”
“How’d you know I was the pitcher?” grumpy guy asked.
She glanced over at him and again was struck by his piercing blue eyes. Sheesh, she’d seen all these guys on TV when she watched the games and the interviews, but she hadn’t been prepared for them up close. The TV did not do Ryan Graves justice. “Like Simon said, I watch sports. It’s kind of a job requirement to understand the game.”
Ryan’s eyes ran down her body, and she fought the urge to cross her arms over her chest. He wasn’t looking at her like she was a desirable woman, but like something he found on the bottom of his shoe. What the hell was that about? 
“Yeah? What kind of job is that?” he mocked.
“Oh fuck,” Smitty mumbled.
Ryan’s stare whipped off her and over to Smitty. “What?”
“Incoming,” Smitty muttered and nodded toward the doors behind them. 
“Fuck,” Simon groaned and took several steps away from her just as the sliding glass door opened and three women walked in.
“Surprise,” the curvy brunette called as she sashayed toward Simon and leaned in for a kiss when she reached him
Peyton felt like she’d been kicked in the stomach. He had a girlfriend? What the heck? She looked over at Simon and the beautiful woman now wrapped around his side. He refused to make eye contact with her. Mother F’er. She shook her head as a sick feeling swept through her stomach.
“Hi everybody,” the woman called.
“Hey Carmella,” Ryan said from beside her.
Carmella eyed Peyton up and down. “Who are you?” Carmella asked.
“That’s Peyton. She’s Undertaker’s date,” Simon said.
“No,” Ryan growled.
“Right, right, sorry we agreed I wouldn’t call you that.” Simon laughed. He looked down at Carmella and made a face. “He has no sense of humor.”
Carmella squealed. “Oh, my gosh, I’ve never met one of Ryan’s girls before. This is so exciting. I’m Simon’s wife, Carmella.”
“His wife?” Peyton asked. Her ears buzzed, the noise getting louder and louder. She looked around the room, trying to get her bearings. Her mind raced to catch up with what was happening in front of her. Was she being punked? This was like some bad movie. 
Carmella smiled and waved her hand in the air. A huge diamond sparkled on her ring finger. “Seven years.”
Oh my god, she was a home wrecker. How had this happened? He was married? Her eyes flashed to his bare ring finger. Why didn’t he wear a ring like a normal person? 
“Who’s watching the kids?” Simon asked his wife.
“You have kids?” Peyton squeaked. 
“Yep, three of them,” Carmella replied to Peyton before turning to her husband and patting his chest. “Don’t worry, when Chelan called and asked me to come, she’d already okayed it with her nanny, so they are all at our place.”
Peyton placed a hand on her stomach. Oh, my god she was going to be sick. She needed to get out of here. Her eyes flashed around the room. “Where’s the bathroom?” she asked.
The woman across the island from her, Kendall possibly, pointed to the staircase on the right. “It’s upstairs at the end of the hall. You can’t miss it.”
“Thanks,” she murmured before making a beeline out of the room.
Once inside the washroom, she leaned her hands against the counter and dropped her head. How had this happened? How could she be dating a married man? She’d asked him about his relationship status, and he’d told her he was single. She cringed. No, he’d said there was no one she’d needed to worry about, and she’d stupidly thought that meant he was single. Paired with the naked ring finger and she’d figured it was fine. Sure, she’d expected he might be a bit of a player because he was a professional athlete, but she’d thought that meant more he wouldn’t get serious about her, which is why they still hadn’t officially slept together despite several weeks of dating. 
She covered her mouth and groaned. Ew, she’d had oral sex with a married man. Gross. 
She sat down on the edge of the tub. Oh my god, she was the other woman. Nausea rolled in her gut. No, no, no, no, no. This was not happening. She couldn’t be the other woman.
An affair had ripped her parents apart. There was no way she was going to be that person. She’d done everything right. How could this happen?
She looked around the washroom. Great and now she was stuck in a stranger’s bathroom with the guy she was having an affair with downstairs with his wife. She was a home wrecker. Oh my god. She was no better than the women her dad had been with. 
She had to get out of here. But how?
With trembling hands, she pulled her phone out of her purse. Her vision blurred as she tried to pull up her contacts. Great, and now she was crying. She wiped her face, took a shuddering breath, and dialed her best friend Rayne. The second Rayne picked up, she whispered, “He’s married.” 
“Who’s married?” Rayne whispered back.
“Simon,” Peyton whispered louder.
“Holy shit, he’s married,” Rayne yelled. “Sorry. He’s married?” she whispered.
Peyton chortled, making a weird half-laugh, half-snotty-crying sound. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Why are you whispering?” 
“I don’t know. You were whispering so I went with it,” Rayne answered. 
“Well, I’m hiding in the bathroom at a party. That’s why I’m whispering,” Peyton replied. She looked over at the small bathroom window. Shoot, there was no way she could squeeze out of that little thing. 
Oh god, she couldn’t breathe. Why was it so hot in here? She grabbed the edge of her shirt and fanned herself. 
“Pey, you still there?” Rayne’s voice cut through the buzzing in her ears. 
“Yeah, just trying to figure out how I’m going to get out of here. Can you come pick me up?”
“Sorry sweetie, I’m at work and have a client coming in ten minutes.”
“Fantastic,” she grumbled. Getting an uber all the way out here and back to her place would cost a month’s rent.
“How the hell can he be married? Didn’t you ask?”
“Of course I asked. I’m not an idiot,” she snapped. “Sorry, you didn’t deserve that. I’m just…god. I don’t know what I am. Pissed off. Embarrassed.” She rubbed her hands across her face. Gross, why was she so sweaty? She glanced at her flushed face in the mirror. This day was just getting better and better. Now she was having like a hot flash or something. She flapped her arms to try to cool herself down. “Rayne, I’ve got to get out of here,” she whispered as the panic roared in her chest again.
“Just breathe, it’ll be fine.”
“It’s not going to be fine. The jerk told his wife I was Ryan Graves’ date.”
“Is he cute?”
“Are you freakin’ kidding me right now? “
“What? I’m just asking. I mean, clearly you can’t date Simon now, and it’s been a hot minute since you got laid. So…”
“Not helpful, Rayne. Like at all.” 
“Okay, so maybe your new date could give you a ride or something?”
“Yeah, sure, the guy who glared at me like he hated me on sight is going to give me a ride.”
“Seriously, he glared at you?” Rayne asked.
“Yep, but totally makes sense now since he thought I was the other woman.” She groaned. “Which I totally am.” Tears welled up in her eyes and she looked up at the ceiling. “God, Rayne, help me. What am I supposed to do? I can’t keep hiding in the bathroom forever. People will start to think it’s weird.” 
No sooner had the words left her mouth than there was a knock on the door, followed by a deep male voice. “You okay in there?”
“Crap, Rayne,” she whispered. “Umm yep, fine, be out in a second,” she called to the stranger at the door. Could this day get any worse? “I gotta go,” she whispered to Rayne.
“Call me when you get home,” Rayne said.
Peyton hung up the phone and glanced at herself in the mirror. Perfect, she looked like a hot mess. She splashed some cold water on her face and looked at herself again. Awesome that made it worse. Now her face was all blotchy. Oh god, kill me now.
Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the doorknob and pulled the door open. Of course, it had to be him. Icy-glare Graves.
“It’s all yours,” she said as she tried to step by him.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Not really.” Laughter drifted up from downstairs. There was no way she was going back down there. “Do you know the address so I can get an uber?”
He smirked at her. “Didn’t sign on for meeting the wife today, hey?”
“Didn’t know there was a wife.”
“Yeah right,” he scoffed.
Peyton’s shoulders tensed. Who the heck did this guy think he was judging her like this? “Obviously I didn’t, or I wouldn’t be here.”
“Come on now, that’s not entirely true. There are at least two women in the pool out back that are dating guys they know are married, because they are fake dating other guys on the team. I just have no intention of being one of those guys.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Nope.” He looked her up and down and shook his head. “So what? You didn’t google Andy before you started dating?”
“No, why would I?”
“Right, you expect me to believe you started dating a professional athlete and didn’t look him up online? Please.”
“I didn’t,” she snapped. Although now she really wished she had. “I didn’t think I had to.”
“Sure.” He laughed. “Sell that one to someone else, sweetheart.”
“Are you calling me a liar?” She glared at the man in front of her. What an arrogant prick. How dare he stand there judging her when his friends were the kind of guys who behaved like this?
“Just calling it like I see it, sweetheart.”
“Screw you,” she seethed.
“Not really interested. Thanks.”
Peyton’s jaw clenched. This guy was unbelievable. “I’m going to need you to move out of my way.”
“What, so you can join the party? I’m not having you go down there and embarrass Carmella in front of everyone.”
“Embarrass Carmella? Right.” She took a deep breath. “You have no reason to believe me, but I have no intention of hurting Carmella. Simon might be a jerk, but his wife did nothing to me. I need to get out of here. Can you help me do that? Please?”
He stared at her for several minutes before finally nodding in agreement. “Sure come on.” At the top of the stairs, he paused and glanced back at her. “What was your name again?”
“Peyton.”
“Peyton. Got it.” He looked down the stairs and sighed. “Alright Peyton, let’s do this.”
Why did he have to make it feel like they were facing a firing squad instead of his teammates? This didn’t bode well for her getting out of here unscathed.
The moment they stepped into the kitchen, the women descended on her like a pack of hyenas. “So, Simon said you run the sports program for kids that he volunteers at. Is that how you met Ryan?” Carmella asked.
“Uh… how… uh… Ryan and I met?” she stammered.
“Yes, how did you two meet?” Carmella prodded.
“Umm…” She looked around the room at all the people staring at her expectantly, waiting for her response. She didn’t want to lie. God, she didn’t want to be here at all.
A hand brushed across her shoulder and she glanced back at Ryan. “Peyton isn’t feeling very good, so I’m going to run her home and come back. So maybe we can save the inquisition for another time, hey, Carm?” He smiled at Simon’s wife.
Carmella wrinkled her nose at him. “It wasn’t an inquisition. I’m just curious about how you met.” Carmella’s eyes warmed as she smiled at Ryan. “You never bring women to these things, so of course when you do we know she must be special. I want to make sure she deserves you.”
“Thanks, Carm, I appreciate it. You don’t have to worry about me.”
“Of course I do. You’re the sweetest guy I know.” Carmella turned to Peyton. “You better be good to him.”
“Jesus, Carm, he’s a grown man, not a puppy dog. Maybe he brought her because she’s hot and he wants to fuck her,” Simon said.
Peyton sucked in a breath. Did he really just say that?
Carmella elbowed Simon in the gut and he let out an oomph sound.
“You’re such a dick,” Ryan growled. His entire body was tense against Peyton’s side, like it was taking everything in him to stay in place. This stranger was more protective of her than the man she was supposed to be dating.
“What?” Simon asked.
It was official, if they hadn’t been done before she found out about his wife, seeing what a douche he was around his friends would have solidified the deal for her. Peyton stared at the man in front of her. What had she been thinking dating him?
“Carm, I will never understand what you see in this guy. But it’s always a pleasure to see you,” Ryan said then turned back to Peyton. “You ready to go?”
“Yeah, definitely,” she replied.
Ryan pressed his hand against her back and guided her toward the door. Who knew her knight in shining armor would be the one person at the party who hated her?




Chapter Two



Ryan slid behind the wheel of his SUV and glanced over at the woman in the passenger seat. How the hell did he get himself into these situations? He’d give it to Andy. He had great taste. She was gorgeous.
“So where am I taking you?” he asked.
“What?” She slowly turned her head toward him and blinked her blue eyes like she was just waking up. “Sorry, what did you ask?”
“Where do you live?”
“Oh, um, Little Italy, but you really don’t have to take me home. I can grab an uber or something so you can stay at the party.”
A hand rapped against the window of the car, drawing Ryan’s attention away from the woman beside him. He rolled down the window. “Hey Johnny, what’s up?” he asked the relief pitcher standing at the car door with a buxom brunette who was definitely not his wife. Ryan scowled. What the fuck was wrong with all these guys bringing women who weren’t their fucking wives to this party? Jesus. Why the hell did they get married if they wanted to keep sleeping with other women? 
“Where you going Graves? The party is that way.” He pointed toward the house.
“Yeah, I know.” He gave a fake chuckle. “But Peyton isn’t feeling great, so we are cutting out early.”
Johnny bent down and gave Peyton a solid once over and a smile slid across his face. “Yeah, I’d probably head home too.” He winked at Ryan before saying, “I’m sure Ryan will take good care of you Peyton.” Johnny stood and rapped the top of Ryan’s car with his knuckles before walking off.
God, why couldn’t half the guys on the team keep it in their pants? It sure as hell didn’t say much about the ability to sustain a marriage with their schedule. And what was wrong with these women that they were willing to accept being the other woman simply to date a ballplayer? He glanced over at Peyton. She was a beautiful woman. Surely she wanted better than being Andy’s side piece.
“Seriously, you don’t have to drive me home. You can go back to the party.” Peyton’s voice cut through his thoughts. “I mean, we just met, and I know Simon put you on the spot with the whole fake date thing, but you don’t really have to play it out any further than what you did inside.”
He glanced in his rearview mirror and watched Johnny and his date walk around the side of the house with Johnny’s hand firmly on his date’s ass. Fuck. He really had no interest in going back in there in the mood he was in. “It’s all good. I’m kind of partied out. So Little Italy?”
“Yeah, thank you. I really appreciate you taking me home.”
“Sure.” He put the car in gear and carefully navigated backing out of the line of cars in the driveway.
After several minutes of silence, he glanced over at Peyton, who sat staring out the side window, wringing her hands anxiously in her lap. “So how long have you and Andy been a thing?” he asked.
She wiped her hand across her eyes before turning toward him. “Umm, I met him about a month ago. But clearly…” She waved her hand in the air and let out a loud breath.
“I’m sure he’ll be showing up tomorrow with a big bouquet of flowers and some bling to apologize for his wife showing up on your date.”
She shifted in her seat. The sadness in her eyes quickly turned to anger. “And you think some jewelry is going to make up for what happened in there?”
“I have no idea? I’m just saying I’m sure he’ll try to smooth things over. He seemed pretty into you when you showed up.”
“Yeah, well, there’s no amount of bling that will make up for that,” she muttered.
“No?” Ryan asked, unable to keep the skepticism from his voice as he looked at the gorgeous blonde beside him. She was like the poster girl for what every ball player was looking for in a trophy girlfriend. Long legs, killer body, and perfect smile. Yeah, there was no way Andy wouldn’t be buying out the jewelry store to get this one back.
“No.” She scowled at him. “God, he’s married.”
“Come on, are you still going to pretend you didn’t have a clue he was married?”
“What is your problem?” she snapped. “I told you I didn’t know he was married, and I didn’t.”
“Right.”
“You know what? You can let me out here, and I’ll figure out my own way home.” 
“Don’t be stupid. I’ll take you home.”
“Honestly, if you are going to keep being a jerk, I’d rather walk.”
“Fine. You didn’t know he was married.” Ryan glanced over at her. Could she really be that naïve? “So, how did you say you met Andy again?”
“He came in with your press liaison and a couple of other players to discuss the team volunteering where I work, and we kind of hit it off.”
“Where do you work?”
“I’m the coordinator at Kidsplay.”
“Like the kids’ sports program the team is partnering with?”
A smile split across her face. “Yeah, I found out this week that we were chosen. It’s going to be so amazing for those kids.”
“And I guess hooking up with Andy was a nice perk. He must have really gone to bat for your program for them to pick it. Nicely done.”
“Okay, seriously, you need to stop the car now.”
“What? Why?”
“Are you flipping kidding me? You just called me a whore.”
“No, I didn’t?”
“Oh my god, are you serious? Stop the car.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re almost there.”
“I said stop the car. Now.”
“This is so dumb,” he muttered. “Don’t you think you are being a bit dramatic?” He pulled the car to the side of the road and stopped.
“No, I don’t. What I think is you are a judgmental jerk. You just met me, and yes, I’ll admit it wasn’t under the best circumstances, but you don’t know me. So you can take your ride and your holier than though attitude and shove it.” She pushed open the car door and slammed it shut behind her. 
The cars behind him honked its horn to get him to move. He watched Peyton storm off down the street and debated going after her. 
“Move your car, asshole,” a voice yelled from a vehicle behind him, followed by a long horn that quickly was matched by several other vehicles following suit. Fuck it. He glanced over his shoulder and threw the car into gear.
He looked over at Peyton stomping down the street as he drove past. His chest tightened. Was she right? Was he being a judgmental asshole? Probably. But what did he have to go on? She was sleeping with a married man.
In this day and age when you started dating someone, it was just common practice to look the person up online. There’s no way this woman hadn’t done the same thing with a professional athlete. Come on. Before his sister had dated Pete, she’d practically cyber-stalked every guy she ever dated to make sure he wasn’t some kind of weird serial killer. Then and only then would she consider meeting him in a very public place for coffee. Peyton couldn’t tell him she didn’t do the same thing. She might try to play the victim now, but there was no way she hadn’t done her research. He wasn’t buying it.
He rubbed his hand against his chest. So why did he feel like such an asshole? 
Fuck. Because he’d been a dick. 
Whether or not he had that opinion, he shouldn’t have voiced it out loud. He’d been raised better than that. Shit. And now that the team had agreed to partner with her organization, it’s not like he’d never see her again. They were going to have to work together at some point. 
Guess he was going by the youth center to make amends. Apparently, Andy wasn’t the only one needing to buy some flowers for a certain gorgeous blonde. 

[image: image-placeholder]Monday morning Peyton pulled her car into a spot outside the youth center and got out. 
“Pey—ton,” a voice called from the group of teens resting against the side of the building. “Morning, what are you all doing here so early?” she asked as she walked up to the five boys. 
“School was canceled. Some threat or something, so we’re hoping we could mess around in the gym,” Jesse the ringleader of the group replied.
“Mess around? No. Use the weights appropriately? Yes.”
“Ah shit, Pey, you know that’s what I meant.”
“Oh, I know.” She made eye contact with each of the boys and smiled at the group. “Depending on who else shows up today, maybe we can get a pickup game going later or something.”
“You going to play?”
“I think we’ve established basketball is not my game.”
Jesse laughed. “Yeah, but is sure if fun to watch you try.”
Peyton narrowed her eyes and mock glared at the youth. “Ha-ha and that right there,” she said, pointing at their mocking faces. “Is exactly why I won’t be playing. I have other gifts I bring to the table.”
“I’ll say you do,” Tyson mumbled.
“Ew, Tyson. Just… no… that’s inappropriate on so many levels.” Peyton stared the teen down and he dropped his head.
“Sorry, Peyton. Won’t happen again.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your apology.” When Tyson looked her in the eye, she saw his remorse. He’d come a long way since he started coming to the center. The first few times he’d come, they’d had to ask him to leave for breaking rules, and she hadn’t been sure he’d come back. But he had. And over the past several months, he’d really made strides toward being a different kind of kid. There’s no way the Tyson who had shown up here six months ago would have apologized for his comment let alone meant it. The fact he clearly did warmed her heart and gave her hope for his chances. This was why she did what she did, because this place mattered.
“Give me a couple minutes to unlock everything,” she told them.
“Cool,” Jesse replied.
She unlocked the front door of the center and punched in the code for the alarm, and flipped on the lights in the main area. She walked down the hall and unlocked the gym, turned on lights in the weight room then turned back around and opened the front door to call the boys in. “Alright, come on in. Enjoy your workout. James should be here in about five minutes, so he’ll be out front if you need anything.”
“Thanks, Peyton,” they called.
“No problem. I’m glad you came by when school was canceled.”
“Yeah well, Cy’s arms look like little chicken wings so…” Jesse poked the other boy in the arm.
Cy spun and wrapped Jesse in a headlock. “Chicken wing this, motherfucker."
Peyton rolled her eyes as the two boys wrestled to the ground. Why was it boys loved to play that way?
“Hello?” a male voice called from out front. 
“Sounds like James is here. Make good choices, boys,” Peyton called as she walked out of the weight room.
Peyton turned on the coffeemaker in the kitchen, then wandered out front to say good morning to James. 
“Soo, how was your weekend? How’d the party go?” James leaned his elbows on the counter and watched her expectantly. “Give me all the tea.”
“Well, he’s married, so there’s that.”
“Holy shit, he’s married?” James stood up straight and stared at her. “Didn’t you google him?”
“No, why does everyone keep asking me that?” Peyton grumbled.
“Well, because that’s dating 101, sweetie,” James replied. His nose wrinkled up as he looked at her sadly.
“Seeing how I haven’t had a date in three years, I wasn’t aware that was like a rule.”
“Honey, it’s been a rule since the internet was invented.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been a hot minute since I had to worry about any of that. And I kind of thought it would be nice to get to know someone with no preconceived ideas.” She blew her bangs off her face. “Why didn’t you tell me to research him online first?”
“I figured you knew. You’ve helped me deep dive before my dates.” 
“Yeah, but that’s before you hook up with some rando you met online and you want to make sure you aren’t going to end up a skin suit.”
“True, but the concept is the same, sweetie.”
“Well, I figured I was pretty safe that a professional baseball player probably wasn’t going to turn me into a nice ottoman cover. I mean, I’m sure that kind of thing would have made national news and I don’t think his team would have him down here trying to organize volunteering with children.”
James snorted. “You’d like to think.”
“Yeah, you would.” She plopped down onto the sofa. “God, I’m so stupid. I mean, I looked for a ring. I asked. I honestly thought if he was taken, his teammates or publicist would have said something when he was flirting with me since that kind of seems like a PR nightmare.” She dropped her head against the back of the sofa. “How can I work in this field and be that naïve?”
“Oh honey, who can blame you, really? We see some shitty things. You just wanted to believe in the fairytale.”
“Fairytale, right. Well, he definitely wasn’t that. And the sixteen voicemails he left me over the weekend proved it.”
“Sixteen? Yikes, that’s a bit excessive.”
“You think?” She snickered. After the first half dozen calls, she’d turned her phone off. Unfortunately, with his team volunteering, she hadn’t been able to delete his number, but lord knows it had been tempting.
A giant black SUV pulled up in the parking lot. She stood up to get a better look. Four women dressed in designer clothes exited the vehicle. 
“You’ve got to be freaking kidding me,” she mumbled.
“What?” James asked.
“That’s his frickin’ wife,” Peyton squeaked. Oh god, why was she here? She eyed the back hallway. Did she have time to make a break for it before they walked in? 
“Go to your office, honey. I’ll see if I can figure out why they’re here. Go,” James ordered.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
“Yes, go, quick.” James pushed her in the back, and she stumbled toward her office.
She paced around the small space, waiting for James to come tell her it was safe to come out. Several minutes later, James walked in and winced. “Apparently they are here to volunteer?”
“What? What do you mean they’re here to volunteer? Doing what?” She looked around the office. This couldn’t be happening. Why? Why? “What did you tell them?”
“I asked what they had in mind. She said something about adding some flare to what the guys were doing, whatever the hell that means?” James shuddered. “They scare me, and that’s hard to do. You have to go out there.”
“What? No, I don’t!” Peyton grabbed her friend’s arm. “Seriously James, I can’t. I’m not cut out for this kind of thing. I’ll confess and I don’t want to ruin this woman’s life with some frickin’ Bill Clinton moment of what constitutes cheating in their relationship.”
James’ lip quivered as he tried not to laugh. 
“It’s not funny,” Peyton growled.
“Clinton moment? Really? Come on, that was good.”
“James, seriously.” Peyton widened her eyes and stared at him. “Help me.”
“Okay, okay. Call shithead and tell him to get his ass down here and tell his wife she can’t volunteer because it’s fucking ridiculous.”
“Oh god, I don’t want to call him, but it is ridiculous. Do these people not talk? I mean seriously. She just rounds up a bunch of other wives, comes on down, and no one thinks to tell them it’s a bad idea. What is wrong with these guys?”
She took a deep breath. “Okay, first things first. I’ll call sleazeball and tell him to get his wife. Then I’ll try to encourage her not to volunteer.” She picked up her phone and turned back to James. “Can you go back out there and make sure no one is going to steal her car or try to rob them or anything?”
James squeezed her arm. “It’ll be okay, honey.”
“Sure it will.” If only that were true.
James closed the door behind him as she stared at the phone in her hand. She could do this. After one deep, fortifying breath, she pulled up Simon’s number and hit dial.
“Peyton, baby. I’m so glad you called me back.”
“Nope, we aren’t doing this. The only reason I am calling is because you wife is here with some of the other wives, and they want to volunteer. You need to fix this, Simon.”
“What do you mean Carmella is there?” Simon’s voice raised several octaves.
“I mean, your wife is out front with her friends, and they want to volunteer because the team is volunteering here, and apparently that means so do their wives.”
“Shit. I’m on my way.”
“Hurry,” Peyton snapped and hung up.
She dropped her phone down onto her desk. God, she hadn’t even had her first cup of coffee yet. This day sucked. She wanted a do over.
The intercom on her phone clicked on. “Umm, Peyton,” James said.
“Yes, sorry I’m coming.”
Okay, she could do this. Just put on your big girl panties and go out there. She adjusted the waistband of her pants and smoothed down the front of her shirt. Her hand trembled. 
How was she supposed to face this woman when she knew what a sleaze her husband was? And how did she not say something to her? But how could she do that? It would ruin this woman’s life and those kids… God, those poor kids. She knew what that felt like. Her dad was the same kind of cheating jerk. She’d thought she could spot them a mile away. Apparently not.
She took a deep breath. “Big girl panties, big girl panties,” she muttered to herself. Who was she kidding? There were not panties big enough to handle this situation. This was some supersonic Spanx kind of deal. Another deep breath and she pulled open the door and walked down the hall. 
Each step closer, the nausea in her stomach grew.
“Peyton, hi,” Carmella gushed the moment she saw her. 
“Carmella, what a surprise.” She forced a smile that felt so fake.
“Sorry, we showed up unannounced. The girls and I got talking yesterday over brunch and we just had to come down and see the place where our fellas are going to be volunteering.”
“Right, sorry, unfortunately, umm… there’s not really a nice way to say this, so… umm… I’ll just say it. This is a safe place for kids, so it’s not really a place where we want people to come and look around as they please. Sorry, if that sounds harsh, I just have to really protect the kids.”
“Oh, no, of course we totally understand.” Carmella put her hand to her chest. “We aren’t here to just be looky-loos. I thought because it was a school day, it would be okay to come down now because you’d have fewer kids around. I was hoping we could talk about some ways the girls and I could help out.”
“Help out?”
“Yes, put us to work,” Carmella said.
“Well, until I see what this program with the Hawks is going to look like, I don’t really know what we’ll need in terms of volunteers. So, it’s a bit premature to even consider a meeting,” Peyton replied.
A curvy blonde stepped toward Peyton. “Any chance we could sit down and have some coffee and chat?”
“Umm…” Peyton stammered.
“I’m Lisa Knight. My husband, Johnny, is one of the pitchers on the team. He’s no Ryan but…”
“Johnny Knight? Right, yep, I know who he is.” Crap, that was not the woman he was with at the party. How the hell could Carmella be here with her when she’d been at the party and seen Lisa’s husband with someone else? She glanced over at Carmella, who smiled sadly at her like she knew what Peyton was thinking. Oh, hell no, she was not cut out for this crap.
“So coffee?” Lisa prodded.
“Why don’t you go sit down in the boardroom, and I’ll bring some coffee to you all, Peyton,” James said.
Peyton glanced over at James and gritted her teeth. “Great.” So much for being helpful.
“If I’m being honest, we really all just wanted to get to know Ryan’s girlfriend a little better, so prepare to be grilled,” Lisa said as she linked her arm with Peyton.
“Ryan?” James mouthed and Peyton rolled her eyes.
Could this day get any worse?




Chapter Three


Ryan fought to stay focused on the PowerPoint presentation flipping across the screen as the PR team laid out the upcoming volunteer commitments they had planned for the players. This off season was going to be busier than the regular season. So much for down time.
Phone in hand, Andy walked back into the room and rounded the table, crouching down beside Ryan. “We need to head down to Kidsplay.”
Ryan leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Why do we need to go there?”
“Because Carm and a bunch of wives just showed up and if I know them, they’ll be grilling Peyton about you.”
Kirsty paused the PowerPoint presentation and leaned across the table toward them. “Why would they be grilling Peyton about Ryan?” 
“Fuck,” Ryan muttered. Of course, this had to happen in the middle of their team PR meeting with Kirsty there. Why had he agreed to this? It was one thing to save Andy at a party, but come on, did he honestly expect him to keep up this charade?
“Because Ryan and Peyton are dating,” Andy piped up.
Apparently so. Ryan glared at Andy, and the bastard just shrugged like it was no big deal.
“Seriously?” Kirsty sat forward in her seat. “When did that happen?” Her eyes lit up like they just told her they had a box of puppies. She pinned Ryan with her stare, anxiously awaiting his answer.
He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I
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