
JUST ONE KISS

(Pine Grove Novel, #5)

Jean C. Joachim

Moonlight Books


Table of Contents

Title Page

Dedication | To My Readers. Thank you for your love and support. | Acknowledgment

Just One Kiss | (Pine Grove Novel, #5) | Jean C. Joachim | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

**THE END**

REWRITE THE STARS | (Pine Grove Series) | Book Six | Chapter One

Books by Jean C. Joachim

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication


To My Readers. Thank you for your love and support.


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Acknowledgment

THANK YOU TO MY EDITOR, Sherri Good, and my proofreader, Renee Waring. A special “thank you” to Vicki Locey, and Roz Lee whose encouragement keeps me on track. Thank you to the Joachim men, Larry, David & Steve, and the newest member of our family, Pam, for keeping me grounded and believing in me.

ABOUT THE E-BOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED: Your non-refundable purchase of this e-book allows you to only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal reading on your own personal computer or device. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. If you do not want this book anymore, you must delete it from your computer.

WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Just One Kiss

Copyright © 2019 Jean C. Joachim

Edited by Sherri Good

Proofreader: Renee Waring

Cover design – Dawne Dominique, Dusk to Dawn designs

––––––––
[image: image]


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.






PUBLISHER

Moonlight Books

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Just One Kiss

(Pine Grove Novel, #5)

Jean C. Joachim


Chapter One


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


RUSTY SHIFTED IN HIS seat across the desk from the school social worker.

“Mr. Reisse, your son needs you,” said Sylvia Kaplan.

“He’s got me.”

She shook her head. “He’s acting out in the classroom, and at recess. If you don’t take some action, I’ll be forced to recommend services for him.”

“Services? Like putting him in foster care?” Rusty rose halfway out of his chair.

“Like sending him to spend time with me and the district psychiatrist. I’m sure you’d rather give him private care.”

“He doesn’t need a shrink. He’s just a normal boy.”

Again, she shook her head.

“Not exactly. Tommy’s good at heart—but he needs attention. With your wife gone to make films in Europe...”

“My ex-wife.”

“And you working twenty-four seven, the boy’s lonely. Do you read to him every night at bedtime, Mr. Reisse?”

“After the game, it’s too late. He’s asleep.”

“Who takes care of him while you’re away?”

“His aunt. Sometimes a babysitter.”

“He needs you, Mr. Reisse. His father.”

“I have to work.”

“I suggest you take time off.”

“How much time?”

“As much as possible. You’re not a poor man. Could you manage the summer?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“The whole summer off?”

“That’s right. Get a cabin in the woods. Away from the television and video games. Just the two of you. Read to him. Fish. Hunt, if you must. Teach him baseball. Anything. Just spend time with him.”

“What about my job?”

Mrs. Kaplan smiled at him. “Come now. You’re telling me the famous Rusty Reisse, two- time World Series MVP, can’t get a couple of months hiatus or sabbatical, or whatever you’d call it from your broadcasting job?”

Rusty swallowed. This woman was a ballbuster. She could take on any pitcher and hit it out of the park. What chance did he stand?

“Do you love your son, Mr. Reisse?” Her gentle tone turned harsh.

“Of course, I love my son.”

“Then try putting him first.” She pushed to her feet.

“But I—”

“The boy is not beyond help. But he needs it now. If you let this summer go by, I will take action in the fall.”

Rusty stood up. “And where do you suggest I find such a place?”

“You have many resources, I’m sure. You’re well off, you must know thousands of people. Find a place. Do it for Tommy.”

“And? If I do?”

“Let me know. I’ll expect weekly emails from you reporting on your progress. His progress, really.”

“Weekly?”

She bent over the desk and made direct eye contact. “Don’t you get it, Mr. Reisse? Your son is slipping away—heading to a bad place. I’m trying to save him.”

“Okay, okay. I admit he’s been a little difficult lately.”

She raised her eyebrows. “A little difficult?” She picked up a small stack of papers. “Do you know exactly how many times he’s been sent to the principal’s office?”

Rusty cringed.

“Of course, you don’t want to know. He’s only eight, Mr. Reisse. If you don’t pay attention to him now, those could be trips to juvenile detention by the time he’s thirteen.”

Fear spiked through Rusty. “Okay. I got it. Cabin in the woods. Weekly email.”

Mrs. Kaplan smiled at him. “Good. I know you can do anything you set your mind to.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” He attempted to smile, failed, and left her office.

Rusty made his way to his office, near Tommy’s private school on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. He plopped down at his desk. Turning to face the huge windows behind him, he simply stared, trying to take in what Mrs. Kaplan had said.

His secretary, Bernadette, rattled off Rusty’s obligations for the week. “Here are your messages. And the schedule for next week. Five interviews. Also your schedule for training camp. Harry wants to see you.”

“Thanks.” Feeling numb, Rusty made his way into the head of the network’s office.

“Rusty. It’s about time. Where have you been?”

“At school.”

“What?”

As if someone had lit a match to his foot, Rusty jumped to life. “Harry! My kid’s in trouble. He’s failing. He’s losing it. I need to take off July and August.”

“July and August? What about training camp? What about the new season?”

“Get someone else to cover it.”

“But you’re Rusty Reisse.”

Rusty pounded his fist once on Harry’s enormous desk. “Didn’t you hear me, Harry. I said Tommy’s in trouble. I’m taking time off. He needs me. Fire me, if you want to. But I’m leaving now. I’ll be back in September.”

Harry leaped to his feet.

“Why you can’t do that! You have a contract with us.”

“Then sue me. It’s my kid, Harry. Nothing’s more important than Tommy.”

“You son-of-a-bitch.”

“Are you kiddin’ me? My son. My kid. I thought you’d understand.”

Harry sank down in his chair. “Really? You’re not shittin’ me? Tommy?”

“Yeah. I didn’t see it. But the social worker read me the riot act. So I’m taking time for him. That’s it. No compromise. No discussion. You’re a father. Don’t you get it?”

Harry’s tone softened. “I do. I do get it. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I’m gonna take him away for a while. Just the two of us.”

“Okay. Keep in touch. We’ll cover for you. We’ll figure something out.”

“Talk to Bernadette. She knows everything and everyone. Thanks, Harry. I appreciate it.”

“You’ll be back in September?” Harry stood up.

“I will.”

“Good luck.” The men shook hands

Rusty returned to his office, packed up, and stopped at his secretary’s desk.

“You can reach me by cell phone or email. But only if it’s a dire emergency. I’ll be gone until September.”

“September?” Her eyebrows rose.

“Yeah. Don’t ask. Keep it together for me,” he said, patting her cheek.

“I’ll try.”

Rusty headed for his favorite restaurant, “The Goal Line.” He sat at the bar and ordered Chivas Regal on the rocks and a burger. After knocking off one drink, he nursed a second, waiting for his food. A slap on the back drew his attention. It was Fred Carter, his old college buddy. The two men had gone through divorces together.

“Hey, Rusty. You’re here early.”

“Got some bad news.”

“What happened?”

Rusty explained his predicament. “It’s June fifteenth. Where the hell am I going to find a cabin in the country now?” He took a sip.

“I just might be able to help you.”

“You?”

“Roberta and I bought a little place in Pine Grove, years ago. It was supposed to be our weekend getaway. Yeah, back when we were still talking. Anyway. We’re still talking settlement, and she forgot about it. It’s community property. I have the right to rent it out, if I want to. And I’ll give it to you cheap.”

“How big is it?”

“It’s two bedrooms, fully furnished, and two grand for the whole summer.”

“Really?”

“Yep. For an old buddy.”

“That’s great. I’ll take it. Do you want a check now?”

“Why not?”

Rusty whipped out his checkbook and scratched out the rent. He handed it to Fred.

“Roberta can’t throw us out, can she?”

Fred shook his head. “Nope. Now you’re set. Hope you and Tommy have a great time.”

“Me, too.” Rusty rubbed the back of his neck.

* * * *
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ACROSS TOWN, MEG GUNDERSON, second-grade teacher, sent her class out to recess. She busied herself putting away supplies, hanging up smocks, and tidying up her classroom. She had the neatest one in her grade. Smiling with pride as she put things away, she answered a knock.

“Roberta, come in.”

“I have the plans for the end-of-year party. Just wanted to run them by you,” Roberta Carter said, entering the room.

The two women huddled together by the teacher’s desk, examining papers. When they were finished, Meg sighed. “Looks great.”

Roberta stuffed the plans back in her shoulder bag. “How are you?”

“I’m okay. But summer is a big question mark.”

“I thought you were going to take a group of kids to the Adirondacks.”

“It fell through.”

“Weren’t you talking about going away with your boyfriend?”

“Changed my mind. Charlie doesn’t like him. It wouldn’t work.”

“Hmm. How about spending the summer in my cabin in Pine Grove?”

“You have a cabin?”

“Fred doesn’t know, but I’m getting custody of it in the divorce. It’s a lovely place. Two large bedrooms. Fully furnished. You know my taste.”

“I can give it to you for a bargain price. Twelve hundred for the whole summer.”

“Twelve hundred? That’s cheap.”

“You deserve a break. You’re the best teacher the twins have ever had.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

“It’s very kind of you. I’ll take it. Charlie’ll love being in the country.”

“And you, too.”

“Where is Pine Grove.”

“About two hours northwest of the City. Rural. Quiet.”

“Perfect. After this crazy year, I need the rest.”

“I’ll show you on a map.”

Roberta whipped out her phone and Googled a map of western New York state. The two women pored over the picture while Roberta filled Meg in on things to do in Pine Grove.

“Sounds ideal. Charlie and I need some down time.”

Roberta patted Meg’s arm. “It’s been hard for you, losing John. Raising Charlie alone.”

Meg sighed. Her eyes filled. “I miss him so much. So does Charlie.”

The children returned to the classroom, ending the conversation between the women. Meg couldn’t wait to tell her young son about their summer adventure.

She picked him up from his classroom, and they headed for home. On their walk, her mind conjured up projects and experiments they could do over the summer.

“And you’re going to love being in the country. We can test the water for bacteria. We can catch frogs to keep for the summer. Maybe even a snake.”

“A snake? Mom, how come you’re the only mother who isn’t afraid of snakes?”

She’d laughed. “Maybe because I grew up studying them. They’re really cool. You’ll see.”

Charlie asked a million questions on their way home. His interest in their new home for the summer lifted Meg’s spirits. Being a mother and father to her son weighed her down from time to time. This trip would be a relief.

Meg, a former high school science teacher, now taught elementary school. After her husband died in a car crash, she took time off to take courses in early childhood education. She went back to work in a public school where Charlie was enrolled.

Charlie watched “Bill Nye, the Science Guy” while she fixed dinner. While she stirred spaghetti sauce, she created a mental list of books and equipment to bring.

“Mom, can we get a dog?”

“A dog? Charlie, I have enough to handle as it is.”

The boy frowned.

“Maybe someday. But not now. Besides, you’ll have plenty of animals around when we get to the country.”

“When are we going?” He twirled some pasta with his fork.

“As soon as school is over.”

“How much longer?”

“Two weeks.”

He hung his head. Meg leaned over to hug him. “I know. But it’ll go fast.”

He looked up into her eyes and she smiled. For the first time since John’s death, she had something to look forward to.

“We’re gonna have a great time.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

* * * *
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MEG GLANCED AT THE GPS, then steered the car through the dark country roads toward their destination while Charlie slept soundly in the backseat. She smiled. At eleven, there was no traffic. She lifted her shoulders, then pushed them down, and took a deep breath. Meg loved driving on empty rural roads and adored the countryside.

She’d grown up in a small town in Ohio and then met John in college. After she married him, they’d moved to the City. He had a lucrative career on Wall Street.

He’d provided a large apartment on the Upper West Side—entire second and third floors of a townhouse. Meg had everything, except grass and trees. When Charlie came along, she’d stayed home and spent days in Central Park with their son.

After John died, she froze.

Meg’s sister had been urging her to make a change, but she couldn’t. Maybe taking this summer away would bring her back to life, emotionally.

The GPS put her within two miles of her destination. Her pulse kicked up. Impatience pushed her foot down a little harder on the accelerator. Picking her gaze up from the road, she eased down on the brake as a sleepy little house emerged from the darkness.

How thoughtful of Roberta to leave the light over the front door on. As she signaled for a turn, she frowned to see another car in the driveway. Maybe Roberta had a spare car? Could she have forgotten about Meg’s arrival date?

She pulled up next to a silver BMW SUV. Hmm, maybe Roberta had custody of the house already?

Meg opened the trunk and took out two bags. The rest could wait until the morning.

She jostled Charlie. “Sweetheart. Charlie. Dear. We’re here. Can you get up long enough to get into bed?”

Meg prayed the beds were made up already. Charlie mumbled something, rubbed his face and slid out the door. He stumbled his way up the cement path with his mother toting the bags right behind him. Meg fished the key from her purse. She put it in the lock and swung the door wide open.

As Charlie tripped up the step into the house, the sound of barking, once faint grew louder. As the boy moved inside, the hound from Hell, snarling, teeth bared bounded into the room. Charlie and his mother screamed at the same time!

Seeking escape, Meg fled to the dining room, dragging Charlie behind her. The dog nipped at the boy. Using all her strength, Meg grabbed him by the waist and vaulted him onto the table. Then she scrambled onto a chair, then the table with the black dog close behind.

She and Charlie clung to each other screaming. The dog jumped, but Meg raised her foot and kicked its snout. The dog yelped.

“Hey! Don’t kick my dog!” came a masculine voice.

Meg looked up. “Call off your dog!”

“Come here, Coco. Did the bad lady hurt you?” A man dressed only in boxers, followed by a young boy in pajamas fussed about the dog. The animal calmed down for a moment before it snarled again at Meg and Charlie.

“It’s okay, Coco. I don’t think she’s armed.”

“Call off your dog!” she repeated, only louder.

“I will, if you tell me what you’re doing breaking into my house.” Despite his words, the man grasped the dog’s collar and held her at bay.

Slowly, Meg let go of her son. “You okay? Did the dog bite you?”

Charlie nodded. “I don’t think so. She ripped my pants.”

Meg examined the boy’s leg. “Damn. She did. You’ll pay for new pants, mister. And by the way, what are you doing squatting in my house?”

“Your house?” His eyebrows rose.

“You heard me. Keep that beast away from me,” she said, easing her way down from the table.

“I paid to rent this house for the entire summer! So get out before I call the cops.” Rusty frowned.

“Cops? Please do! I paid to rent this house for the entire summer. This is thirty-five Pond Road, isn’t it?”

The man yanked open the front door and checked the number nailed there. “It is. I have paperwork.”

“You? I have paperwork, too!”

“I’m calling the cops,” he said, leaving the room.

“Fine with me.” Meg folded her arms across her chest. “And take the beast with you.”

“Come on, Coco. You don’t have to stay here and be insulted.”

“What kind of dog is it?” Charlie asked.

“Rottweiler,” the other boy replied.

“I’m Charlie.”

“Tommy. Wanna see my room?”

“Don’t leave my sight. The dog isn’t safe!”

“Aw, Coco won’t hurt you. You’re with me.”

Despite his mother’s words, Charlie went off with Tommy.

The man returned with his cell phone in hand.

“Come on, Coco,” the boy called, and the Rottie obeyed, following the boys into the back of the house.

“I’d like to report an intruder,” Rusty said into his cell.

Meg wound her arms around her middle and took a deep breath. She’d stopped shaking and turned her attention to the man in front of her. He was tall, and his mussed hair and scruffy face gave him an attractive bedroom look. She dropped her gaze to his chest. Impressive. The guy obviously worked out. In the dim light, she saw the planes of his pecs and the dusting of brown hair covering them. He even had a shadow of abs.

Remembering he stood in her house, Meg’s anger and hostility returned.

“They’re on the way.”

“You say you have paperwork? Good. Get it. Show it to the cops.”

The sound of a siren in the distance soothed Meg. She’d soon have her house back and this interloper would be tossed out on his, sexy, pushy behind.
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Chapter Two
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Rusty stood with his phone in hand and glanced down. He was practically naked. Sure won’t look too good when the cops get here. He hustled back to his room and thrust his legs into his jeans. He grabbed a tank top and yanked it on. After he zipped his fly, he returned to the front of the house.

Little Miss Cat Burglar shifted her weight. He studied her. What’s a hot chick like her doing breaking into houses? And with her kid, too? Some people have no standards. No morals. Still, he noticed how her short blonde hair caught the dim light in the room just so. And her body? Nice. He stared at her chest, imagining his hands on her breasts. Geez, exactly the right size. Although he couldn’t see her butt, he imagined her slender legs led to a nicely-shaped rear end.

Breaking and entering, theft, and lying—remember who she is! Bad chicks can be hot, too, he reminded himself.

The siren went off and two uniformed state troopers, guns on hips, came up the path. The boys ran to the front, followed by the barking Coco. Tommy opened the door.

“Your dog? Control him.” The officer waited.

Rusty grabbed Coco by the collar. “Yes, sir.” Rusty noticed the man’s nametag.

“Now what’s the problem?” the officer said.

Rusty and the woman started speaking at the same time. Voices escalated and Coco barked. The officer raised his hands.

“Wait a minute! Wait! Slow down. Either put the dog on a leash or in another room. Then, one at a time.” Officer Bolton said. “Ladies first.”

“Thank you,” the woman replied.

“Just my luck. An unliberated cat burglar,” Rusty muttered.

“I’m not a cat burglar!”

“Your name, miss?” the officer asked.

“Meg Gunderson. My son, Charlie.”

While Meg whipped out her papers, Rusty shifted his weight. Surely hers were a forgery.

The trooper looked them over.

“And you, Mr...? Reisse, isn’t it? Rusty Reisse? You played for the New York Nighthawks, didn’t you?”

“Shortstop. Seventeen years.” Rusty tried to look modest but failed.

“You’re a baseball player? Explains the lack of brains,” Meg said, staring at him.

“Why you...lady, you’ve got a lotta balls.”

“Please! There are children here.” Meg folded her arms across her chest.

“Yeah. And they both know what balls are.” Rusty grinned.

“Mr. Reisse, would you give me an autograph?” The trooper whisked out a piece of paper and a pen. “Just make it out to Roger, my son.”

“Sure thing, Officer Bolton. Happy to.” Rusty smiled as he scratched out a phrase and his signature.

While he signed, the trooper examined his papers. He folded up each set and handed them back to the proper person. He shook his head.

“I’m sorry to tell you, folks, you both rented this place.”

“What?” Rusty and Meg said in unison.

“Right. Go ahead look at each other’s leases and checks. Either someone was scamming you or playing a nasty joke. But you both contracted for this house. You both have equal rights to be here.”

“But he can’t. I mean. It’s ours. I don’t want him here.”

“Nothing I can do, ma’am. I suggest you exchange papers, and you’ll see what I mean. Toss a coin or something. You’ll have to figure it out on your own.” Officer T. Bolton folded up the autograph and slipped it in his pocket. “Goodnight.”

“This is my house.”

“No, it isn’t,” Rusty said, unfolding her papers. They each studied the other’s lease and shook their heads. Meg burst into tears.

“Just like a woman. Cry to get your way,” he said to himself. “You can blubber all you want to; Tommy and I are not moving out. But I will help you carry your bags back to your car.”

“We don’t have any place to go,” she said.

“Back to the city?”

She shook her head. Fishing around her purse, she finally pulled out a tissue. “I promised Charlie summer in the country.”

“Yeah? Well, the guidance counselor told me if I didn’t get Tommy away for a while, bad things were going to happen.” No way would Rusty reveal how desperate his situation was to this total stranger.

Meg sank down on the dining room chair. “It’s all Roberta’s fault.”

“Roberta? Yeah. And Fred, too. Bastards.”

“Please don’t use bad language in front of my son.”

“Sorry.” Rusty rubbed his face, then the back of his neck. “Look. Why don’t you and your son stay here tonight? It’s late. We’ll sort this out tomorrow.”

“Where will we sleep.”

As chivalrous as he was feeling there was no way Rusty was giving up his bed. “I think the sofa is a sleeper. Let’s see.”

“Charlie, there’s an extra bed in my room. Come on.”

Charlie picked up his bag and followed Tommy. Coco trotted along behind. Sure enough, Rusty had been right. He tossed the cushions and opened the bed.

“We’re in luck. It’s already made up.”

“Thank you.”

While she showed some appreciation, it had been forced, reluctant. Since she wasn’t a cat burglar, he couldn’t justify tossing her into the street. Besides, she had a son about Tommy’s age.

“Where’s the bathroom?”

“First door on the left. Boys’ room is on the right. Mine is on the left.”

“Fine. Excuse me.” She opened her bag and rummaged around. Rusty retreated. At least he knew when to leave. Stopping by the boys’ room, he found each one in a bed.

“Thanks, Mr. Reisse,” Charlie said, turning an angelic face to Rusty.

“You’re welcome. We’ll get this straightened out tomorrow. Goodnight.”

The boys returned his goodnight. He turned out the light and climbed back into bed. By now, he was beyond tired. Still, the solution for the situation escaped him. Annoyed, he closed his eyes and prayed it had all been a dream. And when he awoke, Miss Meg Gunderson and her cute tow-headed son would be gone, having been nothing more than a figment of his imagination.

* * * *
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IN THE BATHROOM, MUMBLING to herself, Meg changed into her nightgown.

“The police know I’m here. And if he’s a rapist murderer, they’ll know he did it.” She wondered if he’d knock her off just to get the house. What would he do with Charlie? No way. An ex-pro baseball player wouldn’t. If he was proven guilty, he’d never get into the Baseball Hall of Fame. Isn’t it what every player wanted?

She chastised herself for being paranoid and brushed her teeth. When she finished, she padded into the boys’ room and kissed Charlie goodnight.

“Goodnight, Tommy. Thank you for letting Charlie stay in your room.”

“It’s like having a brother without the annoying little kid part,” the boy said.

Meg had miscarried a month before John’s accident. Seeing her son happy with Tommy, she wondered if he would have been happy with a sibling. Maybe, someday.

Back in the living room, she pulled down the covers on the sofa-bed and climbed in. The room had cooled with the mid-June country night air, so she hauled her ass out of bed to slip on leggings and a sweatshirt. Not a good idea to go looking for an extra blanket at this hour. The hound from Hell might trap her in the linen closet. If there even was a linen closet in the place. She returned to bed.

Once she warmed up, sleep came quickly. Since John’s death, she’d learned to shove unpleasant or disturbing thoughts from her mind. Now she needed sleep to be fresh to tackle their unpleasant situation in the morning. She needed to prevail, convince the arrogant asshole he was wrong and send him packing. But how? One more yawn and the next thing she knew, morning sun crept through the living room curtains and poked her right in the eye.

She cracked an eyelid open. Her phone said five thirty. Oh, Lord! No way would she be getting up at this hour. Startled by a snorting sound, she rolled over, coming face-to-snout with the behemoth the jock called a dog.

“Nice, Coco. Nice doggie. Go play, eat a bear or something.” She attempted to shoo the pooch away, but the monster didn’t budge.

Coco stared at Meg, then licked her face.

“Ewww. Yuck. Yucky, yucky, yuck!” She wiped her face with her fingers as she bounded out of bed and into the bathroom. After scrubbing her cheeks, she returned to bed. Coco was still there.

“You can’t want breakfast at this hour?” Meg shook her head. “Walk? So early?”

A low woof emanated from the giant beast.

Meg searched the living room, picking up newspapers on the end table and jackets slung on chairs. “Where’s your leash?”

The mighty Coco lumbered away, returning two minutes later carrying the missing leash in her mouth.

“Oh. I see. Fetch really means something. Okay.” Gingerly, she approached the massive dog. “How the hell?” Meg tried the harness one way, then another with no success. “Why can’t they have a stupid collar and leash. What is this? A harness or a torture device? Oh, yeah. A harness. Like a collar could hurt this thing. She’s the size of a baby elephant.”

After five minutes, she got the hang of it and clicked the ends together. She slipped on flipflops and padded to the kitchen.

“Bags. Bags. Can’t go out without a bag,” she muttered, rummaging through drawers. After she opened a large cabinet, she spied a bag of bags hanging on the door. Meg stuffed two in the pocket of her sweatshirt and unlocked the back door.

Coco took off, lumbering down the steps and onto the lawn, yanking the leash from Meg’s hand. “Stop! Coco! Come back!” She ran after the dog, who stopped at a tree to sniff. Meg grabbed the leash.

“Rules. We need some rules here. I’m not doing this every morning. Just so you know. And when you come out with me, you’ll walk like a lady. No taking off. Okay?”

The dog squatted.

“There. Good. Now can we go back inside?”

Obviously, Coco was better at pulling than listening as she continued on her way, trotting along at a good clip, dragging Meg behind her.

Fifteen minutes later, Meg opened the back door. The dog pushed ahead and made a beeline straight to her food bowl, which she nudged toward Meg.

“Breakfast now, huh?” The dog pulled her lips back into a grin. “I don’t know what they feed you. Let’s see...” She opened the pantry and found a big bag of dry dog food, filled the dish, and gave her water.

Meg put the bed together, then headed back to the kitchen. After taking a peek in the fridge, she inspected the pantry. It wasn’t exactly well-stocked, but it had the basics.

She pulled a mixing bowl down from a shelf and went to work. The familiar aroma of melting butter pleased her nose. Still wearing her nightgown, sweatshirt, and leggings, Meg hummed a favorite tune and danced a little as she poured fresh pancake batter in the pan.

“Well, well, well, she sings, she dances, and she cooks, too.”

The deep, masculine voice startled Meg. She whipped around to face a half-naked Rusty lounging against the doorway. She eyed his smokin’ hot body clad only in boxers. Damn, the man was fit. Staring at his chest started sensations in her private places. She swallowed. Gradually her gaze made its way to his face.

His eyes laughed at her. Anger ignited. “Do you always come undressed to breakfast?”

“Do you always wear a nightgown, sweatshirt, and leggings to bed? Isn’t it overkill? Of course, you’re probably used to sleeping alone.”

She flipped the pancakes onto her plate and pursed her lips. “At least I’m decent.” She dropped her gaze to his fly. “I hope Mr. Winkie isn’t going to pay us a visit.”

Rusty’s eyes widened. He looked down, then covered his crotch with his hands. “Oh, shit. Sorry.” He ran from the room.

Meg’s anger dissolved into laughter. She opened the maple syrup, applied some to her food, and sat down to eat.

Before she’d finished half of the short stack, Rusty was back, fastening his bathrobe.

“Mr. Winkie?” He cocked an eyebrow. “I hope you’re not teaching your son to call it that.”

Meg raised her eyes to his. With a steady voice, she replied. “Actually, I’m teaching him to call it his penis. Because that’s what it is. Not a dick, not junk, nor a Johnson, not the little fellow, not cock, not his equipment, not the other head, and not Mr. Winkie. What are you teaching your son?”

“All of the above. And a few others you didn’t mention. Got any more of those?”

She made a face. “Do you mean you’d like me to make you some pancakes?”

“Yeah. Isn’t cooking woman’s work?”

Anger boiled up in her chest. Unable to hide it, her voice took on a tone so cold it could freeze meat. “For your snide comment, you can cook it yourself. I’ll be nice enough to let you use some of the batter I made. I said some. Save most of it for the boys.”

He grinned and shook his head. “At least you didn’t throw it at me. It’s so easy to get your goat. Looks like you’re going to be the entertainment around here.”

“Uh, no. Because you’re leaving. I’ll help you pack.”

“Oh, yeah? Fuck that shit. We were here first. And we’re staying.” Rusty approached the stove. He picked up the handle of the pan and yowled in pain, throwing the pan back on the burner.

“Oops. Guess I forgot to tell you the pan was hot. I’m so sorry.” She smiled sweetly at him.

Clutching his hand, he headed for the freezer where he grabbed a couple of ice cubes.

“I’m not used to cooking.”

“Who feeds your son?”

“I have a housekeeper. And she’s a darn good cook, too.”

Her ears got hot, though, she had no clue why this information burned her up. “You need a housekeeper?”

“When you’ve hit it big in baseball, you don’t have to do any menial shit anymore.”

“Menial? I consider cooking for my son an important part of parenting.”

“Yeah? Well, count me out. I consider playing baseball with my son an important part of parenting. Do you play ball with Charlie?”

She shook her head. Anger flared higher. “Baseball is a waste of time. I’m teaching my son about science. Nature. He can already identify twenty different species of bird, snakes, and lizards. And he recognizes many bird calls.”

“Snakes? The only snakes my kid will learn about are the kind who wear spiked heels and tight skirts.”

“You give chauvinist a bad name.” She finished her food and dumped her plate in the sink.

“Aren’t you going to help me?” He turned toward her.

“It’s pancake batter, butter, and a hot pan. Figure it out. He who doesn’t prepare batter does the dishes,” she said, sticking her nose in the air and heading for the door.

“And stop trying to seduce me with your sweatshirt and leggings get-up, will you? There are children in this house.” He laughed.

She uttered a grunt of frustration and strode into the living room.

* * * *
[image: image]


WHILE HE POURED HIMSELF a cup of coffee, Rusty watched her walk away. Her bulky clothing didn’t totally cover up her cute body. Slim legs, small breasts—maybe a B cup? And the cutest damn butt he’d seen in ages. The short blonde hair was distinctive. He’d tired of all the long hair everywhere. Couldn’t tell one chick from another in a bar. It just got in the way in the bedroom, anyway.

Her huge blue eyes, chic haircut, perky nose, and perfect lips commanded his attention. Hell, if they’d met at a bar, they’d already be sharing a tube of toothpaste. But the mouth on her. And her attitude? She could shove it if she thought she’d be running him and Tommy out of this house. He found it first, paid for it first, and they were staying.

Besides, he needed to repair things with his son. Angela, his ex, made it clear she’d rather be acting or dancing, or whatever the fuck she was doing in Europe, than taking care of their son. But what did he know about parenting? Nothing. Still, the school had convinced him spending more time with Tommy would help him in school.

Rusty didn’t mind. He loved the City, but country life had its merit, too. And the cute little chick sharing his house might end up sharing his bed. Nothing he liked more than a challenge.

Turning his thoughts to food, he eyed the pan, butter, and bowl of batter with suspicion. Behind him, a voice piped up.

“First you put the pan on the stove. Turn on the flame, then put some butter in. Like one pat. When it melts, you pour in some pancake batter.” Tommy grinned at his father.

“How do you know so much about cooking?

“Mrs. MacDougal taught me.”

“When? When does she teach you about cooking?”

“After school.”

“She makes pancakes?”

“Sometimes she makes them for dinner.”

“Crepes?”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s what she calls them. I call them pancakes.” Tommy went to the fridge and took out a carton of milk. Rusty took his son’s advice.

Charlie and Meg joined them. She wore a tunic, the same leggings, and a little makeup.

“Figured it out?” She raised her eyebrows.

“I told him,” Tommy piped up.

“Learning to cook from your eight-year-old son?” Again, she raised an eyebrow at him. Rusty sensed heat traveling to his face.

“He had advice.”

“Oh, I see. But he’s a boy. And he knows how to cook? Tsk tsk, you’re falling down on the job, Rusty.”

“Mrs. MacDougal and I cook a lot. She makes my lunch and dinner. Sometimes she lets me help in the kitchen.” Tommy beamed with pride.

“I think it’s wonderful, Tommy. Charlie helps me cook, too.”

“Hot dogs, hamburgers, and salad are my specialties,” Charlie said, stumbling over the last word.

Meg watched over the pancakes, giving Rusty instructions. He bristled at her condescending attitude but did what he was told. They turned out perfect.

After breakfast, Rusty harnessed Coco.

“I took her out already. And fed her, too.”

“Aren’t you just the handiest person to have around?” Rusty shot her a nasty look. Tommy tugged on his father’s robe. In a loud whisper, he said, “Dad, be nice.”

Meg hid a smile behind her hand. “Get dressed, Charlie. Long pants. We’re going to look for birds.”

“Mom, can Tommy come, too?”

“If his father says so. Sure.”

“Can I, Dad?”

“Bird watching?” Rusty made another face.

“A little intellectual stimulation won’t hurt him.”

“Can Dad come, too?” Tommy asked.

Meg’s eyes widened. “I doubt he wants to.”

“I have to work, Tommy. You go ahead. Don’t do anything dangerous, Ms. Gunderson.”

The boys raced to their room.

“Just don’t turn him into some kind of nerdy freak, okay?”

“Oh, you mean like me?” She stood, hands on hips.

He gave her a long look. “Yeah. Like you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you can buy a guidebook to translate what he talks about when he gets home. Who thought such a young lad could leave his father in the dust intellectually?” She pretended to yawn.

Steam boiled up inside Rusty. She’d touched a nerve. He wasn’t proud of his lack of learning. She must have at least two degrees, he figured, if she’s a teacher. And Rusty had none.

“Okay, okay. I’m coming.” He frowned at her.

“I don’t remember inviting you.”

“If Tommy goes, I go.”

“Well, then. I guess you’ve invited yourself.”

“Damn straight. Don’t get so fucking superior, little Miss School Teacher.”

“Watch your language.”

“Why? Your son’ll pick it up in middle school anyway.”

“At least he can wait until then.”

“Hasn’t he ever heard the eff word?”

She shook her head. “Not from me.”

“Oh my God. You’re really a little prig, aren’t you?”

“Don’t call me names. I use proper English.”

“Well fuck it.” He escaped to his room, leaving her open-mouthed. Chuckling to himself, he dressed quickly. He left two buttons of his golf shirt unbuttoned. Give the woman a thrill. Rusty shook his head. This wasn’t going as planned at all. She was supposed to do all the cooking, sleep with him, and keep her high-flying ideas to herself. Hah! Like that was gonna happen. He shook his head. What the hell had he agreed to last night? Bird watching? Next best thing to being dead.
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