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Blurb

He's the beast, and she's the beauty of his past.

 

After twelve years in the league, all Zach Murphy wants is a Super Bowl ring. His focus has been on hard hits–not smooth manners; about breaking quarterbacks–not making small talk at cocktail parties. After dumping a tray of drinks on the team owner’s daughter and accidentally feeling up the governor’s wife, his tenure with his team looks perilously short.

 

Kelsie Carrington-Richmond knows what it's like to fall from grace. A onetime beauty pageant star and former high-school mean girl, she's now destitute and one step from living out of her car. With few real job skills, she focuses on starting her new business, Charm School for Real Men. She's thrilled to land her first clients, the Seattle Steelheads, who have hired her to polish their roughest player.

 

Except…it’s Zach. The same guy whose broken heart she left in her wake when she was still a mean girl. He’s just the beast she remembers—but she’s nothing like the beauty queen she once was.

 

Can they get beyond their pasts? Or will they both find themselves offsides?

 

Previously published as Down by Contact in 2013. This version has been updated, re-written, and re-edited. Previously published as Down by Contact in 2013. This version has been updated, re-written, and re-edited.

 


Dedication

For Steph. I don’t know where you went or how your life ended up, but I hope you’re happy now and living a life free of abuse. I miss our talks, and I’m thinking of you.

 


Author’s Note

What are The Originals? 

 

Years ago I wrote and published several football romances in the Seattle Lumberjacks series. Due to contractual restrictions, I was unable to use the Lumberjacks as my series name when the books reverted to me. The Lumberjacks books are being rewritten and rolled into my Steelheads series with the subtitle of “The Originals” to differentiate them from the newer books in the series.

 

You might have noticed that the first three novels in “The Originals” collection of Seattle Steelheads novels have been released out of order. I’ve been releasing them in the order that they reverted to me from my former publisher. Because Kickoff (formerly Fourth and Goal) was originally published by a different publisher and later contracted with another publisher, it ended up reverting to me after Books 2 and 3 of the original series.

 

The current true chronological order is:

1—Kickoff

2—Snap Decision

3—Offsides

4-6—The rights have not reverted yet

 

The Steelheads 7 years later:

7—Blindsided

8—Game Changer

9—Fumble Recovery


Chapter 1—Thrown for a Loss

Twelve years and a couple multimillion-dollar football contracts changed a lot of things for a kid who’d grown up poor, but obviously not enough.

Zach Murphy shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. In less time than it took to hike a football, he’d been catapulted from a man who commanded respect and controlled his own destiny to one of inadequacy and uncertainty. 

He hated these fancy banquets where everyone pretended to be something they weren’t, where the wealthy paid big sums to hang out with professional athletes all in the name of charity. Zach preferred his charitable work to be more low-key and private. Even worse, he hated how these affairs made him feel like he was still on the outside looking in. He’d tried to fit into a crowd like this once, and it’d been a disaster. Now he didn’t give a shit.

The bottom line was he didn’t like these stupid-assed events. He’d already managed to insult some millionaire geek’s wife by stating the charity she chaired would do more good if their board had volunteers spend less time on task forces and more time doing the actual work. Yeah, he’d done his homework and wasn’t impressed with their overhead. She’d been gulping down the tray of teeny-tiny appetizers like she hadn’t eaten in days. Judging by her emaciated frame, she was probably going to purge in the bathroom later in the evening. After his not-too-tactful comment, they’d snubbed him, instead of being genuinely interested in his comments.

Well, screw them. He wasn’t donating anyway. There were charities more worthy in his estimation.

He sucked in social situations and didn’t give a shit, especially highbrow ones like this. His old team never made him attend anything more than a bowling tournament, but the Steelheads insisted their defensive captain go to all this fake crap.

Zach ran his fingers through his unruly hair and almost wished he’d gotten it cut. Too long and curly to be tamed with hair gel and too short for a ponytail, it kept getting in his eyes. He tugged on his bow tie, rebelling against how constricting it was. He’d been here less than thirty minutes, but it felt like a lifetime.

Looking for some friendly faces, he walked up to a couple of his defensive guys and joined their conversation. “Hey, guys, did you see our jackass quarterback anywhere? I thought I’d arm-wrestle him for a dance with his hot little girlfriend.”

They stared at him sort of funny. He wiped his mouth, wondering if he had crumbs on his face or something. One of the guys jerked his head to indicate someone was behind him.

On cue Tyler Harris, the Seattle Steelheads’ quarterback and Zach’s personal enemy number one, stepped into their circle with his cute, curvy girlfriend, Lavender, beside him. Zach liked Lavender. She was sweet and sassy all rolled into one. Even better, she could put the asshole quarterback in his place with one damning look. Harris might be an uncontrollable bad boy in most circumstances, but Lavender led him around by a ring in his dick, which amused Zach to no end.

Zach grinned at her, and she hugged him, then straightened his bow tie. Harris snaked his arm possessively around her waist and tucked her close to his side. His glare cut right through the bullshit. He hated the linebacker as much as Zach hated him. The jerk’s gaze swept downward as if he were assessing and cataloging Zach’s every social blunder. What Tyler didn’t understand was Zach dressed this way on purpose. Clothes didn’t matter to him. 

Tyler’s gaze fixed on Zach’s black cowboy boots. Harris smirked and raised one eyebrow. “Cowboy boots at a black-tie affair?”

“Sounds like the words to a country song,” Bruiser, their surfer-boy running back, quipped. Like he’d ever listened to a country song in his life. 

“Hey, I’m from Texas, and I like them.” Zach shoved his hands in his pockets before he did damage to the quarterback’s pretty face. He liked his boots. The broken-in Justins hugged his big feet like a comfortable pair of old slippers. Best of all, the extra two inches made him an inch taller than the Steelheads’ six-foot-four quarterback. 

“Yeah, right. But—”

Lavender stomped on Harris’s foot before he could launch a new insult at the hated defensive player. She cast a sympathetic look in Zach’s direction and dragged her stubborn-assed boyfriend to his seat.

Zach barely tolerated quarterbacks as necessary evils, prima donna jerks every one of them, and he had zero fucking tolerance for Harris. 

As a middle linebacker, Zach made his living analyzing quarterbacks, studying their body language, watching their eyes, then telegraphing his findings to his defensive teammates. Last year when his old team played the Steelheads, he’d looked across the line of scrimmage into Harris’s eyes and seen…nothing. Nothing but a big, fat zero, almost as if the QB had put his body on autopilot and mentally hung out a closed sign.

Zach had lived and breathed football from the day he took his first baby step. Football was an all-in game. Either you were all in or you’d best get the hell all out. He couldn’t fathom a football player who didn’t love the game with every cell in his body, who didn’t leave every ounce of try he had out on the field. But Harris hadn’t been all in. Last year, he’d fucking quit on his team, missed practices, put in minimum effort, and only physically shown up for games.

The team had won their second consecutive Super Bowl in spite of Harris. Not that Zach had been in the locker room or on the field. He’d signed with the Seattle Steelheads in the off-season a few months after that second Super Bowl. But guys talked, and he’d been in the league long enough to see all the signs, even if he was observing from across the line of scrimmage or via a flat-screen TV. 

A Super Bowl? 

How could a guy not leave his blood and guts out on the field during the game of all games? Harris’s don’t-give-a-shit attitude baffled Zach and put the two team captains at odds with each other throughout training camp. Zach had no respect for quitters. If he had his way, the Steelheads would start a different quarterback on the first day of the regular season. 

Zach ground his teeth together until his head hurt just thinking about having one Super Bowl ring, let alone a pair. He’d give both his nuts for a ring. Team loyalty had gotten him nowhere. For twelve years, he’d played his heart out on the worst team in the NFL, given them his best, and never complained. The team didn’t make it past one wild-card win in the first round of the playoffs. During the off-season, his old team dropped him faster than a rabid coyote. Then the Seattle Steelheads came calling, needing a guy to bolster their defense and tutor their young players. He’d jumped at the chance. 

This year would be different. He’d taken a hefty pay cut to sign a one-year contract with this team just for a chance to win a ring in what might well be his last year. For a linebacker who played as hard as he did, thirty-four bordered on ancient. Or so his body told him.

Reluctantly, Zach took his seat across from Harris. Thank God Lavender sat to Zach’s right because Zach adored her. She shot him a friendly smile. Knowing it would piss Tyler off, he grinned back. “Lavender, you look stunning. When are you going to dump this asshole and get yourself a real man?”

Lavender laughed and patted his arm. “You silver-tongued devil. Thank you. You cut a dashing figure yourself.” 

“Fuck you, Miller,” Harris snarled at Zach. His hands were fisted on the table, and he looked ready for a fight.

A few of the guys around the table watched the action between the two team captains like bystanders around crime-scene tape. Hoss Price, their three-hundred-pound center, snorted so hard Zach expected his wine to come out of his nose. 

“I didn’t know Walmart sold tuxes. Must be a new line or something.” Tyler shot another salvo across the table.

“I prefer to spend my money on meaningful things. I don’t give a shit about clothes.” He’d bought the tux at a bargain price at a decent menswear store for his cousin’s wedding a few years ago. It seemed perfectly functional to him. Sure, it was a little small in places, the pants a little short, and it had a few wrinkles, but he couldn’t care less. Off-the-rack clothes never fit him right. He was used to it. He’d be damned if he’d spend five figures on a custom suit with some dumb-ass designer’s name on the label like Harris did just to impress a bunch of people he didn’t want to impress.

“Zach looks fine.” Lavender smiled with the sweetness of a lioness. Tyler yelped. She must have kicked him under the table just for good measure. Zach needed to find a woman like her. 

Tyler’s scowl grew deeper, but he shifted the conversation to Sunday’s first regular-season game.

Zach stared at the ridiculous array of eating utensils, plates, and glasses. Nobody needed this much stuff just to eat dinner. This fancy crap reminded him of how much his lowly upbringing still shaped his present.

As the waiter placed the first of many courses in front of Zach, he glanced up to find Harris eyeing him like an enemy probing for weaknesses. Ignoring the asshole, Zach grasped an oyster in his big hand and tried to dig it out of the shell. The damn thing popped out and flew across the table. It hit Derek’s jacket and slid downward, leaving a slimy trail. Harris snickered, but no one else said a word.

“Sorry about that,” Zach muttered.

“Hey, man, no big deal.” Derek, who also had the misfortune of being Harris’s cousin, smiled sympathetically at Zach, while Rachel wiped off his lapel.

Zach pushed the plate away. He’d be damned if he’d try to eat another. Never liked the fucking things anyway.

Zach concentrated on a spot across the room, faking interest in the crappy painting hanging on the wall, the one simply titled The Cat. The kindergarten class from his hometown of Cactus Prairie, Texas, painted better pictures. At least a cat looked like a cat, not an alien spaceship spraying people with spaghetti sauce.

Then he saw her. 

Zach’s day went from calamity to catastrophe. His entire body erupted in pain as if he’d dropped a two-hundred-pound barbell on his chest. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t muster a coherent thought, couldn’t drag his eyes off her, couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Burning, raw anger shot through him and overrode the hurt. Hatred consumed him, a hatred so powerful he gripped the table to stop himself from doing something stupid or, even worse, criminal.

The woman of his nightmares.

Kelsie Carrington glided across the room straight toward him. His Cactus Prairie High School nemesis here? In Seattle? What the fuck? Wasn’t halfway across the country far enough to escape her and those painful memories? He blinked several times, but there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with his vision. His one-date disaster balanced on a pair of heels so high the altitude should require an oxygen mask. Her blond hair shone as brightly as the gold in a coveted Super Bowl ring. Each graceful step of those long legs carried her closer to him.

He hated her. Hated every cell in her body. Hated who and what she was.

He steeled himself, biting back all the angry words he’d been holding in for years, and prayed she didn’t recognize him. Just like old times, Kelsie looked right through him. Her patent beauty-queen smile was plastered across her perfectly made-up face. Damn, seeing her transported him back to being an awkward teenage boy who only fit in on the football field. Her fake smile reminded him how stupid he’d been to fall for her particular brand of poison. Her perfect face dredged up a shitload of painful emotions and a nightmarish night in which she played a part. She was pure evil wrapped in a pretty package, one he’d been stupid enough to open and be exposed to the pure ugliness inside. 

Oh, yeah. Painful, all right. Zach Murphy had fallen in love once and been carried out of the game on a stretcher. He’d stick with football. Football gave him life, while women sucked the life out of him. Football made sense to him. Women didn’t.

Especially this woman.

He’d never despised anyone like he despised her, not even his father. He held her indirectly responsible for the death of his younger brother. Fair or not, he couldn’t forgive or forget. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment to shut out that catastrophic night so many years ago, but nothing shut it out, not now, not ever.

He glanced to either side to see if any of his teammates noticed his reaction. They were too busy staring at Kelsie—she’d always had that effect on men. Well, except for the king of asshole quarterbacks, Tyler Harris. Zach gave Harris a few grudging points for tossing out his womanizer ways and only having eyes for his sassy girlfriend.

Yet something on Zach’s face must have clued Harris in. Like a ravenous hyena catching the scent of wounded prey, Harris’s sharp gaze moved from Zach to Kelsie and back again. The quarterback possessed an uncanny ability to dissect an enemy’s weakness—and despite being teammates, they were enemies. One corner of the fuckhead’s mouth turned up in a knowing smirk. He nodded briefly at Zach and returned to his conversation with his hot little girlfriend, even though Zach knew damn well the jerk kept one eye on him.

Zach narrowed his gaze and studied her. Really looked beyond the beauty-queen face and body. Something was very wrong with this picture. A loaded tray of drinks teetered precariously on the palm of Kelsie’s raised hand as she moved in and out of the crowd. Rich girl Kelsie had never worked a real job in her life. Yet he doubted she was serving drinks just for the unique opportunity to slum with the common folk.

Damn, maybe his life wasn’t the only thing that’d changed. 

Kelsie scanned the room, then did a double take. Their eyes met and crashed with the intensity of a wrong-way collision on I-5. The fake smile faltered. The gliding stopped. She looked around the room as if planning an escape route. Then she straightened her shoulders and turned on the charm, gracing him with her halogen smile—perfect white teeth and hot red lips. Really hot. As if she were happy to see him.

Bullshit.

Zach scowled his best don’t-fuck-with-me scowl. I’m the one with the money and power now, and obviously you aren’t.

Kelsie faltered. Her stride went from graceful to jerky. The smile slipped off her face, replaced by what appeared to be panic. She pivoted on her impossibly high heels and fired up the afterburners. 

Oh, no. She wasn’t getting away this easily. Zach jumped to his feet and gave chase, focused on confronting her, something he’d been dying to do since his senior year of high school. Yeah, stupid idea, but he’d never been one for thinking before reacting, a trait that worked well in football, not so well in real life.

She glanced over her shoulder, her blue eyes filled with what looked like fear, as if she expected him to do physical damage to her or some stupid-assed thing like that. 

Zach cornered her near the head table. Kelsie changed directions and charged past him. He spun around to follow, refusing to let her off that easily. He clipped her full tray of drinks with his elbow. She lurched with the tray, but it was too late. Helpless, Zach watched the disaster happen in slow motion.

The tray teetered back and forth as Kelsie desperately fought to gain control. The tray won. Glasses of wine sprayed red, white, and pink across the tablecloth, looking like a tie-dye session gone mad. Goblets shattered. Women screamed as wine drenched expensive evening gowns. The team owner leaped to his feet, sputtering as red wine coated his tux and white shirt. His spoiled daughter, Veronica, gaped in horror. Closest to the debacle, the governor’s wife’s low-cut sequined evening gown was drenched, hanging on her like a wet, limp rag. Red wine dribbled down her neck and chest and disappeared in her cleavage. 

Zach grabbed a napkin and desperately blotted at the wine. In his panic, he swiped the napkin across the plump mounds of her breasts. She gasped as if he’d purposely groped her. HughJack, the team’s head coach, grabbed him and pulled him away.

“I’m sorry. Oh, fucking hell. I’m so sorry.” Zach wanted to crawl under the nearest boulder.

“What did you think you were doing?” Coach spoke in that deadly calm, quiet voice that struck fear in the meanest of linemen. Zach preferred HughJack’s ranting and notorious clipboard throwing to that voice.

“I—I don’t know. I’m sorry,” Zach said.

“I—I—” Kelsie shoved her fist in her mouth, obviously horrified at the carnage she’d helped cause. She lifted her gaze to Zach’s. Anger blazed in her stormy blue eyes.

Wait one fucking minute. She was angry at him? She blamed him? He hadn’t done one damn thing other than be where he was supposed to be—a charity benefit for a charity whose name he couldn’t even remember. She was the one who didn’t belong here.

Jerking her gaze away from his, Kelsie dropped to the floor and started wiping up the mess with any napkin she could confiscate from the nearby tables. Several other staff joined in the fray, wiping tables, cleaning up, and comforting wet, angry guests.

Zach debated on whether or not to fade into the background or make her night that much worse. Once again, she’d made him look like a backward hick, her special talent.

The banquet coordinator rushed out of the kitchen and spoke in a harsh whisper to Kelsie. “What happened? Did you do this?”

Kelsie didn’t look up, just worked frantically to clean up the mess. The coordinator bent down and pointed a finger in her direction. “You’re fired. Please leave. I’ll be contacting you for reimbursement for the damages.” He kept his voice low, but Zach heard him.

“It was an accident.” Zach stepped forward, a reluctant knight defending the wicked witch and not exactly comfortable in his dinner-jacket armor. He squinted into the harsh light glaring in his eyes. Someone had a camera trained on them.

He’d done it again. Screwed up in a social situation and dragged the whole team down with him. His new team. The ones who were counting on him to be a leader on and off the field. He’d led them, all right.

Zach released his breath in a whoosh, deflating not just his lungs but his ego. He’d made an ass of himself, embarrassed the team, and even worse, defended his former high-school crush and mean girl, Kelsie Carrington.

Zach glanced off to the side where Kelsie stood. She’d shoved her knuckles in her mouth again, a sure sign of her discomfort he remembered from their high school days—not that he’d forgotten a thing about her from back them. Cheerleader. Beauty queen. Rich and spoiled. The meanest of the mean girls. Tell that to a teenage Zach. He’d dragged his sorry ass after her without an ounce of pride, begging for any crumb she’d toss his way. She’d tossed just enough to keep him on her trail. Not this Zach. She had zero hold on him.

Her confidence of a few seconds ago shattered like the goblets on the floor. She hunched over and hugged herself in a gesture of self-protection and flicked a glance in his direction. Their eyes met for a split second, just enough time for her to read the undisguised loathing on his face.

Without another word, she lunged past him and out of the room.

~ ~ ~ ~

Blinded by tears, Kelsie Carrington-Richmond dashed for the ballroom doors. While making a run for it, she bumped into another waiter, sentencing a tray of desserts to another appointment with destiny. Banging into the doors, she pushed them open and sprinted down the hall for the elevator. She braked to a stop and wrenched her ankle in the process. An ominous snap a split-second later confirmed the worst. Her last good pair of Manolo Blahniks succumbed to the stress of her fifty-meter dash for freedom. Lurching into the elevator, she stabbed at the lobby button with a broken fingernail. 

The elevator doors slid shut and wrapped her in a temporary cocoon of safety. She yanked off her heels and clutched them tightly, realizing the broken heel lay somewhere between the ballroom and the elevator.

Her day couldn’t get worse. Or her life.

Of all people to witness her humiliation, fate chose Zach Murphy. And the Steelheads team owner. And his daughter. And the governor. She’d hit rock bottom, and the one man who hated her guts more than her ex-husband was probably drinking a toast to her downfall.

She hadn’t seen him in person since high school graduation. Zach the teenager had been intimidating. Zach the man was formidable. He’d put on muscle on top of muscle, grown a few inches, and definitely fine-tuned his intensity to a laser-sharp edge. Shaggy black hair framed his tanned, rugged face. His tight, full lips announced don’t mess with me if living is important to you without him opening his mouth. 

She’d been such a fool. A stupid fool.

One look at Zach’s face, and Kelsie feared this city might not be big enough for the two of them. Zach’s angry frown spoke louder than red paint dripping down a white wall.

He hated her.

She deserved his hatred.

The elevator doors opened with a pleasant ping totally in contradiction with her evening. Squaring her shoulders and straightening her spine, Kelsie strode out of the elevator. Alcohol soaked her white shirt and black skirt. Her stocking feet stuck to the cold tile floor of the lobby. She padded out the door into a misty Seattle night and stood on the street, chest heaving and heart racing. At least it was a balmy—for Seattle—seventy degrees, pretty decent weather for early September, so she understood.

She reached for her purse. Her heart dropped to her bare toes. She’d left her purse and cell phone at the banquet. Her stomach rumbled like the Sounder train, reminding her the day’s meal had consisted of a couple crackers. She’d hoped to eat at the banquet after the guests were served.

Very little money.

No job.

No future.

And a few days away from living in her car.

She’d sunk low in the past couple months, lower than she’d ever imagined. Yet staying in her former situation hadn’t been an alternative. She’d rather sleep on a park bench and dumpster dive for dinner.

Which was exactly what she would be doing.

The hotel valet eyed her with suspicion. She glanced at her reflection in the window. Her disheveled hair, bare feet, and stained clothes didn’t exactly make a good impression. 

The man walked up to her. “Time to move along. We don’t allow loitering.”

With a sniff and a toss of her head, Kelsie sauntered off, refusing to let him see her lose it. She walked around the corner to find a nice, quiet place to fall apart. She slumped on a bus stop bench and buried her face in her hands.

“You left something behind.”

Wiping her face with her sleeve, Kelsie glanced up to see her purse dangling from the large fingers of the Steelheads’ quarterback, Tyler Harris. Tyler was a sleek, graceful buck compared to Zach’s more rangy elk. Her Coach purse swayed back and forth in front of her eyes. She snatched it from his hand and cradled it against her chest.

“Thank you.” She sniffed and hiccupped a very loud, unladylike hiccup.

Tyler’s girlfriend, a redheaded pixie, stepped forward, her eyes full of pity and kindness. “Do you need a ride somewhere?”

Kelsie chewed on her lower lip. Her pride screamed no. Her practical side kicked pride out of the way and took over. “My car is parked nearby.” She choked back another sob.

“We’ll give you a ride.” Tyler didn’t wait for an answer but started hauling her along with them, shoes and purse clutched in her free hand. She resisted, irritated and fearful at the same time. They were all alike, guys like him and her ex-husband, thinking they could force their will upon her. She hated it, hated the weakness, swore she’d never be under the influence of a man like that again. She might be broke, hungry, and homeless, but she was independent. 

Kelsie folded her long limbs into the minuscule backseat of Tyler’s expensive sports car. His girlfriend turned in her seat. “I’m Lavender. You are?”

“I’m Kelsie. I’m new to town.”

Tyler glanced at her in the rearview mirror, his expression calculating. “I’m so sorry Murphy got you fired.”

Kelsie proceeded with caution, unwilling to divulge too much. “We knew each other in high school and didn’t expect to see each other here.”

“Small world, isn’t it?” Lavender spoke with sympathy as she shot her boyfriend a shut-your-mouth glare.

“Too small.” Kelsie pointed out her little Chevy Equinox, the lone car in the lot. 

Tyler pulled up beside it. She lunged for the door, hoping he’d just drive off. He didn’t. He got out and waited at the side of her car. He studied the inside, most likely taking in the boxes and suitcases filling it to bulging and the blanket and pillow, sure indications she didn’t have a permanent place to stay. Her little dog, Scranton, bounced up and down on the seat and yapped.

“I just moved here from Texas,” Kelsie jumped to explain before he asked more questions. 

“I see.” Tyler nodded slowly and stepped out of her way. His expression indicated he really did see, which wasn’t good at all.

“Where are you staying?” Lavender asked.

“At a hotel near the airport. I was hoping to promote my business tonight.” Squaring her shoulders, she pulled a soggy business card out of her apron pocket and handed it to Tyler.

He took the sticky card with reluctance and read it out loud, “Charm School for Real Men, Specializing in Image Reconstruction for Professional Athletes and CEOs, Kelsie Anne Richmond.” Tyler looked up, a slow smile crossing his face. “No kidding? You’re Emily Post for jocks?”

Knowing she might never get another chance like this and eager to promote her fledgling business, Kelsie launched into the spiel she’d practiced before serving at the black-tie party. “Yes, I offer a charm school of sorts for athletes and businessmen, teaching them skills needed to impress clients and cultivate a successful image.”

Lavender looked pointedly at Tyler. “Several of your teammates who could use that.”

“No joke.” Tyler studied the card, as if mulling something over in his mind. 

“Ty, can’t you help her?” Lavender gave Tyler one of those secret looks full of promises that women used on men they loved. It seemed to work on him.

Tyler scribbled on the back of the card and handed it back to Kelsie. “Drop by headquarters and ask to speak to this woman. She handles player personnel issues. They just made the final cuts down to the regular roster, so wait until later in the week, Thursday or Friday. Tell her I recommended you. I’d bet my last touchdown she’ll set you up with a few clients.”

“Oh, thank you. Thank you very much.” She might be begging, but tough times called for tough measures.

With a noncommittal shrug, Tyler turned back to his car.

“Bye, Kelsie. It was nice to meet you. I’ll make sure Tyler paves the way with personnel first thing Monday morning.” Lavender hurried after Tyler, who was impatiently tapping his foot as he held the passenger door open. As soon as she got in, he slammed her door and jumped in on his side. With a mighty roar of its engine, the car fishtailed around a corner on squealing tires.

For the first time since Kelsie had fled from Texas, a ray of hope warmed her, even though it was tempered by a niggling of dread she might run into Zach again.


Chapter 2—Taking a Time Out

Sometimes when life beat you down to nothing, something good happened and hope sprang back like a lone flower after a desert rain. At least, Kelsie wanted to believe life worked like that.

Summoned to Steelheads’ headquarters by Veronica Simms on Monday evening, Kelsie pulled into the parking lot a few minutes before seven p.m. Apparently, the woman worked some long hours. Several cars still occupied the far end of the lot near what she suspected was the player entrance. She wondered if Zach’s vehicle might be among them.

As she got out of her car, a large man came out a side door and strode toward the opposite end of the parking lot. Zach? 

She resisted the urge to run, tear out of there, and never look back, but she couldn’t. Opportunity had knocked, the needle on her bank account flirted shamelessly with empty, and she’d run out of options.

Kelsie might be a lot of things, but she was a fighter despite years of emotional abuse at the hands of her ex and her parents. They’d rammed home her weaknesses, torn her down, and forced her to become a walking, talking robot programmed to behave perfectly in any social situation. 

Over a year ago, she’d walked into her posh home in a trendy neighborhood and found it swarming with federal agents. Life after that hadn’t been the same. Mark was in federal prison for embezzlement. He’d been involved in bogus real estate deals and bilked several people out of their life savings. Her parents, who cared more about appearances than substance, fled to Europe to escape their association with Mark, though it’d never been proven they had knowledge of or involvement in the scam.

Her and Mark’s liquid assets had been frozen. The house was sold to pay attorney fees. She’d managed to squirrel away a small amount, enough to pay for a divorce and live modestly on for a short time. A business associate and college buddy of Mark’s had offered her a job with his firm in Seattle, and she’d jumped at it. She didn’t realize until she’d arrived in Seattle over a month ago that the job involved being his mistress. She hadn’t sunk that low, and she would not.

She’d hit rock bottom more than once since arriving in Seattle, but through it all, she clung to her dignity and tattered pride—the only things they couldn’t strip from her, and the only things she hadn’t stripped from Zach all those years ago. Yeah, karma was a bitch, and she’d been its slave.

In high school, rich, spoiled Kelsie had been a mean girl. So strong was her need to belong to the “it” crowd, she’d done everything uber-popular Marcela Winsley dared her to do, too afraid to stand up to her and jeopardize her standing with the clique. When Marcela concocted the scheme to get even with Zack for usurping her boyfriend from the first-string linebacker position, Kelsie had balked. Zach had always been kind to her. She’d known he had a crush, and she’d never have dated him, but she had genuinely liked him. Marcela would not be denied, and Kelsie followed the plan.

At first, he’d taken their abuse with barely a reaction except for a twitch in his jaw and the hurt in his eyes, a hurt that haunted her even sixteen years later. She’d almost broken him that night with her cruelty and betrayal, and she’d never forgiven herself. 

Truth be told, she’d always harbored a bit of a crush on the rough yet kind boy who’d followed her like a faithful hound all through high school.

She owed him more than an apology, but he’d made his opinion of her clear. She was in a different place now, and she liked to think she was a better person.

With one last glance in his direction, Kelsie walked purposefully across the rain-soaked parking lot to the main double doors. Security let her in and escorted her to a small, cramped office upstairs, not quite the space she’d expected for the owner’s daughter.

Veronica waved her in, all business and dressed in a severe black suit with her hair pulled back tightly in a bun. “Have a seat.”

Kelsie sat, clutching a folder that outlined her program. “I’m so grateful to have this opportunity.” She bit the side of her cheek to staunch the desperation seeping into her voice.

“Lavender and Tyler spoke highly of your service.”

“They did?” She couldn’t conceal her shock. They didn’t know her or whether her service was any good.

“Are you surprised?” Veronica lifted one perfect brow and waited impatiently for an answer.

“Oh, no, but the mention was very kind of them. I appreciate it.”

“Tyler’s word carries a lot of weight around here. This is his team more than anyone’s. We have a few players who might benefit from your services as an image consultant.” Veronica leaned back in her chair, arms crossed over her chest, and studied Kelsie with a look that dissected her every weakness.

Kelsie gripped the folder tighter and breathed through her nose. “I have a resume here listing my credentials, Ms. Simms.” She pushed the folder across the table.

“Call me Veronica. This is a new business for you? You don’t have any additional references? I was under the impression Tyler had worked with you.” Veronica was all business, and Kelsie couldn’t get a read on her.

“Uh, yes, I’m acquainted with Tyler.” A half-truth. Willing her hands not to shake, Kelsie pulled some papers from the folder. “As you can see, I’m quite well-versed in creating a positive image.”

“You were runner-up to Miss Texas?”

“Yes. I’ve been on the beauty pageant circuit since I was a child. I’m an experienced public speaker along with—”

“Why were you working as a banquet server?” Veronica’s violet eyes narrowed as she assessed the woman across from her. 

Kelsie cleared her throat and decided the truth was best. “I’ve just come to town after a messy divorce, and I’m still trying to establish myself.”

Veronica leafed through the remaining papers and tapped a long fingernail on her desk. “I may live to regret this, but I’m going to give you a chance because everyone deserves a break now and then. Divorces are hard to recover from.” Veronica’s harsh face softened imperceptively. There was a story there somewhere.

“Oh, thank you. Thank you! You won’t regret this, I promise,” Kelsie gushed.

“These are your fees?” Veronica pointed at the other paper in the folder listing the costs of her services. She’d googled similar agencies to get an idea of what they were charging.

“Yes, they are, and I believe you’ll find my pricing very competitive.”

“I’ll pay you twice your going rate if you succeed. You’ll get half now and the rest when the task is completed to my satisfaction. If it’s not, the deposit is to be refunded to the Steelheads’ organization.”

“I—I—”

“That’s my offer. Considering your lack of experience, it’s a reasonable one. Are you interested or not?”

“Certainly.” Kelsie nodded vigorously, as her stomach growled at the thought of a decent meal. “What exactly is the task?”

She held her breath and waited. 

Veronica wasted no time telling her. “I want you to work with Zach Murphy, for starters. His other team allowed him to do as he pleased. We’re not quite so flexible here. You’ll work on polishing his rough edges and working on his tact and approach.”

“Uh, Zach? I’m not sure that’s a good idea. We knew each other in high school.” No, not Zach. Of all the players on a fifty-three-man roster, why did her first real client have to be him? Her luck might not be turning after all.

“And there’s a problem? Zach is the one you’ll be working with first if you want this job.” Veronica’s hand paused over the half-written check.

“No, none.” Kelsie swallowed, staring at the check, her ticket to getting out of the hole she was in. “Uh, no. No problem. I appreciate you giving me this opportunity.”

“Good. You’ll start tomorrow. The guys are off, but late afternoon should work. We’ll notify Zach.” Veronica stood, and Kelsie followed suit. She’d been dismissed.

“Thank you.”

“And Kelsie, Zach will have a test. He’ll be throwing a charity gala for my favorite charity near the end of the year. We’ll see how well he learns his lessons.” Veronica picked up her phone, turning her back on Kelsie, who hustled out of the office before the woman could change her mind.

Several hours later, Kelsie crawled between the cool sheets with Scranton. She fell into a disturbing sleep filled with visions of a shaggy-haired football player with furious brown eyes.

~ ~ ~ ~

With more than a little reluctance Tuesday morning, Zach walked into the office of Coach Hubert Jackson, a.k.a. HughJack. HughJack sat behind his desk looking grumpy and out of sorts. The defensive coordinator, a big, burly guy known as Rocky, sat in one of the chairs in front of the head coach’s huge desk.

The short but formidable HughJack was one of the few men who struck fear in Zach’s heart. But then, the guy possessed the power of life and death over Zach’s career. Younger guys vied for his spot as starting middle linebacker, and Zach hung on by a shoelace. They breathed down his neck every time he stepped on the field, gobbling up his every word of advice and using it to their advantage to one day win his job. That was the way of things, and Zach accepted it.

One more season. Just one more season to earn that elusive ring. That’s all Zach needed. He’d do whatever it took, even dealing with the team’s asshole quarterback. Well, almost anything. Playing nice with the quarterback might be taking things too far, yet he knew he had to figure out a way to get beyond his animosity toward Harris, most likely the subject of this meeting.

“Coach, you wanted to talk to me?” Tuesday was the team’s day off, but Zach always came into the facility for weight training and to watch film.

“Yeah, sit down.” HughJack motioned to the empty chair across from his desk and next to Rocky. 

Zach sat, certain whatever they wanted couldn’t be good, and just as certain Harris was behind it. He clenched his hands on his thighs and took a deep breath.

“So, Zach, that little performance at the charity ball last Saturday couldn’t come at a worse time. We’re heading into our second regular-season game, and every team in the NFL is gunning for us. We don’t need this kind of distraction.”

“It’s not a distraction. It’s long past.”

“Maybe for you, but the front office doesn’t see it that way.” HughJack stood and paced the floor. The guy was a frigging perpetual motion machine, never sat down for more than a few seconds.

“Uh, Zach, you groped the governor’s wife.” One corner of Rocky’s mouth twitched, as if he found it amusing. Zach didn’t find humiliation the least bit amusing.

“Mr. Simms is livid. I convinced him you were salvageable for now, but Veronica’s on the fence about you. She wields almost as much power as her father does.”

Boy, did he know that. Zach kept his distance from the woman. “It was an accident.”

“Yeah, just like it was an accident that you toweled off the first lady’s boobs? Then there’s your feud with Harris. You’ve only been here a few months, and you’ve already gained a reputation as a troublemaker.”

“I’m just being me.” He hated answering to anyone and being forced to behave in a certain way.

“Things have to change, and like it or not, we have a solution.”

Zach looked up. His throat dried up like grass during a hot Texas summer. He held his breath, waiting for the barbell to drop and his career with the Steelheads to be crushed beneath the weight of his disregard for social niceties.

“You’re going have an image remake.” 

“I’m what?” 

“Image. You’re going to attend charm school.” HughJack grimaced as if glad it wasn’t him, and Rocky snickered behind his hand.

“Like hell I am.” Zach sat up straight and squared his shoulders.

“You have two choices. Charm school or be traded.”

“Then trade me.” Zach wouldn’t play these stupid-assed games just to make the rich owner and his snobby daughter happy. It was bullshit. They signed him to play football, not waste his time on some pansy-assed thing like this.

“You might want to reconsider when you find out what team is interested in a trade for you.”

“Interested in me? What team?” Dread filled Zach right down to his size-fourteen feet.

“The Marauders.” HughJack paused in his pacing and waited. 

“No. You’ve got to be kidding?” The very name Marauders struck fear in any player’s heart, especially one possibly playing in his last season.

“There’s not a big market for linebackers of your age and salary, Zach.” Rocky shot him a sympathetic look, and Zach knew he was hosed. Even Rocky was throwing him under the bus.

“How long do I have to go to this damned charm school?”

“You’ll attend private sessions in the small conference room at the training facility twice a week, starting tonight at seven sharp. We’ll work around your schedule as far as games. By the way, for your graduation test, you’ll host a black-tie affair, a charity gala during our bye week in December. This homeless charity is Veronica’s baby, so learn your lessons well.”

“A black-tie affair?” They’d lost their fucking minds.

“Yeah, didn’t you buy a historical Victorian mansion on Queen Anne Hill?”

“Uh, yeah, but—”

“Perfect. We’ll hold the gala there.” With that last kick to his ass, the men stood, excusing him.

Zach headed for the door, not happy at all. “Fine.”

“Don’t be late. It’s bad manners.” HughJack winked at him, and Zach fought to control his middle finger. Gritting his teeth, he walked out of the office and down the hall. 

Harris lounged against the wall a few doors down, a shit-eating grin on his face. Zach itched to wipe the floor with the bastard. Instead, he pushed past him and out the front door. Harris’s laughter followed him.

Frustrated, Zach slammed his fist into a tree trunk. The impact jarred his arm and hurt like hell. He stared at his skinned and bloody knuckles, not giving a damn.

Like hell did he need to attend charm school. There wasn’t a thing wrong with his attitude except he didn’t have a filter. He was a football player, damn it, and a helluva good one. A defensive guy known for his toughness and try, not for his ability to make small talk. No fucking way would a stranger lecture him on the finer points of all that bullshit social crap. 

Except—

The Marauders. League doormats. The only team perpetually worse than his old team.

After getting into his truck, Zach rested his forehead against the steering wheel.

He was screwed.


Chapter 3—Charmed, I’m Sure

Kelsie stared at the conference room door and waited for her student to arrive. She tapped her fingernails on the thick oak table, then stopped herself when she realized what she was doing. 

A lady never showed impatience or revealed her weaknesses. 

In other words, never let them see you sweat. She distracted herself by studying the pictures on the wall in front of her—several scenes taken of the celebration after the Steelheads won their first Super Bowl. She recognized Tyler Harris holding the large trophy over his head, while his cousin, Derek Ramsey, stood nearby, one arm around Rachel, his now wife, while giving the number-one sign with his free hand. She scanned the rest of the pictures, unconsciously looking for Zach. Of course, there were none. He’d signed with the team during the off-season. Maybe at the end of this season, there’d be a new photo of Zach hoisting the coveted Lombardi. She’d like that for him. She’d followed his career over the years, cheered his victories, been saddened by his defeats, because of the guilt she’d felt over her treatment of him, she supposed.

Her stomach churned with more than just nerves. In anticipation of seeing Zach again—as much as she hated to admit it.

She didn’t have a clue how he’d take this new twist—or maybe she did. He wouldn’t take it well, not well at all. First of all, he’d resist her tampering
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