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Chapter One

 


“What do you mean I have
to do the interview?”

LeeAnn had managed to get
away from the office before seven PM for the first time in weeks,
and this little wrinkle was putting a huge kink in her evening
plans. She was ready to pull rank and tell her assistant to find
someone who didn’t have Director of
Production on her office door to handle
it.

Of course, she knew damn well the entire
building had been searched for someone else to go to the basketball
team’s practice facility. Calling on the boss was an absolute last
resort. LeeAnn had hired Skylar Moore because of her extreme
efficiency and organization and she hadn’t been disappointed so
far.

“There is no one else,
LeeAnn, I’m sorry.”

LeeAnn cursed and smacked the leather seat
next to her. It wasn’t in her to leave something this important
undone. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had a hot date—unless a hot
bath, a glass of expensive red wine, streaming a bad movie, and
then bed before midnight for a change could be considered a date.
She glanced at herself in the sun visor’s mirror, noting the lines
around her lips and the bags under her eyes. No wonder she had no
dates. She grabbed her purse and rooted around for face powder and
lipstick in hopes of reviving herself.

They’d wrapped the latest documentary
shooting and she’d declared her team on hiatus for a week in order
to regain their energy before jumping into the editing and
overdubbing process. It had been brutal, hearing the stories they’d
coaxed out of some of the women involved. She needed a break. But
it would appear she wasn’t getting one since they had “limited face
time” with a surprising new player on the city’s pro team, and
needed to get in front of him before his agent changed her
mind.

“It’s okay, Skylar, let me
think a second.” She gritted her teeth and gripped the steering
wheel. “Where’s Lara?” she asked, naming their new co-anchor for
the nightly sports news, recently poached from a much larger
station. “Surely she can do it.”

“Her dad was in a car
accident,” Skylar said. “Hang on a sec, sorry.”

LeeAnn gnawed the inside of her cheek while
her assistant hollered at one of her kids, or maybe it was a dog,
she was never quite sure. Never one to gush over babies or pets,
and with no plans to have either one in her life anytime soon, she
waited, tapping her recently manicured fingertips on the steering
wheel as she sat in the garage underneath the DSN studios.

Her therapist had been after her to work on
her patience with other people, by way of lowering her own stress
level. But she’d been that personality her entire life: the kid who
took over the school group projects in order to get them done the
way she wanted. The college student who organized parties for the
dorm floor without any help, and later, as president of her
sorority, raised the most money for charity thanks to a brand-new
mini-Olympics competition.

Frankly, she mused as she waited for Skylar
to come back to the phone, she’d only failed at two things in her
entire life, and not for lack of effort on her part. One was not
getting any offers to play college basketball. The other had been
due to her own desire to be in control of every aspect of her life.
And involved the man who was currently her boss, and owner of
Detroit Sports Network, a crazy thing he’d dreamed up after
retiring from professional football. A sports network where ninety
percent of the staff both in front of and behind the cameras were
women.

She sighed, grateful he’d returned to her
life, even if it meant she had to work for him. It wasn’t as bad as
all that, especially once she realized he was over the moon for one
of their documentary subjects, a woman who’d become a surprise
friend to her.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I’m
back,” Skylar said, startling LeeAnn out of her musings.

“No problem,” she said,
rolling her neck around and taking a quick sniff of her armpits. It
had been a hell of a week, finalizing the last shots for yet
another groundbreaking documentary. And all she wanted was a
nap.

“I emailed you the
biography, and a list of questions Lara was working on,” Skylar
said.

“Wait, you said her dad
was in an accident? How come I didn’t know this until just
now?”

There was the briefest of pauses that let
LeeAnn know she’d probably been told this and had mentally filed it
under “not pertinent right now,” before forgetting it. Something
she’d need to confess to her therapist, she guessed.

“Never mind. Did we send
something?”

“Yes. He’s going to be
okay, but Lara is out of town for another week.”

“Okay then, thanks for
handling it, as usual.” She sighed. “I need to go home and
change.”

“No time. Sorry,
boss.”

LeeAnn heard her assistant tapping on her
tablet keyboard. “Mason said we’re either in front of him within
thirty minutes or we can take a number.”

“Mason said that, huh?”
LeeAnn closed her eyes. Mason Butler was a sports agent on the
come-up without a doubt. She’d broken from one of the larger
agencies and taken four big names with her. Signing the hottest
thing on the pro basketball floor this year had been but one more
feather in her stylish cap. “Okay, fine, I’ll humor
her.”

LeeAnn had her own feathery cap, including
two Emmy awards for DSN documentaries, her dream job working with
an incredible group of talented people, an inbox crammed full of
people requesting that she chronicle their stories for her station,
plenty of money, her own beautiful penthouse condo, and a fancy
electric car. She sighed again, sick of her mental voice for toting
up all that crap that at this moment she would toss into the
Detroit River in exchange for a massage, and maybe a nice hard—

“Good, okay. I sent you
everything you need,” Skylar said, again derailing LeeAnn’s
sad-sack train of thought.

“Yeah. So, what’s this
kid’s name?”

“Jax. Jax
Hoople.”

“Good God, he should sue
his parents.”

“He was raised by his
grandparents. His mother died when he was three. No mention of a
father.”

“Great,” she said,
touching the ignition button which made her too-expensive,
battery-powered car hum to life. “Got it. I’ll use my phone to
record. We only need the basics, right?”

“Yes, exactly. Mason gave
us the first in line position for interviews. She keeps him under
tight wraps.”

“Great again,” LeeAnn said
as she pulled out of the underground garage and onto the street.
“I’ll handle it.”

“Sorry, LeeAnn,” Skylar
said. “But we can’t…”

“I know, we can’t waste
the opportunity that Madame Mason has given us. I understand. It’s
fine. Thanks for sending me the info.” She touched the
end call button on the
car’s heads-up display. Then she gunned it across four lanes so she
could hop onto the interstate and make her way out to the somewhat
secret practice facility for the city’s pro basketball team, to an
interview with some hotshot kid so she didn’t piss off a prima
donna agent they might need a favor from in the future.

“I hate my life,” she
declared as she maneuvered the car in between the lines of traffic
on the freeway.

Thirty minutes later, she parked, flashed
her media credentials to the guards, and was allowed into the
building. There were a few older players shooting around, coaches
and trainers talking to others, a general air of “practice is over”
to the place. She walked around the floor toward a knot of people
she recognized.

“Hey, LeeAnn,” one of them
called out, waving her over.

She smiled and shook all the outstretched
hands.

“What’s happening these
days?” the team’s assistant coach asked. “I mean, I’m ready for my
close-up.” He preened, making her smile. He was easy on the eyes,
to be sure, and had a compelling back story. But she was on a
mission at the moment. One that would net her a quick interview
with the Next Big Thing in Basketball, and would end with her in
her massive soaking tub, up to her neck in bubbles, a movie on the
wall-mounted TV, a glass of wine in one hand.

“Oh, you know, the usual.
Making shows. Covering games. Winning awards.” She glanced around
the gym. It was an old one, not air-conditioned, and it was
starting to feel like the inside of an oven that had baked a batch
of sweaty socks. She never understood why the coaches insisted on
working out here in the pre-season. But it wasn’t her call. “So,
I’m here to talk with the new guy.”

The men and one woman in the group gave each
other a look that she didn’t quite understand.

“What’s wrong? Isn’t he
here today? His agent said he was.”

“Yeah, he’s here but he’s
not … well, let’s say that he got an ugly wake-up call to the NBA
via his teammates this afternoon,” the head coach said with a
grin.

She raised an eyebrow. This coach was new to
the team, hired away from a lucrative college coaching job and paid
an obscene amount of money with one task: bring basketball glory
back to the once-successful Detroit team. She’d heard he was a
hard-ass in a lot of ways—insisting all players meet a minimum
level of fitness that was higher than what many Olympic athletes
sustained. Rumor had it he balanced this with a soft approach when
it came to personnel off the court, many times hosting the entire
team and their families at his massive house in Grosse Pointe for
cookouts and other events. Made sense, as he’d done the same as a
college coach.

“He’s in the ice bath, I’m
guessing,” the woman trainer told her. “Good to see you,
LeeAnn.”

“Okay,” LeeAnn said,
turning back to the coaches. “Tell me about him. Is he as hot shit
as everyone seems to think?”

“Oh, he’s all that and a
bag of chips,” the assistant coach said. “But he knows it. And we
can’t have that at this level.”

“His teammates arranged a
little welcome to the NBA-style impromptu practice this afternoon,”
the head coach said, slapping his assistant on the shoulder. “We’d
better check on him, poor thing.”

“That bad, eh?” she asked,
unsurprised and getting impatient. “Can I see him or what? Mason
said I’m first in line and I don’t usually do the interviewing so…”
She held out her hands, in a here I am and
be glad about it sort of way. She’d spent
the bulk of her television career in the sports world, had plenty
of hard-earned cred, and wasn’t afraid to use it when
needed.

“He’s a lucky young man,”
the coach said. “That way.” He pointed to the corner and a set of
closed doors. “Have at him.”

She smiled, turned, and headed for the
doors, eager to get this over with. The doors opened onto a long,
dark hallway. The sound of shouting and bouncing balls decreased as
she made her way toward the meeting room she assumed they’d be
using. She eased that door open, revealing an empty room.

“Shit,” she muttered,
resisting the urge to stamp her foot. The heels she’d put on that
morning were starting to hurt and one of her calves was cramping up
from lack of water. Head pounding with frustration, she stomped
further down the hallway, already mentally composing a
snarky thanks but no thanks
email to LaMason. She didn’t need this crap. They
were DSN, God damn it. Established famous sports figures and their
agents begged her staff to interview them, not the other way around. She hated
feeling like a rookie with a notebook and pencil behind her ear,
noodling around in the depths of this ancient, smelly building for
a scoop.

Her ears were ringing and her face flamed
hot with frustration by the time she shouldered her way into what
she assumed was the locker room. Muttering under her breath about
how some hotshot agents should maybe not take themselves so
seriously if they couldn’t arrange a simple interview with some
newb player, she yelped when she came into contact with something
in her way. Something firm, and tall, and as the shower steam
cleared so she could get a look at it, extremely naked.

“Oh, my gosh, I’m sorry,”
the naked, firm, tall, man said with a boyish grin. He held out his
hand even as he picked up a towel from the floor and held it in
front of his junk.

LeeAnn was nonplussed. She’d done the whole
journalist-lady-in-the-man-flesh-locker-room gig. This should be no
big deal. But for the way the extremely naked, firm, tall,
ridiculously attractive barrier was looking at her. “Let me guess,”
she said, standing up straighter and taking his outstretched palm.
“Jax Hoople.”

“Guilty,” he said,
enfolding her hand in his giant mitt, giving it a squeeze then
letting go to rub the back of his head. A flush spread up his neck
to his face, leaving her momentarily speechless as she studied the
classic, chiseled jaw, cheekbones, and slightly crooked
nose.

“Hoopla!” a male voice
hollered from somewhere behind him. “That’s our boy!”

He shrugged and fastened the towel around
his waist, then met her gaze again. His eyes were a shocking shade
of green, almost matching hers exactly. She blinked fast and
swallowed hard.

“Hoopla, huh?”

“Guess I’ve got my big-boy
nickname. To go with my big-boy bruises.” He touched his face and
winced. He was indeed sprouting a shiner. And he was, indeed, the
most amazing specimen of man flesh LeeAnn had ever in her
experienced life laid eyes on. “Are you okay, Miss … um…” He
reached out as if to touch her arm. She jerked away from
him.

Dear God in heaven, she’d gone full cougar.
That would never do.

She pulled out her phone. “I’m LeeAnn from
DSN. Can we do a quick interview?”

“I don’t know. Is it okay
with my agent?” He glanced around as if Mason Butler might be
waiting in the steam for him somewhere. It was cute,
really.

She shook her head.
Stop it, you sick old lady.

“It is. She arranged it.
Would you mind…” She pointed to his chest.

He frowned and touched where she was
pointing. “Oh, right, clothes. Sure thing.” He glanced around,
seemingly at a loss.

“In your locker, maybe?”
She pointed to the one with his name on it.

“Right, yeah.” He
chuckled. “Uh, where do we, um … do this?”

She smiled, but her insides were churning
with something she hadn’t felt since she’d forced J.D. out of her
life, leaving her alone and pissed off, several years before. It
was something she had zero business feeling right now, right here,
in front of this obviously out-of-his-league but charming and way
too handsome young athlete.

“I’ll meet you in the room
down the hall,” she said, unable to stop herself from taking him in
one more time from head to toe—just a little something for her
fantasy life later, she convinced herself, as she made her way out
of the locker room and back across the hall.

“Have at him,” the coach
had said. But no, she would not have anything about him more than a
simple interview, and then she’d go home for all that self-care
she’d planned. Nothing more or less.

 



Chapter Two

 


By the time Jax made it into the meeting
room, he figured he might as well have not showered after the
brutal beating that posed as practice. He could feel sweat dripping
off him everywhere as he held the dress shirt he was required to
wear out of the facility away from his body. While it was hardly
the first time he’d felt sweaty in his dress clothes, the reason
for said dampness was making him feel cold, shivery, and half
addled at the same time.

“Damn it, Jax, it’s only a
reporter. She’s…” he corrected himself as he turned away from the
closed conference room door. “She’s only a dang
reporter.”

He’d dealt with his fair share of those too,
thanks to the freakish nature of his seeming gift to play
basketball like an adult from the time he’d turned sixteen.
Fortunately, his grandparents had stood between him and the worst
ones during high school and college. And now, of course, he had
Mason to run her expensive form of interference. He smiled,
thinking about the woman who’d worked her way into his
grandparents’ good graces for the better part of his five years
playing for Michigan, plus the year spent overseas in a new farm
league that he’d used to hone his skills and prepare for the
draft.

“That woman scares the
daylights out of me,” his grandfather had said at one point after
one of her visits. “But that’s why I think she’s the best choice
for you, Jax.”

And she had been, so far. She’d been scary
as heck too. Which was why he did exactly what she told him to, no
questions asked. Which was why he was standing there, wishing he
were any other place in the universe, outside the door to a meeting
room in the grimy basement of a Division two school’s gym.

He sighed and closed his eyes, willing his
body down off the ledge. Or at least willing it to stop producing
so much sweat. He felt like a high school kid about to pick up his
prom date, carnation in hand, condoms at the ready tucked into his
wallet.

“Hey, you coming in here
or what?”

The sound of her voice, with its sexy, soft
Southern drawl, forced him away from the wall while his body
disobeyed his direct, mental orders to calm down. He swiped his
hand across his forehead, muttering under his breath at the
still-damp sensation. He was already beginning to absorb and
respond to the beating he’d taken on the floor above their heads.
He wished he could run back to the locker room and not face…

“Jax? Come on in. It’s
been a long day for both of us. I won’t take too much of your time,
I promise.”

He must look like the world’s biggest fool,
standing here speechless, staring at the woman in front of him. The
drop-dead, drop-everything gorgeous woman towered in her spiky
shoes but must be tall without them, he figured as he made his way
toward her, smile fixed in place. She had one hand on her hip and
was eyeballing him like he was week-old roadkill. His
long-ingrained and well-trained sense of chivalry kicked in and he
hustled faster, holding a chair out for her. She looked at it, then
up at him, and took a seat at the table.

He sat across from her. “I’m sorry,
Miz…”

“LeeAnn,” she snapped
while fiddling with her phone.

“I’m sorry, Miz LeeAnn. I
know you must be busy.”

She looked up at him. “Just LeeAnn,” she
said before putting the phone down on the table between them. “No
reason to be sorry.”

He watched as she took a long breath, shut
her eyes for a split second, then pulled her hair back and fastened
it with something. He wanted to ask her to take it out, because the
thick auburn-colored curtain made his heart beat fast and his skin
prickle.

Stop acting like you’ve
never seen a beautiful woman before, he
berated himself and cleared his throat.

“So, Jax,” she said,
propping her elbows on the table. Which was handy so he could see
for himself that she wasn’t wearing any wedding ring. “Welcome to
Detroit.”

He chuckled and ran a hand around the back
of his neck. His abused body was starting to sing out from various
points, reminding him that he should’ve spent more time in the ice
bath.

“Thanks,” he said, alarmed
when the word came out with a squeak, like a cartoon squirrel or
something. He ahemed a few times as his face got hot and sweat dripped down his
back under his dress shirt. She waited, her face neutral, the only
clue to her amusement in her snapping green eyes.

“I hear that you got put
through your paces up there,” she said, pointing upward, indicating
the gym.

He nodded, swiped the back of his neck
again, then pressed his palms onto the top of his thighs which were
covered in wool trousers that were making him sweat even more.

Get a hold of yourself, man. Sometime before
you convince this lovely woman that you’re an inept,
too-young-to-be-so-famous idiot.

She glanced at her phone again. He swallowed
hard, wishing Mason were here to handle this for him. She’d told
him that she’d only given permission to a couple of news outlets to
talk with him this early. One of them was “something hot and cool
at the same time,” she’d said in her strange way.

He frowned, realizing this was that outlet,
represented by the lovely LeeAnn. “Tell me about DSN,” he said,
proud of himself for recalling the name of the place. “All women?
That’s cool.” He blushed again but kept his gaze on hers,
determined to overcome his sudden need to further prove his
dorkiness.

She sighed and tilted her head to one side.
A small line appeared between her eyes, and it took everything he
had not to leap across the table the smooth it out with his
fingertip. “I mean, if you don’t mind,” he amended, worried that
he’d made her angry.

“I don’t mind,” she said,
touching the phone screen to stop recording. She leaned back in her
chair, which caused her white blouse under the severe black blazer
to shift and allow him a breathtaking view of the top of one
breast. He shook his head, partly to clear it, partly to give
himself a mental slap across the face when he realized she had
lovely, large breasts to go with her full, sexy hips.

“You’d better respect the
women in your life, son,” his grandfather had said so many times in
his life it had become a mantra. “Even your mama. They’re not put
on this earth for your pleasure or anything else. It’s your job to
treat them all proper.”

Jax wondered if he would ever find someone
as special as his grandfather had. He’d tried a few times in
college. He’d lost his virginity to a girl in his dorm room one
night as a freshman and had spent a solid month trying to convince
her to marry him. God, but he was a sap of the first order, he’d
discovered as he’d made his way through school as a
phenom-slash-freak between his height and his talent. He’d had
plenty of sex after that. But he couldn’t name a single time that
he’d felt connected to anyone in a way he’d wanted.

“DSN was founded by J.D.
Baxter,” LeeAnn said, snapping him out of his brief reverie. “You
know him, I assume. Anyway, he’d always felt that women got a bad
deal when they worked at the male-dominated sports networks, and so
when he retired, he used a chunk of his money to come back home
and—”

“J.D. Baxter,” he said.
“Great QB. I had one of his jerseys as a kid. I was a real
fanboy.”

To his alarm, her face flushed red and her
green eyes narrowed before seeming to fill with … tears? He started
to stand up, but caught his thighs against the table and sat back
down, his chest tight with anxiety.

“Oh, no, Ma’am… I mean,
Miz … um … LeeAnn. I didn’t mean to make you—”

She waved a hand at him and sucked in a
breath. Her eyes cleared. “I was… Well, we were together for
several years, when I was working at a station in Denver. I
thought—” She stopped and frowned at him. “Why am I telling you
this?”

“I didn’t mean to be nosy
about you and, uh…”

She rose, which almost made his heart stop
at his second look at her womanly perfection. “I need some water.
I’ll be right back.” She made her way around the table and tugged
the door. “Did you lock this?” she asked, her voice tight.
“Jax?”

“No, ma’am, I mean…” He
got up and turned around, nearly plowing into her before she
sidestepped out of his way. He tried the handle. No dice. It was
locked. “I didn’t mean to. I mean, I closed it but … dang.” He
glanced over at her, noting the flush was back in her cheeks. He
tried to smile but she cut it short by whirling around and grabbing
her phone.

“Damn it, I knew this was
a bad idea,” she muttered as she put the device to her ear. He
leaned against the locked door, wondering how in the heck he could
get out of this and not look stupid. Jiggling the door handle a few
more times didn’t open it up any, so he stopped and sat, figuring
that she was making the necessary call to get them out of
here.

“God damn fucking … shit!”
She threw the phone onto the table and put her hand over her eyes.
“Fuck!”

He sat, waiting it out. These were words he
knew well but had never uttered, thanks to his grandparents’ early
training.

“Curse words only make you
look ignorant,” his grandma had said when he’d tried one out he’d
heard at school. “You’re not ignorant, Jax. Go on and sit quietly
and ponder that for a while.”

He’d sat and pondered it. She’d put some
fresh-made cookies and a tall glass of milk in front of him, then
sat next to him. “I know you’re a normal boy and most boys your age
like to talk dirty. But I want you to understand that those words
will get you exactly no place good in a world that’s plenty hard
enough to get by in. Why make it harder on yourself?”

He’d eaten the cookies, drank the milk, and
nodded his head. They wouldn’t ever punish him physically or even
make him sit alone anywhere for very long. It was as if they knew
that would only frighten him.

“Jax,” LeeAnn spat out,
using his name like a nail hammered into his chest. “Get on the
phone and call your staff or something. Let them know we’re stuck
in this stupid fucking room.”

He pulled his phone from his pocket without
a word. After a few seconds, the team’s operations manager
answered. “Hey, Hoop, what’s up?”

“Hey, man, I’m uh … stuck
in the conference room down the hall from the lockers.” He glanced
over at LeeAnn, who’d sat back down and had her eyes closed. “Can
you get somebody to get this door open please?”

“Hang on a sec. I already
left. Let me see who’s still around. I’ll text you. Hold
tight.”

“Yeah. Okay. Thanks.” He
ended the call and turned to face her. “They’re trying to find
somebody.”

“Great,” she said, turning
her phone over and firing up the recorder app again. “Might as well
make use of the time. It’s my turn to ask questions.” Her voice
still sounded tight, but no wonder since they were locked in here
together now.

He sat. “Fire away,” he said, sounding
cooler than he felt.

“Why stay here?” she
asked. “I mean, you could’ve played anywhere, literally. Why stick
it out for a team that hasn’t seen this side of a playoff game in a
decade?”

He blinked, taken aback by her directness.
“I never wanted to play anywhere else. I wanted to for Michigan,
which I did, with some success. Then I did a year overseas based on
my agent’s advice. I always assumed I’d come back home to play. So
I did.” He shrugged, unwilling to allow the creeping sense of
defensiveness to take over.

She leaned forward. “I know you did. I also
know that Mason moved you down the draft list in order to get you
your place on this team. Why? Any other hotshot fly-boy superstar
would’ve gone to the highest bidder and been happy to do it.”

He leaned forward, matching her stance,
proud of himself for not being apologetic. “I would never have left
Michigan. The year I spent in Europe was enough.”

“Why? Got a high school
sweetie who won’t leave her daddy’s side?”

He frowned. “That’s rude.” He sat back,
disappointed this was going so badly. “And no. I have grandparents
here and I didn’t want to make them move. This is my home. What’s
wrong with playing for your home team anyway, jeez?”

She blinked and seemed to back off her high
horse. After touching the screen to stop the recording. “I’m
sorry.”

“You’re forgiven,” he said
with a smile, happy things were back on track. “I love it here. If
I don’t have to leave, why would I?”

“Well, you saved the team
a lot of money. But I can’t imagine that your agent was happy about
that.”

“I only signed with her
after she agreed with my plan. Everybody else—and trust me there
were a lot of them—wouldn’t take me seriously when I said I only
wanted to play in Detroit.”

She touched the screen again and squared her
shoulders. “Detroit is lucky to have you. What sort of impact do
you think you can make right away?”

His grin widened as he launched into his
favorite topic—basketball strategy. After a solid four or five
minutes’ worth of him talking about how putting him in as shooting
guard will fit the coach’s style and allow him to help bring the
team back to the glory it deserved, she held up a hand and laughed.
“Okay, okay, I get it. You’re good at what you do.”

“I am, I guess,” he said,
sitting back, embarrassed for sounding braggy. “I try hard,
anyway.”

“I’ve heard a lot about
how much your grandparents have influenced you. Do you mind talking
about that a little? I understand if you don’t.”

“I don’t mind at all. But
first, can I ask you something?” Jax wasn’t sure where this surge
of nosiness was coming from but it was niggling at him, so he
wanted to ask. “What happened with J.D.?”

That little frown line appeared between her
eyes again. But he smiled, hoping it would help encourage her.

“You… Oh hell, why not.
It’s not like we’re going anywhere soon.” She glared at him. “But
for the record, it’s not anything remotely approaching your
business.”

“I know it’s not,” he
said, surprising himself by reaching out and putting his hand over
hers then removing it before she could yank it away.

“We were together almost
three years. I honestly thought we’d be … that he’d ask … anyway.
We broke up.” She looked away. “It almost killed me. But I played
my own part in it.” She held out both hands. “I’m hardly perfect.
It may surprise you to know that I can be a bit of a control
freak.”

Jax’s inner nurturer rose, almost choking
him, but he sat on his hands and bit his tongue. The lady was
right. It was none of his business. Although she certainly seemed
perfect on the face of it—old-school beautiful, sexy, and womanly
unlike so many skinny women out there, and she loved sports. What
more would a man want?

He realized he’d been staring at her for too
long. On the heels of that, he understood that she’d been making a
small joke at her own expense. He grinned at her. “Control freaks
can be fun, I hear.”

She sighed as if he were a naughty, but
annoying toddler. “I left Denver the next day. Packed up and walked
away from my apartment and everything in it. Went home to Atlanta
to lick my wounds, I guess.” She sat up straighter and met his gaze
again. “Got a great new job too, covering the Hawks after I spent a
couple of years as a talking head. Then got promoted to producer. I
had a good life.” She paused and blinked fast as if realizing
something. “Without him.”

“How in the world did you
end up working for him here in Michigan?”

She chuckled and pulled the tie out of her
hair, sending it tumbling down over her shoulders and giving Jax a
fresh shiver. He watched, mesmerized all over again while she ran
her fingers through it. “Funny story, that. But suffice it to say,
I’m here now, and he’s married to a really great woman, a soccer
player. And all is well.”

“Is it?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I already have a
therapist, thanks.”

He shrugged again, recognizing it for his
nervous tell but unable to stop it.

The door burst open and hit the wall behind
him, making him jump.

“Hey, guys!” one of the
trainers said. “Sorry about that. You okay?”

Jax nodded but kept his gaze on the woman
across the table from him. He was unfamiliar with the feelings
jostling for position in his head and the way his chest felt both
tight and loose at the same time. “I’m good. You all right,
LeeAnn?”

She stood. “I’m fine. Thanks for your time.
Good luck with the season.” He watched as she practically ran out
the door, allowing himself a moment to admire her rear view before
replaying his mantra about women in his head.

“Whew, she was pissed,”
the trainer said.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he
said, getting to his feet and wincing as a cacophony of pains rose
from his feet to his head. “Ow,” he said under his breath, as the
memory image of the lovely LeeAnn filled his head.

“I’ll bet,” the trainer
said. “Want another rubdown?”

“No, thank you. I need to
get home.”

He made his way out into the hall, feeling
stunned, tired, and more than a little obsessive. He resisted the
urge to follow LeeAnn out to her car. He didn’t want her to think
he was some kind of stalker. But he knew the odds that they’d cross
paths again was low, and he was already devising ways around that
as he drove home to Ann Arbor.


Chapter Three

 


“I don’t have time for
that right now,” LeeAnn said as she fast-walked past her
assistant’s desk.

“Hang on a sec,” Skylar
insisted as she followed her boss into the glass-enclosed office.
“You’ll want to see this, trust me.”

LeeAnn dropped into her designer leather
desk chair—one she’d insisted on merely to mess with J.D.’s innate
cheapskate as part of a massive renovation of the space she’d
demanded for her staff as part of her employment deal. She’d had
something like a grand total of twelve hours of sleep for the last
week, ever since that horror show of an “interview” with Jax. It
pissed her off to no end but also left her fuzzy and irritable in
ways she had no patience for. Which in turn pissed her off more, so
she was stuck in this lovely roundabout of emotion. And now there
was some kind of trouble with the documentary she’d wrapped.

She held out her hand as she fired up her
desktop Mac, surprised to find a heavy, embossed envelope in her
palm. “What in the…” she muttered, opening it to find something
that took her a few seconds to acknowledge was a wedding
invitation. “Is this what I think it is?” she asked Skylar, who was
hovering with her computer tablet.

“Yep. And they’re a hot
ticket, I hear. Not many people got one. So congrats, boss. Now,
about this lawsuit.”

LeeAnn shook her head
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