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Blurb


Sliding into home isn’t easy, sometimes it’s a fight to stay on the bag. 

Single mom, and tattoo artist, Kia Kamen finally has her act together. Sure, it might be an illusion, but it feels like a pretty good one. Until a chance encounter with Jeff Smith proves it was all a lie. She’s not even close to having it all together. But what’s a girl supposed to do when her one-night stand from six years ago shows up as her son’s T-ball coach? Blurt out he’s the father, of course.

As centerfielder for the San Diego Hawks, Jeff ‘Smitty’ Smith is used to being put in pressure situations. He just never expected that to mean needing to come in clutch as a father. Being a single dad, he could figure out, getting Kia to take a chance on them is proving to be a little more challenging. Thank god, he’s a competitive guy, who doesn’t know the meaning of the word quit. 

But how does he convince Kia it’s not a game to him? This professional athlete is ready to play for keeps. 




.

Sign up for Lauren's newsletter and receive a free copy of Undercover Attraction. Join my mailing list for news of my latest release and sneak peaks at upcoming books and special newsletter only content.   
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Chapter One


Who knew coaching T-ball would be so much fun?  Jeff clapped his hands to encourage the next batter up at the plate. 
“Batter, batter, swing batter!” a little voice yelled from the dugout. The batter turned and scowled at his teammate, then lined himself up at the plate, swung the bat and missed. The boy’s shoulders slumped.
Jeff walked up to the plate, crouched beside five-year-old Jeremy. “Keep your eye on the ball,” he told the young player. “For right now, I just want you to ignore the pitcher and only focus on the ball. That’s what you’re aiming for. It doesn’t matter what’s happening on the mound. It doesn’t matter what the players in the dugout are saying.” He looked right at Jeremy, who seemed like he was ready to cry. Oh boy. “Nothing matters except keeping your eye on the ball.”
Jeremy’s lips tightened, and he stared at the tee. He looked back at Jeff and nodded. 
“You got this.” Jeff clapped the little boy on the back and stepped away. 
Jeremy lined up and swung the bat. The ball bobbled off the tee, barely clearing the dirt. 
“Run!” Jeff yelled.
Jeremy threw the bat and took off. Not the prettiest way to get on base, but it was a start.
Max walked out of the dugout and picked up the bat. He smiled as he walked up to the plate. 
“Hey, Max. Couple things,” Jeff said. “One, you normally don’t want to heckle your own teammates.”
Max’s little face scrunched up in confusion. “What’s heckle?”
“Like tease them or try to throw them off their game.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, yelling ‘batter, batter, swing’ at Jeremy. Normally you’d reserve that kind of thing for the other team, not your own.”
Max’s head cocked to the side, and he chewed his cheek. He looked at Jeremy, who now stood on first base. “But he’s on base, so it worked.”
Jeff bit back a smile. “True, but not because you were yelling at him. Your cheer made him nervous, and he had a hard time hitting it because you were calling out to him.”
“That’s dumb. I was telling him to swing cuz he was just standing there doing nothin’.” 
Jeff pretended to cough to mask his amusement. The kid wasn’t wrong. “Okay, but maybe for your own teammates, you want to shout something more encouraging, like ‘let’s go, you got this,’ something like that. You know, the kind of thing you’d like someone to yell when you’re at bat.”
Max pursed his lips. “That’s what I did. He didn’t look like he knew what to do.”
Covering his laugh again, he dragged his hand over his mouth. “Okay, but still, maybe we could be more encouraging. That cheer you were doing, while a good one, is normally used when you’re playing in the field and your pitcher is throwing the ball. It’s not normally used in T-ball.”
The little boy shrugged. “Okay, Smitty. If you say so, but I think it’s a good one.”
“I think it’s best we table that cheer for this season. Deal?” He shook the boy’s hand to seal the deal. 
“Deal,” Max said as he shook. “But I could yell it at the other team if I came and watched you play, right?”
Jeff grinned. “Absolutely. It would definitely rattle the other team.”
“Cool.” Max nodded. “Batter up,” he called as he walked up to the plate.
This kid cracked him up. When the Hawks had partnered with a local San Diego youth center to run programs for underprivileged children to play sports, he’d thought it was a great idea. He’d never imagined he’d enjoy it as much as he did. Jeff had been coaching the kids twice a week for the past month, and he looked forward to it, especially the T-ball. Introducing these kids to the best sport in the world and watching them fall in love with the game, like he had at their age, was unreal. And kids like Max made it even better. 
A woman wandered toward the outfield fence. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as she leaned her arms on the railing. Her long brown hair blew in the breeze and she reached out to try to tame it. His gaze lingered on the tattoos on her forearm. Moms sure didn’t look like that when he was a kid. But then again, he’d never seen her before, so maybe she was just a babysitter or something. That would be better, for sure, a whole lot less creepy than ogling the mom of one of his players.
He shifted his gaze from her to check his watch. “Alright everybody. Last batter.” 
Groans rang out from the field and the dugout. Not that he could blame them. There was something magical about playing ball.
With one more bobbled attempt at bat, the game was done.
As the kids filed in from the field, Jeff held up his hand, and each player slapped it for a high-five. “Good job today, everybody. Grab all your gear. You’re responsible for your own stuff, so make sure you bring it with you. If I have to bring it in, it’s mine.”
A high-pitched squeal sounded from his right. He turned, not sure what he was going to find. With this crew, it could be anything from a nosebleed to a butterfly. Max stood on the bench, waving vigorously at someone across the field. He looked in that direction and saw the woman he’d been admiring earlier waving back. 
It figures my favorite kid has a hot mom. 
Max ran up to him. “Smitty! Smitty! You gotta meet my mom.”
His muscles tensed, and his pulse raced a little faster at the prospect of getting a better look at the woman. “Sure, kid.” He adjusted his hat on his head. “Just let me make sure no one left anything behind.”
Jeff walked with Max toward the dugout. The kid scooped a glove off the ground. “Annie left her glove. Can I have it?” Max looked up at him wide-eyed.
“No, it’s Annie’s,” Jeff answered.
“But you said anything that gets left is yours, and—” He grinned and slid the glove on his hand. “It’s not gonna fit you, so….”
“Nice try, kid.” Jeff held out his hand for the glove. With a dramatic sigh, Max dropped the mitt onto Jeff’s palm.
“That looks like the only thing left behind today. You guys are getting better.” Jeff looked at Max and the boy beamed back at him with a grin. His missing front teeth made him look like he was at hockey camp instead of baseball. 
Max grabbed his hand. “Come on. You gotta meet my mom.” 
“I’m coming.” Max tugged Jeff’s hand, trying to drag him down the field as fast as he could. Jeff resisted. There was no way he was jogging across the field to meet a woman. Not even one as sexy as Max’s mom. He could maintain some kind of dignity.
“Mom!” Max yelled as they got closer to the woman. He dropped Jeff’s hand and ran toward her. The second he got close to his mom his feet left the ground and he leaped at her. The woman caught him in midair like a seasoned pro. The move was so practiced and easy it was clear they’d done it a thousand times. 
Not taking his eyes off the pair, he smiled. Not many kids in the program seemed to have this kind of relationship with their parents. It was nice to see. Reminded him of his family.
“Mom, Mom, this is Smitty.”
The woman turned her attention toward him. With her big black sunglasses on, he couldn’t see her eyes, but her mouth gaped as soon as she looked at him. “Jeff?” she whispered.
“Yeah?” What the hell? How did she know his first name? Most of the players, including the kids, called him ‘Smitty.’
“No, Mom, this is Smitty.” 
“I heard you, baby.” She set her son on the ground and then stared to her right for several seconds. Finally, she stood tall, and flipped her dark sunglasses up on her head and stared right into Jeff’s eyes.
“Saskia?” Jeff’s heart raced. What was she doing here?
“Yep.” She gave him a tight smile.  
“Shit.” He winced when the cuss word slipped out. “I mean, wow! Small world.” What were the odds a woman he’d slept with years ago in Tucson would show up here, in San Diego, at an inner-city youth program?
“No kidding,” she said. “So, you’re the infamous Smitty I keep hearing about?” She fidgeted from one foot to the other.
“Apparently.” Why did she look so uncomfortable? It’s not like he was going to tell her kid he’d had a one-night stand with his mom before he was even born. Trying to reassure her, he smiled. 
“Wow, Jeff, um…ugh.”
Max’s face scrunched up as his gaze darted between Saskia and Jeff. “Mom, why do you keep calling him Jeff?”
“Ugh…um…” she stammered.
Jeff decided to help as best he could. “Your mom and I knew each other years ago.” That didn’t sound so bad, saying they’d known each other.
“You did?” Max’s hazel eyes widened, then he turned to his mom. “Why didn’t you say you knew Smitty?”
“Um, because I didn’t realize I knew him until right now.”
Max tilted his head and furrowed his brow. “How’d you not know?”
“Most people call me Jeff. It’s only ball players and people around baseball who call me Smitty.”
“But I call you Smitty.” Max narrowed his eyes at him. His fingers tangled in his sandy blond hair as he scratched his head. Jeff could practically see the little wheels in his head spinning.
“Well, yeah, but you’re a ballplayer, right?” Shit. He hoped he was playing this cooler than he felt.
A smile spread across Max’s face. “Yeah.” He glanced at his mom. “But she’s not.”
“Exactly.” Jeff nodded. “That’s why she only knew my name was Jeff.”
“Oh.” Max’s head bobbed in understanding. 
“We should get going, buddy. We have to go by Aunty Vika’s on the way home.”
“Yes.” Max pumped his arm in the air, then turned to Jeff. “You want to come?”
Jeff bit back a laugh. Yeah, that wouldn’t be incredibly uncomfortable. Saskia could barely look him in the eye. “No thanks, bud.” 
Saskia flicked a brief look at him. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she looked guilty, but that didn’t make sense. He glanced at her naked ring finger. No ring. So why the look? What happened between them was one time, years ago. Sure, it had been memorable, but certainly not something she needed to feel bad about all these years later. Weird.
She reached down and grabbed her son’s hand. “Let’s go, Max.”
Max raised his hand. “Bye Smitty.”
“Later Max. Have a good week.”
Jeff watched as Max and his mom walked across the field toward the parking lot. And maybe his stare lingered on Saskia’s ass, but just because she was someone’s mom didn’t mean he couldn’t look.




Chapter Two


Kia pulled her car up in front of her sister’s house and turned off the engine. She really needed her big sister right now. How the hell could the man, Smitty, her son had been gushing over for the past two weeks be Jeff— her Jeff? It wasn’t possible that the man she’d slept with six years ago in Tucson was here and coaching her son at camp. 
What were the odds? She’d looked for him everywhere when she’d found out she was pregnant, and he’d disappeared. Only to show up now. Here. Six years later.
“Why are we at Aunty Vika’s?” Max asked.
“I thought you might like to play with your cousins.” Kia pushed open her car door then waited for her son to slide out of the back seat. 
“They’re gonna be so jealous you got to meet Smitty.” Max bounced on the sidewalk beside her. Energy vibrated out of him with each hop. He always seemed to have an excess of energy coursing through his body no matter what she did to tire him out. She’d been hoping putting him in the baseball after-school program would burn off some of it, but so far that hadn’t happened.
She cupped the back of her son’s head. “I don’t think your cousins care all that much about a baseball player, honey.”
“Nuh-uh, Layla said he was cute.” Max bounced on his toes. 
Awesome. She rolled her eyes. Her niece was eleven going on sixteen. “How does Layla know what he looks like?” 
“She looked him up last time.”
Kia squatted so she could look her son in the eyes. “How come you guys looked him up?”
“I don’t know.” Max shrugged. His little hands splayed out in front of him as his shoulders rose. “I said he was the best baseball player ever. Alex said he wasn’t, so we looked him up.” Max put his hands on his hips and rolled his eyes. “’Cept Layla kept talking about who was cutest instead of who was the best, then Katya got all mad.” He looked at her and huffed out an annoyed sound. “Girls are dumb. Who cares who’s the cutest? He can throw the ball so far. He could probably hit our house from here.”
Kia bit back a laugh. “I’m pretty sure he couldn’t hit our house from here, but I have no doubt he can throw the ball really far.”
Max stood on his tiptoes and looked in the direction of their house. She smiled to herself as her son stared at the buildings like he could see through them and over two blocks to their house. Finally, he nodded like he’d come to some conclusion. “I bet he could.”
She wrapped her arm around her son’s shoulder. “Alright, sweetie, let’s go inside so you can hang out with your cousins.”
At the front door she rapped twice, then opened it without waiting for an answer. “Hello?” she called as they stepped through the front door. 
Her sister’s head popped around the corner from the kitchen. Viktoria’s eyebrows wrinkled as she looked at them. “Hi, what are you two doing here?”
“Hi, Aunty Vika.” Max ran over and hugged the other woman. “Mom picked me up early today and she met Smitty. It was so cool.” He turned toward Kia. “Tell her, Mom, wasn’t he cool?”
“Yep, he was pretty awesome.” She pasted a smile on her face. Cool wasn’t exactly how she would describe meeting her son’s father again. 
How was she going to tell Jeff? What if he didn’t want to be a dad? Her son would be heartbroken. “Why don’t you go find your cousins?”
“Alex and Katya are in the backyard. Layla’s pouting in her room,” Viktoria told him.
Max wrinkled his nose. “I’m going outside.”
Viktoria shared a knowing smile with her sister. Max had zero patience for anything that ruined his fun. “Good decision. Do you want a snack first?”
“Nah, Mom gave me a bar in the car.” He giggled. “Bar in the car.” He slapped his leg like he was so funny. “I’m a poet and I know it.” Max snickered again.
Kia smiled. “Go find your cousins, you goofball.”
“Bye.” He tossed up his arm and dashed toward the back door.
The second the back door slammed shut behind him, Viktoria turned to her. “Do we need wine?”
“We definitely need wine.” She followed her sister into the kitchen. Feeling completely at home, Kia walked to the fridge and pulled out the bottle of pinot gris her sister always kept on hand, chilling in the fridge door. She set it on the counter beside the two wine glasses Vika had just taken out for them.
With a large glass of wine each, they went back through the house to the living room. Kia dropped onto the worn brown sofa. Vika sat on the old beige recliner across from her. “What’s going on?” Vika asked.
Kia took a fortifying sip of her wine. “So it turns out Smitty is Jeff.”
“Jeff?” Viktoria looked at her blankly. 
“Max’s dad.”
“What?” Viktoria sat in stunned silence for several seconds. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t know.” She was still trying to process the information herself. When she’d seen him today, it was like she’d been hit by a Mack truck. Spinning her world out of control.
“I don’t get it. How could Max’s dad be the same guy he’s always talking about?”
Tears welled in Kia’s eyes. “I don’t know.” She didn’t understand it herself. “What am I supposed to do?” she whispered. “How am I supposed to tell some fancy major league baseball player, ‘Oh hey remember that one-night stand we had six years ago? Surprise.’” She dropped her head against the back of the sofa and looked up at the ceiling. “How the hell am I supposed to tell him that?”
Vika stood up and sat beside Kia on the couch. “You just do, hon. It’s not like it’s your fault. You tried to find him when you found out you were pregnant. What more were you supposed to do?”
“I know, but still.” She blinked away the tears. “He’s like this big-shot baseball player. I don’t know anything about his life. What if he’s married with kids of his own? I can’t just upend his entire life.”
“Yes, you can. He’s Max’s dad, sweetie. Now that you’ve found him, he deserves to know.”
“I know that, Vik, it’s just…what if he’s not happy about it? That would destroy Max.” The idea of Jeff finding out he was Max’s dad and rejecting him was so much worse than Max not knowing who his dad was. Her son would be heartbroken.
Vika squeezed her hand. “But what if he is happy? Imagine what that would mean to Max. He’d finally have a dad. You know how much he wants that.”
“I know.” Her eyes burned as more tears rushed to the surface. “It’s stupid, but it’s always been Max and I against the world. This just …” She sniffed. “It changes everything.” 
“True, but maybe for the better.”
“Maybe, but maybe for the worse.” She swiped her nose with the back of her hand. “What if he’s like one of those professional athletes you always hear about? Booze and women and parties. That’s not dad material.”
“Kia, that’s not you talking. You hate it when people take one look at your tattoos and judge you. Don’t do the same to him.”
“What? I don’t know the first thing about this guy.”
“Come on, you obviously know something. You slept with the guy.”
“Yeah, six years ago, after a shitty day. I had a couple of drinks with a cute guy that I thought worked for a moving company.” She stared at the back door where her son had gone outside. “Today I found out he’s actually a professional athlete. God, Vika, I wouldn’t have slept with him if I’d known we were so different.”
“Oh, come on, Saskia, don’t give me that crap,” she scoffed. “I remember how sexy you thought he was. You talked about that one-night stand for weeks afterwards. About how hot the guy was. How you wished you’d exchanged numbers or at least gotten his last name. You would have slept with him no matter who he was.”
“Well, maybe, but…” She exhaled loudly. “What am I supposed to do? Look at me, Vik. I don’t exactly run in the same social circles with some fancy athlete.”
“Maybe this is a good thing. As Max’s dad, he’ll have to pay you some kind of child support. You guys can move someplace nicer.”
“Jeez, Vik. No. I’m not taking money from him.”
“Why not? He’s Max’s dad. You’ve been doing everything for five years on your own, busting your ass to make a name for yourself as an artist. Why shouldn’t he help out?”
“We’re not having this discussion.” She picked up her glass of wine. 
“Okay, we can table the money discussion. How are you going to tell him?”
“I don’t know. I need to figure out what kind of person he is now before I decide if he gets to be in Max’s life. I barely knew anything about him when we slept together six years ago. Now that I know he’s a professional athlete, I know even less than I thought I did. Just because he donated some sperm to the cause doesn’t mean he deserves to be Max’s dad. If he’s not a good person, he doesn’t get to know my son.”
“I don’t think they’d let him work with kids if he wasn’t a good person. Besides, you’re normally pretty good at reading people and you liked him enough to sleep with him.”
Kia fought the urge to roll her eyes at her sister. She couldn’t be that naïve. “Yeah, six years ago, after a night of drinking. Hell, he was still sleeping when I tiptoed out early and went to work the next morning. Who knows what he’s like now that he’s a big shot athlete with women throwing themselves at him?”
“You threw yourself at him before he was a big shot.”
She scowled at her sister. “Shut up. We threw ourselves at each other I’ll have you know. It was very mutual. But again, six years ago. A lot can happen.”
Vika pulled out her phone. “Okay then, only one thing to do. Let’s deep dive his socials.”
Kia slid closer to her sister so they could both see the screen as Vika pulled up his social media. 
“Holy shit, Kia, he’s hot.” Vika zoomed in on a photo of Jeff that a photographer had caught of him after a game. In his uniform, with sweat dripping down his face and a smug grin curling up his mouth, he looked really freaking sexy. Had he been that hot when she’d slept with him? She remembered him as being good-looking but not as smokin’ as he looked in that picture. 
“I told you he was attractive.”
“Yeah, but there’s attractive and then there’s ‘here sir, let me give you my panties’.” Vika waggled her eyebrows. “Know what I mean?”
Kia looked at the picture again and giggled. “Unfortunately, yeah I do.” She grabbed the phone and scrolled through more pictures. How he looked was beside the point. What kind of man was he? That was a whole other issue. 
“Max looks like him.”
“What? No, he doesn’t.” She looked down at the picture on the screen. Did he? Maybe a little around the eyes.
“Yeah, that dimple, the hair.” Vika tapped the screen. “My god they even have the same little cowlick.”
Kia looked at what appeared to be a post-game shot. Jeff’s jersey was soaking wet, like he’d had the Gatorade jug dumped all over him. His hair stood up in every direction, and there was the cowlick. The same as Max had when he got out of the tub. She was still staring at the photo when Vika flipped to the next picture.
“Damn, are those his teammates?” Vika fanned herself. “Maybe I could get into baseball. Usually when Ty puts the game on, I just pick up my book, but…” She zoomed in on one of the players. “I think that’s about to change.”
“Focus,” Kia told her sister. She stared at photos of Jeff with his teammates, at press conferences, at various PR events. Everything on his social media was curated for a public image. This didn’t show the real Jeff. “This is just what he wants people to see. Check where he’s been tagged.”
Kia’s phone buzzed in her back pocket. She pulled it out and winced when she saw Austin’s name on the screen. She flicked the screen to answer the call. “Hey Austin, how’s it going?”
“Good, how was your day?” he asked.
“It was good. My last client canceled, so I could pick up Max from camp.”
“Oh yeah. He must have been pretty stoked to see you there.”
She smiled as she pictured how excited Max had been when he’d spotted her across the field. Hopefully, that kind of excitement lasted for several more years. “He was.”
“What are you guys up to tonight? I was thinking maybe I could come by after Max goes to bed and we could hang out and watch a movie or something.” The innuendo hung in the air.
How the hell was she supposed to spend the evening with Austin when all she could think about was freaking Jeff Smith? “Not tonight. Max and I are at Vika’s place, and we’ll probably stay here for dinner. Some other time, okay?”
“Sure,” his voice dropped with disappointment. “I’ll call you later.”
“Sounds good.” She hung up the phone and looked at her sister.
“Trouble in paradise?” Vika raised one eyebrow as she studied her.
“I wouldn’t say trouble exactly. Just… I don’t know, it’s complicated. So far he seems like a good guy, but…” She shrugged. “It’s just a lot. I introduced him to Max briefly the other day, and you know how Max is with new people, well, men, so I’m taking it slow.”
“Honey, you’ve been dating him for six months. How slow do you want to take things?”
And that was the million-dollar question. Introducing a guy to her son as a friend of hers was one thing. Involving him in their life and routine was something completely different. She didn’t want to do that until she knew he had some staying power. “Can we not talk about Austin right now and focus on what I should do about Jeff?”
Vika picked her phone back up. “Right, operation daddy stalk can recommence.”
“Operation daddy stalk?” Kia laughed. “Where do you come up with this stuff?”
“Is that not what we’re doing?”
The front door opened and Vika’s husband, Tyson, walked in and pulled up short when he saw the women on the couch. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing. We’re just being creepy and checking out sexy baseball players.” Vika winked at her husband.
“Oh yeah? You see one you liked at Max’s camp?” he asked Kia, then dropped a kiss on his wife’s lips. “Hey babe, if you get all turned on looking at shirtless men, you know where to find me.” He flicked a glance at the screen, then walked out of the room and down the hall. 
“You guys are so weird.” Kia watched as her sister’s gaze followed her husband out of the room. 
“How are we weird?”
“Oh, I don’t know. He doesn’t care if you get all hot and bothered by some other guy? That’s weird.”
“No, it’s not. As long as he’s the one I’m with, what does he care how I get turned on? You should see some of the books Ty buys me.”
“Whatever works for you.” 
Vika grinned. “Oh, it definitely works.”
A couple minutes later Tyson emerged from the bedroom, showered, and dressed in a t-shirt and pair of jeans. Any remnants of the day at the garage were long gone. He wandered into the kitchen, then came out with a beer in one hand and the bottle of wine in the other. “Figured if you ladies are ogling you probably worked up a thirst and need a top up.”
Vika smiled up at her husband and held out her wineglass. “You know us so well. How was your day?”
“Eh, it was there. Couple of assholes thought just because they’re paying me they can tell me how to fix their cars, but I set them straight.”
“I’m sure you did, baby,” Vika said.
“So, you looking at anyone in particular?” Tyson nodded toward Vika’s phone.
“Jeff Smith,” Vika replied.
Kia shot her sister a look, warning her not to say anything about who Jeff was yet.
“Hell of a ballplayer.” He looked at his wife and wrinkled his nose. “You like that? Really?”
“Honey, all women like that. He’s sexy and muscular. What’s not to like?” Vika asked.
“You got sexy and muscular right here.” Tyson flexed his pec muscles and grinned at his wife.
“I know I do, but Kia doesn’t have that at home, so she has to look elsewhere because it’d be weird if she ogled you.”
Kia stuck her finger in her mouth and pretended to throw up. “Gross, could you two get any more nauseating?”
“I’m sure we could.” Tyson picked up the TV remote. “Cool if I turn this on?”
“Yeah, of course.” Kia waved her hand. “Max and I are going to take off anyway and go make dinner.”
“You don’t want to stay?” Vika asked.
“Nah, but thanks.” Kia stood up and her sister followed.
“So, what are you going to do about Jeff?”
Kia blew out a breath. “No idea. Tell him, I guess, and go from there.” She looked at her sister. “Wish me luck.”
Vika pulled her into a hug. “Good luck. Keep me posted.”
“Yeah, will do.” Kia walked over to the back door and pulled it open. Stepping out onto the back deck, she watched Max and Alex running around with Nerf guns while Katya sat quietly playing by herself in the tree fort. This was why she’d moved to San Diego, to give Max a chance to grow up with family. Sure, it meant building up a clientele almost from scratch again, but it was worth it. 
Finally, after a year, everything felt like it was coming together and now this. Max’s bio-dad appeared out of nowhere. And their perfect little world would never be the same. Hopefully, for the better.




Chapter Three


The following afternoon, Saskia took a deep breath and walked into Kidsplay. She stopped at the front counter and scanned for someone who worked there. After several minutes, an attractive blonde wandered down the hallway.  
“Sorry, I didn’t realize anyone was out here. We really need to get a buzzer or something on the door,” the blonde gushed. “What can I do for you?”
“This is probably a bit weird. Um, my son Max comes here on Tuesdays for T-ball.”
“Okay, right, I thought you looked familiar. I’m Peyton.”
“Kia.” She opened and closed her fingers as her palms began to sweat. If it was this hard just to ask for Jeff’s number, how the hell was she supposed to tell him he was Max’s dad? “Um, my son really loves Jeff. I mean Smitty, as a coach.” She shifted her weight. Everything about this situation was so incredibly uncomfortable. “I was wondering if it would be possible to get his phone number.”
Peyton coughed, then covered her mouth. “Sorry, you want Smitty’s phone number? Unfortunately, I can’t give you his number. I’m sure you understand.” 
“Oh shit, no, I’m not like some weird stalker mom or anything like that.” Kia held up her hand. “I just need to talk to him about Max.”
“You need to talk to him about Max? Is everything okay? I run the center, so if there’s anything I can help you with, I’d be more than happy to chat with you.”
Kia winced. How the hell was she supposed to say no, it’s got to be Jeff without making Peyton think she really was some crazy mom? “Thank you, I appreciate that, but I was hoping to speak to Smitty since Max talks about him all the time.”
Peyton smiled. “Smitty is a favorite around here.” Peyton glanced out the front window, then pursed her lips. “For obvious confidentiality reasons, I can’t give you Smitty’s phone number but um… since you’re a parent here. I can tell you he’s here on Tuesdays after school to play T-ball with the little guys and he’s here around four till six or so on Thursdays working with a group of teens. That’s the best I can do.”
“That’s great, thank you. I’ll stop by tomorrow and see if I can chat with him when he’s wrapping up. I’d like to talk to him before Max is back on Tuesday.” So much for getting this over with today. Now she was going to have to reschedule a client tomorrow so she could come by again. But she needed to get this done. The sooner she told Jeff he was Max’s dad, the sooner she’d know exactly what she was dealing with.
[image: image-placeholder]Kia looked at her shaking hands and took several deep breaths. She could do this. Everything would be fine. So why did she feel like she was going to throw up? 
She stopped at the edge of the ball diamonds and scanned the fields to look for Jeff or ‘Smitty’ as her son had affectionately been calling him. Peyton had said he was working with the older kids today, but every diamond had teenagers on it. Which one would he be on?
Drawn to the far diamond, she watched as a group performed an elaborate celebratory cheer. The volume and enthusiasm growing with each chant. When they parted, she instantly saw Jeff’s muscular frame in the middle of the group of teens. At the first sight of him, her heart did a little stutter step she quickly tried to squash. She could do this.
Slowly making her way down the sideline toward the far diamond, she tried to quell her nerves. When she’d seen him two days ago, it had been a shock. She’d been blindsided, but today? Whole other ballgame. Today, she was purposefully seeking him out after all this time. God, what if he didn’t believe her, or didn’t care? She didn’t think he was that kind of person, but how the hell did she know? She’d spent one night with him six years ago. She didn’t know anything about the guy. 
One teen pointed in her direction, and Jeff’s head turned toward her. A smile split across his face, and he lifted his hand in acknowledgement. 
He said something to the teens, then the group disbanded, and the youth began gathering up their equipment. As Jeff walked toward her, Kia’s heart pounded in her chest. The closer he got, the more her heart thumped. 
Good Lord, he was a good-looking man, with his muscular body and sandy blond hair curling out beneath his ball cap. Her sister hadn’t been wrong when she said baseball might be worth watching if she knew the players looked like that. The Hawks were really missing the boat not having billboards of Jeff all over the city.
Ticket sales would skyrocket.
God, between lack of sleep and nerves, her brain was mush that she was even thinking something that stupid at a time like this. What was wrong with her?
Jeff smiled when he got close to her. She sucked in a breath as her eyes landed on the pronounced dimple on his right cheek that looked just the same as the one Max had. She hadn’t even remembered he had a dimple.
“Hey, Saskia.”
“Hi, how are you?”
His brow wrinkled, the confusion evident on his face. “I’m good. What are you doing here? Where’s Max?”
She took a deep breath. “He’s at daycare. I was hoping we could maybe talk.”
Jeff glanced behind him at his group, then at the surrounding fields. “Yeah, sure. We just finished up our game, so I’m done for the day.”
“Oh, that’s good.” Was it? Shoot. She wasn’t ready to talk now. When she’d come here, she’d been expecting him to be busy and need to schedule something on another day. She wasn’t prepared. They couldn’t have this conversation here, but it’s not like she could explain why it would be best to go elsewhere. Shit, shit, shit.
Jeff cocked his head to the side as he studied her. “What’s up? Something going on with Max? Is he having troubles?”
“No, no, not at all. He loves everything about coming here.” She smiled as she thought of her son. To most people, she was a screwup, but no one would say that when it came to her son. Max was the best thing she’d ever done in her life. Nothing was more important to her than his happiness, which was why she needed to do this. Now. “He’s been talking about you for weeks. Smitty this, Smitty that. I didn’t realize he was talking about you until the other day. I had no idea.”
“He’s a cool little guy.”
“Yeah, he is.” She smiled at a couple of teens who eyed her as they walked past.
“Thanks, Coach,” the taller of the two youths said.
“No problem. Good job today, guys. Thanks for putting the stuff away. Appreciate it.”
Jeff turned back to her. “You want to talk here, or did you want to grab a coffee or something?” He studied her. “You sure you even want to talk to me? You’re kind of freaking me out with how nervous you look.”
She laughed and okay yeah, even to her own ears she sounded nervous. Real smooth.
“Saskia, talk to me. What’s going on?
“I go by Kia now.”
His smile ticked up in the corner of his mouth as he watched her. “Kia, I like that. It suits you.”
Her heart thumped again. Damn it. She wasn’t supposed to still be attracted to him. She had a boyfriend. A great one…Well, good…Ok, at least. This was about Max. Nothing else mattered. She took a deep breath. “I wanted to call you after seeing you the other day, but obviously I didn’t have your number. I came by here to ask for it, but the staff wouldn’t give it to me. I guess they thought I might be some crazed fan or something.”
He laughed. “You do look a little sketchy.”
An overly loud, uncomfortable laugh burst out of her. God, she really was a hot mess. So much for being relaxed. When she glanced at him, heat rose to her cheeks.
Jeff stepped a little closer to her. His blue eyes trailed slowly down her body. “What’d you want my number for?” His tongue dipped out, then swept across his bottom lip like he was imagining doing all kinds of things to her.
“Oh god, not that.” She held up her hand. “I have a boyfriend. But um…”
“Just thought I’d check. With how nervous you are, this felt like some weird booty call or something.”
“God, no, definitely not.” With a shaky hand, she pushed her hair back from her face. She eyed the empty bleachers and flicked her wrist toward them. “You want to sit?”
“Yeah sure.” Jeff walked beside her. “It’s wild how quickly this place clears out at the end of the games. Considering how many kids are always running around her doing stuff, you’d think they’d linger more on the fields.”
She scanned the now empty diamond. “I’m sure the little guys take longer to clear out.”
“Sometimes.” 
Kia could feel him watching her, waiting for her to talk. This was so much harder than she’d anticipated. She dropped onto the vacant bleacher and Jeff sat beside her. He turned toward her. “So, you gonna tell me why you’re here?”
“Um yeah.” She clasped her hands together in her lap. Took a deep breath and blurted, “Max is your son.”




Chapter Four


“What?” Jeff jumped up. How the fuck could he be Max’s dad? Yeah, it was a while ago, but he distinctly remembered using protection. He wasn’t an idiot. He never played without a glove. He was always safe. No matter what. A kid was impossible. 
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have just sprung it on you like that.” Kia stood up beside him on the bleachers and placed her hand on his arm. “Can you sit down please so we can talk?”
The last thing he wanted to do was sit. He scanned the fields, his body urging him to run, to escape. He took a shaky breath and exhaled. Running wasn’t an option. He needed to hear Kia out. He took another deep breath, then sat on the bleacher. Putting some space between them, he slid a few more inches away from her. His body vibrated as his heart pounded in his chest. He couldn’t have a kid.
“I know this is a lot. And I’m sorry,” Kia said.
“A lot? You think? Jesus, Saskia, what the fuck?”
She winced. “I’m sorry. I meant to ease into telling you. I just panicked and the words flew out.”
He angrily dragged his fingers through his hair as he tried to wrestle with everything that was running through his mind. “Maybe you should have eased into telling me when you were pregnant. Maybe that would have been a helpful time to tell me.”
“I tried to, but I didn’t know how to find you.”
“We fucked at my house, Saskia. You knew exactly where to find me.” This was bullshit. It’s not like he was hidden from public view. She could have found him at any time over the past five years. Jesus. Six years if she’d told him when she was actually pregnant.
“I went to your house. You’d moved and no one knew where you were.”
Was she kidding with this shit? “Plenty of people knew where to find me. I wasn’t exactly in fucking witness protection. I went to play baseball. I told you that.”
She winced. “I thought you were just making it up about playing in the minor leagues. You worked for a moving company, Jeff. That doesn’t scream professional ballplayer.”
“I didn’t lie to you.”
“Obviously I know that now.” She fidgeted with her hands in her lap. “When I found out I was pregnant, I went to your old place, but you no longer lived there.” She looked up at him. Her face pleaded with him to understand. “We didn’t exactly exchange last names or phone numbers or anything. It was a one-night stand.” She sighed. “I tried to find you. Your neighbors just said you’d moved somewhere. I even called your old boss. All they’d tell me was you quit. That’s it. What was I supposed to do?”
“I don’t know. Something.” He closed his eyes and covered his mouth with his palms like a prayer. What else did he expect her to do? Honestly, it sounded like she’d tried to tell him she was pregnant. 
He had a kid. His heart rate picked up the pace again, pounding violently in his chest. He pushed his index fingers into the bridge of his nose as he tried to slow his brain down so he could think. 
Kia sat silently beside him.
After several minutes, he opened his eyes and turned to her. “Max is my son?”
She nodded. “He is.”
“You’re sure he’s mine?”
Her eyes flashed with anger. “He’s yours.” She squared her shoulders. “But we can do a paternity test if you don’t believe me.”
“It’s not that I don’t believe you. This is just a lot.” He ran his palm across his mouth. “I’m playing catch-up here. You gotta give me a minute.”
“Of course.” She picked at a piece of loose string on her sleeve. “Maybe we should just table this for today and give you some time to process everything. Give you a chance to figure out what kind of role you want to have in Max’s life, and we can meet in a couple of days or something.”
“What do you mean, what kind of role I want to have? I’m his dad. That’s the role I want to have.” His stomach rolled. He felt a little sick. How the fuck was this his life?
“Are you sure? This is a lot. Maybe take a day or so to think about it. Once I introduce you to Max as his dad, there’s no going back from that. You can’t decide it’s too much and back out.”
“Why would I back out? I’m not an idiot, Kia. I know what it means to have a kid. I’m not just going to throw money at him and be done.” His spine stiffened. “Or is that what you were hoping was going to happen?” He knew he was being an asshole, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. 
“What? Of course not.” Her hazel eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “I’m not telling you because I see you as some kind of cash cow, Jeff. I’m telling you about Max because it’s the right thing to do.” She clicked her tongue. “I tried to tell you when I was pregnant and couldn’t find you. Now that you’ve resurfaced in my life, I’m telling you because you deserve to know.” She squared her shoulders. “But nothing is more important to me than Max. It’s my job to protect him and keep him safe and that includes from you if need be.”
“Why would you need to protect him from me?”
“Hopefully, I don’t, but that’s what I need to find out. I don’t know you, Jeff. So before I explain this to Max, you need to take some time and figure out what you want. Then we can talk and discuss introducing you to him. I need time to prepare Max. He’s the only one that matters in all this.”
“Of course.” What did he want? To meet his son. But what did that mean, exactly? Who the hell knew? There were probably a million things he should say, but his brain felt like it was using two brain cells at the moment, instead of the billions it had at its disposal. Not exactly helpful. Kia was right. It was probably smart to table this discussion till his brain was back online.
Kia chewed on her bottom lip. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but can you just behave like normal when you see Max at T-Ball?”
His stomach twisted. How the hell was he supposed to be normal, to pretend nothing had changed?
“Please,” Kia pleaded. “That’s not the time or place for him to find out who you really are.”
As much as it pained him to admit, she was right. “No problem.” He stared at her. “When can we meet again to talk about our next steps?”
Her tongue darted out and she licked her bottom lip. “Do you want to meet early next week?”
There was no way he was waiting that long to talk to her about this. “No. What’s your schedule like tomorrow?”
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