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      From USA Today Bestselling Authors, Chasity Bowlin and Laramie Briscoe, comes a brand new small town series full of spice, steam, and second chances.

      Cody

      Bellehaven, KY was in my rearview as soon as I got my diploma and walked off the high-school stage. Fifteen years later, I don't expect to be back.

      I sure don't expect to be seeing the woman I had a one-night stand with at our senior prom, or be coaching the same high-school basketball team I played for. The team that includes her son; a freshman.

      Emma

      From afar, I watched as Cody Willett became everything he said he would be. Famous, and a future NBA hall-of-famer–until an injury derailed his career. Now he’s the coach for my son's team. I'm keeping a secret though. One that's bound to destroy us from the inside out.

      Not many are given a second chance, and we're bound to screw this up, but what if we don't? What if this is the happy ever after everyone wants and deserves? With a fear I've only felt once before, I'm reaching out with both hands, grabbing hold, and refusing to let go.
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        15 Years Earlier

      

      

      

      
        
        Emma

      

      

      We’re all giggling and laughing as we cut through the overgrown yard. I’ve got my high heels dangling from my fingertips and the wet grass is cold under my feet. I don’t know how we wound up here. Well, I do. It was a drunken brag from Lindsay Baker that she wouldn’t be scared to go into the Garber house. She wasn’t afraid of anything. 

      And now here we are. All of us. Sneaking into the Garber house. Old, abandoned for decades, and rumored to be haunted. I don’t believe that. I’m not there to see ghosts. I’m there to get a look at intricate woodwork, hardwood floors, and stained glass windows. This house appeals to my inner history nerd and I’ve had just enough Boone’s Farm not to be thinking about how much trouble we’ll be in if we get caught. 

      “Zach got the door open!” 

      That whispered update filtered back to me from Cody Willett. I was stunned when he showed up to prom dateless like me. I’d thought he was coming with Katrina Davis but she showed up with Jackson Mays who graduated last year. So here we all are, both of us the odd one out and lumped together because of it. Not that I mind. I’ve had a thing for Cody for as long  as I can remember. But there was never any hope of him noticing me. I’m popular enough, I guess. I have lots of friends. But I know my place in the grand scheme of things. I’m the nerd. The smart one. The brain. That’s what everyone says. And Cody, even though he’s super smart, he’s the jock–the star athlete. And, oh my word, he’s gorgeous. Out of my league. Way out. Like stratospherically.

      Cody is climbing the steps and he reaches back for me, holding out his hand. “There’s a loose board,” he explains. 

      I put my hand in his and I try not to make a big deal of it, but my breath catches and I look up at him. He’s looking back at me and there’s something in his expression, something that tells me what I’m feeling isn’t completely one sided, after all. Lindsay told me he liked me but I had just assumed that was more of Lindsay’s bullshit. Maybe it wasn’t? 

      “Thanks,” I manage to whisper. 

      “You’re welcome,” he answers. “I’ll look out for you here, Emma. I don’t believe there’s a ghost in here for a single damn minute, but I know for a fact there are loose floorboards.”

      Even as we slip into the darkened house through the broken door, he keeps my hand in his. And I don’t try to pull away. It probably doesn’t mean anything to him, but it means everything to me. I’ve been half in love with Cody since we were freshmen, but I have never admitted that to another living soul. 

      Lindsay and Zach are climbing the stairs, heading for the bedroom upstairs where everyone insists they see Mrs. Garber’s ghost in the window. Of course, the screen in that window is busted, the glass is cracked, there’s still some tattered remnants of a curtain hanging there. But no one wants to hear reasonable explanations. 

      Overhead, the floor creaks. But Zach and Lindsay are still on the stairs. And then the floor creaks again. It’s definitely footsteps. “Oh, my god! Someone’s in here,” I whisper. But my whispering was completely unnecessary. Lindsay is screaming like a banshee now and Zach is panicking just as badly. The two of them are taking off, running for the front door of the house like there’s fire licking at their heels. 

      Cody grips my hand tighter and pulls me back into the shadows. Seconds later, we hear laughter and then see two guys from school–guys who didn’t bother coming to prom at all–slipping down the stairs. They’re carrying a pack of beer and both reek of pot. 

      They catch sight of Cody. And offer a wave. “Willett. Y’all here to party?” 

      “No. We were just getting ready to leave,” Cody says. “Didn’t know the place was already occupied.” 

      The guys nod and then move along. 

      “Cody, everyone is going to know we were here!” 

      He looks back at me. “Em, they’re not gonna say anything. If they do then  they have to admit they were here, too… and that means other people will know they’ve stashed their pot here.” 

      “Oh! That makes sense,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. “My Mom would kill me if she finds out I snuck in here.” 

      “Is that it? Just that you snuck in and not that you snuck in with me?” he asks. 

      I can feel a blush creeping up my neck until my face feels like it’s on fire with embarrassment.  “She wouldn’t care. Nobody would ever think you’re into me that way.” 

      “Then they’d be wrong, Em. They’d be very, very wrong.” 

      He’s looking at me in a way that makes my heart race way more than just the thrill of sneaking into this house did. But before I can even respond, the spill of blue light through the window breaks the spell. 

      “Shit,” he says. “It’s the sheriff. We’ve gotta get out of here.” 

      He grabs my hand, leading me back through the house and out the same side door we’d used to sneak in. We can hear the sheriff giving the potheads a hard time. What if they tell him? H’s friends with my Dad and that would be the end of it. I’d be grounded for the rest of my natural life. 

      “Come on, Em,” he whispers. “My car is parked back at the school. I’ll get you home.” 

      “I don’t want to go home,” I tell him. “What did you mean when you said they would be wrong?” 

      “I’ve liked you for a long time, Em. Longer than I ought to have. I never said anything because–well, what the hell would you want with me? You’re the smartest person I know. I’m not exactly a dumbass, but we all know that if I make it out of this town, it’s not going to be because of my brains.” 

      “I like you, too. I more than like you. And I have since we were little.” I can’t believe I just said that to him. Oh, my god. And he’s just staring at me like I’ve grown two heads. I want the earth to open up and swallow me whole. 

      I start to turn away and he grabs my wrist, pulling me back. It’s not awkward. It’s not weird. When he pulls to him, he dips his head and his lips brush against mine. It’s everything I ever thought it could be even though he’s hardly touched me at all. Then the kiss deepens, his lips settling more firmly over mine. His tongue teasing mine in a way that makes my pulse skip a beat. And I don’t want it to stop. I don’t want to ever not feel the way I feel with him kissing me. 

      He pulls back then. “Em, we either have to stop or take this somewhere else. It’s only a matter of time before we get caught out here… I can get us a room at the Oak Lodge. My cousin is working there and he told me he’d hook me up. But we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      The Oak Lodge isn’t exactly four star, but it’s the only motel in Bellehaven. And while I don’t have the courage to say the words out loud, I’ve already made my decision. I want Cody Willett to be the first, even if he won’t be the last. “Let’s go.” 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cody

      

      

      "That was amazing, Em." I'm running my fingertips along her bare shoulder, holding her tightly to me. I never expected this when we showed up at the Garber house to be getting naked with my high school crush. 

      "Are you sure?" She asks. "I haven't had much experience. I know you've probably had a ton.

      "I wouldn't say I'm much more experienced than you. There's no reason for us to compare at all. I had a great time, and I hope you did too."

      "Let's just say ending my prom night in bed with you wasn't even on my bingo card, but I'm really excited for where this might go."

      I shift in the bed, not wanting to break up this happiness I'm feeling, although I know this can't go anywhere. Not when I'm going away soon. "Me too," I grin over at her, moving my lips to hers.

      -------

      I haven’t seen Emma since prom night, which ended in a way neither one of us expected. While it was something I always wanted, I never thought would happen. We left each other awkwardly, and have been avoiding one another since the morning after. 

      Didn't expect her to walk into this restaurant tonight, especially when we're celebrating. Me and Emma lock eyes. She smiles shyly at me, waving her fingers. I wave back at her, wanting nothing more than to get up from my seat and go see how she's doing. 

      "Cody, pay attention," Mom is tapping on the menu. "Coach Halcomb, is talking about you."

       I look away from Emma, giving Coach my eyes. 

      "And let's not forget how proud we are of Cody. He's received a full ride scholarship to the University of North Carolina. I know it wasn't easy, and he went through a lot to make it happen."

      The group who has gathered claps. I don't want to know what everyone is thinking, I'd rather know what Emma is doing, what she's thinking. I'm still moving my eyes over to where she's sitting. She's listening to what Coach is saying, and her face is getting paler by the minute. I didn't tell her about my scholarship offer, and I'm beginning to think maybe I should have. 

      Coach is still speaking...

      "I have never coached a player like Cody, and I knew the minute I saw him on the court he was going to be special. I've pushed him more than I probably should have, and I've put a lot of my own dreams in his hands. He's not disappointed, he's not made a misstep, and I'm extremely proud of how he's put Bellehaven on the map. Him getting to leave? It's like all of us getting to leave. Let's all congratulate Cody."

      There's another round of applause and I could do without it, but I can't be rude. "Thank you all so much," I get up from my chair and go up to the front. "I have to say thank you again, I received the gift card all of you went in together to get me. That's going to be a big help, and I promise that I won't let you all down. I recognize I'm playing for Bellehaven as a whole. Hopefully we'll be going pro at the end of this."

      I notice that Emma is getting up from her booth. I somehow get through the crowd that's gathered to wish me well, and run up to her. "Em..."

      She turns, her eyes looking slightly wet. "Congratulations Cody. I'm so proud of you."

      "I don't know what to say. I probably should've been honest with you. I knew I had the scholarship, but it was so nice to be with you, I didn't want to ruin it. I didn’t mean to keep it a secret."

      She smiles, although it doesn't go to her eyes. She puts her hands on my shoulders, before leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. "Good luck, Cody Willett. I'll never forget you or prom night, and to be honest? We’ve all got secrets."

      "I'll never forget you either..."
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        Emma

      

      

      I pace the length of the living room. I’m pretty sure I’m wearing a hole in the carpet at this point, but I can’t stop myself. Outside the window, the sky is growing brighter, the blackness giving way to the soft purpley-gray of dawn. And he’s not home. Not only is he not home, but he hasn’t been home. His bed isn’t made, but then his bed is never made. His jacket isn’t hanging on the hook by the front door and his keys are missing.

      Missing. That word feels like a knife cutting into me.

      I reach into the pocket of my robe and grab my phone. There aren’t any new messages or alerts. The tracking app doesn’t show any activity either. Dead silence.

      “I’m going to kill him,” I whisper to the painfully empty house. “And after I kill him, I’m going to ground him for life.”

      The heating system kicks on. The noise of the air rushing through the vents seems so loud to me right now. Of course, I’m overwhelmed and have been hovering on the edge of a panic attack since eleven o’clock passed and my kid didn’t come strolling in the house with some weak ass excuse as to why he’s late. Every sense is on overload right now and I feel like I’m about to jump out of my skin.

      Over the roar of the HVAC, I hear something else. My pulse kicks up. My heart is racing and I can feel sweat beading on my skin even though the house is freezing despite the heating system’s best efforts. I rush to the door and yank it open even though I have no idea what’s waiting for me on the other side of it. At the end of the driveway, blue lights flicker and strobe at a dizzying pace.

      As I watch, the driver door opens and the sheriff–my ex-husband–steps out. I’ve never been so happy to see anyone in my entire life. That might change in the next minute, depending on whether or not he’s alone in the car. But as he walks to the back door of the cruiser, some of the fear that’s been eating at me recedes. JT is in that car with him. My son. My world. Quite literally the person I have built my whole life around. And for the last seven hours, I didn’t know where he was, what he was doing, or if he was alive or dead. There might be some people who can be unbothered by their fifteen-year-old running wild at night, but I’m not one of them. I’m the cautionary tale, after all. Pregnant at seventeen.

      “Is he okay?” I can’t keep the tremors from my voice. Part rage, part fear and a whole lot of relief, it’s just too much all at once. I want to scream, cry and throw up all at the same time.

      “He will be… but he’s going to feel like shit for the next forty-eight hours,” Troy responds. And then, without warning, he reaches into the back seat and drags JT out of the car. Even from my present distance, I can smell the beer. My boy, my baby, is drunk as a skunk.

      “Jordan Troy James, you did not go out drinking on a school night!”

      The moment the words are out of my mouth, I want to yank them back and stuff them down. It was something my mother would have said to me and in that same horribly disappointed way that always made me feel like I was the scum on the bottom of somebody’s shoe. I swore I wouldn’t be the kind of mother she was, that I’d listen and love and accept my child whoever and whatever they were. I’ve worked so hard to never try and press JT into the mold of what I thought a perfect kid should be. And maybe I went too far in the opposite direction from my own Mom. Because clearly it has not worked.

      “You’re not going to get a straight answer out of him. Not for a few hours yet,” Troy says. “Let’s get him inside, get some food in him and then we’ll figure out what the hell to do about this clusterfuck.”

      For just a moment, I’m struck by just how great my ex-husband is. He’s a good dad, a good man, and he was a good husband. But I didn’t love him. I didn’t love him and he sure as hell didn’t love me. I couldn’t be the helpless, scared girl he’d rescued fresh out of high school anymore. I needed to stand on my own two feet and being married to him meant I’d never have to. And maybe we weren’t meant to have that perfect Happily Ever After together, but if I ever decide to dip my toes back into the dating pool, whoever it is will have one hard act to follow.
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        * * *

      

      By eight a.m., JT is no longer falling down drunk. Now he’s just a miserably, sulky, embarrassed teenager. He might be nearly a foot taller than me, but he’s still very much a baby. And when he crosses his arms over his chest and sticks out his bottom lip, he looks just like he did when he got put in time out at his preschool.

      “You can’t make me go!”

      It’s all I can do to keep my temper in check. “Can’t I? Phone–that’s gone. iPad–gone. Computer access–well, let’s just say I will be reading every word that you do. And you won’t leave this house unsupervised again until I know that you’re not going to make an ass of yourself.”

      “So I went to a party!” He shouts back at me. “Big fucking deal!”

      That stings. No. That hurts. He’s never cursed like that in front of me before—well, besides repeating some things he shouldn’t have heard to begin with when he was still in diapers. I open my mouth to say something, but the words don’t come out. They don’t have to.

      “You talk to your mother like that again, son, and I’m gonna show you what a big fucking deal it is,” Troy warns quietly. “You’re going to apologize to her—for breaking the rules, for lying to her, for getting drunk, for cursing at her and for generally making the last twelve hours her worst damn nightmare. And mine.”

      Yep. He’s awesome. And I’m the dumbass who couldn’t be madly in love with him. I’m disgusted with myself.

      JT mumbles a halfhearted apology. The real one will come after he’s had time to get over being mad and embarrassed. That’s just the way he works.

      “Everything okay?” I ask Troy..

      “Yeah,” he replies with a curt nod.. “Just making sure all the morning duties are covered. You ready?”

      “Yes. JT, get your stuff. It’s time to go to school.”

      The look of horror that crosses his face might have been comical if it had happened at any other time and for any other reason. “You’ve got to be kidding! I can’t go to school like this.”

      I don’t give. Not a single inch. “You’re hungover, JT. Not sick. Nobody is going to catch what’s currently making you miserable. So get your butt out of the chair, get your stuff. You’re going to school and your dad and I are going in to have a little talk with this new basketball coach. Maybe the old one didn’t care what you all did on the side so long as you kept winning games, but here’s hoping this one is better.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes. That’s all it takes to drive from my house to the high school. But when it’s ten minutes of stony silence, that can feel like a very long time. A glance in the rearview shows JT glaring mutinously at the backs of our heads. Troy is in the passenger seat beside me. Driving JT to school in a cop car would only make things worse. I can hear him in my head telling me all the ways I’m ruining his life.

      It’s funny to think that my son was one of the jocks. One of the popular kids. Because in high school, I couldn’t have been anything further from that. I was the nerd. Always with my nose stuck in a book and the good grades. I had been the kind of kid that JT and his friends would have picked on if they were so inclined. Despite this most recent escapade, he’s a good kid. And I can only hope that I’ve raised him better than that. I hope that he treats everyone the way he wants to be treated. That’s the best any parent can hope for.

      I park the car in the short term parking area. We will probably be there for more than fifteen minutes, but it’s not like I’m going to get a ticket. The three of us walk into the building together, JT moping down the hall a few yards ahead of us, too cool to be seen with his parents. And Troy and I head for the gym, or more directly, for the coach’s office that is little more than a retrofitted supply closet off to one side.

      The door to the office is open and we step inside. But there’s no one else there. I start to turn around, to go to the principal’s office and have the man paged, but I hear noises coming from the next room over. It sounds like an entire shelving unit of sporting equipment has just collapsed and there are a few colorful curses thrown in.

      Beside me, Troy smirks. I start to make some comment about it sounding just like he worked on ‘projects’ in the garage. But the words never leave my mouth. In fact, my mouth goes so dry I wouldn’t be able to speak even if I could form words. Because the new boy’s basketball coach has a very familiar face. Too familiar.

      Cody Willett. The former captain of the basketball team and prodigal son of the Bellehaven Hornets, has come home. And looking at his face is like looking at JT fifteen years in the future. I’d always known they resembled one another. Maybe I’ve been lying to myself about how much JT looked like him. But I can’t now, not when the proof is literally staring me in the face.

      My past has come back to haunt me. The one wild, reckless thing I did all those years ago–the thing that changed the course of my life forever– is apparently the gift that keeps on giving. Clusterfuck. That’s what Troy had said about this whole situation and now I know he couldn’t have been more right.

      How long will it take for every busybody in Bellehaven to figure out the truth? JT isn’t Troy’s biological son. I never told him who was and he always said it didn’t matter. But will he feel that way when he finds out that my real baby daddy is now our son’s coach? I’m fighting a losing battle to hang onto my son a little longer, to stave off impending adulthood for him and keep him close to me and safe. If he finds out the truth, he’ll never forgive me. No one will. Including myself.
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      "Fuckin' hell..."

      The previous coach of this team was a goddamn sociopath. Nothing was cataloged, sorted, or in any type of usable condition when I got here. Least of all this room that's supposed to be housing all the extras. It's completely full, and all of the shelves are hanging on by a thread, which is why this unit just fell over. Everything crashing, and dust billowing. It's almost as if nothing has been done since my Senior year. Given how long ago that was? This cloud of dust is enough to give anybody an asthma attack. Waving my hand in front of my face, I try not to breathe as I cough my way through it, trying to escape to the privacy of my office.

      What I need is to change my clothes, get breakfast, and restart this damn day. But as I enter my office, I'm wholly unprepared for what greets me.

      Walking in there is like walking into a time machine from fifteen years ago. My steps actually stop so quickly my shoes squeak. "Emma?"

      She glances up at me, pushing her hair back behind her in the same nervous gesture she had on that night so long ago. "Cody."

      "What can I do for you, and..." I don't recognize the man sitting next to her.

      He makes a noise as he stands, holding his hand out to me. "Troy James. I helped you on a history paper way back when, so you could stay on the basketball team."

      I vaguely remember him, but judging by his uniform, he's done well for himself. "And now you're a member of the sheriff's office?"

      "Deputy." He nods.

      Emma stands with her hands on her hips. Blue eyes are flashing with annoyance, and she's got a mad on I haven't seen since the morning I left her in that hotel room bed. "I have a bone to pick with you," she starts.

      "Okay," I cough, holding my hands up. "I just caused a dust storm that would rival the dust bowl. Can I at least get a drink of water?"

      "Go for it." Her words are clipped. "Because I'd like for you just to sit down, shut up, and listen to what I have to say."

      I grab my bottle, take a big drink, and have a seat in the chair behind my desk. Nodding, I gesture to her, my hand palm up. "The floor is yours."

      "Coach Cunningham was an awful coach. He allowed these kids to run wild," she starts, folding her arms across her chest. It pulls my gaze immediately to the bare skin above the edge of her cotton shirt. My eyes move quickly to her left ring finger, and when I don't see one there, I have more questions than I do answers. "Are you even listening to me, Cody?"

      "Yes. Coach Cunningham sucked as a leader, and let the kids run wild. What does this have to do with the two of you?"

      "We're the parents of a fifteen-year-old boy who's on the team, JT. This is his first year, and while he's a gifted player, he's very impressionable. The older kids, they've taken him under their wing, and some of that has been good. Other things haven't been," she takes a second to run a shaking hand across her forehead. "He didn't come home last night, and Troy James brought him home in his police cruiser because he was out drinking with some of the other players at a field party."

      "On a goddamn school night?" I question, anger rolling through my body. "They were out there on a school night?"

      "They were," Troy answers, resting his hand on the butt of his gun. From the way he spreads his legs and easily stands, I know this is a comfortable position for him. He's not trying to be intimidating. "I called a bunch of parents and had them come pick them up. We poured out a lot of beer and fuckin' Fireball."

      "Were there any drugs?"

      "No. We'd be having a much different conversation right now if there had been. They had rap music I couldn't understand the words to, blaring. They had a big ass fire going, and they were drunk off their asses, throwing their bottles in there. They could've caught the damn field on fire. They're pretty lucky."

      "Alright," I rub at the beginning of a beard on my chin.

      "I take it you're gonna punish them." Emma raises a brow pointedly.

      "When they come back to school, I'll have a talk with them."

      "Not good enough." She shakes her head. "JT is here today, sick and hungover as shit, but he's here. He needs punishment and a talk. They all do. They all need to know that there are consequences to actions. If we do it," she gestures between her and Troy James. "It's not going to have as much impact as if you do it."

      I hate that she's right. I can remember me and my teammates getting in trouble for a prank we pulled on an opposing team. We'd gotten in trouble by our coach, and that had stung more than my parents being upset. "I'll handle it, I promise. They will know I'm upset and there are consequences to actions."

      "Then we'll leave you to it," Emma grabs her purse, without another look at me. Troy James follows her, offering me a wave.

      I have so many questions I want to ask, but right now isn't the time. I sprint out of the gym and into the principal's office, asking for my players instead of letting them go to their first classes. I don't want them to sober up any before I get them running. The principal agrees, and I make a stop at the front desk, asking them to call all the players to the gym ASAP.

      Jogging back to my office, I wait for everyone to assemble, letting them whisper amongst themselves, trying to figure out what this is about. I grab my whistle, and head in. I don't say a word as I walk from my office to the front of the gym, which is unlike me.

      "Hey Coach," a few of the players greet me. Those are probably the ones who weren't out in the field last night, but I still don't give them my attention.

      Instead, I go to the front of where they are gathered and stand. Crossing my arms over my chest, I know I make an intimidating figure. I might be retired from playing professional basketball, but I'm still in great shape, and I'm all of six foot six, with the broad shoulders to go with it. I take up a lot of room, and I'm trying to make myself as big as possible. Although there were murmurs when I came in, those have all quieted now.

      "You two," I point to JT and his partner-in-crime Joseph Lee. "Where were you last night?" They're both green around the gills and their faces are as gray as the sky on a rainy day. "And don't lie to me."

      Joseph sighs heavily, tilting his head back, speaking as he does. "We were at a field party."

      There's a loud groan that runs through the kids. "Shit." Someone whispers.

      "And what else was going on there last night, JT?"

      He huffs loudly. "We were drinkin'."

      "And who all was there? I want a show of hands right now. Every single one of you who were there, even if you weren't drinking. There should be zero parties on a school night, not during basketball season. Not when we're going for a damn state championship. Raise 'em up. Be men, not boys." All but three hands go up. "Are these three telling the truth?" There are murmurs of yes, that they're being honest. "Alright, you three can go. The rest of you? You're gonna find out why it sucks to party the night before school. I want suicide drills, until I tell you to stop."

      "Coach," JT holds his stomach. "I will puke."

      "Then you'll puke." I give him a look. "I don't care. You're gonna give me your apology in the sweat you put on this floor."

      "Can we at least go change?" Someone asks from the back.

      "Nope, you can't. This isn't meant to be comfortable, gentleman, for any of you. I'll be speaking to a number of parents as well. I already know who was drinking." I'm lying, I don't know this information, but I'm sure that Troy James will give me that information if I ask for it. Putting my whistle up to my lips, I blow. "Get started, and let's go. If you take it easy, you're gonna do it again. Coach Cunningham might've put up with this shit, but I'm not going to."

      Sighing heavily, I watch as they start the drills. Shaking my head, I wonder how the fuck I went from playing for a team in New York to being back here in bumfuck, Kentucky. It wasn't my first choice, but I'm determined to make it work, and making it work starts with earning these kids' respect.
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      I can’t think straight. I’ve spent the whole day reliving that moment when Cody Willett walked into that office. God, it’s such a damn mess. I don’t even know where to begin with it all. The stack of files on my desk hasn’t budged at all. It’s still elbow deep and each one requires auditing. If there is one thing I’ve learned about social work in my years here, it’s that if you didn’t document, you didn’t do it. And when you’ve got more cases to work than time to do it in, documentation is the one place where people tend to slack.

      But it’s not lack of time or even lack of initiative. It’s plain old distraction. I’m in my head, reliving the past and questioning every step I took that put me in the position I’m currently in.

      I had sex with Cody Willett one time. Only one time. The night of our senior prom, I decided to shed my good girl image and do something reckless and wild. Boy, did I ever!

      And that was all it took for me to become pregnant. I was seventeen, scared shitless, and he was already gone. A basketball scholarship had taken him all the way to California. It left me alone to make hard, scary decisions totally on my own. But then came Troy. The savior.

      I shake my head. I’m not being very fair to him. Troy was my best guy friend in high school. We were together a lot. And everyone just assumed that when I turned up pregnant, he was the father. Stand up guy that he is, he let them think it. And then he asked me to marry him. Agreeing to his proposal was selfish. It got me out of my parents’ house and away from their crushing disappointment and disapproval.

      I never told Troy who JT’s father was. He never asked. We had one conversation about it years ago and he’d said that it didn’t matter. So we’d left it alone and tried to build a life together--Troy, me and JT.

      But Cody Willett’s return to Bellehaven changed everything. I had never thought I’d see him again. I certainly hadn’t expected to walk into the gym and finding him acting as basketball coach for the son he never knew he had. How long would it take for other people to put the pieces together? I mean, JT looked just like him. He was built just like him. Cody had filled out a lot since then, a fact that I really wish I could ignore, but in high school he’d been long and lanky just like JT.

      I lay my head on my desk. “Fuck. Just fuck. Double fuck!”

      “Is it that bad?”

      I look up and see Shonda standing in the doorway. We’ve been coworkers for the last five years. She’s probably the closest thing to a best friend I have. It’s really hard to be best friends with your ex husband, even if that’s how we started out. But I can’t tell her what this is. I can’t tell anyone. “Just stress. A long night,” I answer. And it isn’t lying. I am stressed. I did have a long night. “JT broke curfew. Troy found him completely lit in a field, partying with the rest of the basketball team.”

      Shonda’s eyes widen with shock.. “Holy shit. Girl, why are you here? Take the rest of the day off!”

      “I can’t. I have a meeting with Lindsay at three. It’s her monthly supervision check in.”

      “I can do that,” Shonda insists. “I’m a supervisor, too! Go home, Emma. Now.”

      I know I should argue the point. But I’m so tired and so freaked out that the thought of going home, putting on comfy PJ’s and climbing into my bed with a tub of popcorn, a cup of cocoa–possibly with some schnapps in it–and a Hallmark movie is so appealing. “Fine. You don’t have to twist my arm. But next week, you’re cutting out early one day and doing something fun for a change!”

      She laughs. “You don’t have to tell me twice. I’ll hold you to that. Mama needs a new manicure because Dr. Dan is taking her out for a fancy dinner.”

      Shonda will be so disappointed. Because she’s convinced herself he’s going to propose and everyone else knows for a fact that he won’t. Dr. Daniel McIntyre is a world class player. “Oh, Shonda. You’ll get your manicure. My treat.” I quickly gather my things and exit the office. I make a beeline for the stairs, taking them as fast I dare in my thrifted Kate Spade ballet flats. My bed is calling to me.

      My office is not far from my house. But to be fair, nothing in Bellehaven is very far from anything else. It’s a postage stamp sized town. I pull my mom-mobile SUV into the driveway and hit the button to raise the garage door. I’m not even out of the car when I hear the sound of another vehicle approaching. I glance back through the open garage door and my stomach drops to my toes for the second time that day.

      Cody Willett just pulled his luxury SUV into the driveway with my green-faced son sitting in the passenger seat. He’s just dropping him off. Even as I tell myself that, the driver door is opening and Cody is sliding from behind the wheel.

      Christ Jesus, but coaches didn’t look like that when I was a kid. Perfectly worn jeans cover his long legs and cup his behind. He always had a great butt. Some things never change. His dark hair is shorter now, but the close-cropped style suits his chiseled jawline. And I’m falling right back into lust with him.

      Just like in school.

      But I’m not some shy, nerdy school girl anymore. I’m not going to giggle and stammer just because he smiles in my direction. And I’m certainly not gonna fall all over him because he’s the legendary Cody Willett, small town boy made good.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His steps falter and his eyebrow lifts in challenge. “Hello, Emma. It’s nice to see you again, too. How have you been?”

      “Cut the sarcasm, Cody. I’m better at it than you are.”

      He laughs then. “That’s probably true. You were always the smart one… I just came to drop JT off. And for the foreseeable future, I’ll be doing that every day unless you or his dad come and pick him up from practice. These boys were given way too much freedom by my predecessor. And I’m going to show them that privileges have to be earned.”

      The whole thing is so surreal that I can’t even wrap my head around it. Cody has no idea that the kid beside him is his. None. And if the truth comes out, everyone will hate me. And rightly so. There is nothing that will fuck you up like having to keep a secret this big. But I will. No matter what. Because the alternative–ripping JT’s world apart–isn’t going to happen.

      “Can I come in, Emma? Let’s talk about this and figure out how to make sure that we’re both working to keep JT out of trouble and achieving to the best of his ability.”

      How the hell am I supposed to refuse that? I can’t. Fuck. “Sure. Come on in… but just for a minute. It was a long night for all of us.”

      I don’t want him in my house. I don’t want to smell the spicy scent of his cologne after he’s gone. I don’t want to look around my house and be able to picture him in it and in our lives. But I’m out of options. I either keep the secret or I don’t. Until I make that decision, I have to guard my expression, choose my words and actions carefully. If I don’t, the truth will spill out long before I am ready for it to. And that would destroy what’s left of the fragile bond that I have with my son. This boy who no longer wants to snuggle with his mama or even be near me, who calls me bruh and dude will never forgive the ultimate betrayal.

      I turn away and open the door to the mudroom. JT brushes past me and goes straight to the kitchen where he chugs an entire pitcher of water and then slinks off to his room. Alone in my kitchen with Cody Willett who literally makes me hot and cold at the same time. As much as I’d like to deny it, I can’t. I’m still hot for him. Even now. Even after all this time and with the world of obstacles between us.

      “He’s a good kid,” Cody said. “He made a dumb choice, but overall, he’s a good kid.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Jesus, Emma, you had to be a baby yourself when he was born,” Cody muses.

      “I was. Troy and I got married right out of high school and JT… well, he was in a hurry to get here. Premature.” It’s a lie. Another one to add to the long list. JT was born at thirty-nine and a half weeks and weighed nearly eight and a half pounds.

      “You and Troy,” he shakes his head. “I wouldn’t have seen that coming in a million years. The two of you were always buds, but I thought that was all it was between you. And prom–”

      “We don’t talk about that,” I snap. “Not now and not ever. That’s the last thing JT needs to find out about!”

      But my reaction was too intense, too strong. He’s looking at me like I’m some specimen under a microscope and he’s trying to find the answers. I’m so fucked.
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      Her quick response causes a twisting in my stomach, a rumbling that I’m going to ignore, because there’s absolutely no way. Right? Pushing that immediate response out of the way and stuffing it into a trunk, I lock it tightly. There is a reason I’m here, and I need to focus on that.

      “Do you mind if I sit?” I motion to the chair that’s sitting under the lip of the island.

      She huffs out a sigh. “If it’ll get you out of here quicker, please do.”

      Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but neither of us are in what could be considered the best of situations. Clasping my hands together, I bow my head, collecting my thoughts. “I think we can all agree that Coach Cunningham could have done a lot more than he did.”

      She grunts. “I mean my son never played for him, but if we go by how these older kids are acting? I think that’s a safe assumption.”

      "Having said that, I want to implement some changes, and I need parents to hop on board with it. Until further notice, I don't want the older kids to be giving the younger ones rides home from practice or games. If there isn't another way for them to get home, I'll take care of it. A few other parents have already agreed to carpool if needed," I tap my fingers on the granite of the counter top.

      "I can do that too, not every night, but I can start a group chat."

      This is the Emma I knew back in high school. The one who would jump at the chance to help. Out of nowhere, I blurt... "What did you end up doing for a job, or are you a stay-at-home mom?" We never had a conversation back in high school about what she wanted to do after we graduated. Hell, we hardly ever had a conversation before or after we wound up in bed on prom night.

      She swallows loudly, her eyes meeting mine. "I'm a social worker."

      "That must work well for you and Troy. Him being a deputy and you being a social worker." It's almost like they're a fucking power couple.

      "I wouldn't know," she pushes her hair back out of her face. "He and I have been divorced since JT was six. He only calls me now if he has no one else to. Anyway, this conversation has nothing to do with the basketball team, so can we get back to that?"

      "Sorry," I shake my head. "So the boys won't be able to ride together or hang out until they prove they can handle the responsibility. I want them to come out on Saturday for three hours and pick up litter from the field they were in. If we finish early, we're going to volunteer some time down at the rec center with the girls and boys club. Are you okay with that?"

      Her gaze travels behind me, then back to my face. "It's a good idea, and as a social worker I one hundred percent approve of it. I'm just kind of surprised you came up with it, and are implementing in the way you are."

      That fuckin' hurts. I did shit as the teenager who was known as a basketball god among men. I used people, I stepped on backs to ascend, but I also learned my lesson. There are a lot of wrongs I still need to make up for, and I'm determined to do that. It's one of the reasons why I came back to Bellehaven. "I did actually grow up from the shit I was in high school, and even college. Losing my career taught me a lot. I don't want these boys to be spoiled before they even get there."

      "That's a mature take on it."

      It's the closest thing I'm going to get to praise from her, so I'll take it. I clap my hands on the counter. "Alright, I have a few more stops to make. I'll see you around, Emma."

      Her arms are folded again, lips in a straight line. "I guess you will, Cody."

      With a wave, I exit the house the same way I came in, wondering why it feels as if I'm leaving a part of myself in that kitchen with her.

      ------

      Four hours later, I'm home, and changed so that I can get into the hot tub this house came equipped with. It's the only way I can survive day in and day out. My body took a ton of abuse in my time as a professional basketball player. The amount of games I played, the injuries I had, including the one to my knee which ended my career, not to mention the travel, the late nights and early mornings. It was a lot.

      In ways I miss it. The camaraderie, the getting invited to concerts at Madison Square Garden, the importance of having a season to prepare for. Here, I'm alone at night. I don't have a ton of friends wanting to come over and watch game tape, no guys to go to dinner with, no coach texting me to find out how my knee is doing.

      Here, I'm the coach, I'm the one trying to keep these kids together.

      It's fucking harder than I thought it would be. I'm leaning back against the edge of the hot tub when I hear the voice of my next door neighbor.

      "You're home late."

      I smirk, before pulling my hand out of water to flip him the bird. "No one else but you keeps tabs on me, Damien."

      He and I played ball together as teenagers, and eventually he became my attorney, reviewing every contract I ever received. I trust him more than anyone else in this world. Which is why I don't think it's weird he knows my comings and goings, and why I let him talk to me over our shared fence.

      "Someone has to. You don't even have a cat up in that huge house of yours. Is it true what I heard?"

      "Depends on what you heard. There's always a lot of talk."

      "Something about you making hungover players run until they puked?"

      I open an eye, squinting until I can make him out in the semi-darkness. "All of it's true."

      "Guess you didn't tell them that our coach made us do that, huh?"

      I grin, thinking back to those days. "Sure didn't, but I'm also adding a little bit to their punishment. We're going to pick up litter on Saturday."

      "Ohh they pissed you off, didn't they?"

      "What pissed me off was coming into my office and seeing JT's parents ready to filet and spit me like I'm a damn pig. I wasn't prepared for that."

      Damien takes a drink from the beer he's holding loosely in his left hand. "Troy and Emma have done a good job co-parenting. I brokered their divorce. They were the nicest couple I ever saw, even in the middle of child support negotiations."

      "Oh yeah, she wanted more than he wanted to give?"

      He laughs. "Quite the opposite. She asked for nothing, and Troy insisted."

      Again, that nagging at my gut why would she not ask for child support for their son? "Interesting."

      "Yeah, they never seemed in love to me. Happy maybe, but never in love. Neither one of them have seriously dated either, so it's kind of a  hot topic around the area when everybody gets together to talk about singles."

      "Well," I drop lower in the water. "I hate to break it to ya, but I'm not looking for a damn thing. Not with Emma and not with Troy, so it doesn't concern me at all."

      Damian makes a noise. "Did you leave prom with Emma?"

      That night starts playing over in my head like a movie, but to him I answer. "Don't know, been so long, I can't remember."

      But I do.

      I remember every single second of it.
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      JT is still sullen. Still pouting. Still being an absolute shit about everything. Dropping him off at school is a relief. “Troy will pick you and Hudson up here at six. Don’t even think about skipping out early and riding with someone else. You hear me?”

      His only response is a grunt. Six, sixteen or sixty–the males of our species are nothing if not predictable. I’ll get the silent treatment and the resentful stares until he gets over having his pride bruised. At least I hope that’s how it goes.

      Maybe it’s because I’m watching JT as he disappears into the building, or maybe it’s because I’m just perpetually distracted by the fact that Cody has come back to town. Either way, it takes me a minute to register that my foot has slipped off the brake and that my car is rolling forward. Even as I stomp on the brake, I know it’s too late. I’m halfway out of the drop off lane and into the parking lot and I’ve clipped the rear quarter panel of a dark SUV that looks horrifyingly familiar.

      I glance up just as the window of that car slides silently down and I can see Cody’s face perfectly silhouetted against the dark interior. “Fuck. Fuck. Double fuck!”

      Cody signals for me to follow him to the parking area. If there weren’t dozens of witnesses standing around and if my ex-husband wasn’t the one who would take the call, I’d just drive off. Wind up on an episode of Snapped. Even as I think it, I’m easing the car into the parking area, into a space just over from Cody’s. I’m trying to leave room for us both to assess the damage. Considering that his vehicle is worth more than three times what mine is–a generous assessment of my car’s worth–this is going to suck.

      I get out and he’s looking at me with concern. “You okay?” he asks.

      “I’m fine. Just a little distracted by a sullen teenager this morning. I’m sorry. I’ll pay for the damage.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I’ll pay to get it fixed. And yours. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I hit you,” I point out.

      “And you’re distracted by your sullen teenager because he’s pissed off about the new rules I’ve implemented.” The corners of his mouth lift in an achingly familiar smirk/smile. I’ve seen it a thousand times in my memories. It’s the same way he looked at me when I slipped down the zipper of my prom dress and stood in front of him in nothing but lacy underwear.

      I shake my head and cross my arms over my chest. It’s not cold enough out to blame my very visible nipples on the temperature. “Let’s be honest. It’s JT’s fault. And if there was a hope in hell of him paying for the damage to either vehicle, he should have to do it. But child labor laws being what they are…”

      The smirk turns into a grin and that gives way to a full blown laugh. He throws his head back and I can see all the muscles in his neck. And I can remember exactly the sound he makes when I lick just below his ear.

      Goddamn him. I’ve not thought about him like this in ages. I’d buried those memories so deep that I didn’t think I’d ever have to revisit them. But last night I’d dreamed about him. About the way it felt when he kissed me, when he touched me. And now those memories are playing havoc with my body and my emotions.

      “Well, that’s off the table. And this isn’t charity, Emma, so don’t even say it,” he cuts me off, knowing exactly what my argument would be. “You do a damned important job and you don’t get paid nearly enough for it. The last thing I’m going to do is let one tiny little ding in my ridiculous ride send your insurance rates through the roof.”

      I really want to argue. But I’m practical enough to know he’s right. That vehicle cost more than my whole house. And probably more than Troy’s with it. “Okay. Thank you. You’ve been way nicer about this than you ought to be and I… well, I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      He’s looking at me strangely. “Will you go to dinner with me?”

      Whoa. That is not where I saw things going. “Cody, that’s not a good idea.”

      “Why not? You’re single. I’m single. We’ve known each other forever. Why shouldn’t we have dinner?”

      “Because there’s a history between us that is… complicated. And because you’re JT’s coach.” And because I’ve been keeping the awful secret that you are JT’s father for fifteen long years. If someone sees us together, it won’t take long for them to figure it out.

      “Fine. It’s not a date. Nothing romantic. No hand holding, no good night kisses. I won’t even open the door for you, if you don’t want me to. But I’ve eaten every single meal alone since I got back to this town a month ago.”

      “You’ve been in town a month?” That’s news. Where the hell was he hiding?

      “Yeah. I’ve been fixing up the house. Kept me busy,” he explain with a shrug.

      Everything clicks. “The old Garber house? You’re the one who bought it?” If ever there was a reason to refuse his invitation, that was it. That house was where it all started. A creepy old house, a bunch of teenagers on prom night, and enough bootlegged beer to make sneaking into it seem like a good idea. His date had bailed on him. Mine had bailed on me. And we’d been left alone there.

      “Yeah. It’s a great house. Good bones… I’ll give you the tour, if you want. It’s shaping up real nice.”

      Curiosity is an evil bitch. “I’ll bring pizza. I want to see the house. But we’re not going out in public and sending the Bellehaven Gossip Hotline into overdrive.”

      “I’ll be done with practice and home by six thirty,” he says.

      “I’m dropping JT off at Troy’s after I pick him up. His shift ends at six, but there’s always loose ends to tie up. I’ll be there as close to seven as I can,” I offer.

      He smiles at me again. I can feel myself blushing like a silly teenager. Fifteen years hasn’t changed a damn thing. I turn around and hurry back to my car. I climb behind the wheel and try not to crash into anything else as I make my way out of the parking lot.

      When I get to the stop sign at the end of the street, it hits me what I’ve done. “I’m an idiot. A complete fucking idiot.”

      I can cancel. I can call him–except I don’t have his number. I could message him. But we’re not friends on social media. I could just not show up. But then
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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