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        Games People Play

      

      

      
        
        In the heart of Cupid, Texas, where love plays its own game, Emily Martin, once a fallen basketball star, now coaches the high school team. But her past catches up with her in the form of Zachary, the boys' coach and her jilted college flame. Their courtship was shattered when she chose the game over him.

      

        

      
        Locked in a perpetual dodgeball match of emotions, Emily is determined to knock out the man who once held her heart. Zachary, however, has no intention of assisting her victory. As the tension rises, Cupid himself intervenes, orchestrating a midnight dance around the town's infamous statue.

      

        

      
        In this small Texan town, who will cross the centerline first, risking the penalty of a dead ball, and ultimately discover if love can win against the odds? Explore the courtship game where passion rebounds and hearts take unexpected shots in this captivating tale of love, rivalry, and redemption.
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      Instead of being a professional basketball player, Zachary Rowling was nothing more than a high school coach of the Cupid, Texas, team.

      For the last five years, he’d worked really hard to improve his students – make the team better and win more games. Jayden wasn’t a bad player, but Zach had spent the last hour showing the kid techniques that would improve his game.

      It was late afternoon and they were working in the high school gym. Several times a week, he worked with players he thought showed promise of receiving a basketball scholarship.

      These private one-on-one sessions were his way of paying back to those who helped him make it almost to the professionals. Almost. But not quite.

      Jayden needed his help more than the others. In Jayden, he saw himself and that was why he helped the boy more. He wanted to do what he could to make this kid successful.

      Just like his coach had helped him get that much-needed college scholarship. The scholarship that took him out of Cupid and away from his family who self-destructed while he was gone. Now his mom was gone, his brother dead, and his father sat in prison.

      “Block me as I try to reach the basket,” he told the boy, dribbling the ball around him. “Put your body in between me and the goal. That’s it. Your job is to stop me from reaching the basket. Try to take the ball from me,” he told the kid, knowing he should have already tried several times.

      The kid hit the ball with his fist, and it fell out of his hands and bounced on the court. Jayden pivoted, taking the ball and turning his back to his coach as he twisted toward the goal.

      “Get low,” Zach shouted. “Stand on the balls of your feet and shoot.”

      The kid shot the ball at the basket and it hit the rim and went in. The boy turned and grinned at him.

      “Good job.” He glanced at his watch noting it was getting late. “We’ve got five minutes left in practice and I want you to spend some time shooting the ball from each corner of the court and even from directly beneath the basket. The more you practice, the better you’ll be. Five minutes of drills.”

      He stepped off the court and the kid began to practice what he’d been shown as Zach watched him. He enjoyed his job, but he would much rather have been playing professional ball. But that wasn’t meant to be.

      “Get low,” he yelled. “Jump.”

      Standing there, he couldn’t help but be reminded of himself at that age. The kid was the poorest on his team and needed a scholarship to go to college. He needed to get better or he’d stay here in Cupid with his drunken father.

      And that Zach knew all too well.

      At five o’clock, the kid turned to him. “I’ve got to go, Coach, or my dad will get mad.”

      He saw the fear in the boy’s eyes.

      “Good practice, Jayden. Tomorrow at the same time,” he said.

      “Yes, Coach,” he said, running toward the ball racks.

      The boy put the basketball next to the others and then hurried into the locker room. Soon, the outside door opened and closed.

      Jayden’s dad was a drunk just like Zach’s father had been, and he knew the kid was working hard to improve. Sometimes kids needed a hand up to get out of a bad situation. Coach Roberts had helped him, and Zach would be forever in his debt.

      With a sigh, Zach turned out the lights in the gymnasium. He went into the boys’ locker room and closed and locked the doors before going to the teachers’ lounge where all the coaches sat around talking.

      They glanced up at him. For almost five years, he’d worked with these men, growing from a rookie right out of college to the head basketball coach. Sometimes he thought he would be here forever even though he applied regularly to different college programs.

      He wanted to be a college coach and maybe eventually move to a professional team.

      “Why in the world are you working so hard with that kid? He’s not scholarship material,” Kyle said, slouched in the chair, chewing on a wooden toothpick between his lips.

      Kyle had gone to one of Texas’s finest universities at the expense of his parents. Jayden didn’t have that opportunity. Zach had not had that luxury, and Kyle often forgot about the underdogs of the world.

      Maybe the kid wasn’t scholarship material, but it was his only chance of going to college, and Zach would do everything he could to help him get out of poverty. In the years he’d been coaching, every season he tried to help at least one student if not more.

      “He may not get a scholarship to a big school, but Wichita State, New Mexico State Aggies, or even Stephen F. Austin have programs he could be a player in. No, he’s not Duke material, but he could still get into a smaller school and they would pay for his education.”

      “You’re dreaming,” Cody, the baseball coach said. “His father is going to want him to go to work with him in the construction business. The old man is a tyrant.”

      “He’s a drunk. And that’s why I’m helping him,” Zach said, thinking the other coaches should be helping their kids in their sports.

      It was a real possibility that Jayden’s father wouldn’t let him attend college, but he hoped for Jayden’s sake, he could get the student out of here. The boy needed a break in life.

      The other coaches shook their heads.

      “Always a dreamer,” Kyle said. “Well, fancy this. Guess who is going to be our new girls’ basketball coach?”

      The current girls’ coach had to go on complete bed rest starting mid-January for the remainder of the school year. And while Cody had been subbing for her, baseball season would soon be starting and all his attention would go to that. The girls needed a woman coach to finish out the schedule, not a man.

      Zach sank down in a chair across from the other three men. The coffee pot had been turned off and he figured they were just sitting here shooting the breeze before they left for the day. As the only single coach out of the four, he did his best to stay as far from the girls’ locker room as he could.

      “Who? Right now, our girls are in last place in the division. Who would want to take on a losing team and hold their hands and wipe their tears when they lose?”

      “None other than professional ball player Emily Martin.”

      Oh, crap! His chest squeezed at the memory of the two of them together until the day he walked away. The way her lips felt, the feel of her body snug against his own. The memory of her sighs and whimpers when they made love. And then the knowledge that basketball was more important to her than him.

      “Hey, didn’t you two attend the same college? Duke?”

      Oh, yes, not only had they attended the same college, they had dated until she’d stepped all over his ego and left him to play professional ball. When she made the announcement, there had not been any discussion on how they could stay together. It had been their last conversation.

      “Yes,” he said, knowing he’d never reveal their history to these men. “What brings her here? Who in their right mind would want our girls’ team?”

      “I think she needs a job,” Max Vandenburg, the football coach said. “Last I heard, she was fired from the Washington Miners.”

      Oh, yes, Zach read all about how she’d had an affair with someone in the front office. Not something you did if you wanted to continue playing for the team. Upper management frowned on any associations between the front office and the players. Especially women players. Especially with married men.

      “Yes, it’s rumored she was having an affair with a married man in the organization,” he told them, trying to contain the glee he felt. No, he shouldn’t feel that way, but the woman didn’t choose him, but rather her professional career. And look how that turned out.

      In the small town of Cupid, being an adulteress would not go over well, and he could hardly wait to repay some of the pain she’d gifted him.

      Why had she chosen Cupid? Did she know he was here? Well, she would certainly know soon enough, and he was going to enjoy tormenting her.

      “Why in the world would a professional ball player come to a small-town school like ours? Especially one with a team who hasn’t been out of the bottom of the division since the nineties,” Cody asked, shaking his head. “Makes no sense.”

      The girls’ team was hopeless.

      “Maybe to hide from the world,” Zach said. “When your name is spread through the press for the worst reasons, I would think you would want to crawl into the nearest cave.”

      The man must have been really good to spark Emily’s interest.

      “And our school board approved hiring her?” Max asked. “Hell, they did a thorough background check on me.”

      “Me as well,” Cody said.

      “Oh hell, guys,” Kyle said with a laugh. “They want her for the prestige of having a big-name star in our midst. Kind of like the way they felt about Max. Sure, they checked her out, but they’re hoping she’ll bring the girls’ team a state championship. You know how Texas’s sports are. The home town loves for our kids to make it to the finals. And the superintendent’s daughter is on the team.”

      They all nodded.

      “Well, I certainly hope they enjoy bringing her scandal here,” Zach said, knowing he was not going to make her life easy. There was a score to settle.

      Max stood. “I kind of feel sorry for her. I loved playing for the Dallas Cowboys. The transition from professional player to coach is difficult. I’m glad I’m here, but damn, I would give anything to play one more professional game. Just one.”

      “That’s different,” Kyle said. “Who pays attention to women’s professional sports? When was the last time you watched a professional women’s basketball game?”

      No one said anything.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said. “Maybe the scandal made big news, but I doubt she even got paid a fourth of what the male professional basketball players receive. I doubt that most people even know who the Washington Miners are. She’s a nobody and she’s come to Cupid to hide.”

      It was true. Women’s basketball did not have the same prestige as men’s. Therefore the salaries were a lot different.

      “Maybe so, but you know how a small town loves scandal. I just hope the school board knows what they’re doing,” Zach said, standing. It was time to go home.

      Max headed toward the door. “See you guys in the morning.”

      Zach was right behind him as they walked through the door, down the steps, and into the employee parking lot. The cold January wind blew across the dusky concrete. Another five minutes and it would be dark.

      “Didn’t you date some professional woman’s player?” he asked. “I could have sworn I read about it in the paper.”

      Zach cringed. He didn’t want anyone to know about him and Emily. No one.

      “Yes, years ago. But I’ve been out of college now five years. While I would have loved to have played professional, I never was good enough to make the team.”

      Oh God, how he’d tried. Training camps, practice squads, everything so he could make it into the big leagues. But it never happened. Always the same response. Not good enough.

      Max nodded. “It’s a tough life. I’m grateful for my time, but I would never encourage one of my kids to play professionally.”

      It had been Zach’s dream. A dream he’d failed at. A dream Emily lived and screwed up. What a fool.

      “See you tomorrow,” Max said as he reached his Corvette.

      The man still had some of the luxuries from his time as a player and Zach didn’t begrudge him that. But luxuries were hard to afford on a coach’s salary.

      “See you,” Zach said, climbing into his Ford F150.

      So Emily Martin would be the new girls’ basketball coach. Once they were lovers, now they were enemies. And he intended to make her life a living hell. Just like she’d made his.

      Reaching into his pocket, he called his friend at the paper.

      “Rebecca, how are you?”

      “Good,” she said. “Haven’t heard from you in a while.”

      He laughed. The woman wanted to date him, but he wasn’t interested. But he could give her a scoop.

      “Hey, have you heard who the new girls’ basketball coach is?”

      “No,” she said into the phone.

      “Does the name Emily Martin ring any bells?” There was a moment of silence. “Look her up,” he told her. “She was a professional basketball player who got fired for having an affair with one of the men in the front office.”

      A gasp filled the phone and then he heard her busily scratching information on a piece of paper.

      “Why would the school board hire her?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I know the superintendent’s daughter is on the team and he really wants them to win state.”

      She made a raspberry sound.

      “They’ve wanted that trophy for years. And parents are not going to be happy knowing their kids are being taught by a woman accused of adultery. We’re still a small conservative town.”

      It was true. Though the town of Cupid had its own peculiarities.

      “Nope, they’re not,” he said. “Anyway, I thought you might need to know.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “Talk to you later.”

      He disconnected his phone and a twinge of guilt rippled through him. That was wrong, but still, retribution felt good. It seemed that Emily’s professional career did not go the way she wanted.

      And yet, he would never have believed she would’ve gotten involved with a married man. What a stupid way to end a career.

      People changed. And it had been five years since they graduated college, not speaking to one another. But soon there would be a reunion that he hoped he could somehow ruin for her.

      Paybacks were a bitch.
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