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			Dedication

			For the man who makes me smile and reminds me that there are always second chances. I love you.
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			Chapter One

			BETHANY MILLS WANTED to give in to the normally angelic cherub face in front of her that was now scrunched in anger. “Because we aren’t playing football at recess today. I already explained that to you.”

			Like most six-­year-­olds, her son, James, was prone to throw temper tantrums when he didn’t get his way. Unlike other kids his age, James would refuse to say anything verbally. Instead, his fingers flew in a blur of American Sign Language, letting her know just how angry he was at her explanation. Although he was perfectly capable of speaking, thanks to the cochlear implants her ex-­husband’s medical insurance had provided before James’ first birthday, Bethany’s son continued to fall back on signing when he was angry. She understood it was due to the fact that he stuttered and had a hard time pronouncing his words when he was emotional, but she was trying to teach him to continue to use both. Life wasn’t easy and, in spite of what many saw as a disability, she couldn’t allow her son to take the path of least resistance. It was a painful truth she’d been forced to face early on when her husband ran out on both of them twelve months after James’ diagnosis at two months old, just before serving her with divorce papers.

			Life as a single mother was hard enough. Life as a single mother at twenty to a child with a disability and no child support would have been impossible if not for her parents’ stepping in and allowing her to move back in until she could finish college and earn her teaching degree.

			“Not today, James,” she reiterated. “The other kids are playing T-­ball. You should go ask if you can play too.”

			She watched as her son pursed his lips and balled his fists before stomping across the playground to pout near the swings. Bethany sighed loudly, knowing this was something every child went through, that every parent went through, but wondering if it would ever get easier. She couldn’t give in to James’ demand but she couldn’t stand the thought of her son being angry at her all day either. Not to mention, it would only cause trouble when they returned to the classroom after recess. There were definite drawbacks to being her son’s kindergarten teacher.

			She traced his steps to the swings, trying not to smile when she saw him turn his back on her as he continued to peek over his shoulder to see if she would come to him. Bethany squatted down beside him, her peasant skirt billowing around her, and waited for him to turn and face her.

			“James, if you go play ball with the other kids, we’ll go to the park after school today.” She signed as she spoke. His blue eyes sparkled at the thought but he paused.

			“Ice cream too?” This time he spoke and she let the smile curve her lips. The little stinker thought he was conning her.

			“Yes, I think we can get ice cream too, but only if you are able to read all your sight words for Ms. Julie.”

			At least, she prayed that’s what her teacher’s aide had planned for the kids today. Julie was indispensable in her classroom after lunch, when most of the kids were hyper beyond belief, and she hoped they weren’t going to have to change the lesson plans again today to accommodate the kids’ activity level. Bethany couldn’t help but wonder if her students’ parents were feeding their kids straight sugar for lunch.

			James pursed his lips and looked toward the sky. It was his “thinking” look and it never failed to make her want to hug him. Before she could, he threw his arms around her neck and ran off to meet up with the group of kids playing on the open lawn. Bethany stood and sighed again just as James stopped to get her attention.

			I want chocolate, he signed.

			She nodded and signed her approval as he spun on his heel and hurried toward the other kids. Her baby was growing up far too quickly for her liking.

			She heard the quiet chuckle from behind her as Steven Carter, the other kindergarten teacher at Hidden Falls Elementary walked toward her. “I don’t know how you do it,” he said with a shake of his head.

			“Do what?”

			“Teach him just like the other kids.”

			Bethany felt herself bristle. She’d dealt with ­people singling James out because of his disability for years. It never failed to make the mama bear in her rise to the surface. “I’ll have you know, James is just as bright as any normal child, Mr. Carter. In fact, he’s already reading at a second-­grade level. Just because he has implants to help him hear doesn’t make him stupid.”

			The other teacher took a step back, his eyes widening. “Uh, that’s not what I meant,” he said, holding his hands up in front of him. “I just meant that it’s hard enough to keep twenty kids under control in the classroom and keep my mind on what I’m teaching without trying to sign at the same time.”

			“Oh!” Bethany felt the blush rise up her neck and cheeks at the way she’d immediately become defensive. “I’m sorry, I just . . .”

			“No, I shouldn’t have said it that way.” He moved to stand at her side, slipping his hands into the pockets of his slacks and watched the kids play on the field. “Truce?”

			She ducked her head, embarrassed to have jumped to conclusions. “Yes. I am sorry though. I have a tendency to be a bit overprotective.”

			He shot her a sideways glance. “And I have a tendency to speak before I think,” he admitted. “Maybe I could make it up to you over coffee?” He cleared his throat nervously. “Or dinner?”

			Bethany felt blindsided. She hadn’t expected him to ask her out. She’d heard several of the other women talking about the new teacher in the break room, swooning over his tall, lean physique and stormy gray eyes, but she thought it strange to want to date someone you worked with. What if it didn’t go well? What if it did? It was just too much drama either way for the workplace, especially when that workplace was as an elementary school in a town as small as Hidden Falls.

			“Ah, I really appreciate the offer, Mr. Carter,” she said, trying not to seem too callous. “But I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

			She’d been out of the dating pool so long, the refusal slid easily from her lips without her having to struggle with what to say. It wasn’t that she hadn’t been asked out. She had, far too many times for her liking, but she wasn’t about to introduce another man into her life, or James’ life, only to be abandoned again. Her son would be forced to deal with enough adversity in his future. She didn’t see the need to add an emotional tie to someone who wasn’t likely to stick around. It was better that James knew her unconditional reassurance than suffer the added sting of rejection if that was something she had any control over. He’d been hurt enough. They both had.

			“IS THIS REALLY what you dragged me out to the park for? To be your official stopwatch?” Jackson complained, rolling his eyes at his oldest brother. “You know Dad is going to jump all in my shit if he finds out I’m here with you instead of finishing that fence in the north pasture.”

			“It’s barely one o’clock and I’m only doing some sprints. When we get back, I’ll help you with the fence until sundown, deal?”

			Grant McQuaid glared at his brother, the youngest of the six of them. The last thing he needed right now were any more arguments. His father had already been more than willing to give his two cents about Grant’s plans to return to professional football. He didn’t care how many ­people tried to convince him to the contrary, he was going to be the guy who proved the doctors wrong. He couldn’t be finished at thirty. He wouldn’t be.

			“Fine,” Jackson agreed with a sigh. “You ready or what?” Jackson rolled his eyes as Grant swung his arms in large circles, loosening up. Grant then kicked his heels toward his butt before making a few quick tuck jumps into the air. Tired of waiting, Jackson said, “Any day, bro.”

			Grant ignored him. Just because he felt great didn’t mean he was about to let his brother’s impatience risk an injury. He jerked a knee toward his chest, lifting the opposite arm, mimicking the movement of a sprint before repeating it several times on the other side. Moving into position, he bounced in place to warm his joints then settled himself and looked out over the grass to where he’d marked a spot with an orange cone.

			“Are you ready, now?” His brother laughed, shaking his head.

			Grant knew his brothers didn’t understand the seriousness with which he took his workouts, but they didn’t have to. He did. This was business. This was his job and he worked harder than any other running back in professional football. He had to if he wanted to see another season.

			Grant took a deep breath and relaxed the tension he felt building in his shoulders, knowing it would only slow him. One focus—­this forty-­yard sprint. One goal—­faster than his best time, 4.54 seconds. He took a deep breath, relaxing his face.

			“Ready.”

			“And . . . Go!” Jackson yelled.

			Grant pushed off, letting his back leg propel him forward, his arms pumping as the breeze blew from behind. He felt his limbs stretch and flex, his feet pounding against the grass, the cleats digging into the soft earth. And then he was at the cone, making a sharp right turn. He slowed to a jog before stopping and looking back at Jackson.

			“Five point zero seven,” he called.

			“Damn it!”

			That was never going to be good enough. There were too many younger men trying to take his place, too many uninjured players without big contracts willing to do it for less money. He jogged back to the starting spot and settled himself into position.

			“Again,” he called, ignoring his brother’s frown.

			“Are you s—­”

			“Again,” Grant insisted, not even letting Jackson question his decision.

			Grant repeated the sprint seven more times but couldn’t get under a five-­second run. As much as it frustrated him, continuing would just break down his body and make him more prone to re-­injury. It was better to come back out in a ­couple of days and try again. Until then, they might as well have some fun before heading back to the ranch. The fence could wait for another thirty minutes.

			Grant did a few ballistic stretches and picked up the football he’d brought along with him, tossing it toward Jackson, knowing his brother wouldn’t turn down a quick game.

			“How’s that arm of yours?”

			Jackson shrugged. “I guess that depends on your point of reference. I’m no Miles.”

			He meant Aaron Miles, the starting quarterback for the Mustangs and the guy who’d rallied the team, taking them to the playoffs last year. The same game where Grant had sustained his last concussion, the one that might have ended his career. He crushed the thought before it sank in. He was going to play this season, there was no room for doubt.

			“Let’s see what you’ve got.” He jogged down field from Jackson, effortlessly catching the ball. Grant had been a decent receiver in high school but his size had made the transition to running back a no-­brainer in college.

			The two of them played catch for the a few hours while Grant tried to ignore the ­people beginning to crowd under several of the shade trees nearby, watching. It wasn’t unusual to see at training camp but here, in his hometown, he hated being a spectacle. He couldn’t walk down the street without someone pointing, staring or asking for an autograph. Here he just wanted to be Grant, not Grant McQuaid, starting running back for the Memphis Mustangs.

			“Last one,” Jackson called, lobbing the ball down the field for a Hail Mary pass.

			Grant went long, sprinting to make the catch. He was damned if he was going to look like a fool with this many ­people watching. It wasn’t until the last second he heard the child’s yell and the woman’s voice calling for him to “Look out!”

			“I’ve got it!” the boy yelled as he reached into the sky, a broad grin plastered across his face.

			Grant glanced away from the ball in time to see the little boy run directly into his path.

			BETHANY COULDN’T WATCH. She’d looked away from James for two seconds to find a napkin in her purse to wipe away the ice cream dripping over his hands, and the next thing she knew, she was chasing after him as he ran directly into the path of the two men playing catch. She should have known better than to believe James would sit still when someone was playing football.

			The man who’d gone out for the pass barely flinched before he leapt over her son’s head as if he was no more than a small hurdle, clearing James’ outstretched hands by at least six inches.

			Holy crap!

			James might be small for his age but that was incredible, to say the least. A few of the other spectators agreed and began to applaud as the man caught the ball and jogged back toward James, tossing it to him gently as he came close. She watched him go to one knee in front of James and place a massive hand on his shoulder. She tried to fight down the overprotective instinct rising up in her. He obviously wasn’t going to hurt James after he’d just, miraculously, avoiding crashing into him. She caught up to where the pair chatted like old friends.

			“I’m so sorry.” She gasped for breath, cursing the sandals she’d worn and her lack of aerobic exercise since moving to town. “I looked away and he’d taken off.” She squatted down to James and grasped his shoulders. “What in the world were you thinking? You could have been hurt, badly. If this man hadn’t seen you—­”

			“It’s no problem, ma’am. He’s just keeping me on my toes and prepared for anything.” He smiled at James and gave him a wink before turning his deep chocolate brown gaze on her.

			He rose slowly, unfolding his tall frame to tower above her, leaving her eye level with his bared, sweaty chest. Bethany felt her mouth go dry, unable to speak, even if she was able to get her brain functioning again, which it didn’t seem inclined to do. The second man jogged over to them, laughing.

			“Where’ve you been hiding those moves, Grant? Because I haven’t seen that on the field in a long time.”

			His friend tossed him his t-­shirt and he slipped it over his head before glaring at his partner, then turning back toward her. “I’m Grant McQuaid and this is my brother Jackson. Jackson, meet James and . . .” He let his words trail off expectantly.

			“Oh, I’m Bethany,” she filled in. At least with his shirt on again, she could breathe.

			“Bethany,” he repeated, as if testing the name on his lips. “That’s pretty.”

			“You’re on the Memphis Mustangs,” James announced, excitedly. “Mom, he plays football for Grandpa’s team.” He set the football Grant had handed him at his feet and signed to her, his hands moving with lightning speed.

			As soon as James pointed it out, she realized this was Grant McQuaid, star running back of the Mustangs and James’ favorite player. Both men watched them curiously and she could read the questions in their faces. She signed to James to wait and let her speak for a moment before turning back to the pair of too-­attractive men still standing in front of her.

			“Mom?” Grant asked, arching a brow.

			His brother laughed. “What were you, twelve, when you had him?”

			Bethany crossed her arms over her chest defensively. She had always looked young for her age but if this was an attempt at starting a conversation, this guy sucked at it. “Not that it’s any of your business but I was twenty.”

			“Sorry, you just don’t look much older than twenty now.”

			Jackson nudged his brother but Grant glared at him and looked back at James. “When did he get his C.I.?”

			She tipped her head to one side, surprised he knew anything about cochlear implants, let alone the abbreviation for them. “When he was an infant.”

			“I guess that explains why he can speak so clearly.” Grant nodded. “So why go through the extra work to teach him to sign too?”

			While she was touched by his acknowledgment of the hard work she and James had put in on his speech, she arched a brow, wondering what made this man feel he had the right to question the choices she’d made for her son. Just because he was some sort of star didn’t make him entitled to answers about her parenting decisions. Before she could answer, Grant awkwardly signed hello and introduced himself to James in ASL. James face lit up with excitement.

			“He knows how to sign, Mom,” he whispered loudly.

			“Yes,” she agreed. “And he can hear you too.”

			James giggled at her and introduced himself to Grant in sign language. The irritation she’d felt a moment ago disappeared as her son’s boyish laughter filled her ears. She had no idea how Grant knew ASL, or why, but neither mattered right now.

			Thank you, she mouthed to him, her heart swelling with gratitude at the fact that Grant had gone out of his way to meet James on common ground.

			Grant grinned. “I haven’t had anyone to sign to in a long time.”

			Bethany ruffled James’ hair before returning Grant’s smile. “I admit I’m impressed you know any. Not many ­people do.”

			He shrugged. “I used to be better when I was volunteering at the children’s hospital back in Memphis. I’ve gotten rusty.”

			“We can help,” James chimed in. “Right, Mom?”

			“Oh, um . . .”

			James wasn’t about to be deterred. “And you could teach me to be better at football.”

			Bethany felt the panic rising up in her. So far, she’d been able to confine her son’s love of football to a safe, controlled version of catch with her. She knew it meant the world to him to meet his favorite player and, from the look of pleasure on his face, Grant McQuaid enjoyed spending time with his fans, but he couldn’t possibly understand the precautions she needed to take with her son, especially where contact sports might be concerned.

			“James, I’m sure Mr. McQuaid doesn’t have time for that. He’s an important part of the team. He’ll be in training again soon and it takes a long time to learn to sign, remember?”

			“Actually—­” Grant began.

			“We should probably get going,” Jackson muttered to his brother, jerking his head toward the parking lot. “Gotta get a fence fixed. It was nice to meet you, Bethany. You too, James. Maybe next time we come out here, you can come play ball with us.”

			James immediately looked up at his mother. “Can I?”

			“We’ll see,” she answered, humoring him as Jackson left the three of them and headed toward the parking lot. The two men were just being polite and didn’t really mean it, but James was still too young to understand that.

			“Yay!” James scrunched up his face, looking up, and a bright smile spread as he got an idea. “Then you could come to my house for dinner and call my Grandpa and tell him I played football with you.”

			A blush covered Bethany’s cheeks. Her son didn’t realize he was practically setting her up on a date. “James, I don’t—­”

			Grant dropped his head back and laughed out loud. It was a warm, relaxed sound that reminded her of the afternoons she’d hung out in sweats, watching football with her Dad, or nights curled up with James, watching him sleep. Inviting, homey, comforting.

			“Little man, you’re on.” Grant winked at her son. “I’ll make you a deal. If you promise to help me practice my sign language, I’ll take you guys out for pizza tonight. Your Grandpa can join us.”

			He turned his gaze toward Bethany, jerking her back to reality. He looked like he was waiting for her agreement, as if the idea that she might turn him down wasn’t even an option. She stared at him, unsure where to begin—­by flat out turning him down because of his assumption that she wouldn’t or being honest and explaining she’d chosen not to date until James was older.

			James broke in, filling in the moment of uncomfortable silence. “Grandpa doesn’t live here. He lives at my old house in Tennessee.”

			The note of sadness in her son’s voice made Bethany’s heart ache and her throat close. He might have acclimated well to their move last summer but she knew he missed living with his Grandparents. It had been a big adjustment for the child to go from doting grandparents giving him attention twenty-­four hours a day to only the two of them. For a child who had few close relationships he could trust in, tearing him away from two ­people who loved him had devastated her.

			“Oh, I see.” Grant squatted back to James’ level. “Well, then we’ll call him after we eat. What do you say?”

			“Can we, Mom?” James clasped his hands together and turned his angel face up to hers, the way he did whenever he wanted something badly. “Please?”

			“Yes, please?” Grant copied her son comically, but she didn’t miss the way his eyes darkened, or the arrogant wink he gave her.

			He obviously thought he could turn that deep brown gaze on her and charm her. He might be able to use his good looks and celebrity status to get his way with other women but, unfortunately for him, the only eyes that charmed her were her son’s deep blue ones. She wasn’t about to fawn over this man simply because he knew a little sign language and smiled at her.

			“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

			Grant’s brow immediately furrowed and he looked back at James. She reached for her son’s hand, forcing him to drop the football.

			“We really need to get going. It was nice to meet you, Mr. McQuaid.”

			Even as she pulled James back toward the trees, she could feel him tugging against her hand, turning to look behind him. It wasn’t fair for this man to use her son’s hero worship to finagle a date and, while it hadn’t been the first time a man tried, it still pissed her off that anyone would use a child that way, let alone hers.

			James planted his feet and stopped. “Mom, please. Do you know who that is? He plays football for—­”

			She turned around and knelt down. “Baby, I know who he is, but I have some things to get ready for school tomorrow.”

			She was lying through her teeth, something she rarely did to James, but she couldn’t explain to him why they couldn’t go out for pizza. How was she supposed to tell a six-­year-­old that his hero was far too good-­looking, that he made her stomach flutter in ways she hadn’t remembered it ever twisting and twirling or that he had what her mother fondly called “bedroom eyes?” Just because she didn’t date, didn’t mean her libido was dead.

			But since she couldn’t say any of that to James, it was far easier to tell a little white lie.

			Glancing up, she saw Grant jogging the short distance to catch up to them. “Bethany, look, I think you got the wrong impression.” James’ eyes swung toward Grant as he reached them and immediately lit up. Grant pressed the football into his small hands. “Would you hang on to this for me, big guy?”

			“Yes,” James answered, completely serious as he watched Grant move closer to her.

			“I don’t want you to think I go around asking pretty women and their sons out to dinner at the park all the time.” Bethany tightened her jaw and crossed her arms, refusing to admit that was exactly what she suspected. He flashed her a smile. “As a matter of fact, I’ve never done this before.”

			She found that hard to believe. “While I appreciate the offer, Mr. McQuaid, I don’t date.”

			“What’s a date?” James asked. Bethany cursed the fact that they were even having this conversation around James and ignored her son’s question.

			Grant stood and shrugged. “Who said anything about a date? This will just be two guys talking about football in sign language, right, James?” Grant held his hand out for James to give him a low-­five and her son obliged.

			Bethany was having a hard time looking away from Grant’s dark eyes and the entreaty she could see there. When she looked down at James, the pleading blue was even harder to deny. She knew how much this opportunity to spend time with his hero meant to James, regardless of how cocky Grant might be, but she didn’t like the way he was going about this. Regardless, she could feel herself caving.

			She took a step closer, moving between Grant and James so her son couldn’t see her face or read her lips. “I’m sorry, Mr. McQuaid, but my son isn’t some kind of toy for you to use to get a date.” She pressed a finger to his chest. “No one is going to use him as an easy target.”

			“Whoa, wait a minute—­” He took a step backward. “Now, I know we got off to a bad start.” He looked at James, peeking at him from behind her skirt, then back at her. “Look, it’s obvious James is a fan and I really was just looking for a way to hang out with him for a bit. It had nothing to do with you.”

			She arched a brow in disdain. “Right, because all football players enjoy hanging out with six-­year-­olds.”

			His eyes slid over her slowly, taking in every inch and she cursed the way her body responded, feeling heat travel the length of her spine into her legs. “Okay, maybe not nothing but not what you think either. I really could use the refresher with signing. I wasn’t trying to use your kid to get a date. I swear.” His eyes softened as he held up his last finger. “Pinkie promise?”

			“Seriously?” What kind of man even said that out loud? “How old are you?”

			“Pinkie promise,” James interrupted, moving beside her and raising his hand to hook fingers with Grant.

			Bethany sighed, realizing she’d just been overruled by her six-­year-­old. “Fine, but not dinner.” Grant nodded and James mimicked the movement seriously. “Tomorrow after school. We’ll come if he gets his homework done.”

			Grant grew serious with James and let his fingers move. “You hear that?” Do your work so we can play football tomorrow, he signed. “I’m looking forward to playing ball with you . . .”

			He stood up and stared down at her. “I really am, you know.”

			She wanted to ask him why, to find out exactly what his intentions were. There had to be something in this for him, some good press at the very least, but he took off before she could speak. Bethany watched as he jogged across the field to meet up with his brother in the parking lot, trying not to appreciate the way the muscles down his back and legs rippled under his clothing with the movement. She felt her stomach twist and somersault like a gymnast, something it hadn’t done since she’d started dating Matthew in high school. Grant McQuaid was definitely a fine male specimen, maybe enough so that she should rethink her no-­dating policy.

			What in the world was she thinking? She’d made the rule to protect James from getting hurt. The last person she needed to date was a professional football player who was only home for vacation, especially as cocky as this one seemed. James didn’t need that kind of emotional upheaval in his life. But she couldn’t help wondering if she was more worried about James or herself.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			“YOU’RE REALLY GOING to meet up with them again?” Jackson asked as he drove them back to the ranch.

			“Sure, why not?”

			Grant wasn’t actually sure what possessed him to ask Bethany and James to join him the next day, other than the fact that he’d been completely taken in by the kid. Not only was he fearless enough to go after the football when Jackson threw it, but Grant had never met a kid that young who recognized him and knew his name. The kid’s Grandfather must be one hell of a Mustangs fan. He made a mental note to get his address to have some Mustangs gear sent his way.

			The kid’s absolute joy at the thought of having dinner with him had been infectious. Of course, it didn’t hurt that his mother was gorgeous, even in her near-­panicked state. However, Bethany hadn’t seemed impressed in the slightest by his status as a player, unlike her son. Most of the beautiful women who hung around the locker rooms and bars couldn’t wait to nab a “player.” In fact, she’d seemed dubious of him and, at times, rather antagonistic. Although it was pretty adorable to see her jump to James’ defense. The look of surprise in her big, dark eyes when he began signing to James had made every second he’d spent learning sign language worth it. Regardless of how cute she was, she seemed like a damn good mom and, if the kid was any indicator, she had to be pretty amazing.

			“I didn’t know you knew sign language.” Jackson cast him a questioning glance. “Surprised me a little.”

			“Yeah, learned a few years ago while I was in Memphis.”

			It was one of the many things Grant loved about the Mustangs’ team. The owner was big into giving back to the community, something he enjoyed doing. Each and every one of the players took part in several charity events each year, and over the past eight years since he’d been drafted, he’d been able to work with different charities—­raising money for homeless shelters, building houses for low income families, visiting hospitals—­but his favorite, by far, had been working with special needs kids.

			The first time he returned home from the children’s hospital, he’d stayed awake all night. They’d left him completely energized. Seeing the kids in the hospital coping and thriving, facing circumstances that would bring most adults to their knees in fear, had been inspiring. He’d gone back every day after practice, just to visit and play games with them. Over the next few months, he’d learned American Sign Language from a private tutor just so he could spend time in the children’s hospital, conversing with several of the young patients who’d received cochlear implants, letting them laugh at his antics and pitiful ASL techniques.

			Seeing the joy in the faces of kids who faced struggles he couldn’t even imagine had made him feel like he had a purpose outside of football. He’d heard the melancholy in James’ voice when he mentioned his Grandfather and found himself wanting to see the kid’s face light up with that smile again. While it might have just been homesickness for his Grandparents, Grant got the feeling that there was more to it. He wasn’t just a kid looking to connect with his sports hero, there was a loneliness that seemed to come off him in waves, in spite of his happy-­go-­lucky attitude.

			Maybe if he ended up not returning to football, he could find a way to work with kids like James. At least then the last ten years of fame would have some benefit rather than being a millstone dragging him down.

			Don’t even go there.

			He couldn’t let his mind stray toward some of the more negative predictions he’d read about himself online just this morning. Sports commentators were already speculating about the extent of his injuries and what it would mean for the team to lose him. He wasn’t about to buy into their prophecies. He had to come back. It was as simple as that.

			“Did you forget you promised to help me with the fence?” Jackson’s voice was a welcome distraction from the turn his thoughts had taken.

			“We can finish that tonight.”

			“Uh, nope. You haven’t seen it. It’s going to take a few days.”

			“Great.” Grant rolled his eyes. “Because I was kinda hoping that if things went well at the park tomorrow, I’d ask them out for pizza after.” Grant didn’t want to bail on his brother but he couldn’t mend fences and go out to dinner. He was sure Jackson would have done the same. “Come on, Jackson, you saw that kid.”

			Jackson chuckled. “He was a pretty cool kid. And, no fear.”

			“Right?”

			“But didn’t she already shoot you down once?”

			Grant shrugged. “Never hurts to ask again.”

			Jackson sighed but Grant knew he was less irritated than he was pretending to be. “Go. I didn’t really expect you to help anyway. But I’m not going to be the one to tell Mom you won’t be there for dinner. You can face that firing squad alone.”

			“Please.” Grant waved his brother off. “All I have to do is tell her I have a date and she’ll start begging me to hurry up and make her a grandmother already.”

			“Well, you’re the oldest and it’s not like you’re getting any younger, bro.”

			“At least I have a prospect,” Grant taunted.

			“Sure you do,” he said with a laugh. “Most of the time you were talking to her, that woman looked like she’d rather scratch your eyes out than let you kiss her. I don’t see any kids coming out of this date.”

			“Yeah? Well, it’s the rest of the time that matters,” he replied with a chuckle.

			In spite of the teasing note in his voice, Jackson wasn’t wrong. For all her civility, Bethany had seemed annoyed at the prospect of dinner with him, even if it was just pizza. He’d barely gotten her to agree to them hanging out at the park. It wasn’t a reaction he was used to getting. Most of the time, women were lining up for his attention. Not that he expected women to fawn over him—­hell, they lined up for any pro football player. Regardless of the fact that he was one of the “old guys” on the team now and most women wanted the up and coming stars, even the longtime veterans weren’t lacking for dates.

			You’re not on the team at all now, he reminded himself.

			Funny how every subject seemed to return to his undecided future. Grant didn’t want to think about his pending retirement right now. It hadn’t been announced yet, wouldn’t be until after he was given a final evaluation just before their pre-­season workouts began. He had two weeks left to prove to his doctors that he was healthy enough to return.

			“So, are you wanting to hang out with the kid or his Mom?” Jackson pressed. “I mean the kid was cute but his mom—­whoa!” Grant looked at his brother and arched a brow in question. “What?” Jackson asked. “She’s hot.”

			“Mom would kick your ass if she heard you call a woman ‘hot.’ ” Grant shook his head. “But, yeah, she was pretty.”

			Pretty didn’t even begin to describe Bethany. She was beautiful . . . and prickly. She’d been as friendly as a porcupine with a cactus up its butt. “Know anything about her?”

			His brother shrugged as they pulled off the main road onto their family ranch. “I’ve never even seen her before but it’s not like I get into town that often. Dad keeps me pretty busy at the ranch since all of you decided to take off and leave Jefferson and me behind. The only time I get into town is when I hit the feed store.”

			Grant wanted to deny his brother’s jab. As the oldest of seven kids, he’d jumped at the chance to play college ball and get as far from the family ranch as possible. He didn’t hate the ranch, but he didn’t want to be stuck here in the small town of Hidden Falls forever. He’d wanted to see the world and football had given him the opportunity to do that while allowing him to help support his parents’ cattle ranch. But when his brothers, Andrew and Benjamin, left the ranch to pursue careers as a police officer and fireman, then Linc left to pursue his music career, that had left only the twins, Jackson and Jefferson, to help their father run the place, including the fence he’d promised to help fix. Guilt ticked at the edges of his conscience, making him consider canceling his park date. Disappointment instantly filled his chest but he wasn’t sure if it had more to do with the pretty woman who would be there or her son.

			“You should ask Maddie. She works at the school a ­couple days a week. She probably knows at least a little about the kid.”

			Their sister, Madison, the only girl allowed into their boy’s club, was a speech therapist. She would probably be able to fill him in on everything he needed to know about James, and his wary mother. But Grant wondered if he wasn’t just asking for more trouble than he needed right now. He hoped to be leaving town come spring. He wasn’t looking for another reason to tie himself down in a small town, and a romance, even a casual one, with a kid involved would do just that.

			“MOM, I CANNOT believe James did this to me.”

			The next morning Bethany paced the small master bedroom of her tiny cottage home with the cell phone pressed to her ear. It wasn’t fancy, but the house was hers and had a huge yard for James to play in. Plus, it was walking distance to Hidden Falls Elementary. She’d easily fallen in love with the two-­bedroom house when she’d move to town over the summer.

			“Honey, you don’t really think he did it on purpose, do you?” Her mother’s laughter rang through the phone. “He’s six and he just met one of the Mustangs face-­to-­face. Your father would have done the same thing.” Her mother paused for a moment. “You could have just said no,” she pointed out.

			“I did say no. But you didn’t see James’ face, Mom.” Bethany began swiping hangers aside, trying to find something to wear to work. “And this wasn’t just one of the Mustangs, this was Grant McQuaid, the only Mustangs player in James’ eyes. Then they pinkie promised.”

			“They what?”

			“You know, where you link pinkie fingers . . . it doesn’t matter.” She waved a hand in the air. “If you’d seen him, you’d know this was probably the greatest thing to ever happen to him. How am I supposed to keep telling him no after that?”

			“So go to the park. Have a good time.”

			“I just don’t want James to get hurt. If he gets too attached—­”

			“Honey, it’s not like you’re marrying this guy. You’re going to the park, with your son. Relax.”

			She was right, Bethany was reading far too much into a simple afternoon at the park. Just because Grant McQuaid had asked her to dinner didn’t mean he would again. And she could talk with James before they saw him, make it clear to him that this was just some time at the park and nothing else. She felt the muscles in her shoulders relax slightly. Her mother always had a way of calming her worries. Bethany only prayed she could be the same kind of mother for James.

			“Besides,” her mother began. “Maybe it’s time to start dating again.”

			And there is was. The suggestion that there might be more to this.

			“Mom,” Bethany scolded. “This guy’s a football star. He has his pick of a million women. I’m sure the last thing he’s looking for is a single mom. Besides, you saw what happened with Matthew. He couldn’t handle things.”

			Couldn’t handle the pressure of his job, couldn’t handle being a father, couldn’t handle a son with a disability, couldn’t handle saying goodbye in person.

			“It’s hard enough to explain to James why his father isn’t around like his friends’ dads and why he sounds different from everyone else when he talks. He doesn’t need to get close to someone else only to have that person bail on him. I won’t put him through that kind of emotional turmoil. The move and making friends has already been hard enough.”

			She heard her mother sigh into the phone. “James is a tough kid, Bethie. He can handle more than you give him credit for.”

			“But he shouldn’t have to, Mom, and I’m going to make sure he doesn’t have to as long as I can.”

			She pulled a white sundress from her closet. Paired with a jean jacket and her boots, it would be a casual look without looking like she was trying to impress anyone.

			Are you?

			Bethany didn’t want to listen to the nagging voice in her head, let alone acknowledge the idea that she might want Grant McQuaid to think she was attractive. It had been a long time since she’d felt attracted to any man, and to think that a man who could have his choice of women would give her more than a passing glance was flattering. Okay, maybe exhilarating was a better description, she realized as her heart pounded against her ribs. Her body was just going to have to settle back down and control its hormonal outbursts because she was not about to risk falling for someone like Grant McQuaid when she had a responsibility to watch out for James. A guy like him would never want more than a quick hookup with a small-­town girl like her and that was the last thing she would give in to, regardless of her excitable pulse. She was too responsible for that.

			“I’d better go, Mom. I still need to take a shower and dry my hair.”

			“What,” her mother teased, “no ponytail? I thought that’s all you wore.”

			A shirtless James came and stood in the doorway of her walk-­in closet, watching her, patiently waiting for her to get off the phone. “Not always, Mom,” she said with a laugh. “We’ll call you later. I love you.”

			“Give my boy hugs and tell him Grammie loves him.”

			“I will,” she said as she disconnected the call. Bethany tipped her head to one side and smiled at her son. “What’s up?”

			“Do you know where my football jersey is? The one Grandpa got me?” He looked at her nervously and she wondered why.

			“It should be in your dresser. Let’s go look.”

			She took his little hand in hers, his blond hair still wet from his impromptu bath. She was amazed at times with how grown-­up he acted for a six-­year-­old. He’d already surpassed her signing skills and could read lips like a pro, but it was his calm acceptance and beguiling charm that won over everyone who met him. It was a strange feeling to wish to be more like her son but Bethany did. If she could face adversity with even half of his upbeat attitude, she’d consider her life well-­spent.

			He paused at his doorway, his little bare feet planted firmly. “Are you mad?”

			“Me? No, baby, why?” She squatted down so she was eye level with him.

			“Because you looked mad on the phone.” He brushed his little fingers over her forehead, smoothing out the wrinkles of her frown. “Did I make you mad?”

			“Oh, James, no. It’s just that Mommy doesn’t usually meet with strangers at the park so I’m a little nervous about it.”

			“But Grant plays football and said I could play with him. That means we’re friends.”

			She smiled at his simplistic views on the way life worked, wishing again that she could see the world through his eyes. “I guess you’re right but, sometimes, grown-­ups like to know each other a little better before they go places together. Even when they’re friends.”

			He pursed his lips, thinking about what she was trying to explain to him, so she stood up and opened the drawer where he kept his shirts. She found a bunch of t-­shirts already stuffed inside and knew he must have been trying on several, trying to decide on what to wear. Like mother like son, she thought. She moved the shirts aside, tugging the jersey from the bottom of the drawer.

			“Here it is,” she announced. James raised his arms and she slipped it over his head. “There, now you’re all set.”

			“I need his football.”

			“What football?”

			“Grant forgot to take his ball when he left yesterday. I need to bring it back to him at the park today.”

			She smiled. “Oh, honey, I think he was giving that to you.”

			James planted little fists on his hips and gave her a disapproving frown. “I can’t take things that aren’t mine, Mom. He forgot it so I was taking care of it until I can give it back.”

			She pinched her lips together, trying to hide her smile as he repeated her own words back to her. She’d taught him from a very young age that he shouldn’t take things that didn’t belong to him. It was nice to see he listened and understood. “Okay, you’re right. Let me finish getting dressed and we’ll make sure the ball is still in the car.”

			“Hurry up, Mom,” he scolded, tapping his finger where a watch would eventually sit on his wrist. You’ll make us late, he signed.

			Okay, she signed back. Be patient.

			She was trying to share his excitement for their afternoon plans, and there was a part of her she didn’t want to acknowledge that was excited. The last time she’d had a date was in high school, with Matthew. But the thought of her ex-­husband was enough to squash any anticipation that might be building.

			This is not a date, she reminded herself as she hurried into her bathroom, checking the time on her alarm clock as she passed. She was going to have to forgo the shower if she didn’t want to be late for work. She fluffed up her dark hair with her fingers. Maybe she could manage to curl it. Bethany glanced back at the bedroom doorway and saw James waiting and smiled at her reflection. It looked like she was going to have to put it into a ponytail after all.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			BETHANY WAS EXHAUSTED. The last thing she wanted to do was to head to the park but James hadn’t stopped talking about meeting Grant McQuaid there today. She’d tried to shush him, especially when several of the older kids had suggested he was lying, but he wasn’t having any part of it. He was meeting with his hero today, at the park, and nothing was going to change that. Not even his mother’s exhaustion.

			“Wait, James,” she warned as he unbuckled himself from his booster seat before she’d even put the car into Park. “You have to stay buckled until the car is stopped.”

			“Sorry.” She glanced at him over her shoulder. He didn’t look one bit apologetic as he bounced in his seat, trying to see if Grant was already there waiting. “There he is!”

			James rose onto his knees and waved at Grant out the back window of her car. Reaching for the football on the seat, he held it up. Bethany quickly glanced into the rearview mirror, checking her makeup, even though she realized there was nothing she could do about it if she wanted to. She saw the reflection of Grant jogging toward them and quickly took a deep breath, trying to mentally prepare herself for the next hour or so. Surely he didn’t expect them to stay longer than that.

			She opened her door, surprised to see Grant had gone to James’ door immediately. He lifted his brows in question and, when she nodded, he opened it for her son.

			“Hey, little man, I’ve been waiting for you.” Ready for some fun? he signed.

			James scrambled from his booster seat in the back of the car. “Yeah!”

			“Wait a minute. You can’t just run through the parking lot.” She walked around the back of the car and held out her hand. Instead of taking her hand the way he always did, James reached up and grasped Grant’s index finger.

			She felt a twinge of jealousy at her son’s choosing someone else over her but she couldn’t be too angry. At least her competition was his hero. She knew it meant James was growing up, even if it made her heart ache for it to happen. Grant looked over at her, as if recognizing the poignancy of James’ actions, his eyes filled with apology.

			“So, what do you want to do first?” Grant asked as James looked up at him with wide blue eyes.

			“Football.”

			Bethany tried to bite back a grin. “Of course.” She shrugged a shoulder at Grant. “Would you expect anything else?”

			“Probably not.” He pointed to an open area along one side of a field and headed toward it. “Why don’t we go over there?”

			His gaze slid over her and she felt the blood move through her veins slowly, growing hot, warming her from the inside out. “Your mom looks too pretty in her dress to play football so I guess it’s just the two of us boys.”

			She couldn’t deny the pleasure that swirled through her at Grant’s compliment. Even if she didn’t plan on dating him, it felt nice to know Grant thought she was attractive. She’d seen him in plenty of magazine articles with beautiful women beside him and, while it might be nothing more than a charming line, she couldn’t help the pleasure that swirled through her. Before she could thank him, Grant had turned his attention back to James.

			“Go long.”

			James immediately knew what to do and began running, looking behind him so he could turn when Grant threw the ball. In spite of Grant’s instructions, James turned toward him after only running about ten feet and Grant lobbed the ball into her son’s arms. She clapped for James, even though it was an easy catch. James was beaming from ear to ear, even when Grant ran toward him and scooped him into the air.

			“Blindside,” he teased, setting James back onto his feet. “Gotta watch out.”

			She settled herself in the shade of several trees, tucking her feet beneath her, and watched the pair as they played. She’d never seen James so happy, not even with his Grandfather. Granted, it wasn’t like her father had really been able to take James out and play with him this way. But it was almost like Grant had a connection to James, as if they could understand one another without words.

			Her worries about James’ safety faded as she watched Grant play ball with him, careful not to get rough but also discreet so that James didn’t notice his diligence. She laughed when James tucked the football in the crook of his elbow and acted like he was going to tackle Grant, only to run through his legs and spike the ball on the other side. It was obvious to her that Grant had known exactly what her son was doing but had allowed him to do it anyway.

			After almost an hour of watching the two play, Grant stumbled to where she sat and crumpled to the grass, flopping onto his back. James ran over and mimicked Grant, even folding his arms under the back of his head, just like the man lying beside her.

			“Whew, kid, you wore me out.”

			“I did?” James frowned for a moment, his brow furrowing, his lips pursed in an adorable pucker. He looked across the grassy knoll at the jungle gym nearby. “Since Grant is too tired, can I go play on the slides?”

			“It’s Mr. McQuaid,” she corrected. “And, yes. Just stay where I can see you, okay?”

			“Okay!” James ran off, heading for his favorite slide that twisted like a corkscrew.

			A nervous flutter began in her belly as soon as James left. She adjusted the skirt of her dress, fidgeting, all the while wondering why she was so nervous
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