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Dedication


This one’s for you, kids.


Because you love me whether I’m half-nuts,
full nuts, or anywhere in between.


Never stop shining your lights and always,
always know you’re loved.
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Chapter One



SONNY MILLER HATED Saturdays. Unusual, she knew. But she had good reason. In her experience Saturday was the day of doom, when everything bad that could happen, did. A long list of travesties had been compiled in her life, providing strong supporting evidence for her decision.

Given the transgressions, it was a rational belief. Saturday was the day her dad had skipped town when she was seven, leaving her with nothing but a crumpled ticket stub from the movie he’d taken her to before he broke her heart.

It was the day she’d found out she was pregnant after a three-month relationship had gone sour and the guy had refused to believe it was his. The jerk had bailed faster than the Bondo could dry on his rusted out Dodge Dart, leaving her with forty bucks in cash and a box of stale Cheerios in the cupboard.

Real swell guy, right?

Yeah. She should have seen it coming, too, but she’d been all of twenty then, about as smart as a box of rocks and up to her ears in daddy issues. So, yes, she’d picked a real winner.

Looking back, there was no doubt that it had been for the best that he’d bailed. They’d been about as functional together as a broken toaster. But he’d given her a son that she loved more than life itself, so the scale had balanced out in the end.

Still, Saturday was a serious pain in her ass. She’d been evicted from her apartment after losing her waitressing job on that awful day because she couldn’t work with a broken ankle and had no money for rent.

And her son Charlie had been diagnosed with type I diabetes after a panicked trip to the emergency room.

If she was prone to superstition, she might just think that Saturday had a personal vendetta against her. As it was, she tried damn hard to avoid going out on that day, other than to her son’s Little League games, preferring to use it for general housecleaning and lying low. When normal people were out partying it up, Sonny was in her sweats, ordering Chinese food, and having a date with the vacuum cleaner.

So when Charlie had asked her one Saturday to take him to a state-sponsored charity event hosted by the Denver Rush pro baseball team, she’d nearly said no. He knew the routine—knew her rule. But one look at the excitement and hope in his soft blue eyes had killed the word before it had even left her lips.

For Charlie she’d do anything.

That didn’t mean that she wasn’t keeping her eyes peeled like a hawk’s, though. A charity event for diabetic kids sounded safe enough, but she wasn’t willing to bet on it. Before they’d left their place up near Longmont she’d shoved an “emergency pack” in her oversized purse. It consisted not only of Charlie’s insulin kit, but pretty much everything a person could need to survive a nuclear war short of the bomb shelter. But even that she could probably fabricate from the stuff in there if the need arose.

She wasn’t taking any chances.

Some might call her paranoid, but they didn’t have her track record. And for the record, paranoid was totally different from superstitious. Any sane person, after reviewing the facts laid out on the table, would exert the same amount of caution as she did.

And swear to God, the only reason she got the loan to start her own business last year was because banks didn’t process on the weekends. If they did, there was no doubt she’d be flipping burgers at the local Dairy Queen rather than busting her ass with her organic goat cheese venture, Sonnyside Farms.

“Mom. Hey, Mom.” Her son’s voice pierced her thoughts. Sonny glanced down at Charlie’s upturned face as they maneuvered the halls of Coors Field, noting his flushed and eager expression.

“What’s up, kiddo?” It seemed just like yesterday that Charlie had been a toddler. Glancing at her ten-year-old boy, she took him in. School had ended for the summer just a few weeks ago and she swore he’d already grown six inches. The basketball shorts he was wearing used to go clear past his knee. Now a good inch of skin above them was bare. Where had the time gone?

“Do you think I’ll get to meet my favorite player today?”

Sonny tuned back in to her son and replied, “Pretty sure, hon.” The entire team was supposed to be in attendance. “And if JP Trudeau is there, I promise that we’ll get his autograph for you.”

Days of leisure had been few and far between since Charlie’s birth. Most days it didn’t faze her—she’d gotten used to shouldering the responsibilities. But occasionally it got to her and wore her down. On those days she struggled.

She took heart in knowing that everyone did from time to time. Considering she’d been raising a son all by herself for a decade—plus getting a college degree, working full time, and now starting a business—Sonny figured she kept it together better than anyone could expect.

Competency was a skill she’d had to learn, self-sufficiency a character trait she’d had to develop, whether she’d really been up to the task or not. Raising a boy into a man took practicality, strength, and perseverance. Not to mention a ton of patience and an appreciation for a boy’s often gross sense of humor. Charlie had more jokes about human anatomy and its baser functions than she could shake a stick at.

Which reminded her, “You did remember to bring your mitt, right?”

Charlie lifted his well-loved baseball glove and grinned, “Duh, Mom. Like I’d forget it.”

Sonny quipped back with a grin of her own, “You seem to forget your homework an awful lot, so I was just checking.” Sometimes fear shadowed her, making her uncertain and afraid. But nobody knew. Nope. Everybody thought that Sonny Luanne Miller had it together. Including herself. Steadfast avoidance had kept that niggling fear that she was in denial at bay.

Same went for the voices that whispered at her loneliness. Those weren’t meant for her, she told herself. They were for someone else.

Tossing an arm around Charlie’s angular shoulders, Sonny pulled him close as they rounded a corner and stepped onto the freshly cut ball field. Next month her baby would feel different to hug than he did right now, he was growing so fast.

She took a moment to savor the now with a prolonged squeeze. “Love you, kid. Let’s go get that autograph.”

JP Trudeau was the new hotshot Rush player who had the media all in a tizzy. They were enamored with his cover-model looks and RBIs. And she couldn’t blame them. The guy was hotter than an Arizona desert. His face was regularly plastered across the front page of the tabloids that were displayed in the checkout line at the grocery store. Last week someone had captured him trail-running shirtless down near Morrison and she’d actually bumped into the customer in front of her when she’d caught a glimpse of all those gorgeous, rippling muscles. They were that good.

The realization that she was about to see those whiskey-colored eyes and washboard abs up close and personal had a butterfly taking flight in her stomach. It’d been a long time since her blood pressure had shaken loose over a man. And Sonny found the buzz of fresh anticipation a real surprise.

Not that she had the time to do anything with it. But she had to admit it was nice to know she still had a pulse. Even if it was a weak and thready one.

Planting a reassuring kiss on Charlie’s sandy blond hair, Sonny’s gaze scanned over the crowd. She wasn’t looking for anyone in particular. Okay, well maybe she was looking for a Denver Rush baseball jersey, number thirty-nine. Charlie really wanted to meet his sports idol.

A tidy woman with a brisk walk and a Sarah Palin smile blocked Sonny’s view before she could land her eyes on the prize.

“Hi there. My name is Connie Jackson and I’m the event coordinator. Would you mind giving me your tickets and names so that I can cross you off the list?”

Giving the woman her polite stranger smile, Sonny dug into her purse and pulled out the envelope that held the tickets. “Here you are.” She handed the envelope over and added, “This is such a cool thing that the Rush players are doing. Charlie here could barely sleep a wink. He was so jazzed about meeting the team.”

As it was, Charlie was vibrating in his cleats—which he’d insisted on wearing. People were milling all around the outfield grass and Rush team members populated the crowd with the occasional green and yellow jersey. Photographers and reporters mingled with the guests, flashing their media passes and snapping pictures. Her son’s eyes were super wide and glued to the scene; his mouth hung a little gaped.

It totally made the Saturday excursion worth it.

Score one big fat mom point for her. With a mental pat on the back, Sonny watched her son pull up on his tiptoes and crane his neck. No doubt it was killing him being so close to the famous shortstop, yet not being able to see him.

The woman crossed their names off the list and sent them on their way with another practiced smile. Sonny placed her hand on Charlie’s shoulder and led them into the crowd, narrowly avoiding clipping shoulders with a photographer. She did smack his camera hard with her elbow though, sending it swinging from its braided canvas strap around his neck. “I’m so sorry!”

The guy smiled at her, not even phased—though he was now sporting what looked like a pretty decent rug burn. “Not a problem.” He raised the camera and brought it to his face, focusing the lens on her. “Bill Haman. Photographer with the Post. Mind if I take a few pictures?”

Sonny glanced down at the media pass dangling at the front of his shirt. Sure enough, his name was in fact Bill Haman and he was a photojournalist with the DenverPost. Said so right there next to his headshot and everything. How very official.

She hated having her picture taken. Why anybody would put up with it on a regular basis was beyond her. “We’re sort of in a rush—”

“Mom and I would love our picture taken!” Charlie piped up at the same time, all bright, excited grin and sparkling eyes.

Apparently they weren’t in that much of a hurry after all. “I guess we’d love our picture taken.” One of them way more than the other.

Snagging Charlie around the shoulder, Sonny pulled him in close and slapped on a fake smile just in time for the camera flash. When it was done the photographer thanked them and disappeared into the mix, gone as quickly as he’d arrived, leaving her with a vaguely disconcerted feeling. Though she felt a frown tugging at her brow, she shrugged it off and set about scouring the crowd again for a certain jersey.

Families milled around as they waited for their turn in line for food. Tables were set up with cloths decorated with the Rush’s signature logo, a swirl of yellow lettering set to a deep green backdrop. It was timeless and classic in the way that only baseball could be.

Leading them toward the buffet tables on the far side, Sonny took in the overall casual feel of the place and sighed with relief. She’s spent forever in her bedroom trying to figure out what to wear. Seeing so many families dressed in typical Colorado casual made her feel much better. There was an overall lean toward the outdoorsy and hippie side. Coloradoans kept it chill.

Even Sonny had that bent, dressed as she was in a thin-strapped white tank top and a long, flowing cotton skirt with a bold, quilt-like print. But she stopped at the Crocs—she just couldn’t do it. Instead she lived in cheap flip-flops.

Since she was blessed with a rose-cream complexion and full, high cheekbones, Sonny rarely wore makeup. Her idea of “dolled up” was eye shadow, mascara, and Burt’s Bees lip balm. She wore her strawberry locks long, wavy, and natural. And she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d used a hair dryer.

It was one of the many wonderful perks of living in the state. Coloradoans were laid back, active people. Especially in Boulder County where she lived. Organic earthiness was the name of the game, right there alongside outspoken earth-consciousness. It was why her organic goat cheese business was such a solid investment. Locally grown produce had a hugely supportive audience. In fact, farmers’ markets were so popular, they’d even built a permanent structure on site at the Boulder County Fairgrounds in Longmont as a cover for customers if it should happen to rain.

Not that it rained often, mind you.

On a good summer, there were the afternoon thunderstorms. Those were the best. The sizzle and the pungent, primal scent of dirt and charged energy. Those storms made her think of sweaty limbs and passionate, raw, physical sex.

And that was about the extent of her intimate life. Pathetic, but what was she going to do? Charlie was her heart. Making the best life possible for him was her journey. Her dharma.

That’s why she was there now, tempting fate on a Saturday.

Suddenly Charlie grabbed her arm and whispered loud enough to shout, “Mom! I see him!” She could feel tremors of excitement in his fingertips.

Following his ecstatic expression and completely awed stare, she scanned the crowd off to her right. At first she couldn’t see the ballplayer. A very large, fair-haired Germanic family blocked the space between them. Which was saying a lot, considering Trudeau’s stats put him at six feet three inches. She knew that because Charlie spouted stats at her all the time. That’s why he’d been in Little League since he was old enough for tee ball. Ever since he could toddle, he’d loved the game. It just worked for him. Made sense to the core of who he was.

Sonny was absolutely convinced that Charlie was going to be a pro ballplayer someday. He had that visceral connection to the sport. Some people were just born knowing their thing—what it was and how it connected to them.

Charlie had that.

Sonny, now, she’d not been nearly so grounded. She’d flown all over the map and landed herself on the wrong side of twenty, pregnant and alone. Charlie being born had given her a path. Once she’d stepped on it she’d dedicated everything she’d had to it, including her autonomy. Nurturing her baby and building a good life had been all she’d thought about and lived since the day she’d brought him home from the hospital.

Now he was growing up and grasping at some autonomy of his own. Their relationship was changing—slowly, but still evolving into something different. Something with a little more space.

That new and exotic little bit of wiggle room had opened a fissure in Sonny, just a teeny little crack. But it was enough, and something newly awakened inside her was feeling a little restless. A little flighty. She didn’t like it one bit. It wasn’t safe or predictable or familiar.

It was foreign and she was domestic.

Which made it the enemy. The life that she’d carved out for the two of them was stable. She knew how to handle it and felt in charge. Anything different was not okay. It left things open to change. And if things changed then she might lose her grip on control. Status quo was good. It didn’t hold any surprises.

She wasn’t looking for them anyway. So when the herd of large-boned people shifted and her gaze landed on a green and yellow Rush jersey, number thirty-nine, she felt a slip—just a subtle shift of the earth on its axis. But it was enough. The world moved under her feet. And when the sin-with-me eyes locked on her from twenty feet away she felt a tremble in her grip on control.

Because she was suddenly hit with instinct and knew beyond a doubt that, from this moment forward, nothing in her life was going to be quite the same.

The sky opened up and the universe showed her a very simple and clear truth in one lightning-quick moment. It was written all over his sinner’s grin and loose-hipped swagger.

JP Trudeau was a whole lot of trouble.




Chapter Two



DAYS LIKE TODAY made JP a very happy man. The sky was its trademark brilliant summer blue. He was about to play ball with a group of kids and give back to the community, and he’d just spotted one seriously luscious beauty across the way without a ring on. Life didn’t get much more perfect than that.

Appreciation made its way up his chest and settled into a little hum in his throat. It wasn’t every day that he saw a woman who made his mouth water at first glance. But this one did. She was sexy in such a simple, effortless way that he felt a ball of heat flare in his belly. And since he didn’t consider himself a complicated guy, her natural beauty appealed to him on a couple levels.

JP was a straightforward kind of guy. He liked what he liked, knew who he was and what he wanted. All his life he’d had a clear line on what made him tick and had never doubted himself. It made for a life free of tangles.

He saw something—he made a decision. He didn’t look over his shoulder. Because of that, JP knew he had a certain kind of centeredness that was rare for a guy in his mid-twenties. He possessed a clearness of sight that had guided him faithfully and gave him grounding. Right now that sight was set on a cool drink of water—and this Iowa farm boy was real thirsty.

JP tugged at the brim of his hat and flashed his best grin. Stirring, prepping to walk over to her, his teammate Drake Paulson cut him off before he’d managed a step.

“Hey, brother. Looks like we got ourselves a perfect day for playing ball.” The player grinned and scratched his unshaven chin. “Course, it’s a perfect day for a different kinda sport too. The horizontal sort that makes me tingly and happy. What say we have us a bet, man? First to score a phone number from a single mom gets dibs on the ice bath after practice tomorrow.”

Sliding a sideways glance at the gruff player, JP shook his head and said, “Don’t seem fair to bet on single moms, hoss.”

“Why not? They want to get laid, same as the rest of us.”

JP’s eyebrow arched at the logic. They probably did want to get laid, same as them. But they had kids to consider. That made it different.

“I don’t know what kind of women you’ve been playing tickle with lately, but they aren’t right.”

Drake clamped a hard, meaty hand on his shoulder and turned them both toward his fantasy woman in the hippie skirt. He tipped his head in her direction. “You telling me that you wouldn’t give your left nut to have her phone number, boy?”

Through the crowd of excited children, media, and helicopter parents, he studied her. A colorful woven purse the size of a small suitcase hung crosswise across her body and her fair skin made him think of winters back home in Iowa. Pristine and flawless. Her long, wavy hair was more gold than red and her curves were the perfect balance between lanky and lush. And when she smiled at the boy by her side, her whole face lit up.

Would he give his left nut for her number?

Yeah.

Sometimes he wondered at the things Drake knew. The guy said things that bordered on offensive more often than not. But the hell of it was that he was eerily perceptive. JP had only been with the team for a season, but he’d already seen that guy’s sharp observations prove correct countless times.

Pulled from his thoughts when a cleat dug into the back of his knee and buckled it, nearly making him fall, JP turned his head as pitcher Peter Kowalskin stepped beside him. He held a paper plate full of food and was chewing on something. “What’s got you girls so enamored over here?”

Of all his team mates, JP liked Pete the best. Not that the other guys weren’t great, because they were. It was just that he and Pete were a lot alike. They both grabbed life by the horns and bent it in whatever direction they wanted. And they both did it with smiles on their faces. However life decided to be, sideways or upside down, they were always on top.

It gave a guy a helluva lot of confidence, and it made him one ballsy son of a bitch.

Drake shoved up the brim of his cap and scratched at an itch, his eyes squinting against the sun’s glare. “Trying to convince JP here to play a game of phone numbers.”

A grin full of bad intentions lit Pete’s face. “Nice. Personally, I’m hoping that a hot single mom in need of some old-fashioned attention wins that raffle to have dinner with me.” The grin amped up a notch. “And breakfast in the morning.”

Like magnets, JP’s eyes were drawn back to the woman with the bohemian vibe. Yeah, he’d settle for that too. It wouldn’t be a hardship to eat waffles with her in the morning. In fact, he bet he’d like it just fine.

Aware that he was openly staring, JP noticed her cheeks suddenly seemed pinker than they had been before. Then he realized that she knew he was ogling her because she was blushing and trying hard to avoid looking at him in return.

The boy, on the other hand, hadn’t been able to take his eyes off of JP. And it gave him the perfect excuse to approach her. “We best be getting back to it, ladies. They’re going to be starting the raffle soon.”

There were three winning raffle tickets for the day’s event. The prize was an all-expense paid dinner with a Rush player. He’d volunteered for it, alongside Pete and the catcher, Mark Cutter. It had sounded like fun, and he liked kids, so he’d signed up. Coming from a family of six of them himself, he’d long ago gotten used to the odd shit they said and did.

Speaking of ... “I’m going to mingle. Make yourselves useful, old men, and hit the rounds.”

Before they could rib him about calling them old, he was on the move. He’d made it four feet when a boy ran up asking for his autograph. Giving the kid his undivided attention, JP inked his signature and chatted up the freckle-faced redhead for a few as a photographer stood a few feet away and tried to capture the moment. When the parents arrived and ushered the boy off, he scanned the crowd.

He spotted her and her son and set off again. By the time they’d reached each other, he’d been stopped a half dozen times. Each time he’d given the kids and their families his complete attention. They deserved as much. But each time he did, it took a few minutes to find the woman again in the shifting crowd.

Now he was finally standing in front of her and his interest had doubled. She was even prettier up close, but with an approachable earthiness that hadn’t been apparent from the distance. Her eyes were the color of his favorite old blue jeans, and she had freckles smattered across the bridge of her nose. Her lips were soft, plump, and naked. Just the way he liked them. And she smelled fresh and natural, with just a hint of something citrus.

He wanted to eat her up.

He gave her his most disarming smile as she regarded him with hesitation in her eyes. Instinct told him to play it slow, so he shifted his focus from her to the blond-haired boy at her side. All elbows and boney knees now, the kid was going to be tall someday. For now, he was stuck with a body that didn’t quite coordinate. JP remembered the days. He’d been skinny and gangly with the best of them.

The boy had the same look about him with the nose freckles, light hair, and blue eyes. He looked about ten, excited as a pig in a parlor, and he gripped a ratty ball glove tightly in his hand. He stared up at JP with a look of hero worship in its purest form. He remembered what it was like to meet his favorite ballplayers as a kid, how it lit his world from end to end.

Now on this side of things, he knew he had a responsibility to be deserving of such high status. Which was why, even though his dream woman was standing right there, he gave the kid his all. It’s what he was there for—to put face time in with these kids. To help them understand that diabetes didn’t have to limit them, and that they could have full, active lives so long as they kept on top of things. And that exercise was essential for diabetics. JP had a buddy who had diabetes and was a professional rock climber. It didn’t slow him down one bit. Kids went nuts when he shared that bit.

Besides, he figured her having to wait on him would only whet her appetite.

JP gestured to the worn glove. “That’s a great lookin’ mitt you have there.” The boy looked at it, eyes lit with pride. “I can tell it’s been well used. I’m JP, by the way. You play ball?”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the woman shift and place a hand on the kid’s shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. And he also saw her gaze slide over him for a brief moment. Was that interest he glimpsed?

The mitt was shoved under his nose and JP smelled leather and the outdoors. The kid explained, “I’ve been playing ball since I was in diapers. Least that’s what my mom says.”

JP grinned at the visual and took the mitt, examining it. “Is that so? Moms always say weird stuff like that, don’t they?”

The boy rolled his eyes with exaggeration. “Totally.”

JP relaxed and cocked a hip, his cleats puncturing the outfield grass as he settled. “What’s your name, kid?”

The boy’s chest blew up like a puffer fish. “I’m Charlie Miller and this is my mom. Her name’s Sonny. She plays baseball pretty good for a girl.”

The look she gave her son had JP laughing out loud.

“What do you mean ‘for a girl’? Who schooled you and your friends last week at your birthday party with a homer that shot clear over the barn into the pasture?” She waggled her thumbs at her chest and JP couldn’t help scoping out her breasts for a second. “Oh, that’s right. It was me.”

The sound of her voice surprised him. She had one of those Katherine Heigl voices that was all smoke and sex. It sent a shiver through his belly and had him thinking naughty thoughts. If it was this husky now, what would it be like during a hot romp in the sack?

He caught her eye and their gazes connected, held. Something sparked, but before he could explore it she broke contact and looked away, her face a little flushed.

She cleared her throat and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Trudeau. Charlie is a big fan and plays shortstop too. We were at a few Rush games this spring when you’d first been traded. He watched the way you fielded and decided he wanted to try out the position. It’s been a lot of fun for him.”

JP reached out and ruffled the kid’s hair. “No kidding? You thinking of going pro someday, Charlie?”

The boy nodded emphatically. “Definitely. What’s it like? Is it as cool as I think it is?”

“It is, buddy,” he said after considering how cool his job would seem to a ten-year-old. “But it’s a lot of hard work and dedication too. You have to practice even when you don’t feel like it, and you have to be away from home a lot during the season.”

Charlie nodded seriously. “That’d be okay.”

“You miss your family some. And it’s hard to have a pet because you’re gone so much and don’t have time to take care of them properly.”

With a nose wrinkled in contemplation, the boy replied, “Well, I gots my mom and she could watch my dog. We have a farm anyway, so there’s lots of room.”

“Yeah?” He’d loved growing up on a farm. Couldn’t imagine a better place for a kid to roam. “I grew up on a farm too.”

With a grin full of confidence, Charlie said, “I know. I’ve looked up all your stuff.”

JP smiled and started to hand the glove back. “It’s about time for the raffle to start, so I’d better make my way to the stage.”

Charlie pushed the mitt back. “Would you sign my mitt for me, please?”

“Sure thing.” He reached in his pocket for a Sharpie and wrote his name across the thumb piece. “Here you go.”

“Thanks!”

JP figured he’d given her long enough and turned his gaze back to Sonny. “So you play some ball too?” he said, referring to the birthday ball game.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and said, “I played softball all through high school.”

Her voice was seriously erotic. “Yeah? You from Colorado?”

Sonny nodded. “Mostly.” A tentative smile cupped her lips. “I know you’re not.”

“Ever been to Iowa?” He liked hearing her speak so much that he was willing to make small talk. Even if he sounded like an idiot.

Her beautiful hair slid over her shoulders as she shook her head. “Nope. I’ve been exactly two places in my life. Here and California. But I imagine it’s humid and green and flat.”

“Pretty much.”

Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention and he glanced over to see a photographer settle into shooting position. Without thinking, he shifted to allow the guy an unobstructed shot of Sonny and her boy standing with him. Dealing with the media was second nature to him now and most of the time he didn’t mind. They were just part of the gig. He helped them out and they gave him good press, making his agent happy. It was win-win.

Surprise ran through him though when Sonny shuffled, too, until she was almost standing behind him.

“I’m just in the way of his shot,” she mumbled and turned her head to look behind her like she was searching for something, effectively shielding her face from the photographers.

Amused at her camera shyness, JP grinned as he said to her, “It’s okay. I promise they don’t bite.” Then he winked down at Charlie and added, “Not hard anyway.”

Over the sound of the boy’s giggles he barely heard her mutter dryly, “That’s reassuring.” Then she adjusted her shoulder bag and peered around him at the half dozen media personnel hovering nearby. “I don’t know why they’re interested in Charlie and me.”

He did. The woman was a breath of fresh air.

“Why don’t I stand over here?” he said. Obviously all the attention made her uncomfortable and for some reason he didn’t like the idea of her feeling uneasy. Taking two steps to his right, JP checked over his shoulder to make certain she was blocked and saw Kowalskin a few feet away. “Hey, Walskie. Toss me one of the balls you’re holding.”

The pitcher arched a black brow. “What do you want my balls for?”

“Ha ha, funny. For real. Give me one.” He had an idea to get the attention off of Sonny—or at least try anyway. Events like these were crawling with media and there was only so much he could do.

Peter underhanded him a shiny white ball and smirked. “Play nice with it, big boy.”

With a smile tugging at his lips, JP shook his head and caught the ball. Smartass. “Thanks.”

Turning back around, he noted the growing crowd of photographers with no surprise. They had an uncanny ability to sense when something was about to go down. Like the time they’d caught Pete with his pants down after giving Drake a well-deserved mooning. His bare ass had wound up on the front page of a big tabloid with some derogatory headline he couldn’t remember now. He just recalled how Pete had laughed hysterically and then had the thing framed and hung in his living room.

JP tried to be a little more publically reserved than that, but he still got his share of tabloid bullshit. It was just one of those things.

“Hey, Charlie. Want to see a magic trick?”

The kid nodded vigorously, “Yeah!”

Glancing behind him to make sure the photographers were watching, he held up the ball and announced, “Now you see it, now you don’t.”

That got their attention. Camera shutters started clicking as he went about amazing the boy with the one and only trick he knew. Even Sonny seemed to be fascinated. She kept leaning forward from her hideout a few feet away to get a better view. When he held out his hands in front of him and the ball had disappeared, Charlie’s eyes went wide. “No way!”

“How did you do that?” came her sexy voice behind him.

Not finished, JP shot her a wink and relaxed his stance. “Magic.”

She gave him a face and he outright laughed. “I don’t believe in magic.”

Now that was really just too bad. Everybody needed a little magic in their lives. “Here, Charlie. Why don’t you take my hat for a second?” He took off his cap and handed it to the kid.

Thoroughly engrossed in the trick, the boy grabbed it eagerly and asked, “Where’d the ball go?” He’d been scanning the ground like he was hunting for Easter eggs.

Sonny stepped up beside him and added, “The real question is if you can bring it back.” The skepticism in her tone implied she didn’t think he could.

How wrong she was. “Thanks for holding my hat, kid. I’ll take it back now.”

Charlie handed it back and JP made a display of putting it on his head. “Ouch. Man, what is that?” Faking confusion, JP pulled off his hat and turned it over, inside facing up. And right there in the center of his cap was the ball, snowy white in the afternoon sun.

The boy practically shoved his face into the ball cap. “Holy cow! How did you do that?”

One of the guys from the Post piped up nearby, scribbling furiously on a tiny notepad. “Hey, Trudeau. Want to introduce us to your friends?” He glanced up from the pad and adjusted his eyeglasses. “You know, for the byline.”

JP flashed his best grin. “Sure. This here is Charlie Miller, shortstop for ...” He trailed off and glanced down at the kid in question. “What’s your team’s name?”

Charlie puffed out his chest and stood as tall as he could. To the reporter he boasted, “I play for the Longmont Hawks.”

Sonny spoke up, her voice soft and kind of tense. “Is this just your normal? I mean, all these photographers and stuff?”

Glancing down, he noted she looked tense too. He was so used to being in the public eye that he forgot how uncomfortable it could be to some. “Yeah, it’s pretty much just part of life. You get used to it.”

She looked up at him and her gorgeous eyes shuttered. “I couldn’t do it.” He opened his mouth to respond when a thump thump on a microphone turned his attention toward the low stage. The event coordinator was almost ready to give her speech. That was his cue to get moving.

“Hey, I have to go. But it was great meeting you, Charlie.”

His gaze slid to Sonny. A lazy smile curved his lips. “It’s been a real pleasure.”

He watched color bloom in her cheeks and couldn’t stop the heat that started to coil in his belly. Didn’t particularly want to, if truth be told. He’d never dated a single mom before, but then again he’d never encountered one like her either. It was more than just her looks and the fact that he was seriously attracted to her.

She had something.

And he had the rest of the event to figure out what he wanted to do about it. Because she had a kid and if, deep down, he was just after a piece of ass, then he’d have to find it somewhere else. Unlike Drake, he couldn’t mess with that just to get naked with a woman. Guess he was old-fashioned that way.

Turning to leave, JP stopped when a slender hand touched his arm. He felt the zing of connection clear down to his toes. It was like a thread of electricity snaking a path through his body.

Beautiful blue eyes were waiting for him when he looked up, sparkling and a little cautious. “Thank you for taking the time with Charlie. It means the world to him.”

Just to test the waters, JP placed a hand on top of hers and squeezed a little. He let it linger before he slowly slid it away. Then he leaned in close. His gaze slid down to her kiss-me mouth and held. He felt his arousal grow with every passing heartbeat.

JP let it show. Let his interest be clear as day. And he saw the moment it registered with her, because her eyes went wide and unfocused.

That’s what he thought. “Any time.”



Chapter Three



“I STILL CAN’T believe I won the raffle, Mom. It’s so awesome!” Charlie yelled from his bedroom across the hall.

Neither could Sonny. But after her little run-in with JP Trudeau last week at the charity game it was all she could think about. And she was seriously irritated with herself about it. The guy was a friggin’ sports star. Flirting with women was probably just one of his favorite pastimes.

Man, he was such a celebrity too. The way he’d smiled and played to the media had made it glaringly obvious that he enjoyed the limelight. Not that it should have surprised her. JP was one of those incredibly gorgeous, gifted people that were all confidence because they had the world on a string. Rightfully so, in his case. But, still. Just thinking back to what it’d felt like having all those media people surrounding them, wanting to know their business made her skin crawl. Bad.

Privacy was essential to Sonny. Like breathing.

Still, the way those bedroom eyes of his had looked at her lingered in her memory. Thick, long eyelashes framed eyes a deep honey brown, and when he turned them on you there was such singular focus in them that it was totally disarming. Sonny’d been completely off balance after their exchange for a good two hours. And for the next forty-eight she’d marveled at her response. She wasn’t even in the market for a man, so why was she so fixated on him? Especially since she’d never even consider dating him with his lifestyle?

But if she wasn’t in the market for a man, why had it taken her over an hour and ten rejected outfits before she’d settled on one to wear to dinner?

Ugh. Snapping the lid on her eye shadow box, Sonny huffed and placed it on the dresser with more force than necessary. She’d just put eye shadow on, for crying out loud. So what if it was a soft, neutral shimmer? It was the fact that she’d just had to put it on in the first place.

JP Trudeau was just a guy. Maybe an extra hot one. But a guy all the same. He didn’t merit all the fuss she’d put herself through. Besides, she had Charlie and her work and that was all she needed in the world.

Sonny took stock of her reflection in the mirror above her dresser. That’s right, she thought. She didn’t need anybody.

But why the heck wasn’t her hair cooperating?

Shoving a tousled mass over her shoulder, she hollered back at Charlie, “We’re leaving in five minutes, kiddo. It’s going to take an hour to get to the restaurant.”

The Mexican eatery they had reservations at was a landmark in Denver. Casa Bonita was everything a kid could want in a restaurant and more. Part theme park, it housed a thirty-foot waterfall, cliff divers, and good ol’ gunfights. One time she’d even watched a swashbuckling sword fight between pirates scheming for booty.

Shows were long enough to entertain, but not so long they disrupted the eating. And to cap the evening off, there was a gift shop to empty your wallet and leave you with an authentic imitation of La Mexicana.

Because it culminated in such an expensive evening out, Sonny had only taken Charlie there once before. The budget was always super tight, so she had to space out their big outings and rotate through the approved list of children’s venues. The only thing she indulged in more than she should were Denver Rush ball games. Charlie loved going to them so much that she’d made it a point to get them out to at least three during the season.

For a single mom with a mountain of school loans and a hefty business loan to repay, those games were an extravagance. But they made him so darn happy that she didn’t mind the crimp it put in her finances. Some things were just worth sucking it up for.

Still, it was nice that she got to give Charlie a night out at no expense besides the gas. Breaks like that were few and far between for a single mom all alone in the world.

Well, technically she wasn’t alone. Her mom was somewhere down in Guatemala living in a hippie commune, last she heard. They hadn’t spoken or seen each other since she’d dumped Sonny on her grandmother’s front steps twenty-four years ago.

That’d been just a few months after her dad had divorced her mom and left. One day she’d had both parents. Then one parent. Then none. Before Sonny could blink, she’d found herself living in rural Colorado with a grandmother that she’d only seen twice before in her life and who considered her a real inconvenience.

And, yes, it’d been a Saturday.

When she turned thirteen she got a letter, postmarked Brazil, belatedly explaining that her mom had realized she just wasn’t cut out to be a parent. That it tied her down and she needed to be free to follow where “the spirit” led her.

Then, after her grandmother had died and she’d inherited the small four-acre farmette, Sonny’d received a one-sentence letter from Guatemala demanding to know about her mother Grace’s share. As executor of her grandmother’s will, she’d packed up the shoebox worth of her mother’s “share”—which had amounted to a few dozen old photos and an ivory barrette—and sent it on its way.

That’d been over eight years ago, and she hadn’t heard a word from her since. Not that she wanted to. The last time they’d been face-to-face had cured her of that. Even at the tender age of seven.

Grace had shoved a small blue suitcase into her hands, the scent of nag champa clinging to her overly bronzed skin. Sonny could still recall the smell if she tried.

She didn’t try.

Then her mother had turned to go, the sob that ripped from Sonny’s chest stopping her. Behind her some guy that wasn’t her father sat in the driver’s seat of a red convertible, tapping his thumb on the steering wheel impatiently. He’d been around for a few weeks by that point, but he still felt like a complete stranger.

She’d cried out, “Don’t leave me, Mama! Don’t go!”

Her mother had turned back and wrapped her up in a tight incense-filled hug. “You’ll be fine. I promise. Your grandma will take good care of you.” Then she’d cupped Sonny’s cheek and kissed her tenderly, almost as if she felt bad that she was abandoning her kid. “Make your own destiny, honey. And always, always follow your heart—just like I’m following mine.”

Pulling herself back to the present, Sonny took one last perusal in the mirror. Hearts led a person astray. She’d learned fast to use her head instead. Then she pushed the memories aside and studied her reflection. The outfit she’d finally settled on was simple and casual and she was totally annoyed that it’d taken her so long to choose jeans, boots, and a dove-grey peasant top.

Charlie appeared in the doorway, hair combed and his best shoes on. “I’m ready, Mom. Let’s get this show on the road.”

Sonny blew out a breath. Right.

JP WAITED IMPATIENTLY at the fountain in front of Casa Bonita. Glancing at his watch for the umpteenth time, he sighed and raised his gaze to scan the crowded parking lot. Sonny and her son should be there any minute.

Smiling at the families who passed him on their way to the towering pink stucco entrance of the restaurant, JP clamped down on the antsy feeling and forced his body to relax. He’d been thinking hard about Sonny ever since the charity last Saturday, and he’d come to a few conclusions. Though he was in the middle of a season and he was still new to the team and should only be focusing on that, it simply wasn’t going to happen. Sonny had lodged herself firmly in his thoughts. It’d been almost a week since he’d first seen her and he’d thought about her as much today as he had then.

Being a thorough kind of guy, JP had sat on things without formulating a conclusion. But when he’d still been fixed on Sonny and her incredible smile after almost a week of games and life trotting by, he’d made up his mind. For him to be so caught up thinking about her meant something significant.

He wasn’t only out for a piece of ass.

It didn’t mean it was going to be simple. She had a kid and he hadn’t shrugged that off. If he wanted Sonny—which he did—then he had to want Charlie too. They were a package deal. And he didn’t take that lightly. But he had just turned twenty-six and wasn’t sure he was ready to lock down with an insta-family. He wasn’t really sure how he felt about it all yet, truth be told. He just knew he was interested. But he wasn’t completely opposed to the idea. It all just depended on how things went.

It had crossed his mind that Sonny might already be in a relationship. If that was the case, then he’d have to reassess, shift angles, and try harder. JP didn’t mind thinking he might have some competition ahead. He played ball—he was competitive that way.

All he knew, and all that mattered right now, was that he was seriously interested in getting to know Sonny better. To be able to do that, she and Charlie needed to get their butts to the restaurant. He’d glanced at his watch again. It was already five past seven. They were late.

JP was about to push away from the fountain when he a noticed an older Honda minivan whip into the parking lot, nearly taking out two pedestrians. Catching a glimpse of gold-fire hair, he grinned and shook his head. Sonny had arrived, and it just figured that she drove
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