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AS HE CLIMBED THE STAIRS from the workout room, Coach Pete Sebastian’s temper heated his face. With each step, he muttered to himself, “Stupid idea. Just bullshit to get the media off our back. Parker is obviously an asshole who doesn’t know our team. He’s judging everyone by two rotten apples.” The more he voiced his anger about the unnecessary upset to his men, the more he burned.

The lines on his forehead deepened. His light brown eyes clouded as his step quickened. He continued his conversation with himself. “I’ll teach this jerk something about how to deal with my team.” 

He rounded the corner and stopped at the office next to his. Raising his arms to rest his hands against the doorframe, he leaned his trim, sweaty, six-foot two-inch body into the space.

Pete stared at the person sitting at the desk and raised his brows. “I’m looking for Joe Parker?”

A woman, facing the window, swiveled in the desk chair and leveled her gorgeous, big, blue eyes on him. “Yes?” She scanned his body, which was clad in only gym shorts and a tank top, before she rested her gaze on his face.

“No, Joe Parker.”

“That’s right. Jo. J-o. Short for Josephine. What can I do for you?” She rose from her chair, and Pete’s mouth went dry.

Even wearing high heels, she wasn’t over five foot six. She wore a turquoise silk suit, the jacket open, showing a white silk blouse underneath. The scoop neck revealed enough creamy cleavage to capture his attention.

He lowered his arms and stepped inside. Her hips were slim, and her legs slender, but not skinny. Raising his gaze, he noticed blonde hair that seemed to glow, framing an oval face. Her peaches and cream complexion showed a slight blush around her cheek bones, and her kissable lips shined with a bright pink lipstick.

Pete had never seen a woman so beautiful in all of Monroe before. Sweat started under his arms as he realized that in a wife-beater and shorts, he was practically naked. He probably reeked, like a skunk, and hadn’t shaved. He rubbed his hand along his stubbly chin, as if to hide the wiry scruff there.

“And you are?” As she approached him, the subtle, floral scent of expensive perfume wafted across the room, teasing his nose.

“Pete Sebastian. Coach Pete Sebastian. Head Coach Pete Sebastian,” he stammered. Smooth. Very smooth, asshole.

She laughed politely with the most delightful lilt; her voice slightly throaty but still light. It was a sound he could listen to all day. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, staring into his eyes and extending her arm.

He wiped his palm on his shorts, which weren’t clean to begin with, and blushed when he remembered. Her grasp was firm, confident, just right, and the skin on the back of her tiny hand was soft under his calloused thumb. He tried not to crush it, but forgot to let go.

“Lyle tells me the team calls you Coach Bass? Can I call you that too?”

His throat closed up, and his heartbeat doubled. He nodded.

She laughed again and gently slipped her hand from his. “What can I do for you?”

All he could do was stare. His mind went blank. Christ, I’m forty-two years old, not thirteen. Talk. Say something. What the hell am I doing here anyway? Shit. I don’t remember.

The silence grew as he rummaged through his brain for the reason he was there.

“Maybe that memo I tacked up by the workout room?” she prodded, her smile warm.

“Oh, yeah. That.” Finally, he found his voice. “The men are a little upset about it.” Wasn’t he the king of understatement? The men were threatening to walk out. 

“Oh? Why?”

He cleared his throat, recalling that he had been about to tear her limb-from-limb for that stupid memo. Suddenly, the game had changed. “Well, uh. They feel... Well, they aren’t a violent group and... Umm, they feel forcing them to go to an anger management session, when it’s not about them is...” He dropped his stare to his shoes.

“You mean they’re pissed as hell?”

His head snapped up, and his gaze met hers. “Exactly.”

“I figured they wouldn’t like it and wouldn’t go unless threatened. I’m not surprised.” She turned and returned to her desk. The computer was on and a sheet with writing was visible on the screen.

Pete followed her. “Then why did you post it?”

“Because it’s my job. I’ve been hired to clean up the mess left behind by Washburn and Corcoran. Lyle wants me to set the record straight, that The Connecticut Kings don’t tolerate domestic violence in any way, shape, or form.”

“But this couldn’t be Lyle’s idea.”

“Nope. It was mine.”

“What do you hope to accomplish?”

“To show the world The Kings are serious about keeping the violence of football out of the bedroom. This is designed to help the team, not hurt them.”

“And if they don’t cooperate?”

“Fines will be levied.” She eased down into her chair.

Pete stood opposite, looming over her. She looked up. “The guys are gonna rebel. And they’ll hate you.”

“I don’t care. I’m not here to win a popularity contest. I’m here to do a job. The Kings will get a reputation as leaders in the NFL for doing this. There’ll be plenty of good publicity about how they help their players cope with life and keep their marriages together.”

Pete put his fists on his hips. He glanced at her left hand. No wedding ring. “So now this is marriage counseling? I thought it was anger management. You’re not married. What do you know about marriage?” His tone was huffy. He knew it, but couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice. He wanted to go easy on her, persuade her to drop this dumb idea, but she refused to budge. He dug his heels in. 

“Anger can lead to domestic violence, which can lead to the break-up of a marriage. So, yeah, I guess there’s some marriage counseling aspect to this, though that’s not the specific goal of the program. And I don’t have to be married to put those pieces together. Any idiot can see the correlation.”

“Are you calling me...the team, idiots? Program? Now we’re talking about a program? I thought it was just a couple of measly seminars.”

At the word “measly,” her face changed. Her cheeks flushed. He swore he could see steam coming out of her ears. “If you’re going to belittle my work here, you can leave right now. Coach Sebastian, to quote an old phrase, ‘if you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem.’ So please take your hostile, argumentative, sweaty ass out of my office.”

Pete stepped back as if she’d slapped him. Her eyes blazed as she shot him one last cutting glance before turning back to her computer. “You’ll never get the team to go along with this.”

“Your attitude doesn’t help. There’s tons of talk in the league about sending players to anger management. Lyle wants to be a pioneer. He wants to be the first to have a mandatory program run by the team, at the team’s expense. That’s why he hired me.” She changed her tone. “I’m sure he would be disappointed to know you don’t support the endeavor.”

Her condescension was obvious. It hit Pete’s pride, and he saw red. “Look, Miss High and Mighty! I just won the Super Bowl for ole Lyle. He’s jumping for joy. I walk on water. So don’t go threatening me. You’re new here. Why don’t you just shut the hell up and observe for a while before you go making changes and trying to boss people around? You’ve got some fucking balls!” Pete’s voice rose, and his blood pressure spiked. His legs were spread, hands on hips, as anger bubbled up inside his chest. He leaned over her desk.

A smug smile curled her lips, belying the flash of fear in her eyes. “You know, Coach, I think you could use some anger management right now. I bet you’d like to drag me outside and show me who’s boss with those big fists of yours, wouldn’t you?” She rose up, her gaze meeting his, but the flicker of fear flashed through again. Her fingers trembled ever so slightly as she picked up a pen and stepped back, putting more distance between her and Pete.

He noticed it.

The fury drained out of him as the truth of her words sank in. His gaze went again to her fingers. She managed to hide the quivering by grasping the pen so hard her knuckles went white.

You asshole. You’ve scared the shit out of her. He wiped his face with the towel slung around his neck then took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I never meant to scare you.” His tone softened.

“But you did mean to intimidate me, didn’t you? To get your way?”

He was silent. She was dead right. Shame filled him. He leaned over and slipped his hand over hers. “I apologize. I was way out of line. I’ve never hit a woman and never would.”

“But you wanted to. I saw it in your eyes, if only for a second. Even if a man doesn’t act on it, if he wants to, well, it’s a slippery slope. This program would help the players control their feelings before they get to that point.” She took a breath. The fear left her eyes.

He removed his hand reluctantly, having enjoyed the softness of hers. Despite her harsh words, she was a woman, and he had been disrespectful. She was new, and he had frightened her with the way he had loomed over her. Pete Sebastian had never terrified a woman before. Not even his ex-wife. “You’ve made your point.” Embarrassed, he beat a hasty retreat.

“That means you’ll support the program?” she asked, her eyebrows raised.

At the door, he turned to face her. “Let me think about it. Do you have any more information?”

“I’m sorting through it now. There’s a lot to go over before putting this together.”

“I’m sure you can handle it.”

“I’d love some help. I mean, you know the guys. Your input would be invaluable. I don’t want to set up something that’s not right, not a good fit.”

“Right now, nothing you set up is going to be a good fit. The natives are restless, and they’re feeding off each other. The sooner you tell them what this is all about, the better.”

“You don’t have time?”

“Oh, I have time. It’s just this psycho stuff, well, it isn’t me.”

“That’s why you’d be perfect to help set up something even the most reluctant man would feel comfortable with.” She approached him. Her posture was sexy, her walk almost sultry. He knew she was manipulating him with her body, but he didn’t care. His eyes didn’t miss one sway or jiggle. “Come on. It’ll be interesting. I need help.” She trained her baby blues on him, and he melted inside.

She’d said the magic words. She needed help. Pete Sebastian had never been able to resist a woman in need. Ever since he was twelve. When the widow woman next door had needed her driveway shoveled in the winter, he had been there. When a girl at school had needed help carrying something heavy, it had been Pete to the rescue. Any girl, anytime, anywhere, and good ole Coach Bass was there with a helping hand. Sometimes, he thought it was his penchant for helping that made him such a successful coach.

“Okay. You win.” After being an asshole, I owe her. It’s the least I can do.

“Good!” She clapped her hands together. Her smile was so bright, Pete thought the sun had shifted and was pouring into her office.

“What’s the plan?”

She glanced at her watch. “I have to get these releases done. How about over lunch in the conference room? We can spread everything out there. Food is on me.”

He laughed. “Pete Sebastian never lets a woman pay. I’ve got to get cleaned up. Meet you there at twelve. You order. I’ll buy.”

“Lyle will pay. This is a working lunch.”

That’s what you think, sister. He smiled. “Sounds good to me. See you then.”

He kept from whistling until he hit the executive shower. As he scrubbed himself down, “Can’t Smile Without You” kept running through his brain. He whistled then finally burst into song. When he returned to the workout room to pick up his stuff, he ran into some of the team.

“Well, Coach, did you tell Parker where he could stick it?” Bullhorn Brodsky asked.

“Parker is not a he, but a she. And no, I didn’t. Why don’t you guys open your minds a little? This is going to be a pioneering program. We’re going to be the first in the NFL to give our players some help dealing with anger.”

“Program? I thought it was one fucking seminar. An hour and that’s it,” Griff Montgomery said.

“Keep an open mind, Griff. I’m going to be helping the lady put this together. At least give the thing a try, will ya?”

The men snickered. “So, Parker is a woman, eh? Bet she’s hot too. Isn’t she, Coach?” Trunk Mahoney teased.

Pete frowned. The last thing he needed was ribbing about Jo Parker from the guys. He sensed heat creeping into his face. “She’s smart. And she’s not giving up. That’s all you need to know.” Pete snatched his gear off the bench and headed for the door. Retreating like a fucking coward. Sebastian, what’s happening to you? Manipulated by a pretty face and embarrassed by your men. He shook his head as he climbed the stairs and turned down the corridor leading to the conference room. His heartbeat quickened. He straightened his tie for the third time, took a deep breath, and entered the room.

“Chicken Caesar salad. I heard it’s your favorite,” Jo said, laying out the containers on the gigantic table. Her jacket rested on the back of a chair.

Pete made out the faint outline of her bra through the thin fabric of her blouse. His pulse kicked up as her lovely scent greeted him. “Thank you. Who ratted on me?”

“Lyle’s secretary. She ordered the food. Claimed to know just what you like.”

He smiled. He liked it when a woman went out of her way to please him. He’d have to bring his best game with this one, because she was good, very good. Her charming smile, obvious intelligence, and sexy body had already won her a place in his dreams. “How about you?”

“I’m having the same thing. Want to see how good it is.”

“Tony’s makes a great one. Hope you like it.”

“I’m sure I will.”

The way she looked at him, standing so close, her lips so perfect, he wanted to kiss her. Business. It’s business, asshole. Don’t be stupid. No more false steps. What if you kissed her and she sued the team for sexual harassment? He shuddered briefly. Self-control would be his motto. But it wasn’t going to be easy.

* * * *
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AFTER THE COACH LEFT her office, Jo’s façade fell. Her happy face melted as emotion grabbed her throat. She leaned on the desk, taking a couple of deep breaths. Damn it! I let him see my fear.

She held herself together long enough to stop at Edie’s desk to place the lunch order then she headed for the ladies room. Jo entered a stall, shut, and locked the door. Plopping down, she hid her face in her hands as her self-control cracked. Tears oozed from her eyes. Fighting to overcome her emotions, she let out a shuddering breath.

Unprofessional! I almost cried in there. What was I thinking? Was he going to smack me? That would be insane. But his face was so angry, and his tone so... She took two more deep breaths and tried to dispel the image from childhood of her mother’s angry face, a raised hand, and a low, threatening voice. Dr. Sumner said there would be triggers. He said not to worry. It would pass. She unraveled some toilet paper and wiped her face as she waited for her pulse to return to normal.

The door to the ladies room opened.

“Jo? You in here? Are you okay?”

“Fine, Edie. I’ll be out in a minute.”

“No rush. Food’s here. I’ll put it in the conference room.”

“Thank you.”

The door closed again, allowing Jo to command the sink. A cold paper towel to her eyes helped get rid of the redness. She opened her purse and fished out the supplies she needed to restore her makeup.

She had been surprised to find Pete Sebastian so young and good looking. The coaches she’d worked with before had been older, paunchy, and married. When he had walked into her office all sweaty and gorgeous, she couldn’t keep her eyes off him. She loved a man with hair on his chest, and Coach Bass seemed to have just the right amount. He was trim, his arms muscular. He had filled the doorway with a male sexiness that made her shiver.

Then, he had gone into his chauvinistic bullshit. No old-school coach is going to deep-six this job for me. This is my dream. I’ve worked for it, earned it, and I’m going to stay. He’s pretty sexy, until he flies off the handle. Then, look out. Keep it business, Jo. Yeah, hands off.

She pasted a smile on her face as she left the ladies room. Stopping to thank Edie, she noticed the older woman staring with serious eyes. Jo avoided her look, not willing to explain anything to anyone. 

Once in the conference room, her professional side kicked into gear. She placed her jacket on the back of a chair then opened her folder. After sorting the proposals from several therapists and professed experts on anger management, she laid them out on the large table. Then, she arranged the food.

When the Coach arrived, she was taken aback by his appearance. Obviously, he’d done more than just rinse the sweat off. He’d shaved, put on a navy sport jacket, white button-down, gray slacks, and Kelly green and blue rep tie, and combed his hair. He looked fantastic. He looks almost as good dressed as undressed. Watch it, girl! 

Mentally reminding herself it was business, she still could not stop staring at him. Determined not to be caught checking him out, she turned her gaze to the food. 

“Is this your first PR assignment for a football team?” he asked, sticking his fork into the salad bowl in front of him. 

“First? Oh, no. I did an internship right out of college with the L.A. Tigers. That turned into a full time job. From there, I went to St. Louis.”

“Were you there when they won the Super Bowl?”

“It was amazing!” She stabbed a piece of lettuce.

“Now the Kings. How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Not at all. I’m thirty-two. I’m hoping to make The Kings my home.”

“You like football?” Coach twisted the top off a bottle of water. 

“I used to watch the games with my dad. He got me into it. Since then, it’s been a love affair.” She felt her cheeks heat. “It’s been my dream to work in the NFL.”

They ate in silence, eyeing each other warily.

“What about you? Did you play?” Jo finally spoke up.

“I’ve spent my whole career with the Kings. I was the starting quarterback until my knee went out.”

“Surgery?” She raised her eyebrows. 

“How’d you guess?”

“Noticed the scar.”

“I became assistant coach on offense then took that over when Barney Stanton retired.”

“How long have you been the head coach?” She nibbled a piece of lettuce.

“About five years.” He took a swig of water.

“It’s a challenge?”

“Damn right.” He laughed. “Every year is different. Someone new gets hurt, and we have to reshuffle the team, invent new plays. We work our tails off.”

“I’m sure you do. You have a great record.”

“Oh?”

Embarrassed, she hurried on. “I keep up. It’s my career. I didn’t end up here by accident.”

“No?” He raised his eyebrows

“I chose the Kings. Longevity of the coach is always a good sign. Means he’s happy, being treated well, and respected by the owner. And a winning record is important. To me, it’s all about the coach. If he’s good, then the whole team is happy.”

His face colored slightly. “So, you researched me?”

“It was your job I researched. Not you personally.” She opened her water bottle.

“Whew. For a minute there, that might have gone to my head. Don’t want any false compliments.” A quick hurt flashed across his face before he shoveled in a forkful of salad.

She rushed on. “I didn’t mean... I didn’t mean that you’re not important. I mean, who you are, how you do what you do, and what kind of man you are, are all key to a great team.”

He waved his hand. “It’s okay, Jo. Don’t worry about me. I’m made of iron. Besides, I’ve coached the winning Super Bowl team. Nothing can bring me down.”

Puzzled why she suddenly lost her cool, she wondered why she was flustered. After all, he was just a coach, like any other coach. But Pete Sebastian was nothing like the others she’d worked with. He was single, handsome, trim, athletic, and sexy as hell. Just being in the same room with him raised her blood pressure. Now at his charming best, she wondered why he had gotten so angry with her before. It seemed out of character. Or was he coming on to her in a subtle way? The idea warmed her in private places. 

“I’m sorry, Coach. Didn’t mean to insult you.”

He watched her in silence then lowered his gaze to his food.

“You’re right about this salad. It’s delicious.” She smiled, and he returned it.

When they finished eating, she noticed Pete eying the piles of paper. “What’s all this?” he asked, making a sweeping gesture.

“I’ve sorted the proposals. Some are by real therapists, some by people who say they are anger management experts, and a few that straddle both categories. I guess what’s most significant is how they plan to create a program and how much they’ll charge.”

“Have you looked these over yet? Why don’t you lead me through this?”

“Okay.”

“Good. Give me your thoughts.”

Pete sat back, guzzled some water, and listened as Jo took him through each one. They spent two hours talking, shaping the proposals into one, workable plan.

“So, we’ve decided to hire Dr. Wendy McMillan?”

“She seems to be the best. Besides, she’s willing to throw in some private sessions for the guys at half price. Seems like a good deal.”

“Private sessions?” Pete raised his eyebrows. “I thought a couple of these small groups would fix up everyone, and we could move on.”

“It doesn’t work like that. Problems that cause excessive anger don’t go away with the wave of a magic wand by a therapist. It takes time. Some of the guys may have deeper issues they need to explore.”

“Sounds like you know a lot about psycho stuff.” He made eye contact.

Jo looked away. “Stuff I studied. Besides, it’s only logical.”

“Not to me. What’s your connection?”

She shifted in her seat, sliding her chair a few inches away, and avoiding his eyes. “Nothing important. Boring, really.”

“Not to me,” he said, reaching over and pulling her chair closer.

Before she could answer, Lyle Barker, the team owner, walked into the room. “Glad to see you two getting along. Rumor had it you were fighting earlier.”

“Who’s spreading those lies?” Pete’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Just a healthy difference of opinion, right Jo?”

“Right,” she said, but wondered at the veracity of his statement. 

Lyle’s grin widened. “This is just the way I pictured it. Gotta go, Tiffany’s waiting.”

“Where you off to?” Pete inquired.

“Shopping. Where else?” Lyle frowned briefly then his jovial attitude returned. “Have fun, you two.”

After he left, Pete shook his head.

“What?” Jo asked.

“After Lyle’s wife died, he married Tiffany. He’s seventy. She’s thirty-five. All she wants to do is spend his money.”

“Lyle, a sugar daddy? I’m surprised. He seemed pretty gruff and business-like in my interview.”

“Oh, he is. With everyone except her. I guess he’s having fun. I wouldn’t trade places with him.” Pete pushed to his feet and stretched.

“You don’t like women in their thirties?” She batted her eyelashes, pretending to be offended.

He laughed. “I didn’t say that. I’d never pick a woman whose main interest is my money.”

“Just teasing.” She gathered up the trash, with his help, and returned her papers to the folder. “I’ll write this up for Lyle and send you a copy.”

“Fine. I’ll work on getting the guys to go along.”

“Thank you.”

“Pleasure.”

He stopped in the doorway, and the moment got awkward. She sensed he was about to do something, but then he didn’t. He blushed as a sheepish look crossed his face, and then he raised his hand and left.

Jo shrugged. Men. They can be so hard to figure out.
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Chapter Two
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AFTER HE LEFT THE CONFERENCE room, Pete wandered over to Lyle’s office, but he was already gone for the day. Edie was there. She glanced up then smiled widely.

“How you getting along with Miss High and Mighty?” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

He ran his hand over his smooth face. “Please don’t remind me!”

“She sure pulled your chain.”

“Just a misunderstanding. Do you have her paperwork?”

“Sure. Resume enough?”

“It’s a start.”

“Suspicious?”

“Curious. Can you email it to me?”

“You got it.”

Pete knew the job paid a hundred and fifty thousand, so the woman in that position had better be worth it. He ambled back to his office. The resume was waiting when he got there. He opened the document and started to read.

Stanford undergrad. Psych major. Explains how she knows this stuff. Harvard M.B.A. Intelligent. Hmm... Three years with the Tigers. Five with the Sidewinders. Impressive. There was a list of programs she had implemented in St. Louis. St. Louis had gotten a lot of positive press for those. A good image for a ball club increases ticket sales, bringing more money for bonuses. Lyle’s smarter than I thought. Hiring her was a great move. That asshole who had the job before her never did anything but have four-hour lunches with reporters.

She’s not going to take any shit from me or Lyle either. Is she a ball buster or just smart? Pete lounged back in his executive chair, put his feet up on the desk, and laced his fingers behind his head. He gazed out the window, speculating about Jo Parker. Now that he had his lust under control, or at least partially subdued, he wanted to know more about her. Her resume said she was from California, but this babe was no airhead, beach bunny spending her day in a string bikini on a surf board, although that image flitting through his brain was far from unpleasant.

No siree. This woman was the real deal—smart, independent, and able to take care of herself. His brows knitted. Why’d she get so scared when I raised my voice? She overreacted. Why? Do football players have such a bad rep?

The shuffling of feet broke his concentration, diverting his attention to the door. Brodsky, offensive linebacker, Buddy Carruthers, wide receiver, and Robbie Andrews, the kicker, were huddled there.

“So, did ya ask her out yet?” Carruthers asked.

Pete lowered his legs and sat up straight. “Who?”

“You know who,” Brodsky whispered so loud it could be heard down the hall.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. And my social life is none of your damn business.”

“Come on, Coach. We just walked by her office. Jo Parker is hot,” Robbie said.

“Blazing!” Buddy put in.

“Smokin’,” Brodsky added.

“Get out of here before I think up a reason to fine you!” Pete pushed to his feet and lunged toward the door. The big men scattered like roaches in harsh light. While he found their behavior annoying, he had to chuckle to himself at his nosy players. 

Pete checked his watch. Five o’clock—quitting time during off-season. He noticed the light go out in the office next to him and grinned. He’d know when she was leaving and could time things to meet her for a walk to the parking lot. The parking lot could lead to a burger at The Savage Beast. And that could lead...who knows where?

“Heading out?” he asked at her doorway.

“As a matter of fact, I am.”

“Come on. I’ll walk you to the parking lot.”

“Why? Isn’t it safe?” she asked.

He snapped his head around to look at her, but she was laughing.

“A joke, Coach Bass. A joke.”

He grinned and put his hand on the small of her back to guide her to the door. She didn’t need guiding, but it was his excuse for touching her, and she didn’t seem to object. When they got to the exit, she stopped.

“Wait!” A man was running down the corridor. “Wait, Jo. Wait.”

“Nelson. There you are,” she replied.

Nelson Barker, Lyle’s nephew, joined them, panting, out-of-breath. At about five foot eight, he had to look up to Pete. But his sandy blond hair and blue eyes could be construed as handsome. “Hi, Pete. Don’t take her away. We have a dinner date.”

“You do
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