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Prologue

 


Katherine Hough backed slowly out of
the room of chattering and laughing people. Things had started out
innocuous enough and turned ugly in what seemed like the blink of
an eye.

She hadn’t known Harry could be so
cruel, but she should have. He hadn’t been faithful to her in
college and had made it clear if she didn’t put out, he’d find a
girl who would. So, she’d dumped him in a very public
way.

Someone looked in her direction and
pointed.

No!

She had to get away. She couldn’t deal
with this.

She turned and sprinted from the
Garden Room of the Dair Hotel, a local hotel that brought much
business to Cozy Bend in the form of conventions. She stumbled,
righted herself, and tore out of the room. It had been reserved for
the engagement party.

Kate hurried to side door that led out
into the well-lit parking lot, intent on getting away from the
nightmare Harry had created out of meanness. That smug look on his
face as her boss’s lips pressed into a thin line of resoluteness
had gutted her.

Tears dampened her eyes, which burned
in fury and hurt.

She gasped in a long breath and let it
out before dragging in another. Her head spun, the entire world
tilting on its axis for a moment before righting itself.

This would destroy her dreams and her
friendship with Harry and his fiancée Justine, her best friend. The
trust she’d put in Justine had been shattered in a single moment of
callous disregard and spite.

She would be looked at as a freak in a
small town where uniformity was preferred and scandal was fodder
for the gossip mill of women sipping iced tea on the
porch.

She was anything but the square peg
shoved into the round whole that was her life. Kate had learned to
hide well. At one time, she’d even contemplated leaving town so she
could stop hiding and be the woman she really was.

Then, she’d gotten a job here that she
loved.

An anguished cry tore from her lips as
she came to a stop and dropped her head into her hands as the tears
washed over her, the pain swallowing her whole as fear tightened
her chest.

“What’s the matter,
beautiful?”

The whiskey-smooth voice cut through
her tears, and the low, intimate tone of it had her head jerking
up. Her gaze smashed into a chocolate one that held her entranced,
and her breath lodged in her throat.

“Spencer?” Kate asked
huskily. “Spencer Devery?”

“One and only, butch of
Cozy Bend.”

Her heart beat faster, and for a
moment Kate was caught in an old scene, thrown back to the night of
her senior prom. She’d stood right here in this same parking lot
crying because she’d wanted to come with someone she was crazy
about rather than the boy-next-door.

****

“Why are you crying,
beautiful?”

The voice drew her around,
and the sob caught in her throat. The chocolate eyes were so rich
they just drew her in, but didn’t they always?

“Spencer?”

“One and only,” she
drawled as she moved closer to her. “What’s got you here all by
yourself, prom queen?”

Kate laughed and realized
she had the crown in her hand. She’d ripped it off her head as she
ran out the door, panic building in her stomach, the bile choking
her. She’d stood up there in front of everyone, friends cheering
her on as she grinned.

It was all so wrong. She’d
meant to be up there with someone who made her heart flutter, not
the boy-next-door. This whole night should have been spent with the
girl she was crushing on so hard, not the quarterback who was bound
for college on a football scholarship.

Spencer reached out and
wiped away a tear. “You’re messing up your make-up, pretty
girl.”

Her stomach pulled tight,
and her breathing came faster. “I—what are you doing out here?
Smoking?”

“Naw, I gave it up.”
Spencer gave her a smile. “I bet he’s looking for you. Do you think
it’d be wise for him to find you out here with me?”

She snorted. “The star of
the baseball team?”

Kate didn’t know how
Spencer had made it onto the boys’ team. All she knew was Cozy Bend
didn’t have a girls’ team, and the boys’ team was league champs
again for the fourth year in a row.

She’d heard the girl
pitcher had thrown a shut out in the finals the first year to win
the team the title. That had been enough proof she was the real
deal.

Spencer was a jock to her
soul, and tonight, she was clad in a navy suit with a red shirt and
white tie and cummerbund, looking every bit the handsome star. Even
her hair was perfect, cut short, the curls shining in the
light.

“Probably not,” Kate said.
Spencer was a star, but it came with a price. She was known as the
butch of Cozy Bend, but she didn’t seem to care what people
said.

Kate wished she could be
like that, but her mother would disown her.

“Here.” Spencer handed her
a red handkerchief.

“Thanks.” She dabbed at
her eyes. “I hear you signed with a college.”

“Tulane.”

“Yeah? I’m going to LSU.”
They wouldn’t be that far from each other, not that that
mattered.

“Congrats. I guess your
boyfriend’s going down there, too?”

“Yeah. Harry’s got a
football scholarship.”

Spencer nodded. “You like
him?”

“He’s my boyfriend,” she
said.

“I heard that, but you
don’t seem into him,” Spencer commented. “I’ve seen you watching
me. Why?”

“I—you haven’t,” she
exclaimed. Yes, she had. She couldn’t stop looking especially
during baseball season.

Kate went to all the
games, and her friends thought it was to look at the guys with
their perfect asses, but the only ass she liked watching was
Spencer’s.

“You’re such a liar,”
Spencer said and laughed as she looked her up and down. “You’re
beautiful tonight, Dahlin’.”

Her cheeks heated.
“Thanks,” she said and swayed on her feet.

“Maybe when you’re down at
LSU, and Harry’s away playing ball, I’ll come see you and take you
out.”

Kate caught her breath.
“Don’t say that.”

“Why? Because you don’t
want me to?” Spencer leaned closer to her. “Or because you’re
afraid of what will happen if I do?”

Her palms dampened, and
Kate looked away. “Maybe a little of both.”

Spencer traced a finger
along her jaw to her chin and captured it, turning her head so
their gazes met. “Maybe one day you’ll be brave enough to grab what
you want. In the meantime, think about this.”

Spencer brushed her lips
against Kate’s. The kiss was so soft it made her heart race. Her
lips parted, and Spencer’s tongue slipped in. Their tongues met,
sliding against each other as Spencer deepened the kiss.

There was no hurry. The
tender mating touched her to her soul and brought tears to her
eyes, even as she curled her arms around Spencer’s neck.

Spencer drew her close,
and Kate sighed, her lips against Spencer’s. It was the sweetest
kiss of her life.

“I’ll see you at
graduation,” Spencer said and backed away. “Maybe you’ll let me
take you for a ride on my bike before we leave.”

She nodded, but she
couldn’t go. Her mother would freak if she found out.

“Until then.” Spencer
turned and walked away.


Chapter One

 


“Are you okay?”

Kate jerked out of her reverie to find
Spencer had moved close and was staring at her with concern
lighting those gorgeous brown eyes. The long black lashes were
sooty, and again Kate was struck with the same jealousy she’d faced
in high school.

Spencer was gorgeous, so
much the butch with her devil-may-care attitude, athletic body with
a few curves in all the right places, and those lashes. She was
five-foot-eight inches tall, giving her both the eyelashes Kate
craved and the
height.

“Umm, uh, I’m
fine.”

“Why were you crying
then?” Spencer asked softly. “Don’t tell me, it’s the same old
fairy story. The prom king, the glass slipper, and a
limo.”

Kate laughed genuinely amused. “You
didn’t say that before.”

Spencer shrugged.

“What are you doing out
here? Smoking?”

“Naw. I kicked that nasty
habit for good in college,” she said with a grin. “One of the best
decisions I ever made, considering how much a pack of smokes is
today.”

Kate nodded, smiling. “You’re right
about that. So, what are you doing here?”

Spencer pointed to the hotel. “I was
dropping something off for Kendra.”

“Ah.” Kendra Dair’s
parents owned the hotel, and she was one of the women the town
loved to gossip about because she was openly lesbian, just like
Spencer had been.

“So, what’s got you hurt,
anything I can help with?”

Everything inside Kate
tensed.

Kate sighed. “I—it’s
complicated.”

“I’m a smart woman. I can
follow.”

Kate looked away, running a hand down
the side of her face and resting her chin on her palm. “What’s
going on with you?”

Spencer touched her arm, and her skin
caught fire. Kate sucked in a breath and looked at Spencer, fear
tangling into a knot in her stomach.

“Why don’t we get out of
here? I’ve got my bike. We can go for a ride. I even have a jacket
you can put on, though I doubt you’ll need it in this summer
heat.”

Everything in Kate screamed don’t do
it. She wasn’t a high school girl on the cusp of
womanhood.

She was a woman. She had
responsibilities, people who counted on her, and a job. She was a
breath away from making professor at the college. It meant more
money and more prestige.

She couldn’t take the chance of going
public right now, even though Harry had just outed her. It could
remain hearsay or the spiteful words of a man whose fiancée was in
competition with her for a promotion.

The university was run by conservative
men who weren’t big on same sex relationships. Hell, she might not
even have a job based on what Harry had said alone.

“I haven’t been on the
back of a bike since … since that night.”

That night—the only night she’d been
with Spencer. Her first time
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