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        Girl next door Rachel Darling has been in love with local baseball hero, Bastien LeBeau, for her whole life. Now that he's back in town, can she convince him that she’s the right woman for him or will he lose the best thing that might ever happen to him?
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      Saturday night in June in Swan's Creek, Maine was unbearably boring. It was the same old people that you saw every day and night for the past year, complaining about the same things. Nothing new, nothing exciting. The tourists hadn't yet flooded into Maine, swarming like the infamous black flies, landing on everything, taking over the towns, streets, everything in their path until September. While they could be a real pain in the ass with the congestion and demands, they fed the economy and brought new blood to the area, like a turbo shot for the town.

      Locals hung out at the Salty Dog for the beer, the companionship and the baseball game. Tourists rarely came to this bar, just drive by, maybe stopped for a few pictures to say they went in a local dive. But they left quickly enough, driven out by the people of Swan's Creek who were territorial of their hangout and suspicious of out-of-towners. Leave them to the surrounding towns. Swan's Creek was insular and they liked it that way.

      Bastien LeBeau brushed his shoulder-length hair out of his eyes and squinted at the pool table, trying to push the sounds from the Red Sox game on the television out of his mind. The crack of the bat and the cheers from the local crowd gathered at the bar jarred his concentration and he missed the cue ball, knocking his target completely off the table, nowhere near the pocket. He cursed.

      Mike Kincaid, his cousin and partner in crime, clapped him on the back. “Better luck next time, loser. That must have been a helluva conversation with your agent. Hell, I didn't even know you still had one.”

      “Bastard.” Bas muttered, and grabbed his beer and drained the last swallow. “It's informal. Hank keeps his ear out for opportunities for me.”

      Mike paused. “And have there been any?”

      Bas rested his chin on the top of the pool cue. “No. Not at any level.”

      Mike racked the balls. “You really want to play minor league baseball? You're too old for that shit.”

      “You know it's a pathway to the majors.” Bas shrugged and stepped out of Mike's way as he circled the table.

      “I couldn't do it. Not the minor leagues. You got a good life here. Isn't that enough?”

      “It's my dream. I still have the legs and bat speed. Plenty of players have made it later.”

      “Dumbass.” Mike chuckled and circled the table, scoping his next shot. He shoved his glass at Bas and pushed him toward the bar. “Make yourself useful and get us more beer. I'll be a while.”

      Bas grumbled but headed for the bar and his sister, Lacey, who was heckling the customers and keeping the beer and food flowing. He leaned against the end of the bar next to a cute little thing in a pink polka dot dress, who was sipping a girly drink with an umbrella, of all things. He didn't even know the Salty Dog had umbrellas or that his sister knew how to make a drink like that.

      He stepped to the bar next to the woman, slid the mugs across the counter, and jutted his chin at Lacey. “Two more Sea Dogs.”

      She scowled at him. “You might want to slow down.”

      “I don't have to work tomorrow and I have a long summer to fill.”

      She wiped the counter in front of him. “Beer is not the answer.”

      He glared at her. “And you just lost your tip.”

      She snorted. “Like you'd tip me anyway. Whatever.” She stomped down the end of the bar to the beer taps.

      He leaned against the counter and glanced at the woman who was sitting with her back to him. He could easily see that she was curved in all of the right places, with just enough padding for a handful. Her long wavy dark hair cascaded down her back and he resisted the urge to test one of the curls to see if it was as soft as it looked. His lower brain stirred for the first time in several months, roused by the possibility of something new. Maybe beer wasn't the only way to get through the summer. A distraction could be exactly what he needed.

      He tapped her on the shoulder and said, “I haven't seen you around here before. I'm Bas.”

      She slowly swiveled on the seat and her startling blue eyes peered up at him from under impossibly long eyelashes. “Hi, Bas.”

      “Oh shit.” The words popped out before he could think.

      Rachel Darling, his younger sister's best friend, gazed up at him, a question in her eyes, and a hint of hurt quickly masked by a bright smile. She turned further on the stool to face him, her smooth bare legs sliding along his rougher skin, igniting a tingle that had nothing to do with the several beers he had already consumed. Lust slammed into him and he tamped it down ruthlessly.

      He hadn't really spent any time with Rachel in several years, beyond family picnics and isolated events, and she certainly had never looked this hot before. He had spent most of his time away from Swan's Creek, Maine playing baseball, up until two years ago when he was cut from his minor league contract. He had moved back home and been subbing at the local high school and coaching the baseball team. He had buried himself in the job, admittedly sulking and hiding from his failure, and the long Maine winter helped him hibernate. Now it was summer and he was emerging to join the living and the first woman he saw was the one woman he could never have.

      Little Rachel Darling had grown up into a stunning woman. His sister would kill him.

      Lacey slammed the two beers on the bar counter and glared, clearly knowing where his thoughts were straying. Damn.

      He grabbed the beers and backed away. “Um, nice to see you, Rachel.” He glanced at Lacey. “Have a great night.”

      Disappointment and sadness flashed in her eyes, then a steely determination. Before he could bow to the good manners his mother had ingrained in him to help a damsel in distress, he needed to escape. He hardened himself against his desire to comfort and he bolted from the bar to the safety of the pool tables and the men congregated there.

      Mike glanced up from racking the balls. He took the beer and studied him. “What are you running from?” He peered around him and understanding dawned. “Ahh, Rachel.”

      Bas took a deep gulp of his beer. “Yeah, Rachel. Why didn't you tell me she had grown up so hot?”

      Mike cocked his head. “Yeah I guess she's hot, in an innocent little teacher way. Not my type really. And not usually yours. What gives?”

      Bas drained his beer and slammed the glass on the counter. “Are we going to gossip or play pool?”

      He grabbed the pool cue from Mike and nailed his opening break shot. He studied the table, lining up his next shot, when he caught of whiff of a subtle fruit scent, out of place among the stale beer and peanuts. A glimpse of pink polka dot danced at the edges of his vision, then obscured it completely. He straightened and Rachel slid between him and the pool table.

      “We never finished our conversation, Bas.”

      He crossed his arms and studied her. “I thought we had.”

      She trailed a finger down his bare arm. He shivered, goose bumps raised along his skin. Her dress whispered across his legs, trailing fire in its wake. She turned, brushing against his lower body, which tightened in immediate response. “I haven't played pool in ages. Can I play?”

      Her voice was different than he remembered. More coy and flirty. He had never found false cuteness appealing but he was frozen in place, unsure of how the rules had changed between them, and not sure how he felt about it. He glanced up and met Mike's laughing gaze. His cousin leaned on the pool cue, highly amused by the situation.

      She took the cue out of his hand and bent over, her ass nestled firmly against his erection. She then wiggled but teetered on her heels and almost fell, stepping on his toe. Hard.

      Stars danced in his eyes and he yanked his foot up, pushing her off balance, then bent over to massage the throbbing toe. She whirled around and whacked him in the stomach with the pool cue. Added to the stars were some planets and sparkly lights, as nausea rose up. Blood roared in his ears, drowning out Rachel's comments. Vaguely he heard Mike's belly laugh, and the laughter of the whole bar. He wheezed, vainly trying to catch his breath and not pass out, especially not at the Salty Dog in front of family and friends.

      A cold liquid splashed on his face, stinging his eyes, but shaking him out of momentary paralysis. He shook his head, beer flying around him. Then soft hands and a napkin wiped at his face, only smearing the beer in further. He snatched the cloth and pushed her away.

      “Haven't you done enough? Leave me alone!” He fairly roared the last statement, reinforcing it with a sweeping gesture of his arm.

      She stumbled away, against the pool table. He straightened and sucked in air, and slowly, his surroundings became clearer and the pain receded. When he finally could focus his eyes, Rachel was nowhere to be found.
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      Rachel pushed her way through the crowds of people she had lived with for the past twenty-seven years. Most were laughing and clapping her on the back, enjoying her shame and embarrassment. Somehow whenever Bas LeBeau was involved, she found a new and horrible way to screw everything up. However, she didn't usually unman him. No, tonight she had sunk to whole new levels. Not exactly the way to show him that she had grown up.

      When she had heard his voice at the bar, a shiver of excitement had shot up her spine. For once, instead of a patronizing older brother, he sounded sexy, using his husky voice that she had heard him use on so many women, as a precursor to going to bed. He never sounded like that with her.

      Until tonight.

      She had allowed herself to think, to hope, that maybe he would start to see her as a sexy woman, as someone he could have a relationship with. Heck, even someone to sleep with just once. She'd settle for that. She'd wanted that ever since junior high when she had met him, the older brother of her very best friend, Lacey. They had been watching the high school baseball team where Bas was already a star. He came over to the fence in his tight baseball pants and tugged on Lacey's braid. Then he turned his charm on her and she was lost. But he was already moving on to his next conquest, Mindy Marcelle, a high school senior and reputed to be an easy girl.

      She sighed and studied the rolling waves coming in from the Atlantic to the small cove next to the bar. She walked over to a big boulder on the edge of the parking lot and sat on it, hugging her knees to her chest. The ocean drowned out the muffled music and the seagulls crying out above, the sounds reinforcing her melancholy mood. The music increased and then cut off. The crunch of gravel indicated someone had exited the building.

      A shadow fell over her and she glanced up. “Hey. Sorry I tried to kill your brother.”

      Lacey chuckled and shoved her over on the rock, settling in next to her, side to side. “You okay?”

      She nodded, sniffling a little. “Yeah, I guess. This is not how I planned it.”

      “Really? I thought it was brilliant.” Lacey laughed, then nudged her. “Come on. It was funny.”

      “You would think so. You've spent your life tormenting your brother.”

      “Actually it was the other way around usually.” Lacey got quiet for a moment, watching the waves lapping the shore. “Did you ever think it wasn't meant to be?”

      Rachel stifled her immediate reaction to the question and thought for a long moment. “No, I didn't. I always thought we would be together. Once he came home after those years away, I thought maybe he'd see me different, be ready to settle down.”

      Lacey sighed. “He didn't come home happy, Rach. He's pissed, embarrassed, and lost at the moment. Not that he would admit it. A relationship has never been his thing, and I doubt he has any thought for that right now with you or anyone else.”

      “Who says I want a relationship? Heck, I’d settle for a one-night stand.”

      “Really?” A male voice spoke from just behind them and Rachel groaned.

      “Sunken ditches,” she muttered, wishing the rock would open up and suck her deep inside. She could not catch a break. Not a one.

      “Um, what?” He glanced around confused.

      She sighed. “Sunken ditches. I can't swear around my elementary school kids.”

      Lacey whacked him on the arm. “Son of a bitch?” she whispered.

      “Ahh, okay.” He moved into her line of sight and laid a hand on Lacey's shoulder. “Can you give us a minute?”

      Lacey glanced at her, sympathy shining in her eyes. Rachel tried to reach for her but Lacey evaded her hand. Lacey stood, then grabbed Bas's arm.

      “Be nice to her or you'll answer to me.” She slapped him upside the head and strode back into the bar.

      Bas settled on the rock next to Rachel and the silence dragged. Finally, he sighed.

      She held up a hand. “Wait. I, uh, need to apologize to you.” Her words trailed off as she realized she had no idea what to say.

      He grinned and tweaked a curl that hung over her shoulder. “Not a very good apology, Rach. But I'll take it.”

      His hand lingered for a moment on her bare shoulder and she steeled herself against the feelings. He dropped his hand and rubbed it over his face.

      “Rach, I'm flattered. Really. But I'm not the guy you think I am or want me to be. You deserve something, someone, better.”

      She turned and laid a hand on his arm. “You're a good man, Bas.”

      He snorted. “I'm a washed-up ballplayer who never even made it to the big leagues. I teach high school history. Not the stuff of heroes, Rachel. I'm not your hero. I can't be that right now. And maybe not ever.” He trailed a finger down her cheek, catching a tear falling from one eye. “Forget about me. You deserve the whole package, a guy who loves you above all else, not someone for one night. And that's all I can give. Forget about me.”

      She drew in a shuddering breath, surprised at the wetness

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/images/herlastshot_heidiulrich.jpg
ManCe

LA

Can he convince
Rachel to give him
a second shot?







