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Chapter One

Tatum

 


“Tatum? Thoughts?”

Tatum Ripley glanced up from the stick
figure she’d been doodling for the last three minutes and blinked
her eyes twice at Chauncy Covington, her managing editor at the
Sycamore Statesman, their small-town campus newspaper.

“Thoughts? On … trash cans?”

A predictable snicker rippled through the
other editors assembled at the weekly brainstorming session for
that Friday’s edition. Chauncy, as ever, was unfazed by the verbal
mutiny. “Not just any trash cans, Tatum. The new ones, for
the quad?”

Tatum met Chauncy’s inquisitive glance from
where he stood at the front of the room, dry erase marker hovering
over a list of proposed topics on the whiteboard by his side. Tatum
pretended to glance down at her doodle figure, realizing that, with
the curly hair and thick glasses, it looked remarkably like Chauncy
himself! Stifling a self-conscious grin, she made her best, I’m
honestly being serious right now, face. “I’m all for them,
obviously, but are we talking a full profile here or…”

Chauncy looked disappointed. “I for one
think doing our part to reduce the amount of on-campus litter by at
least 3.7 percent this semester alone is worth a full profile,
don’t you?”

His disgusted voice made it sound like Tatum
secretly went about at night, tossing candy bar wrappers and
biodegradable coffee cups around the campus quad willy-nilly. She
glanced around the semicircle of editors pointedly, noting how they
were already staring nervously at their notes, as if to avoid being
assigned the weighty topic of new trash receptacles themselves.
“Clearly, but for the Arts and Entertainment page?”

More snickers from the cheap seats. More
shooting eye daggers from Chauncy. She was nervously adding another
strand of curly clown hair to Chauncy’s stick figure in her spiral
notebook when the editor’s office door opened and Moira Spiers
poked her head out. “Tatum? A word?”

Tatum stood abruptly, mouthing “sorry” at
Chauncy even as she sped toward the editor’s office in record time.
“Jesus,” she gasped, leaning dramatically with her back against the
door she’d just closed behind her. “How long can you talk about new
trash cans?”

Moira shot her an understanding, if aloof,
grin. Tatum kept forgetting that Moira and Chauncy had dated at
some point, however briefly. “Can’t blame a guy for loving the
environment, can you, Tatum?”

Tatum rolled her eyes but remained on the
fence. If this was some kind of lover’s spat, she wanted nothing to
do with it. “I suppose not. So, what did you call me in here for,
anyway?”

Moira waved a chewed-up pencil at the chair
across from her cluttered desk. “You’re new this semester but every
fall we do a feature called ‘Rookie Roundup’ where we profile one
of the incoming high school stars as they transition to their first
year of college athletics.”

Tatum nodded, still waiting for an answer to
her question. She jerked a thumb out the small window toward the
typically rowdy newsroom beyond, the rest of the editors still
assembled in a semicircle around Chauncy. “Shouldn’t one of the
sports editors do that?”

Moira glanced up, pinching the bridge of her
long, angular nose as if she was addressing a squirming class of
kindergartners. “They do, obviously, but there are so many sports
to go around that everybody pitches in with this feature.”

“No pun intended, right?”

Moira blinked her soft brown eyes, ebony
skin warm and vibrant beneath the flattering desk lamp at her side.
Then she got the joke and smiled, warmly. Tatum unclenched just a
bit. She wasn’t nervous, exactly. She just didn’t know much about
sports, and despite her limited dating experience, had never had
much luck with jocks, in particular.

“Funny you should use that particular pun,”
Moira said, sliding an 8 x 10 print across her cluttered desk.
“Because, ding-ding, you get to profile Shane Dixon, our incoming
baseball star.”

“Baseball?” Tatum groaned, sliding the
glasses up her nose anxiously. “I don’t know much about sports but
I know even less about baseball.”

Moira chuckled. “We’re not looking for
statistics here, Tatum. It’s a profile. I’ve prepared a
questionnaire for you to use, printed out a few of last year’s
features so you’ll know what we’re looking for.”

“And … what are you looking for?”

Moira sat back in her desk chair, reaching
for a cup of coffee in one of the cheery little Campus Café
to-go cups Tatum saw so often around school. Finding it empty,
Moira wriggled it hopefully before tossing it into the trash next
to her desk. “Honestly, Tatum? To forgive another pun, this is a
softball assignment. You take a few pictures of Shane in action,
take him to the batting cage, sit with him in the bleachers, ask
him a few easy questions about life in the athletic dorms, the
transition from high school to college, his hopes for the future,
that kind of thing.”

Tatum visibly relaxed. “I can do that.”

Moira chuckled. “Tatum, a junior high
yearbook editor could do it. It’s not the assignment that’s
difficult, it’s … resisting temptation.”

Tatum chuffed, struggling to ignore the
sexy, baby-faced jock in the 8 x 10 glossy Moira had foisted upon
her side of the desk. “That … won’t be a problem, Moira.”

Moira chuckled openly, a rich, belly-deep
guffaw Tatum didn’t think she’d ever heard from her typically stoic
editor in chief before. “Oh, that’s what they all say, Missy. Then
I spend the rest of the semester consoling my fragile little
editors as they nurse their broken hearts after getting a little
too close to their, uh … subjects.”

“For one,” Tatum offered in her own defense.
“I’m a junior so this actual child and I will have nothing in
common. For another, I’ve never been a fan of jocks, and frankly,
they’ve never been a fan of me. We have absolutely nothing in
common and I have even less interest in derailing my journalism
career over some, some…”

“Some corn-fed country hottie,” Moira
finished for her, tapping the same picture Tatum couldn’t stop
herself from admiring.

“Please, Moira. Give me a little more credit
than that?”

Moira nodded, her cell phone skittering
across the desk and distracting her. “I’ll put it this way,” she
finally said. She pulled her eyes away from the text thread open on
her cell screen. “You’re a junior, but a transfer from Spruce
Valley Community College. I know they’re not big on athletics over
there, but here at Sycamore State, it’s a very big deal and don’t
these kids know it. They’re cocky, they’re entitled and they eat
cute little reporters like you for breakfast, so fair
warning—keep it quick, keep it short, and
above all, keep it professional.”

Moira reached for her phone even as she
pinned Tatum with a vaguely maternal expression. Tatum understood
she was being dismissed and stood, nodding accordingly as she
swiped up the sexy headshot and cute little portfolio her editor in
chief had prepared for her. “Ma’am,” she saluted playfully, turning
on her crisp new heels. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I mean it, Tatum,” Moira offered. She waved
her cell phone like a wooden spoon she was about to smack her
newest editor’s hand with. “Keep it professional, and above all,
keep it in your pants!”


Chapter Two

Shane

 


“Dixon!”

Shane Dixon glanced up from untying his
cleats to find Coach Clayton glaring at him from his office
doorway. “Coach?”

“Your ass. My office. Now!”

The smattering of other freshman players
milling about after conditioning practice chuckled good-naturedly
as they drifted in and out of the showers, bare asses, snapping
towels and squeaking flip-flops aplenty. Shane stood anxiously and
ignored their playful taunts, limping toward Coach’s office still
clutching the one cleat he’d managed to take off before being
summoned.

“Did I do something wrong?” Shane asked
cautiously, half-in the doorway.

“Hell no, Kid,” Coach assured him, waving a
beefy hand toward the chair across from his desk. “I just didn’t
want the other rookies to hear how special you are.”

Coach wore a smile, but his words sounded
vaguely sarcastic. Shane wriggled into his uncomfortable chair and
waited for the punch line. “How’s that?”

Coach picked up a newspaper from his desk
and waved it around as if he was swatting flies. “Every fall the
school newspaper profiles incoming freshman for their ‘Rookie
Roundup’ feature. For whatever reason, they’ve chosen our very own
Shane Dixon for this year’s profile.”

Shane shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
“What? Why me?”

“Hell if I know, Kid.” Coach gave him a good
once-over, frowning in his predictably surly way, as if deciding
which limb to chop off first. “Maybe it’s those cute little dimples
of yours,” he teased. “Or those dreamy green eyes. Or that damn
country accent of yours. Either way, it’s my job as your coach to
give you a little fatherly advice before fame comes calling.”

“Warning?”

“Listen, I’ve seen some of those reporters
at the Sycamore Statesmen and let me tell you, hands off,
you hear?”

Shane frowned. The last thing he wanted at
this point in his life was some dowdy brainiac distracting him from
his goal of winning Rookie of the Year as an incoming freshman at
Sycamore State. “Uh, I’m good, Coach, honest.”

Coach scoffed openly, swigging from what
looked to be a tar-stained coffee mug. “That’s what they all say,
Kid.”

Shane was insistent. “Yeah, but I mean it. I
dated one girl back in high school and that was it.” Shane thought
of Emily Rose, his high school sweetheart, blushing at what they
used to do after he snuck into her bedroom late at night, his big
hand over her mouth to keep her from waking up her parents with her
high-pitched little squeals—to say nothing
of the bed frame squeaking under their naked, writhing bodies.

Coach rolled his eyes. “That just makes you
all the more ripe for womanly charms now that you’re separated from
your puppy love back home, Kid.”

“All I care about is baseball, Coach.
Scout’s honor.”

Coach set his coffee mug down with a huff
and a puff. “Save it for the paper, Kid. This is the part where I
warn you about falling for sexy little reporters with their glasses
and ponytails and their fancy pens and high heels, okay?”

Shane chuckled. Suddenly, it was Coach’s
turn to blush. “Sounds like your fantasy, Coach, not mine.”

“You’re a freshman, Kid. What, eighteen
still?”

“Nineteen.” Shane sat up a little taller as
if to prove it.

“Wow, big whoop. At your age, a stiff breeze
is enough to get your pecker hard and I don’t need some sexy
reporter distracting you from conditioning classes this semester,
you hear? We may be off season but you’re still to abide by our
team’s code of conduct, Shane. Remember that?”

Coach stood, short and squat and
intimidating. Shane nodded, aware he was being dismissed but still
dismayed by the brief interaction. He sat, watching Coach stride to
the door. “Is that … all?”

“Far from it, Kid.” Coach stood in the
doorway, salty face easing into a teasing smile that failed to
reassure him. “Now, you’ll want to put that cleat you’ve been
holding this whole time back on.”

Shane held it up as if he’d forgotten he was
still clutching it like a security blanket. “What? Why?”

“Because that little reporter will be here
in a few minutes, but first I have to shoo these other rookies out
of the locker room so she can get a good photo op with you!”


Chapter Three

Tatum

 


“Mr. Dixon?”

Tatum stood just inside the locker room
doors, holding one of them aloft as if primed for flight. Despite
his bellowing voice and crusty exterior, Coach Clayton had been
surprisingly accommodating on the phone, offering her the use of
the empty locker room as her first photo op of the profile she’d be
writing as her part of the Rookie Roundup feature for the
Statesman.

She heard stirring and saw the flash of bare
skin as a lithe figure danced into view. “Yes? Hello?” A syrupy
Southern accent called out from just inside, drawing her deeper in
as Shane Dixon stood, tugging down a clingy grey Property of
Sycamore State Athletic Department t-shirt over a flat stomach
dusted with gently rippling abs above the waistband of equally
gripping baseball pants. The knees were dusted with grass stains
she somehow sensed would pop in the photo portion of her
profile.

Oh shit, was her immediate thought,
flashes of Shane’s boyish, tender skin seared into her brain. No
wonder Moira warned me about this assignment!

Shane stood before her, blushing vaguely
under the soft sodium bulbs lined in long, seemingly endless rows
above them. He was compact, just slightly shorter than herself, but
taut and lean, soft, and gushing with ripe, youthful enthusiasm,
and as her wily editor in chief had so eloquently put it, corn-fed
country charm.

“Sorry,” he murmured, cheeks flushed beneath
gently batting green eyes and luxuriantly soft lashes. “Coach said
there’d be picture taking so I was just trying to suit up right and
proper.”

Tatum inched deeper inside the locker room,
overpowered by the scent of male testosterone, cheap bodywash and
sweat. Lots and lots of sweat. Rich, manly, horny sweat.

Oh, oh, my. Her mind raced, to say
nothing of her pulsing hot libido. Why have I never done the
jock thing before?

He stood like a little boy trying on his
first suit, tugging at the hem of the shirt with long, tender
fingers. Tatum struggled to ignore them, to say nothing of the rest
of him, just as lithe and tender and aching and dreamy and—

“That’ll do just fine,” Tatum murmured
ridiculously, like an old schoolmarm complimenting her student
after reciting his ABCs correctly for the very first time.

Shane didn’t look convinced. “You sure you
don’t want me in my jersey?”

Tatum’s mind raced. She’d been hoping that
Shane would be so obnoxious, so odious, so predictably jock-ish,
misogynist, and oafish that she’d want to make this a one-off,
peppering questions like arrows from a quill, snapping a few candid
shots to fill the piece out and never having to see Shane Dixon
again.

But at the first sight of his
caramel-colored, athletic body and the first sound of those lilting
country words, she knew instinctively she was going to stretch this
out for as long as she could. “We’ll do the full uniform next time,
okay?”

“Next time?” His tone implied that, perhaps,
he’d thought this would be a one-off as well.

She scrambled to avoid sounding desperate.
“I mean, this is your big debut to the other students at Sycamore
State. You want them to get to know the real you, right?” Tatum had
no idea where the words were coming from. She’d never been good at
flirting, God knows, but she found that in her role as reporter,
she had a built-in reason to see more of Shane.

“Sure, I suppose.” Shane’s accent was pure
honey drizzle, like syrup across his thick, plump lips. “Whatever
you say, ma’am.”

Tatum stiffened, just shy of wagging a
motherly finger. He sensed it, taking an involuntary step back and
offering her a curious smile that hinted Shane might not be so
innocent after all. “I mean, you know my name but … I can’t just
call you Lady Reporter the whole time, now can I?”

Tatum wasn’t so sure. “Lady Reporter”
sounded pretty damn sexy in Shane’s smooth, Southern accent. Still,
she supposed he was right. Damn him!

“I’m Tatum,” she said, hooking her valise
over her shoulder nervously as she extended a hand toward Shane. He
took it eagerly, tenderly, his skin warm and smooth against her
own. “So … no more ma’am, okay?”

He nodded almost bashfully, a soft blush
rushing to fill his adorably dimpled cheeks. “Yes, ma’am.”

They chuckled nervously. She shook her head,
dragging her hand
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