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        Meet bad boy catcher, A. J. Gonzalez...

        

        When I stood Mia up eight years ago, I never dreamed I’d run into her again. But here she is, making me look like a fool in front of thousands of fans.

        

        The sweet, innocent girl never knew why I left. But I had my reason. A good one. In no way was I worthy enough for Mia Gunner. Today, grown up and hotter than ever, she’s still too good for me. But when she walks by, wearing those skin-tight leggings, that doesn't stop me from wanting that taste I denied myself. And I get it.

        

        Almost.

        

        It turns out; Mia isn’t through plotting her sweet revenge. Now, left in a not so compromising position, Mia won’t have anything to do with me.

        

        That is until we find ourselves in another awkward situation. When I think life can’t get more complicated, Mia packs a few more surprises. And believe me, she may not be as timid as I once thought.

        

        I can’t help wanting her, but I need to stay away. Especially with our paths taking different courses. But I’ve never been one to back away from a challenge. It’s the bottom of the ninth. Time to score. I’ll either step to the plate or strike out. No matter what happens, this will definitely be a December I’ll never forget.
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      Pick up your FREE novella today for joining my newsletter, and be among the first to learn about my new releases and giveaways. Find out more after you read Bottom of the Ninth.
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      Dear Readers,

      

      Bottom of the Ninth is a full-length novel derived from the Bottom of the Ninth: The Novella. The novella was featured in The Mistletoe Kisses Anthology and was strictly from the main character’s, AJ Gonzalez’s, point of view. The full-length novel features added scenes, along with dual points of view and an epilogue.

      AJ’s a true alpha male who was fun to tame. I hope you enjoy seeing him grow as much as I had fun creating him. If you need more of these bad boys, Second Chance Hero and Swing for the Fences are available for download now.

      Thanks so much, and I hope you enjoy reading Mia tame AJ!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          AJ

        

      

    

    
      Current Day

      “Why the hell do I look like a half-naked lumberjack elf?” I snap the red suspenders against my bare chest and glance at the green velvet boy shorts. Red triangles, with actual gold jingle bells, trim the waistband. Fucking bells. But I don’t know which is worse—the redonkulous suspenders or the green felt elf shoes with pointed toes curling upward, capped with more damn bells. I jingle like a powder-puff princess cat every time I move.

      “You look...cute?” Jax, my soon-to-be-former roommate, says, suppressing a grin.

      “Fuck you. Trade me costumes; I’ll be Mr. Fourth of July.”

      He flanks my side, wearing red-and-white-striped pants and a matching patriotic hat. He’s like a beefed-up Uncle Sam. I don’t understand why I couldn’t have gotten that costume.

      “No way, man. I’m not wearing that thing.”

      “So much for helping a guy out.” The words no more than fall out of my lips when Mr. April, better known as Zach, our ace closer, walks by with a large pastel Easter egg tucked under his arm.

      Zach stops midstride and sizes me up, the horror of my outfit reflecting in his bulging eyes. Perfect. His jaw drops, and he stands there gaping like a fish.

      “Uh, I just… Yeah, MVP announcement party at my house. And I’ll”—Zach’s voice drops as his bunny paws carry him away—“stop complaining about my outfit.”

      My blood boils. Sure, his silky boy shorts have tiny bunnies draped everywhere, but he pulls it off. I do a quick check of the other teammates and conclude I’m the only creepy one. When I agreed to be Mr. December, I thought a Santa Claus hat with sexy underwear would be my costume. Not this hideous contraption.

      “Why the hell are we even here?” I grumble more to myself.

      “You know why. Just grin and bear it.” Jax’s gaze roams along my outfit, and his lips press tightly together. Despite his best efforts, his shoulders start to shake, and a huge grin slowly stretches across his face. He snorts as he turns to leave and slaps my butt, the jingling sound drawing out the overdue laugh.

      Bastard.

      If Jax weren’t dating someone, I’d kick him in his nuts. His girlfriend may not like me much for that, though. Who I’d actually like to cock punch is Drake, our secondary catcher. Not only is the asshole vying for my spot on the team, but he’s the reason we’re here. His sister organized this fiasco disguised as a photo shoot.

      I bite back a swear word. Yeah, the Ass Award goes to me for complaining. The calendar—the reasoning behind the photos—is for a good cause. I mean, it’s kind of hard to be upset when all proceeds go toward St. Claire Children’s Cancer Research Hospital. And that is the reason certain teammates agreed to stay in town a few days longer. Back-to-back World Series wins make for two long seasons, and everyone’s ready to return to their homes, families, and normal offseason lives.

      With a deep breath, I look up to the ceiling to calm myself. It works. The metal I-beam framework pulls my attention away from myself, and I get lost in the architectural design. For an old abandoned warehouse, the building isn’t in bad shape, but it doesn’t take long before martial arts fight scenes flit through my mind. Blame the lackluster lighting and open-floor plan, but any minute, I swear ninja warriors will pop out from their hiding spots and spring into action.

      I shake my head. I may need to cut back on the kung fu flicks on the El Rey Network.

      Our right fielder walks by, and his chortle tramples upon my peaceful zen. Fuck! Charity or not, I look like a freaking creeper elf.

      “This calendar better bring in tons of money,” I mumble beneath my breath.

      “Oh, it will. Don’t worry.”

      My back muscles tighten, causing me to stand straighter. That voice. That familiar voice glides over my skin and awakens every repressed give-a-shit feeling while simultaneously bringing forth every ounce of unworthiness. It’s been too long since I relished that sound. The sweet voice that made me cave and lowered my guard even if it was temporary.

      I turn to face the woman I never dreamed of seeing again and force myself not to stumble. The sight of her hits me like a base runner colliding into me at home plate—sharp and painful but somehow satisfying. An eyebrow disappears beneath her blonde bangs as if challenging me to recognize her. How could I not? Of all the stupid things I’ve done—and believe me, there have been a lot—my treatment toward her has been my biggest regret.

      But here she is in the flesh, standing in front of me with those electric blue eyes. How? Why? Confusion swirls in my brain before the synapses finally accept the charge, and I utter a single word.

      “Cupcake?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MIA

        

      

    

    
      Current Day

      The pounding in my chest drowns out the chatter of eleven rambunctious athletes as the twelfth teammate stares at me slack-jawed. The only sound he makes is my old nickname. It slides easily off his tongue as if he still has the right to use it. As if he didn’t ghost me for the past eight years.

      “Ariel,” I respond. He flinches from either my clipped tone or the use of his full name. Either way, I shouldn’t care, but his defeated look brings forth a pang of guilt that squeezes my heart. And I hate that I care. I’m not the guilty party and have every right to be angry. But staring into those soft, velvety eyes, as deep brown as the cattails he surprised me with, has a way of making me melt. Lost to the memory, I find it hard to remember the reason why I hate this man. Because he humiliated and broke me.

      I swallow past the lump threatening to form and shove the red and green material against his hard chest. My voice fills with renewed determination. “Here’s the rest of your costume.”

      Oh my God, I did not prepare myself enough to face the beast of the man known as AJ Gonzalez. I thought I was set. I’ve seen photos. Heck, I’ve even gone to a few games, but nothing compares to having the hard mass of muscle in my face. The baby oil my assistant, Nala, had them apply highlights each defined ridge, and his abs are sculptured like a fine piece of bronze art—in color and sheen. My hands itch to run over each valley and peak. I grip the material tighter.

      His gaze pulls from my face and travels down my body. The trip is short; at five foot two, I’m not stacked too high, but he lost his privilege to ogle my body eight years ago. A disgusted growl passes my lips. He at least has the decency to look chagrined. I give another nudge against his chest.

      Instinctively, he grabs the material. “What’s this?”

      “Your tights.”

      “Tights?”

      “Yeah, it completes your outfit.”

      He scoffs as if I’m kidding. I set my jaw with determination. He will wear whatever I tell him. No way is he getting out of this.

      “I’m not wearing that.” He shoves them toward my chest, but I ball my hands into fists and place them by the sides of my hips.

      “Yes, you will.”

      “No, I’m not.” He nudges the tights closer to me again.

      I stand there and stare him down. “Why not?”

      “I think you know why.” His eyes narrow and shift to the other guys in the room, including Drake who sports black boxer briefs with a pilgrim hat. Admittedly, he’s tame compared to the jingle bell elf in front of me. “Ah, I see. You’re getting back at me.”

      “Egotistical much?”

      AJ steps forward and closes the space between us. His body still dwarfs me—being vertically challenged, most people do. I’m used to it. What I’m not used to is having a body I spent the last eight years trying to forget hover over me. I’m suddenly back in college trapped by the spell he cast on me. The one where I want to nuzzle against his chest and curl underneath the protection of his arms. Well, the curse breaks today. There will be no fantasizing over that man. His rugged features and bulging biceps will best be spent on someone other than me.

      I drop my arms and turn on my heels. “I expect you in full uniform by the time you’re scheduled to shoot.”

      “Sure thing, Cupcake.”

      I bristle and press forward.

      “I’ll rock the shit out of this outfit. Just wait,” he calls after me.

      Getting behind my camera, I adjust the settings that don’t really need to be changed, just so I have something to do with my hands while I try to calm down. This guy always could rattle me, damn it.

      “Someone, grab the fire extinguisher. Enough sparks are generating between the two of you to burn the entire warehouse down.” The slight tease to Nala’s voice causes my jaw to drop.

      “I don’t like that guy,” I say a little too fast. A little too defensively. “I can barely stand to be in the same room with him.”

      “Whoa, relax. I just meant because of the arguing.”

      “Oh.” Heat rises in my cheeks. Way to be inconspicuous. I wave my hand dismissively. “He was being difficult about his costume.”

      She snorts. “Can you blame him? It’s hideous.” She glances over toward where AJ stands in full costume. “But damn, he’s still hot. Even with all the bells.”

      I refuse to look. Instead, I double-check the setting. This wide-open space is perfect for my photo shoot, and I was lucky in scoring this location. The client from my last session happened to overhear me trying to secure a spot and volunteered their abandoned warehouse. Turns out, they have the same charity cause as me—help kids curb cancer.

      As Nala fans herself, I press my lips together and try to remember she’s clueless about my past with that man. The man who led me on only to make me feel like the biggest loser on campus. Jerk. I should have known better than to believe the campus stud would’ve wanted anything serious to do with a lowly freshman. But it still hurt like hell.

      “Hey, sis.” Drake’s excitable voice resonates against the steel walls, and I instantly cringe. I love my younger brother, but his enthusiasm for life can be rather grating. “Can I wear this home? I have a hot date tonight, and maybe a little role play—”

      “Fine, whatever.” I cut him off. The last thing I want is to visualize Drake’s sex life. “They’re yours to do with as you wish.”

      “Sweet, because she is a fine piece of ass.”

      Ugh. My brother is a pig. I knew that already, but it never ceases to amaze me how his attitude seems to grow more each day.

      As his voice fades in the background, I do a final check with the camera, trying to block his words. For a twenty-three-year-old, he still has a lot of growing up to do. I can’t be blamed entirely for his actions, but I failed in teaching him respect for women.

      “Nala, can you adjust the larger light to the right just a bit?”

      The natural lighting coming in from the glass-paned windows isn’t enough and will only get worse as the sun sets. After a few more tweaks, we start shooting. Our low budget doesn’t allow for fancy scenery—the steel walls and wooden beams will have to do. But honestly, I don’t think the backdrop matters much when twelve hunky abs pop from the pages. People, women especially, will devour this calendar. There isn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t appreciate the repeat World Series winners and their delicious bodies staring at them daily. This is one project I won’t mind editing.

      I continue to work my way through each month with the help of my assistant. The noise level decreases as each team member leaves until only a slight murmur fills the air. My brother, who wouldn’t shut up about his hot date, hightailed it out of here before the camera had time to commit his image to memory. He was so desperate to leave he cut in line, trading with the right fielder, Axel Rodriguez—a.k.a. Mr. October. I have a strong suspicion as to who Drake’s girl is, but if there was ever a time I hoped to be wrong, it’s now.

      “I’m going straight to hell because ‘hello, Sexy Satan.’” Nala clucks her tongue. “I don’t think I’ll ever look at another photo shoot the same. So much sexiness.”

      “Yep,” I say, finishing up Axel. One more to go. October wasn’t the least sexy month to pick an outfit for, but it proved to be the most challenging. I needed the model to portray Halloween but sexily. After careful debate, the red cape, pointed horns, and flaming jockey underwear won in the end. And I must say, Axel makes Satan look rather good. And that thought just seems wrong on so many levels.

      “Get what you need?” The suggestive tone of the little devil himself pulls my gaze in his direction.

      “All good,” I say with a bittersweet smile. Axel has been trying to get me to go out with him ever since we met. But that’s a huge negative. No way will I date a baseball player.

      “Mmm, I bet you are.” His gaze roams along my body as he steps closer, but AJ cuts him off.

      “Get changed, Rodriguez. You’re too much of a goody for this outfit.”

      “Pfft. You’re one to talk. You look ridiculous.”

      “Bullshit. Mr. December will be the most pinned-up pic.” As if to prove his point, AJ puffs his chest—each sculptured plane on display, begging to be touched—and struts to the three-legged stool. The jingle bells ring loudly with each stride he takes, but the annoyance doesn’t seem to affect him. Nope, not AJ. He owns this.

      Jerk.

      Rodriguez lets out a chuckle but concedes. As he leaves to get changed, I hold back a sigh and stare at the ink covering the right half of AJ’s body. It drapes across the shoulder and extends down to his wrist. My mouth waters. Nobody should look this damn delicious. Why, of all the teams that Drake could’ve been drafted to, did it have to be the Philadelphia Phillies, the one AJ plays for?

      “My, my. Whoever said baseball was boring?” Nala’s voice is so low I’m not sure if she’s asking herself or me. She blows out a quick breath and shakes her head as if to orientate herself. “Work. Money. Yeah, need money. That’s what I have to do. Are you sure you’ll be okay by yourself?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” My tone sounds off, but I don’t think she notices. She’s too busy staring at the ridiculously sexy elf. AJ has been and always will be the type of guy who gets your panties wet with one smoldering look, but the second his mouth opens, the fantasy dies. Maybe I’m just bitter, but there’s no denying the man is as conceited as they come.

      “Okay, but call when you need help editing.” She grabs her purse just as Axel rounds the corner dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt.

      “I’m out.” He walks on ahead to the door, and Nala tilts her head, staring at his ass.

      “Seriously, call me when it’s time to edit. I can look at these beefcakes all day long.”

      I let out a small laugh and agree before facing the elf currently dominating the set. As ridiculous as I made his outfit, I must admit the bastard is pulling it off. AJ’s the sexiest damn elf I’ve ever seen. Criminy.

      That chiseled chin turns toward me at the sound of my shoes clicking against the concrete. The corners of his lips slowly raise into a seductive grin, and my pulse shifts to a faster gear. I puff out a breath. Saving him for last, when we’re all alone, was a bad idea. What the heck was I thinking? Evidently not much, but as the slamming door vibrates through the building and reiterates the fact we’re by ourselves, the problem glows like a neon sign.

      “Did your helper leave?” His deep baritone voice slivers through me and warms areas better left closed for the evening.

      “Um, yeah. Nala needed to get to her paying job.”

      “All right.” His eyes take on a heated look as he drags out the word. “A private session. So intimate.”

      And there he goes, opening his mouth. How can a simple sentence sound utterly sexy, but disgust me? Yeah, saving him for last is a bad idea.

      “Settle down, big boy. There’s nothing private about this.” I step closer to position him. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      “Whatever you say, Cupcake.”

      Our gazes connect, and “Mia” fumbles stupidly from my mouth. Mischief coats his smoky dark eyes as he presses his lips together. My irritation with the use of my old nickname clearly amuses him. The last thing I need to do is give him more ammunition, but I never seem to keep my sanity around this guy. I must’ve been an idiot to think I could have this time. No, I chastise myself, I can because I’m a grown woman who has gotten over the sting of embarrassment a long time ago.

      Frustrated that these lingering issues exist, I switch topics.

      “Congratulations on your career, by the way. I knew you’d make it pro.” I adjust his hat so it hangs more angularly.

      “Thanks. It’s been a crazy ride. Especially these last two years.”

      “Repeated World Series championships is rather impressive.” I tap his left knee. “Here, rest this foot on the peg.”

      “Thanks, but impressive stats don’t buy loyalty.”

      His sharp tone makes me wince. Ongoing speculation has AJ being traded to the Dodgers. And the guy sliding into his spot is none other than my brother, Drake.

      “The rumors are true then?” I pause and dare to peek at him.

      He lifts an eyebrow, and his signature smirk reappears. “About me being a sex god? Yes.”

      Like the mother ship calling me home, my gaze drops to the bulge beneath those ridiculous elf boxers. Warmth floods my face when his dick responds happily. Crap. If he’s this impressive already, I can only imagine what he’s like when he’s turned on. It must be a treat.

      Before I do something stupid like pet him, I step backward. It’s uncharacteristic of me to act this way, but his closeness sends my body into complete havoc. I remind myself, yet again, I’m a grown woman who has nothing but contempt for the man.

      “I meant about the trades,” I clarify after an embarrassing lull.

      “Apparently so.”

      “How do you feel about leaving the team?”

      He grunts. “Shit will work out.”

      Okay. Discussion on his trade talks is off the table. Dropping the subject, I plant myself behind the camera and start snapping pictures. After a few tries, his face grows serious.

      “You’re living in the city now?”

      I nod. “Look to your left and point your chin up just a tad.”

      “When did you move?” he asks before obeying my command.

      “A couple years ago.” It’s more like seven, but I don’t want him to figure out that I never graduated. It’s none of his business, but admitting I dropped out of college is still a sore subject. Also embarrassing, no matter how good of an excuse I have.

      “I had no idea Drake’s your brother.”

      “Yeah. Sorry, I know he can be overbearing.”

      “He’s young, and everything’s still new. It’s understandable that he’s a little wild.”

      Little? That’s putting it mildly. I love my younger brother to death, but that kid’s wild streak is one for the records. No matter how many times I lecture him, he’ll never learn.

      I snap a few more pictures and then tell AJ to turn more toward me.

      He shifts his body and faces the camera, his eyes smoldering as they stare into the lens. I gulp and try to ignore the desire flickering to life. But it’s useless. He’s too damn sexy.

      Click. Another picture.

      Tiny beads of sweat form on my forehead as my inner thighs tingle with need. I shift my weight and try not to let those eyes pull me in farther.

      Click.

      I swear his gaze turns molten, making me question if he can see me through the equipment—as if he has a direct path wired to my thoughts.

      Jesus, this man drips with sex appeal. He’s as delicious as a chocolate ice cream cone, and each melting drop I want to catch with my tongue.

      Good grief, why am I referencing him to food? Maybe, I’m hungry?

      This happened to me back in college. Not the food part but the crazy thinking. One toss of the same sexy look back then had my traitorous body doing flips.

      Click.

      His intensity still burrows into me, and I take a few calming breaths along with a few more shots. I ignore my nipples tightening underneath my shirt and the warmth invading my body. I just need to get through this shoot.

      AJ shifts, and the red suspender strap falls from his right shoulder. I probably have enough material, so I’m essentially done and should call it a wrap. But I don’t. Instead, I’m incredibly masochistic as I step behind him and slide the strap up and over his biceps and then across his broad shoulder.

      His fingers graze the top of my skin when he reaches to hold the strap in place. The warmth residing in my body heats to a damn inferno. I breathe deeply and try to extinguish the flames, but sandalwood and beach invade my nostrils and brings me right back to Los Angeles. Seven years have passed since I left, but it feels like a lifetime ago.

      I force myself to hide behind the camera again until my heart rate evens out.

      “I-I think I have enough shots.” I turn off the spotlight and unhook the reflective umbrella, but my fingers lose their grip. The device tumbles forward. AJ springs from the stool and catches it before an entire week’s worth of profits falls to the ground.

      “Thanks.” I peer up to him, and my guard slips for a moment. I stand mid-chest, and part of me begs for those strong arms to draw me into that firm protective chest. No! I straighten my back and slide my stonewalled expression into place. I’ve lived with the pain and humiliation of him ghosting me for so long. It’s going to take more than one simple gesture for me to forgive him.

      “I’ll, uh, get changed.” He hands me the umbrella and backs away. I remain stoic until he retreats.

      I’m folding up the last of the tripods when AJ returns. “Thanks for participating. I know we’ll raise a lot of money.”

      “No problem.” Questionable caution creeps into his voice most likely caused by my dismissive tone. But I need him to leave.

      “Okay then, maybe I’ll see you around the ballpark.” I regret the words as soon as they leave my lips. If he gets traded, I doubt I’ll ever see him again.

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      God, no. I zip up the bags in a rush. “Really, I’ll be okay. You don’t have to wait. I know the season is long, so you can leave.”

      He glances toward the window panes. A scant amount of light from the streetlight filters inside. Darkness has descended. AJ drops his smirk as he shoots me a look. “Yeah, that’s not happening. There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you alone.”

      My chest squeezes. I’m short, so I’m always on guard. Walking by someone, I watch for flailing arms or else I’ll get smacked across the face. People who talk with their hands are the worst. They never pay attention.

      Then there are the line pushers. The people who see me in line but try to push past. Uh-uh. Not happening. I will release the wrath of Mia. But my least favorite is standing in pit row, surrounded by dancing bodies. I have to be aware of the large sweaty belly or else, smack, sweat juice straight to the face. True story.

      So, it’s nice to have someone look after me. To protect me. But not AJ. I can’t let my guard down around that man.

      “Thanks. I do appreciate it.” Our gazes linger for a moment. The skin on the base of my neck flushes, the tingling sensation rising to my ears. I clear my throat and drop my chin before I embarrass myself. The tips of his tennis shoes step in front of me, and I tense.

      “Mia—”

      “Grab the equipment in this pile, and I’ll lock up behind you,” I cut him off. I don’t mean to be rude, but I can’t deal with him. Making sure I look anywhere but at him, I heave the camera bag onto my shoulder and try not to be affected by his sigh.

      The awkwardness stretches between us until AJ spots my car, and his chuckle breaks the silence.

      “Will everything fit into this toy?”

      I gasp and eye my little royal blue 500 and then shift my gaze to his souped-up 4x4 diesel truck. Of course, AJ Gonzalez would have a monster truck to go with his big fat ego.

      “Everything fits just fine. My car is perfect for city driving. Thank you very much.”

      He eases the equipment inside and then grabs the camera bag. He’s right though. All the equipment barely fits, but I love this car.

      “I suppose it’s just the right size for you, Cupcake.”

      The nickname was cute eight years ago when I thought I meant something to him. Now, it’s just insulting. I cross my arms and stand there trying hard not to stomp my foot like a disobedient child.

      “My name is Mia, and why do you drive such a big tank if you live in the city?”

      His jaw drops and then he eyes my car.

      “Do you see what’s in front of you?” His hand dramatically swipes across his six-foot-one frame. “There’s no way I’ll ever fit inside this...this toy.”

      “I love my car. It’s practical.”

      “Yeah, it’s something all right.”

      I huff and march toward the driver’s side door. I’m so out of here. Let him get into his overcompensating gas-guzzler and bask in the glory of draining natural resources.

      “Cupcake.”

      I ignore him and swing my door open.

      “Mia.” His authoritative tone causes me to stop and glance over the top of my doorframe.

      “If you’ve been in town all this time, why haven’t you looked me up?”

      This question confuses me because he of all people should already know the answer.

      “Why would I look you up?”

      “To get together.”

      Of course.

      “Really?” I choke out a laugh, but my tone is anything but funny. There will be no getting together. Not then. Not now.

      “I’ve missed you.”

      “AJ, you play with enough balls for a living. You don’t need me playing with them too.”

      Not giving him time to respond, I slide into the seat and slam the door. As I throw the car in reverse, I swear his seductive stare I captured so well through the lens skates across my skin. I don’t dare look back. The upper hand belongs to me, and I need to keep it that way. As I pull onto the side street, my stomach does a strange flip. I have a sinking feeling the image of those dark, soulful eyes won’t be so easy to dismiss—not when the memories of freshman year toy with my emotions.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          MIA

        

      

    

    
      Eight Years Ago

      Sadie is going to kill me. I swing the racquetball gear over my shoulder and pound my feet against the concrete in a rush to the Kernette Center. I needed to be there like five minutes ago. The court is reserved, but that doesn’t mean some asshole won’t sweep in and stake a claim. A confrontation over court time is not what I planned for today, but I won’t stand aside. Not when I’m in this mood. If there was ever a time I needed to pound out my frustrations, it’s now.

      Upon reaching the center, I push the thick steel door open—the heaviness a stark reminder of this past year’s burdens I’ve shouldered. The ache in my chest deepens. My phone, buried deep in my bag, still burns from Mom’s conversation. Her intentions may be good, but her poor execution negates any positive she tries to accomplish.

      The distance between us doesn’t help. I’m completely useless. Los Angeles to Vermont, my home state, isn’t a small feat. It’s not like I can drop everything and be there to help her. Twitching my nose doesn’t channel my inner Samantha. It only makes me look like I have allergies. I tried it once when I was ten and wanted my dad to appear. He was running late, a common occurrence, and was going to miss another recital. My dad missed my performance, and Mom made an appointment with the pediatrician. Several skin pricks later, it turns out I’m a mere mortal who watched too many reruns of Bewitched. But, hey, knowing I’m allergic to ragweed is a plus.

      My once strong-as-a-rock mother isn’t handling things well—none of us are. My siblings, Drake and Anna, are left behind dealing with their own demons while Mom tries to deal.

      Mom always gets this way about a month before my sister’s bloodwork. I can’t blame her—Anna has only been in remission for two years—but Mom’s not coping well. Pile on my brother’s antics and not even the warmth of Los Angeles weather can turn my sour mood around. I need to clear my head, and a hollow rubber ball will do the trick.

      As I near Court B, the boing from a hard-hit racquetball reverberates off the walls and draws my attention to the glass partition. My nostrils flare at the guy squatting on my court time. I knew I should’ve cut the phone call short. The campus is too populated for there not to be a problem.

      Before making a fool of myself, I fumble around my bag for my phone to check the confirmation email. Yep, Court B. I take a breath of encouragement as my body tenses for the impending argument and swing the door open.

      Whoosh.

      I immediately crouch, my heart skipping a beat before galloping as if it was in a race for his life. Jesus, that ball would’ve stung.

      “Whoa, are you trying to get yourself killed?” a deep voice asks. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Me?” My voice squeaks as my heart paces back to semi-normal. I may still be pissed about him infringing on my time, but the near hit to my face scared the fight from me. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?”

      He stands there with a blank look, and it takes a second for me to collect my thoughts. Mr. Squatter is Mr. Perfect—at least in looks. I try not to let his dark hair, with droplets of sweat beading off the ends, or the hint of defined muscles peeking from the sleeveless Dri-fit shirt distract my mood. But it’s hard. Not only does the sleeve tattoo on his right arm look so darn sexy, but a sheen of sweat coats his skin and accentuates his coloring which glows the same golden oak stain of my bed’s wooden frame. My bed?

      I double blink and shove those errant thoughts from my brain. I have one purpose for being here, and that’s to jump him. No! To get rid of him.

      “This is my court time. I reserved it, so you can move along.” Jesus, could I sound any bitchier? I think my negotiation skills need work.

      Mr. Perfect raises an eyebrow, and the way he stares at me sends warmth spreading from the back of my mouth down to my core. My body may want him to stay, but I won’t back down. I need this exercise, this therapeutic adrenaline shot.

      He opens his mouth, but my phone buzzes and cuts him off.

      SADIE: Running late. Be there in about thirty.

      Great.

      “My roommate’s running behind.” I lift my gaze from my phone and land on toned legs. He must have a religious workout routine because he’s in excellent shape. Add in his confident swagger, and the total package points to him being a senior. A competitive spark flares inside me and welcomes the challenge. “Game?”

      “Sure I won’t be imposing? I don’t want to infringe on your court time.”

      “I deserve that.” I press my lips together trying to suppress a smile. I fail. “Sorry, but I really need to play today.”

      “I’m game if you think you can keep up.” His gaze roams along my body, and I can read his thoughts. They’re the same as everyone else’s who sizes me up.

      “Don’t worry. I pack a mean punch despite my height.” I snap my goggles on and silently dare him to dispute me.

      The cutest dimple appears, and I try not to get lost in those dark eyes. “All right, Cupcake. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Stepping to the service box, I wonder where the nickname comes from and ignore the fact it’s way cuter than the one I gave him. This isn’t the time for warm tingles to invade my stomach. Nope. Too much aggression swirls in my veins and seeks release.

      Mr. Perfect positions himself behind the receiving line, and I glance back. “Sure you don’t want to serve first?”

      His eyes dip lower. “Nah, the view’s just fine right here.”

      Every feminist bone in my body stages a protest at the chauvinistic remark, but my muscular system warms to the idea of him liking what he sees. And damn, if I don’t flirt back.

      “Just fine?”

      Surprise coats his features before he breaks into a wide grin. “I was being polite. Your ass is more than fine. Great even. But I didn’t think it was appropriate to list every single position my dirty little mind has pictured it in.”

      Holy crap.

      My jaw opens slightly. And the battle raging inside? Score one for soft tissue because every muscle burns with heat as fire spreads through my veins. This guy is clearly out of my league.

      As if he reads my mind, he chuckles. “Thought so.”

      Not sure what he means by that, I let the comment go. “Let’s see if your skill can match that mouth of yours.”

      I drop the ball and deliver a jam shot. Darting to the right, he makes quick use of his forehand stroke, and the game begins. As I zone my opponent out, I focus on my movements. Each delivered stroke eases the sting of not being there for
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