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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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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?” Pete couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice.

“Taking her to The Sweet Magnolia,” Nelson said.

Heat moved up in Pete’s body.

Nelson offered his arm. Jo folded her fingers around his puny biceps, and he walked off with the girl of Pete’s dreams. Coach Bass stood in the parking lot, next to his car, and watched them drive away.

* * * *
[image: image]


JO WASN’T EXPECTING much from her dinner with Nelson Barker because she had taken an immediate dislike to the arrogant man. But he was the boss’s nephew, so she figured one meal with him would help smooth her way in her job. She planned to eat fast and return home.

The date was a disaster. He was boring and a braggart who took credit for the accomplishments of others. He leered at her, staring at her chest, making his plans obvious. She had to swat his hand off her knee more than once. Nerves kept her from eating much, angling to leave as soon as possible.

Once they were in the car, Barker was like an octopus with eight arms, his hands always in the wrong places. Jo tried all the tricks she had learned in self-defense class. The only one that worked was punching him in the throat. When he grabbed his neck, she pulled the lock and opened the door. He reached for her, but she smashed her knuckle down on the back of his hand. He yelped and pulled away. She ran, on shaking legs, back into the restaurant.

Fortunately, Nelson pulled out of the parking lot and drove away instead of confronting her. Without her vehicle, Jo was stranded. She tried calling a local cab company, but there was no answer. Probably closed for the night. She bit her lip and paced. With a sigh of resignation, she accessed her new Kings directory and called Coach Bass.

“I’m so sorry to bother you. Geez, maybe you’re on a date or something, but I’m kind of in trouble.”

“Jo? What is it?”

She explained about Nelson.

“Don’t move a muscle. I’m on my way.”

She perched on a bench facing the parking lot. An uneasy feeling crept up the back of her neck. What did she know about Coach Bass, anyway? What if he was as bad as Nelson? Would she be leaping into a bad or even worse situation? She mopped perspiration from her forehead.

The Coach pulled up within ten minutes.

“Thank you so much for coming. The restaurant confirmed that taxi service in Monroe is closed at this hour. I’d walk, but these shoes wouldn’t take me one mile, let alone five.

“Don’t think twice, Jo. For Christ’s sake, you only asked for a lift. Walking would have been dangerous. What if that asshole Nelson had circled around and come back?”

She shuddered.

“I wasn’t doing anything anyway. No problem.”

“Thank you.” She was grateful for his response, but a bit worried about what would happen when she arrived home. Will I get the same routine from Pete that I got from Nelson?

The ride was quiet. Pete Sebastian looked comfortable behind the wheel of his silver Mercedes. She snuggled into the leather seat and looked out the window. The light had faded, and the road wasn’t familiar. She tightened her grip on the armrest. What if he’s not taking me home? Her heart rate kicked up, and her palms got sweaty. A glance at him with only one hand on the wheel didn’t give her any indication of what he had planned.

“You’re in the Mountain View complex?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes. Number 246. It’s on the right.”

He chuckled. “I love Monroe. They call this a complex with only twenty townhouses.”

“It is small. But that’s one thing I like about it.”

“With your credentials, you could have gone anywhere. Why here?”

“I love small towns.”

He laughed. “You sure got the small town part right.”

Lights from the other townhouses appeared within five minutes. She let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding when she saw Mountain View.

Pete pulled up to the curb and cut the motor. “Here you go.” He got out of the car. Jo’s pulse doubled again. He came to her side and opened the door, offering his hand to help her out. It was warm, dry, and a little rough, but oddly soothing. “That door’s got so many gadgets, no one can find the place to open it,” he explained.

“Thank you.”

He accompanied her to the square of cement walk right before her door then stopped. He raised his hand in a wave. “Have a good night. Sorry Nelson was such a jerk.”

“Thanks, Pete. I appreciate your bailing me out.”

“Any time.” Then, he turned and headed back to his vehicle.

She breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe not all of Coach Bass’s old-school ways were bad. Finding him a gentleman was more than she had expected.

Jo twisted her key in the lock of the townhouse she owned. A bark from her pug, Daisy, put a smile on her face. s. She stepped into her tiny foyer, where her petite canine mugged her leg. Daisy jumped up until Jo bent down and let the little dog lick her face. Partial to pretty prints and flourishes, Jo had furnished the main room with two cushiony, comfortable loveseats in delicate flower patterns in pink, summer green, and white, ruffled on the bottom. The sofas faced each other in front of a small fireplace. The cocktail table was old, rough-hewn oak with a smooth finish on the top. The country flavor was seasoned with a strongly feminine hand.

Gauzy, full length, white drapes covered the sliding glass doors that led to a deck. The floors were pickled white. The cozy, inviting feel to the room welcomed Jo every time she entered. She’d spent considerable time having her new place renovated before she had moved up from St. Louis. She’d always dreamed of owning her own home, and though it wasn’t large, it was hers, and she adored it.

The dinner with Nelson Barker had lasted past sundown. It was dark. Jo snapped the harness on Daisy, and the two went for a walk. Jo couldn’t wait to jump in the tub and wash away the grubby feeling she had from fending off Nelson.

When they returned home, Jo gave Daisy a treat, then slipped upstairs to her bedroom. She had had the bathroom enlarged, sacrificing an extra closet to the cause. The room had black and white tile on the floor and a lovely toile print in soft blue and white on the walls. She ran a bubble bath in the large claw foot tub she’d unearthed at an auction. She did some of her best thinking soaking in hot water, and this room was designed for leisure.

There was even a small dog bed. Daisy trotted up the stairs to join her mistress, and curled in a ball while Jo soaked and scrubbed. She couldn’t figure out Coach Bass. There was chemistry, then he scared her, then he came to her rescue. Which man was the real Pete Sebastian? She’d never met a man she couldn’t figure out. Would Pete Sebastion be the first?

Life had taught her that there were no good guys. So she remained single. Life was safer that way. When she climbed out of the tub and dried off, she slipped naked between the sheets. A breeze from the bedroom window cooled the room. Daisy hopped up and lay at the bottom of the bed, circling several times before finding just the right position to get comfortable. Jo loved that. It always made her chuckle.

Rolling on her side, she stared out the window at the moon. Her body welcomed the rest, but her mind wouldn’t quit. Pete Sebastian intrigued her, and the job scared her a little. Never one to shy away from a challenge, she acknowledged mentally that she’d been a success before and could do it again. I’ll put the Kings on the map as the most advanced team in football. With a determined smile on her face, she closed her eyes.

Snuggling down under her fleece blanket. soothed by the even snoring of her petite pug, Jo was soon asleep.

* * * *
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PETE PULLED INTO THE driveway of his beach house on the Connecticut shore. After stowing his car in the garage, he went inside. The silence was deafening. Since his twin daughters, Alyssa and Alexis, had gone off to Kensington State University, his home had grown too quiet for his taste.

He flipped on an easy listening station for background noise. During the season, his days overflowed with noise, people, and football. He’d relish a few stolen moments of peace. But off-season, when the frenetic activity ground to a halt, he rolled around like the lone pea in a pod.

Kicking off his shoes, he glanced at the clock on his way to the kitchen for a beer. He popped the top on the bottle, grabbed his cell, and settled on his sectional sofa, facing the huge picture window with a view of the water. A big, round, full moon bounced its light off the shiny surface. He dialed his brother, Bill, who lived in Illinois, in the central time zone.

Bill Sebastian coached wrestling and baseball at a local college. They frequently traded notes on their successes, failures, and challenges. Even though they lived so far apart, they remained close and spoke on the phone often during off-season.

“Hey, Pete. How are ya?”

“Good. What’s new?” Pete raised the drink to his mouth.

“You’re not calling to tell me you’re engaged, by any chance?”

Pete laughed. “Nope.”

“Anyone in the red zone?”

“Not even at the fifty, I’m sorry to report.”

“Damn! Haven’t you been on your own long enough?”

“Gimme a break. This is only the second year the girls have been gone.”

“I’m ready to give up. You’ve dated every available woman in Monroe, haven’t you?”

“Not every one. Just the hot ones,” Pete snickered.

“Branch out. Try another town.”

“Don’t worry about me. How’s everyone doing?”

“Sam got a new job, and Sandy thinks she’s about to get engaged.”

“Christ! My niece’ll make it to the altar before I do!” Pete chuckled. “Great news. How’s Meg?”

“She’s still thinking about what she wants to do.”

“Find a better husband, maybe?”

“There isn’t a better husband,” Bill laughed. “You’d better get going before you’re gonna have to start looking for a wife in a nursing home.”

Pete laughed. His big brother always pushed him to settle down. Lately, he’d begun to hit a nerve, as Pete’s loneliness became more apparent. He was ready to give up his crown as king of the Monroe bachelors. After years of dating, and sleeping with, plenty of women, Pete Sebastian had tired of the routine. Frustration at not finding the right one ate at him.

On the top of his list was someone who could listen to his problems, which were never-ending on season, and understand. Instead, he’d get responses like, “Oh, that football stuff. I just don’t understand it,” or “It’s just a game. What are you so worried for?”

Hah! It wasn’t just a game to Pete. Football was his life, his livelihood, the thing that got him out of bed every morning. He loved the game, loved his team, and even loved Lyle Barker, though the man could be difficult. Pete Sebastian and football were synonymous. Why couldn’t a woman understand? He shook his head.

As soon as he’d hear those words, he’d head for the door. More than once, it got back to him that the woman he’d left had no clue why he had disappeared. To him, that said it all. Bill accused him of being picky. Hell, yeah, he was picky. Picky about his team and picky about his women. Smart, sexy, pretty—he was willing to draw the line at beautiful—knew something about football and cared about it. A good sense of humor, warm, crazy about him, and good with kids—not necessarily in that order, wouldn’t hurt either.

When he rolled these requirements out to well-meaning friends who thought they knew someone who’d be perfect for Pete, they’d sigh and change their minds. Nope, Miss Perfect still eluded him. Pete figured he was too young to lower his standards. Maybe when he was fifty, he’d have to rethink his priorities. But for now, they stood, hard and fast.

Pete hung up and wandered through his spacious home. Maybe I should get a dog? Pugs seem to be the team breed. He chuckled to himself when he thought of Griff with his beloved Spike, or Buddy and Blitz. Then, his thoughts turned to Jo Parker.

Anger burned in his chest when he thought about that punk, Nelson, molesting her. Then, he chuckled. Nelson had thrown himself under the bus, leaving the field clear for Pete. He wondered about Jo. She had appeared nervous in his car, hugging the door and not keeping eye contact with him.

Could his idiotic performance in her office have scared her that much? She did call him, but she was in a tight spot. Was she afraid to be alone with him, or simply scared of men in general? She even seemed nervous when he walked her to the door. Did she think he’d jump her? No way. Never. He wondered what had happened to make her so jumpy?

She intrigued him. As he drank his beer, he wondered what her house looked like. He imagined a modern, sterile place with stiff, attractive sofas purchased for show rather than comfort. Images of lots of cold chrome and black and white filled his mind. That would be a deal breaker. Then, he laughed. I don’t have a deal. Not even in the running. He put the mysterious Jo Parker out of his mind.

Back at the stadium, reviewing game films and meeting with his staff occupied Pete for most of the week. But Jo Parker’s presence simmered inside him. Brushing by her in the hall, a quick nod and smile as he passed her office, kept a heightened awareness of her in his blood.

Pete tried to throw it off, but her presence distracted him. Nobody’s that flawless, he kept telling himself. If she had weaknesses, they’d be sure to appear before long. Anticipating her fall off the perfection pedestal kept him on his toes.

Every day, she’d show up in another colorful outfit, hugging her sumptuous body, teasing him. And he’d noticed every curve, every hill and valley, feeding his appetite.

Still, he kept his distance. Pete ,was a professional, too, and not about to start a ruckus because he couldn’t keep it in his pants. There had been enough of those kinds of incidents involving the team. No way would he make the same mistake.

He watched Friday Night Lights for the twentieth time then undressed and slipped into bed. He loved the beach second only to the gridiron. The melody of crashing waves carried in through the open window. The rhythm acted like a lullaby, putting him to sleep. He passed a restless night, bothered by dreams of Jo Parker dating an endless crew of faceless men, but never him.

* * * *
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ON MONDAY MORNING, Pete’s copy of Jo’s proposal to Lyle Barker about the anger management program arrived in his email. It was well written and only one page. He guessed Jo had sized up Lyle and understood his attention span for anything but banging Tiffany was very short. Pete chuckled to himself.

Jo popped her head in. “Laughing at my proposal?” She frowned.

“Not at all.” He waved her inside.

She sat across from him. In a short sleeved ivory top and dark rose-colored skirt, she looked beautiful. Pete gazed for a moment at her perfect skin, silently admiring her glow. Large, Caribbean Sea blue eyes clouded with doubt stared back.

“I was just thinking how perfect it was.”

“I saw you laughing. Don’t pretend,” she said.

“I was thinking how smart to keep it to one page. Lyle’s ability to concentrate on any anything more than Tiffany is limited.” He laughed again.

Jo joined him. “I gathered he likes things succinct.”

“That’s giving him the benefit of the doubt. If it’s more than one page, he won’t read it. He’ll throw it back at you with the order to summarize it.”

“Oh? Really? Thanks for the tip.”

“Lyle’s not hard to deal with once you get to know him and his priorities.”

“And those are?”

“Winning games, raking in money, and his wife. Not necessarily in that order.”

She nodded. “What are your priorities?”

He sat back and joined the fingertips of one hand to his other. He brought his gaze up to meet hers. “Winning games. Keeping the players happy. And whatever it takes to accomplish those two goals.” No way would he mention looking for a wife.

“Makes sense. You make it sound simple, but it’s anything but. How many times do you have to come up with new plays? In St. Louis, they struggled with that all the time. Only so many things you can do.”

Pete straightened in his chair. “Yep.”

The buzzer from his intercom sounded. It was Lyle, so Pete flicked it on.

“Is Jo with you?”

“She is.”

“Can the two of you come into my office? Let’s talk about this anger thing.”

“Be right there.” Pete clicked it off.

Jo stood up and smoothed down the wrinkles in her skirt.

Pete ran his gaze over her hips as quickly as possible, so as not to be detected. But when he looked up, she was staring right at him. He felt a blush starting. Caught me checking her out. Damn! He stepped aside. “Ladies first.”

“Are you doing that so you can check out my butt next?” A mischievous spark glowed in her eyes.

“Hadn’t thought of that. But, now that you mention it, good idea.” She burst into laughter that echoed down the hall.

Edie was waiting and opened the door. “What’s so funny?”

Pete and Jo exchanged a look and walked quickly into Lyle’s office. The room was immense. There was a sectional sofa overlooking the field and a desk big enough for three. He motioned for them to join him on the couch. Edie brought in a pitcher of water and glasses, along with Lyle’s favorite, chocolate lace cookies. He picked up one then sat down.

“I read your proposal, Jo. Very interesting. Well thought out. Well written...”

There was a pause.

“But?” she interjected.

“But I’ve had six members of the team in my office howling about this thing already. They’re pissed and have refused to play along.”

“But the fine.”

“Screw the fine. They’ll fight me all the way on that too.”

Pete sat back and listened. Two spots of red appeared on Jo’s cheeks. She shot him an angry look.

“Hey, it wasn’t me.”

“Who were the players?” she asked.

“They asked to have their names kept out of this,” Lyle said.

“Did you know about this?” She turned to face the coach.

He straightened up. “No. I didn’t. I had no idea, and I don’t know who the players are, though I could take a guess.”

Lyle held up his hand. “That’s right. Pete is outta this. In fact, they complained to me about you, Pete. Said they went to you and got some cock and bull story about giving something new a try.”

Pete felt a blush rise to his face.

Jo put her hand on his arm. “You said that?”

“Told you I’d try to convince the men. Didn’t you believe me?” He cocked an eyebrow.

Now, it was her turn to redden. “I did, sort of.”

“We can’t have unhappy players on the team. Before you know it, they’ll be signing with The Bobcats.” Lyle pushed to his feet and began to pace. “We’re number one, and I want to keep it that way.”

“But the press. The goodwill.”

“Fuck the press. Oh, sorry, Jo. Screw the goodwill. My men come first.”

Pete sat back, running his hand along his chin, which was his habit when he was thinking.

“We’ll have to can this whole thing. I don’t like to give them the upper hand, but I’ll be damned if I’m gonna drive my best players away.”

“Wait, Lyle. I’ve got an idea. How about this? Instead of a fine if they don’t attend, how about a bonus if they do?” Pete asked.

“What? How much?” Lyle narrowed his eyes.

“How much can you afford, to keep the men happy and be a leader in the NFL? Think of the great press we’ll get. And the guys’ll get more spending money. How about ten grand?”

“Ten grand? Are you crazy? If ten players sign up, that’s a hundred grand!”

“Goodwill doesn’t come cheap, Lyle. Don’t you want to stop those bad headlines? Stop bailing your team out of jail? That costs too—think of the legal fees! Crap, those are a helluva lot more than a hundred grand.”

Lyle sank down on the sofa, his brow knitted in thought. Jo shot Pete a warm smile and crossed her fingers.

“Well, since you put it that way, might be worth it. The guys sure will feel different if they’re not fined. And if they want some extra cash, well, this is an easy way to get it.”

“They’d have to attend all five sessions,” Jo put in.

“Okay. Sounds reasonable. Hell, that’s two grand just for showing up,” Lyle said. “Five grand. A grand a session.”

“Works for me,” Pete added.

“Okay. Let me run it by the guys and see. Wait! No. Pete, you tell ’em. Tell the whole team at the same time. Let’s see who comes to me complaining. And we’re getting rid of the fine, right?”

“Right.” Pete nodded. “The guys always work better with positive reinforcement than negative.”

Jo pushed to her feet. “I’d better get this fixed. Thank you, Lyle.”

“Great teamwork you two.” Lyle grinned. “Pete, can you hang a second?”

The coach nodded, but his gaze was on Jo. He loved watching her walk away. “What’s up, Lyle?”

“What do you really think of this cockamamie idea?”

Pete’s eyes grew wide. “You think it’s stupid?”

“Seems kinda farfetched.”

“I thought you hired Jo because of her ability and experience.”

“She’s got a great pair, Pete. Edie’s great and all, but she’s not much to look at. Jo, on the other hand...”

Shame filled Pete. He’d had the same feeling about Jo’s looks. “You mean you hired her for her...her rack?”

“Needed someone to fill the job. Saved fifty grand over that drunk, Gowan, too. Besides, Stanford, Harvard, and great tits are an unbeatable combination.” Lyle laughed.

“You’re paying her fifty grand less than Gowan?”

“Yep.”

“But he didn’t do shit, and she’s made a difference in the first five minutes she’s been here.”

“She keeps this up, and she can get a raise in a year, maybe,” Lyle said.

“You’re going to back the program, aren’t you?” Pete started to sweat.

“Ah, don’t get ’em in a twist. I said I was, and I will. But I don’t expect much. Hope only a few guys sign up. It’ll be cheaper.” Lyle eased himself down into his big chair behind his desk. “I thought you might get it on with her. But I can see there’s nothing there. You must be blind, son, if you don’t see what I see. Still, she’s pretty bright. Guess every man’s gotta do his own fishing.”

Lyle picked up the phone, which was Pete’s signal to leave. He hit the hallway in shock. He’d never seen the chauvinistic side of Lyle. Not to this extent. Or maybe he’d simply never picked up on it before. He knew how the owner felt about his wife, but this—well, this was too much. Overwhelmed by this information, Pete didn’t know what to do. He, too, had enjoyed staring at Jo’s chest and other rounded parts. Shame filled him. Am I like Lyle? Am I a pig? Do I judge women by their bra size? Oh my God.

He sank down on the chair at his desk, rested his elbows on the wood, and put his face in his hands. I’m not like that. I supported her idea. I listened. I helped. I take her seriously. Can I help it if she’s beautiful and I’m attracted to her? Thank God Lyle doesn’t know. I’d never hear the end of it.

A tapping on his door interrupted his thoughts. Jo stuck her head in his office. “Can I come in?” He motioned her inside. “How can I ever thank you? Your idea of a reward was sheer genius. You had Lyle eating out of your hand.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. But yeah, it gave him a reason to back the plan.”

“I owe you, big time. Dinner out. On me.”

He looked at her. Her gorgeous face flushed with happiness and victory, her eyes shining. He wanted to kiss her, to hold her, to tell her to run as fast as she could to another job. “I...I...I...” he stammered. Here was his dream—dinner alone with this wet dream on legs—and he couldn’t even talk.

“Good, it’s settled. Saturday night?”

He nodded.

“I’ll pick you up at six thirty. How about The Sweet Magnolia?”

Even the restaurant was his dream. “Sure,” he squeaked out.

She bounced out of his office, humming.

Pete didn’t know what to do. He rose and paced in front of the window. His mind raced. To tell her. Not to tell her. To tell her. Not to tell her. I can’t tell her. Lyle’ll kill me, and she’ll be crushed. Shit. Fuck. I hate secrets.

His phone rang. It was Lexie, his daughter. Relief filled him. He turned his attention to his daughter’s good news about her grades and her new boyfriend. Pete didn’t usually like hearing about boyfriends because he knew what was on their minds, but with the girls far away, it wasn’t in his face, so he was more tolerant. When he put the cell down, he silently congratulated himself for raising such a level-headed, smart girl. Maybe she looked as pretty as her fashion-model mother, but she sure had Pete’s brains.

Soon, his thoughts returned to the “Jo problem,” as it had become. He sank down in his chair and had a mental conversation with himself. So Lyle picked her for me? Pete laughed. Guy’s got good taste. No chemistry? Pete chuckled again. Good. Let him think that. Bad enough the guys are watching us, don’t need Lyle on the case too.

When he returned home, Pete hit the closet. His more fashion-conscious daughter, Alyssa, had taken him shopping. He had the clothes she had insisted he buy stuffed in a back corner. He yanked the zippered bags from their spot and opened them.

Then, he picked up the phone.

“Alyssa. I’ve got a date on Saturday. Need some help with those new clothes you made me buy. Yeah. What goes with what?” He sat on the bed and followed her instructions.
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Chapter Three
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Jo unsnapped Daisy’s leash after their Saturday afternoon walk. It was cool for early May, chilly, but sunny. As hot water filled the tub, she perused her closet.

She had a lovely collection of colorful sundresses she had found in a little shop on Cape Cod the summer she had rented a vacation house with Mitzi and Beth, her two best friends. But those were for summer. She bit her lip, and turned to her pug.

“What do I care what I wear? I should just pick something, anything. This isn’t really a date, Daisy. He’s a colleague. I have to stop thinking of this as a date.” When she finished speaking, the dog jumped up on the bed and curled up, keeping a watchful eye on her mistress.

As she rummaged through outfits, hanger by hanger, she discarded everything as not good enough, until she came upon a straight, pink and gray tweed skirt.

She had bought it in London. It was a heavier weight wool, and she had hardly worn it. She laid it out on the bed then fished her pink, cashmere sweater from the dresser. The color was a perfect match. Cashmere sweaters always made her feel sexy, very conscious of her breasts, caressed by the soft fabric. And when a man touched her, even just her arm or shoulder, he always remarked about the soft feel of the wool. It had a gently scooped neck and three quarter sleeves.

“Perfect, Daisy,” she said. The pug gave a low woof of approval.

After stripping down, she turned off the faucet, and eased down slowly into the steaming water. The heat felt good, dissolving the stiffness in her muscles. She didn’t understand why she was tense. The sound of claws tapping on the tile floor drew her attention. Daisy plopped down in her dog bed in the bathroom and kept an eye on Jo.

“It’s not like a real date, Daisy,” she said. The dog sniffed.

“It’s only payback for him supporting my idea,” Jo continued. The dog yawned then closed her eyes.

Jo laughed out loud. “Can’t fool you, can I? Of course it’s a date,” she said, turning to face her pug. “I asked the coach out on a date. Daisy, have I no shame?”

The pooch sleeping on the dog bed cracked one eye open to check on Jo then went back to sleep. Sunlight filtered through the white, ruffled curtains. The scent of her expensive bath oil permeated the room, bringing with it thoughts of romance. As she snuggled under the water, the image of him all sweaty, half naked, and gorgeous when he had first walked into her office flashed through her mind.

When he looked at her, the light that shone through his eyes made her shiver. He moved with a subtle grace and ease, like he was comfortable within himself. Everything about him screamed sex. Maybe he had a temper, but then he apologized and listened. He had treated her with respect. Coach Bass’s self-assurance drew her, like a bear to honey.

Tired of insecure young men who looked to her for reassurance, Jo had decided to give up dating. Guys who hadn’t a clue where they were going bored her to tears. She’d met too many who didn’t know women, a woman’s body, or didn’t care if sex was good for her too. Or worse, men who assumed that sex with them would satisfy her, without any effort on their part.

Something about the way Coach Bass looked at Jo gave her the idea he’d know very well how to satisfy a woman. She had a hunch he’d be a good bed partner

She shuddered, remembering an unpleasant conversation with the last man she had dated. He had called her frigid. She had laughed at him, because there was nothing frigid about Josephine Parker. She had told him to leave and never come back.

Pete Sebastian was older by ten years. He had two daughters in college. She wondered why he was raising two daughters alone, which simply fed her curiosity about Pete Sebastian. She continued her conversation with Daisy.

“This date isn’t really a date. It’s about getting to know him better so we can work together.”

Daisy raised her head and shot her mistress a knowing stare.

“Okay, so maybe that’s not all. Not completely all. But I’m not going to sleep with him. He might not even want to.” She laughed again. She knew he wanted her. Realized it from the first time their eyes had met. The moment he had stepped into her space, the lightning between them had raised the temperature in the air by twenty degrees.

Jo climbed out of the tub, dried off, and fed Daisy. Returning to her bedroom, she dressed, selecting a seed pearl necklace and matching earrings. After applying makeup, she sprayed on her signature lily of the valley scent, picked up her ivory, wool coat, and walked to her car.

Her Volkswagen Jetta seemed cheap after Pete’s sumptuous Mercedes, but it would have to do. She’d been successful, but never made the millions a good coach could earn. She’d talked him into letting her pick him up. She drove down his fancy street with large, sumptuous homes. The road ended in a cul-de-sac, and there it stood—his house. Mansion was more like it.

Hugging the semi-circle was a sprawling three-story building. The weathered Shaker shingles contrasted with crisp white trim. A huge picture window in the front let her see right through the residence and out the same-size window in the back. She could see the ocean as a backdrop and Pete moving through the living room. It took her breath away.

Budding flowers and small shrubs lined the perfect flagstone path that gradually inclined to his mammoth, white front door. She took a
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