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CHAPTER ONE

Misty raised her racket to hit the oncoming ball when a man, more like a god, walked onto the court with a movie star aura. It wasn’t just his bleached white shirt tucked into a crisp white pair of shorts showing off a gorgeous sun kissed tan, or the wild mop of dark hair she’d love to run her fingers through, no, it was his smile and the way it radiated sophisticated charm, sultry sex, and cool confidence.

She watched him reach up to brush away a strand of hair from his eyes and got knocked hard in the head by an oncoming ball. How embarrassing! That would teach her to lose focus. She motioned to a teenage boy dressed in a navy polo and khaki shorts and he ran out and stopped the automatic ball machine.

The good-looking stranger made a beeline right toward her, his forehead creased in genuine concern.

“Wow, looks like it got you good. Are you okay?”

She rubbed her forehead and shrugged. “I’ll live.”

“I’ve been watching you and I must say, I’m impressed. You have a mean backhand.”

Misty’s lips curled into a polite smile. “I’m a professional, what can I say.”

His eyes, a stunning shade of turquoise, locked on hers. She couldn’t remember the last time a guy made her nervous, especially on her own court. Intimidation had always been her forte.

He reached out his hand; a sleek gold watch cinched loosely around his wrist, made a clinking sound. She didn’t dare touch him.

“I’m Clay Monnaco,” his deep, sultry voice made her right eye twitch.

“Mm hm,” she’d meant to sound impartial, but a hint of interest popped in there unexpectedly.

“I thought maybe your coach might have mentioned me. I’m here to play in the doubles tournament. I’ve been instructed to help a Misty Valence with her style and performance. Seems she has a difficult time being a team player.”

Misty felt the anger rise from the pit of her stomach. The nerve of her overpriced coach going behind her back and setting something up, as if she didn’t have a say in her own damn career. If her parents hadn’t been such good friends with Brolin Masters, she would have fired him ages ago and taken up with someone more down-to-earth.

“Do you happen to know where I can find Ms. Valence?”

She spread her arms wide and did a full three-sixty. “You’re looking at her. But you already knew that, didn’t you.”

Clay chuckled and took in a panoramic view of the tennis courts before looking her square in the eye.

“You strike me as someone very…independent, shall we say.”

“Thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

He looked her up and down and then gestured toward the ball machine. “Please, don’t let me stop you from your practice.”

Her eyes squinted. Was he trying to suggest something, or did he always act cocky. His eyebrows were deceiving, she decided. They were full and showed his emotion depending on how he positioned them. He had them set in a challenge and she vowed to show him.

“Don’t mind if I do. Not like I need the practice, mind you, but I like to stay fit.”

His eyes once again traveled up and down her figure and lingered at her legs. “You don’t have to worry about your body, trust me.”

She smiled and motioned at the ball boy to start up the machine again.

A tennis ball came at her and she met it with a strong backhand. The next one she did a short and swift volley. Twice she winced as the balls came faster, some high, others low and off to the right. Her forearm and wrist had been giving her some trouble for weeks and today the pain seared. If she mentioned it to her coach he’d have a fit. It was bad enough he had a set ideal about women athletes and their weaknesses. She didn’t need to point hers out and listen to the “tough it out” speech.

Misty sensed Clay analyzing her every move and she faltered on the next three balls. Like a beginner she even ducked as one flew straight for her face. Whatever grace she once held, disappeared.

Humiliated she decided it was enough for one day. “Excuse me, ball boy? Could you put that thing on pause?”

The pimple-faced teenager nodded and pushed the button.

“Thanks.”

Clay clapped his hands together and she considered giving him the bird. She wasn’t about to let him get the better of her.

“So I lost focus for a minute. Big deal. Happens to even the greatest.”

She felt conscious of how much she sweated, and hoped she didn’t look as bad as her imagination portrayed.

“You have great form and it’s easy to see you’ll have a long career in tennis. However, the way you hold your racket impacts how you hit the ball. You’re holding it at an awkward angle, and it will only cause you problems later on. Would you like me to show you a better way to minimize injuries?”

Her mouth gaped open. She was one of the best tennis players in the state, soon to be known worldwide with recognition and endorsement deals, and he – mister intruder on the courts – had the nerve to ask such a brainless question?

Misty propped a hand on her hip. “No. I know exactly what I’m doing, thank you very much.”

“You’re going to keep missing balls if you hold it the way you are, and cause yourself a lot of pain in the process.”

She snorted and straightened the strings of her racket. “I have enough people who tell me what to do. Why don’t you find someone else to harass? You think you know everything but you haven’t a clue as to who I am. We’ve only just met.”

“I know enough.”

“What, from five minutes of watching me?”

“Most of you hot-headed women are about the same.”

Boy did he make her blood boil. “I don’t need to stand around here and deal with the likes of you.”

“Did you take lessons from bad boy John McEnroe or something? Geez, lighten up. No wonder your coach called in for reinforcements.”

She clicked her tongue and mentally visualized beating him over the head with her racket. Only, she cared about the racket too much.

“No one’s ever complained, until you. I’ve never even heard of you, so you can’t be much of a threat. I, on the other hand, am destined for great things. Now please, if you’d be so kind, leave me to finish my court time.”

“I’d gladly do so, however I’m up next to practice.”

Oh no he wasn’t. She wouldn’t let her sore wrist or tired legs be the deciding factor. There was still time to prove her talent. “Since you interrupted me, I’m going to take another fifteen to twenty minutes to practice. I do pay for my court time.”

“Take all the time you need.”

“I will, thank you.”

Misty waited while the machine got warmed up and then started nailing the balls with a fierce intensity. She imagined each one was Clay’s smug face coming at her. Mister thinks he knows everything was pissing her off and in her damn court! Well…the one she grew up learning to play on. She planned to have a nice long talk with her coach.

* * * *

Ten minutes later she was breathing heavy and soaked in sweat. Misty found herself missing more balls than usual and couldn’t find her rhythm. She could hardly concentrate knowing full well Clay watched her every move. Enough was enough. She’d wanted to show off, but instead she made a fool of herself. Her lips were dry and she needed water. Worse still, her forearm and wrist ached from the intensity of her hits. With the tournament coming up, she couldn’t risk injuring herself further.

She leaned over, her hands on her knees, and tried to catch her breath. “I guess I’ll call it quits for the day. Too parched to keep playing.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to show you a better way to hold the racket?”

She straightened back up and frowned. “There’s nothing wrong with how I play. I’m thirsty and besides, I doubt very much you could show me anything that could improve on perfection.”

“You’re welcome to stick around and watch me. You might learn a few things.”

Misty grabbed a towel and thrust it around her neck, using the ends to soak up a thick layer of sweat on her forehead. With a final charged glare she turned on her heel and left the court.

She stormed into the locker room of the country club and plopped down on a wooden bench. It figured something was wrong with him. Men like Clay were too gorgeous to be flawless. He sure as hell didn’t fit the bill as someone she could ever be with. Any man who wanted to rival her on the courts had bad news written all over his forehead. It was unfortunate, considering underneath his tennis attire she was certain he had a hot body worth seeing. She wondered if he had an all over tan.

Her mind wandered as she downed a bottle of lukewarm water. Had he kept his mouth shut, she could have let her mind wander further. Still, his shapely calves, strong thighs, and firm butt were nice to look at. They probably felt heavenly. The heat between her thighs reminded her how long she’d gone without sex.

She shook her head and groaned, “Come on girl, get a hold of yourself. The only balls you want in your court are the ones you hit with your racket!”

CHAPTER TWO

Clay had no idea what was up Misty’s ass, but he admired the way hers wiggled provocatively as she walked away. A little shorter and her skirt would give him a nice image to revisit later in the evening. Even her sultry green eyes turned him on; all cat like with dark lashes and a speck of freckles along the bridge of her nose.

He had a new record on how fast to get a woman to hate him. This time he managed only twenty minutes. Damn. If they gave out trophies, he’d have a sizeable amount.

He didn’t meant to imply anything by her performance or that she wasn’t a pro. Clearly she was confident and strong-willed, and with good reason. The woman had talent and she owned the court. From the way her coach talked, she sounded like a spoiled young woman with a razor-sharp attitude. He wondered if her coach was too hard on her. Then again, what did he care? He’d been invited to play in a doubles tournament, and pissed off his partner.

Clay started hitting balls and watching them soar to the other side. Misty’s beautiful face kept flashing in his mind. He’d never been good at talking with women, always stumbling his words or sounding insensitive, but his comments to her were out of genuine concern. Why didn’t her coach notice she was favoring her wrist? The woman was a deadly combination of stubborn and feisty. Not the best traits to look for in a woman, but somehow they looked good on her. Tomorrow he’d try harder. If they were expected to play together, then they needed to have better communication. Tennis came naturally to him. Women did not.

He watched Brolin flip shut his cell phone and wave at him. Great. He’d be expected to give a progress report and he didn’t have anything to report.

“Nice to meet you in person,” the coach said, extending his hand out.

Clay took it and admired the firm shake. “Thank you for inviting me. Gorgeous facility you have here. I don’t often play at a country club.”

“Have you had a chance to meet Misty?”

“Oh, I’ve met her. Seems like a…real peach.”

“She’s actually a very nice girl once you get beyond her competitive streak and stubbornness. I’ve known her family forever. She has a lot of potential if she would just channel her attitude on technique.”

Clay was uncomfortable talking about Misty behind her back. Her coach made her sound like a precocious five-year-old rather than a young woman.

“I’m sure we’ll get along fine.”

“I apologize for such short notice in contacting you. A day of practicing with a partner before a tournament hardly seems fair, but I’ve heard you are a phenomenal player.”

“Nothing to it. It’s more of a hobby than anything else. I haven’t competed in about six months, but I’m out on the courts everyday.”

“Just keep Misty in line and play a good game. Can’t ask for anything more than that. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He watched Mr. Masters walk over to a blonde woman and give her a hug. The guy certainly didn’t give his star tennis player much credit. His stomach grumbled and he decided to grab a bite to eat before heading home. Things were going to get interesting tomorrow and he wanted to have plenty of rest.

CHAPTER THREE

Misty was ready to pull all her hair out. Practice wasn’t going well. Her wrist and forearm were in excruciating pain, like a million daggers poking away at her flesh. Earlier she’d had a one on one with her coach and he’d pointed out every little thing to the point she wanted to quit. Now her anger was directed at the ball machine and the concern she wouldn’t be able to play tennis much longer.

She noticed Clay coming out from the building and decided practice was over. There was no way she’d let him see her fighting back tears. If she had to listen to one more lecture today, it would send her over the edge. As she watched him approach, her fantasies from the night popped into her head. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d woken herself up in the middle of an orgasm. Clay looked more handsome than before wearing a green polo shirt with tan shorts. On purpose she’d worn a short tennis skirt with a halter-top to show off the curves of her breasts. She didn’t really know why, it wasn’t as if she liked him. When his eyes grazed along her form, goose bumps lined her golden skin.

“Ah, my partner-to-be. We meet again.”

This time she decided to be less of a bitch, unless provoked. “I appreciate you waiting until the end of my practice this time. Less of a distraction.”

“Then you better be on your way because you’re definitely messing with my focus.”

She scooted off with a big grin and an extra sway to her hips. Inside the locker room, Misty wanted to scream and throw things. How could she have the hots for a man who was frustrating and threw her game? Yesterday she hadn’t even heard of the guy and now today she was flirting with him, and soaking her panties within a minute of being in his presence. She pulled off her clothes and jumped into the shower. The water felt good and helped ease some of her tension. She let the water run along her wrist and forearm, even though it hurt like hell.

Afterwards, she freshened up her make up and took her hair out of the tight ponytail. She looked in the mirror, pleased with the way her brunette locks fell to her shoulders and cradled around her face. Dressed in a short denim skirt and white cotton blouse, she was ready to deal with the rest of the day. On her way out of the locker room, she ran into her boss.

“Are you having a gender confusion day,” she asked with a laugh.

“No, I was looking for you. I’d like for you and Clay to play Ginger and myself in about half an hour.”

“But…I just showered and stuff.”

“And? The tournament is tomorrow, or have you forgotten? Your performance has been poor lately. Do I need to remind you that by forfeiting you are taking a loss?”

“Who said I wasn’t going to show? So I’ve had a couple bad practices, come on, you know how good I am. Besides, I never asked to be in the stupid doubles tournament. I prefer to do my own thing.”

“You need to get out there and compete with others instead of pretending you are the queen of the court. Right now your reputation is on the line. Everyone thinks you are a prima donna and it will be your downfall in getting where you want. Got it?”

He had a way of making her feel like a toddler. “Yes. Sorry. I’ll be there.”

Her coach looked at his watch and started to leave when he turned back around. “Oh, hey, would you let Clay know? I have some calls I need to make. See you on the courts in thirty.”

Misty watched him walk away, furious with the way he’d spoken to her. She was twenty-four years old, when would people leave her alone?

She tossed her tote bag into a locker and did up the lock. Clay was probably in the men’s locker room, which meant she had to go in there. Her coach was such an ass, he could have walked in there and found Clay himself. Slowly she entered and slinked along the wall. It looked the same as the women’s, or at least of what she saw.

On tiptoes she continued inside, looking behind her every few seconds in case someone walked in. As she got closer, she noticed a pile of clothes on a bench with Clay’s gold watch resting on top. He was a trusting sort.

Misty took another step and then she couldn’t move. In front of her was a gorgeous naked body surrounded by a mist of water. She

couldn’t believe it, Clay was in the shower, and he indeed had an all over tan. A moment of guilt swept through her but vanished as he turned around, his eyes closed and lips pressed together as he hummed. She ran to the other side of the wall where she wouldn’t be seen easily and watched.

Water slid down along his chin, chiseled chest, tight abs, and…oh she didn’t dare go further. She squeezed her legs together tight. His nakedness stirred a strong desire. He turned back around and again she saw his tight ass. Slick with water. As he reached for the shower knob, Misty realized she needed to get the hell out of there. How would it look if he found her staring like he was a piece of meat? She turned to leave, but curiosity got the better of her and she wanted to take one last peek.

CHAPTER FOUR

“Why, hello pretty lady.”

Misty jumped. In his luminous form with a dripping wet body and dark hair in ringlets, Clay bowed. He was all man. She liked the way his lashes were thick from the water, framing his amazing turquoise eyes. She swallowed hard and heard herself stutter.

“I-I w-was…”

He pulled the towel he was wearing from around his waist and used it to dry his hair.

Misty wanted to die. Keep your eyes on his. Don’t you dare look down. Don’t do it.

It drove her crazy to know his exposed cock was only an inch or two away from her. When he smiled his eyes crinkled in the corners, and the whole room lit up.

“Did you need something?”

Need? What did she need? The line between her wants and needs blurred together and fused with her racing hormones. She needed to get laid and she wanted it to be with him. It was an awkward position to be in but she couldn’t bring herself to walk away.

Misty could tell he liked putting her on the spot. He didn’t bother to cover up or ask her to turn away.

“Is it usual practice for you to come into the men’s locker room?”

“Uh, no. No, I have a reason for being here.”

He shifted his weight and then threw the towel down to the floor.

“Really? I’d love to hear it.”

Clay took a step closer. She could smell a combination of mango and musk.

“Yes, well. It’s a little trickier than that.”

“Explain away.”

His hand brushed along her arm. Where was her mind? Misty stood still like a complete idiot. She’d be pissed if someone peeked in on her while taking a shower. Unless…unless it was Clay. He moved

closer. His tight body, perfect lips, and dazzling eyes. The entire hunky package.

Words fumbled around in her head. “See, I was looking for…”

“Were you looking for a kiss?”

Why was the room spinning? The blood drained from her face.

She parted her lips and tilted her head. All her attention was on his mouth and how he continued to close the gap between them.

“Did you want me to kiss you?”

Her head bobbed up and down like a puppet master was manipulating her.

“I thought as much.”

Misty closed her eyes right as his lips pressed against hers. She reached for his body to steady herself and he drew her in closer. The moist kisses awakened everything in her body at once. This wasn’t the way to act around a perfect stranger, but then the idea of it made it exciting. What was her policy on sex with a man she hardly knew? She hoped a right answer would magically make itself known. No such luck. The kisses went deeper, lasted longer. Her body buzzed. Maybe she couldn’t talk, but her hormones were saying plenty. If there was a policy on sex with a stranger, it went out the window with her voice.

Clay pulled her into him. His cock pressed against her upper thigh. Misty laced her arms behind his neck and let the hunger of her kisses be the guide. An urgency took over. She didn’t want to think or analyze the situation. For once she wanted to ditch the right thing to do and take a chance. After the tournament was over, she’d probably never see him again, so why let this opportunity pass her by? She was a grown woman and capable of being as irresponsible as she wanted.

Clay pulled his lips from her mouth to her ear and whispered softly. “I can hardly control myself here. Unless I’m reading your signals wrong here, should we continue? I need you to tell me to stop if that’s what you want.”

The word stop frightened her. It sounded harsh and intrusive. It was like a father telling her not to touch something, or a coach yelling at her to pay attention. Nothing good came from stopping.

She pulled back and looked straight into his eyes.

“No. Don’t stop. I beg you.”

He grasped the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head. His fingers traced her collarbone and swept across the curve of her breasts. Her heart pounded. Misty reached behind and unhooked her

cream colored bra. It slipped to the floor, along with her denim skirt. She pushed her panties down until they slid to her ankles and then kicked them off. Naked and exposed she moved in and enjoyed how her nipples felt against his chest.

“You’ve been on my mind all night,” he whispered.

“Whatever else you had in mind, is fine by me.”

He leaned in and kissed her neck, his nose nuzzling against her chin. His hands caressed her breasts until his lips made their way down. When his lips enveloped her nipples and suckled, she groaned.

* * * *

Clay was thrilled she hadn’t wanted him to stop. Her tight body and curves sent his pulse soaring. The feel of her tits against his fingers made his cock twitch hard. Heat from her body burned against his and the smell of her sex wafted up his nose, switching his hormones into high gear. Sighs of pleasure rang out from her juicy lips. He looked around and realized there weren’t many places to have sex in a locker room.

“How do you want it, sugar?”

Misty turned and walked over to a bench. She put her hands down and raised her ass high, her legs spread wide.

“If you want it, come and get it.”

Clay’s eyes grew big as he lingered over her beautiful pink pussy, and was over in a flash. His cock throbbed hard in response. At this point if someone were to walk in, he wouldn’t even care. He stroked her pussy, his fingers going deeper each time. Doused with her wetness he couldn’t hold out much longer. Between his fingers he jiggled her clit and felt her body buck.

“You like that?”

“Mm. Yes.”

“Then you’ll like this even better.”

He parted her drenched lips and slid his cock in, taking his sweet time. His legs quivered at the thrill of his shaft inching within her supple walls. Wet and warm. He gripped her hips tight as he pushed in further. She moved back into him and wiggled her ass. She was tight but very accommodating.

“So there is a soft side to you.”

“Mm. And there’s a nice, hard side of you,” she groaned.

He tried to slow his pace as he stroked his cock between her pussy. Tight, wet, warm. Her legs spread wide apart and he pushed in further. His head was buzzing and his pulse was off the charts. Clay

worried she wasn’t near an orgasm and reached down to massage her clit.

He knew he must be doing something right when her head swayed as she whimpered. “Yes, right there, just like that.”

Her legs trembled and made it all the more difficult for him to wait.

“Almost, almost,” she panted.

He focused on the muscles of her back while his fingers worked their magic on her clit. His fingers were drenched in her juices.

“Yes, yes…I’m so close…please don’t stop.”

He wanted to hurry her along. Before he lost all control she let out a deep moan and buckled her legs. Clay pounded into her a few more times while her inner muscles clenched around him. He could feel her orgasm and he let loose inside her. His leg muscles cramped up, but he didn’t care. The relief quickly alleviated any discomfort. Misty raised up and turned to him, planting a long, sensuous kiss on his lips. Her heartbeat pounded against his chest as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

“That was fantastic,” she said in a hoarse voice.

His hands smoothed their way down her sides and kneaded her bottom.

“You are amazing. I could barely hang in there.”

She chuckled and rubbed her nose against his. “I’m glad you waited.”

“I never expected to be standing here like this with you. I thought you hated me.”

“Same here.”

Clay laughed. “Thanks for your honesty.”

“No problem.” She bent down and started picking her clothes up off the floor.

He watched her put her clothes on before he realized he needed to get dressed as well.

“You’re a strange and amazing woman. Whatever your reason for coming in here was, I’d like to say thank you,” he teased.

Misty put her hand to her lips and chuckled. “Oh my gosh, I completely forgot. Coach wants us out on the court to play a few rounds of doubles. He wants to see us play together.”

“Interesting. Guess I’ll put some clothes on. I don’t suppose you’ll consider playing in the buff?”

Her cheeks shone bright red. She was adorable. “You wish.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Clay walked onto the court with a sheepish grin on his face. Sex in a locker room. A first for him, but he hoped not the last. Misty came out a few moments afterwards, refreshed and dressed. Her cheeks had a rosy glow and eyes were lit up like the Milky Way. Her lips were set in a sensuous smile. It wouldn’t be easy to separate their relationship on the court with what happened between them, but he would do his best to make it work.

Their coach stood on the other side with a tall, lanky blonde.

“What took you two so long? You’re late and I have an appointment soon.”

Misty pleaded with her eyes at Clay to come up with something. He cleared his throat and came up with his best excuse. “It’s my fault, sir, really. I had my headphones on and was reading a magazine in the locker room. Thought I had some time to kill and was contemplating a soak in the hot tub.”

“I see. Now that you’re both here, we’re going to do a practice game, maybe ten minutes worth? I’d hoped for longer but I’m expected elsewhere. I want to see how you play together. Ready?”

Clay wanted to answer that together they sizzled, but he didn’t imagine her coach would get it. “I think we’re up for it.”

They exchanged knowing smiles and walked to their side of the court. Clay would do his best to accommodate Misty, if for nothing else but to make her look good in front of her coach.

She started out with an amazing serve, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright. The next time he looked at her he noticed a dramatic change. Her face was pale and her eyes were brimmed with tears. She started to hit the balls lighter and soon they weren’t going over the net.

Clay didn’t want to put her on the spot, but he couldn’t stand to see her in pain.

“Did you need a break?”

If she heard, he couldn’t tell. She continued hitting the balls into the net until she dropped her racket. He rushed over.

“Okay, enough. I’ll tell your coach you’re dehydrated or something, but stop trying to prove yourself.”

Her eyes were sad as she looked at him and it nearly broke his heart. She nodded and walked off the court.

Clay motioned to Brolin and he jogged up to the net. “I take it we’re done?”

“Yeah.”

“You two work pretty well together, though Misty’s performance was a little weak. You need to remind her to pick up the pace and ask her what the hell happened to her backhand.”

“Will do. She was feeling dehydrated and needed to get some water.”

“Well…don’t let her fool you. Often times she’s just trying to push her luck and see how far she can push others. She has a mind of her own and it doesn’t mesh with what we’re trying to do here.”

“Are you sure she wants to play in the tournament tomorrow?”

“Of course she does. She’s driven to compete and win. It’s her life. If she quit now, she’d have nothing to fall back on. Anyhow, I’m expected in a meeting. I’m real glad you’re here. You two keep practicing. We want to win this baby.”

* * * *

Misty watched her coach sprint off the courts and she swaggered over to Clay. She could still feel the trail between her legs that he’d blazed with his cock.

“I take it he was pissed?”

“Nope.”

“Disappointed.”

“Not really. He said we worked well together but should keep practicing.”

Misty rubbed her wrist. “I’m done practicing for the day.”

“Let me take a look, please.”

She held out her arm and rotated it so he could see it in all angles. Tiny charged currents ran along her skin wherever his fingers touched.

“It’s pretty swollen, did you want me to get some ice?”

“No. I’ll be fine.”

“You’re so damn stubborn. You realize this will only get worse.”

The thought of surgery freaked her out. Maybe it was serious. “I promise I’ll get it looked at after the tournament.”

Clay crossed his arms and sighed. “I know you think I’m lecturing you, but hear me out a second. You should start wearing a brace when you practice. It will help.”

“Oh that will look good,” she said with a snort.

He shook his head and gave her solemn eyes. “Tennis is a sport, not a fashion show.”

“Well, duh. I know. Now look who needs to lighten up.”

“I just care about you. I don’t know why wearing a brace is a big deal.”

Her smile faded. One minute he was Prince Charming and the next he was Father Figure. She had enough of those.

“You’re taking stuff too far. I don’t like to display my flaws, especially when it comes to tennis. If I wear one, it will only draw attention to the problem.”

“So?”

“My coach has this issue with women being too fragile to be good athletes. If I complain about an ache or pain he turns right around and makes me feel like I’m not good enough. Like I’m a loser. You don’t get it. You think you’re being helpful, but you aren’t. Just leave me alone.”

“I’m only trying to help you.”

She covered her ears. “Stop saying that. I never asked you to care.”

Tired of defending herself to everyone, Misty stormed over to her car and drove home.

CHAPTER SIX

Clay was stuck in the middle of trying to look out for her best interests and fumbling through all her stubborn layers. On the other side, the coach wanted him to be hard on her, but he had a feeling Misty needed someone to lean on more. Even he could see that people put a lot of pressure on her. She wasn’t having fun. He was treading in an area where he had no formal training. He’d met complex women before, but none held a candle to the likes of Misty Valence.

The scene in the locker room played out in his mind all the way home. Her tight, tone body, luscious curves, the heat of her sex, all played havoc with his mind and body. His cock throbbed beneath his shorts every time he thought of her perfect little bottom, and the way he fit safe and snug. He needed to set things right, one way or another. She was headed for a breakdown. If no one else would make her care about herself, than he would. There was more to her than being number one and perfect. Clay had a feeling she didn’t even know herself anymore.

He parked the car in his driveway and walked inside his house, flopping on the big leather couch. The night was still young and he couldn’t let his last moment of the day with Misty be one that ended in her walking away. From his wallet he pulled out her phone number that the coach had given him, and dialed. Time to turn on the charm.

* * * *

Misty paced around her living room, a glass of red wine in her hand. Tears streaked down the sides of her face. She was tired of feeling inadequate around people. They rubbed it in her face all the time. Poor little Misty can’t take care of herself. What did they know? It wasn’t like anyone took the time to get to know her. They only thought they knew her. Yes, she’d grown up with money, things, and parents who knew very important people. Somewhere along the way people didn’t see that she had become a young woman. They looked at her as if she were still a little girl on clumsy legs who was thrust from one instructor to another with the order to turn her into someone

famous. Whether it was a dancer, singer, actress, athlete, no one cared, and no one asked what she really wanted to do.

She sloshed the drink around and took another sip. Of all the nights to drink, but she needed something to help quiet the confusion in her head. Tournament day loomed before her like an unwelcome zit. She would have to do her best to look good no matter what. Her parents would expect a perfect performance with the amount of money they spent, and her coach would make life hell if she didn’t cooperate. Misty hated to admit how deeply she felt for Clay. If there’d ever been a bad time to get involved with someone, it was now. Smack dab in the middle of deciding what she really wanted out of life.

The phone startled her and she nearly dropped her drink. She carefully set her glass down and ran to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Hi, beautiful. Is there a way we can start over? At least in the conversation part?”

Misty let out a deep sigh. There was no way she could hide the excitement of hearing his voice.

“I-I was thinking about you a moment ago.”

“Yeah? Good thoughts, I hope.” His voice was soft, thoughtful.

“Sort of.”

He chuckled. Damn, it was music to her ears.

“What do you say to going out with me for a night on the town?”

“Tonight?” Misty glanced in the mirror and saw a blotchy face with red, puffy eyes. Who would want to take her out looking like this?” “I-I really should go to be early, with the tournament tomorrow.”

“Do you think it will help your performance? You know, to get to bed early? I can never sleep before a competition.”

She sighed and wound the phone cord around her fingers. “Not really. I probably won’t even sleep.”

“Then, let’s go out and let off some steam before tomorrow. Come on, I can’t stand to be this restless. How about you?”

Misty thought it over and couldn’t come up with any excuse that sounded good. “Nah. Sounds like fun, what do you want to do?”

“What interests you?”

“Um, I’m not sure. No one’s ever asked me that. I’m not really into the bar scene. Maybe, a movie.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather go where we can talk. I feel like I

need to prove that I can be an understanding guy and not an ass.”

“I’ve mentally called you a lot of names, but ass wasn’t one of them.”

More laughter erupted from the earpiece. “Good. I’m making progress. Is there any where downtown that you’d like to grab a bite to eat?”

“Oh, sure. Near the waterfront there’s a quaint little place called Cairos with delicious food and wine. How does that sound?”

“You name it and we’ll do it. I really want to see you tonight.”

“Sounds like a plan. Should we meet or will you be picking me up.”

“I’d like to pick you up. I’ll be there in half an hour. See you.”

“Okay.”

Misty hung up the phone and twirled around until she was dizzy. She would have to work some magic to look good tonight.

CHAPTER SEVEN

After choosing a short red silk dress and matching heels, she stood at the window to wait. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and she applied her makeup with a steady hand. When she looked in the mirror, her face looked flawless. She felt sixteen again. Misty shuddered at the memory of sixteen when she’d finally been given the okay to go on her first date. It had been a school dance, and even though her date was a member of the country club and had fierce ambitions, she found him stuffy. Wayne Meyers. Misty gasped. How did she remember his name? She imagined he ran some ritzy job that allowed him to roll around in a billion dollar salary. He’d been groomed for the job from his wealthy parents. Nice, but stiff. Misty laughed. Speaking of stiff, she liked how hard Clay got whenever she brushed up against him.

Lights bounced off the window and she watched as a fancy black Porsche pulled up in her driveway.

She snatched up her red beaded bag and opened the door. Clay was half out of his car when she ran up and opened the door.

“Hey, wait a minute now…close that door!”

In shock, she closed the door and took a step back, her brows furrowed deep. Before she could ask, he came to her side and opened the car door. With his hand extended out he helped her inside.

“Thank you.” She smiled and sucked in her lower lip. The guy knew how to treat a lady. He hurried back to his side and got in.

“You gotta give a guy a chance to be gentlemanly. Okay? I didn’t sit through countless lectures by my father on how to treat women to not use it once in awhile.”

He winked and then rested his hand on the back of her headrest as he turned to check before pulling out into the street.

“By the way, you look stunning in that dress.”

The guy had a wonderful way of making her feel like a million bucks. “Oh, this old thing? I just closed my eyes and picked something.”

“Well, it’s good to know that when your eyesight goes you’ll still have impeccable taste.”

She admired his slacks and nice fitting sweater, a classic look, but couldn’t help lingering at the bulge between his legs. Yeah, he liked her dress.

“You’re dressed pretty dashing yourself.”

“Now see, I took hours getting ready. Shampooed my hair twice, got a manicure, and went through everything in my closet three times. I had to look perfect for my beautiful date.”

Misty started to cry from laughing so hard. She loved how comfortable she was around him, like they’d known one another for years. There weren’t a lot of cars out, which made the drive relaxing. As they hit downtown she started to pay attention to where they were.

“Okay, so I’m on Ninth, let me know when I’m close to the place.”

“Not far now.” She watched several boutiques and salons pass by. So many places she’d never been in, but she’d lived nearby all her life. “You’ll want to turn right at the next street, it’s on the corner so go slow. At this time of night there should be plenty of parking.”

Clay turned and eased into a parking space between two classic vintages.

“You wait right there until I come around.”

She nodded and waited. Her door opened and he held out his hand. The guy was a dream come true.

He put his hand on the small of her back and led her inside. The sound of clinking glasses, murmuring voices, and soft violin music rushed at her as they stepped in, along with various mouthwatering aromas.

“Hey, this looks nice. Excellent choice.”

She smiled and looked around. It was still as beautiful as she remembered. Classy décor in red and black with gold sconces along the walls. Soft piano music played.

A kindly gentleman met them with leather bound menus. “Two for the evening?”

Misty nodded and followed the man to a small table in the corner. A rosy glow shone on the table from a small candle lit in a reddish globe. Clay pulled out her chair first and then sat across from her.

They turned their attention to their server and listened intently.

“Our specials this evening include fire baked Dungeness crab cakes served with green mango tomato salsa, pork columbo with banana coconut chutney, and New York steak with wild mushroom vin rouge.”

“Wow, everything sounds delicious.”

“If you need more time, I can come back.”

Misty looked over at Clay. “I think I’m ready, how about you? Do you need more time?”

“I’m good. You first.”

“I think I’m going to go with something lighter. What do you have in the way of salads?”

“Ah, we have a tasty fire grilled salmon salad served with a lime dressing and toasted almonds.”

“Sounds perfect.”

Clay glanced over the menu quickly and then closed it. “I’m a steak boy. Medium rare, please. Also, can we get a couple glasses of wine. Pinot would be preferable.”

“I know just the one to work with both salmon and steak. I’ll be back in a moment.”

“Thanks.” Clay turned to her, his eyes lit bright. “I can’t believe how incredible it smells. I think I’ve found my new favorite place to eat.”

“It has always been a favorite of mine, though I haven’t been here for over a year.”

“Why is that?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure, too busy I guess. I haven’t really had time to hang out with friends, or anything really. Life has become all about tennis. I’m not complaining, mind you, but it hasn’t left a lot of time for a social life.”

“When you did have time, what kinds of things did you do?”

Misty thought the question over for several minutes and realized she hadn’t ever gone out much.

“You know, aside from a string of bad dates and social functions with my folks, I can’t say I’ve really done much. I used to come here alone for lunch, just to get away from everyone.” She tapped her fingers along the water glass and inspected her silverware.

“Do you want to be a professional tennis player?”

Her first instinct was to answer the question with a “sir, yes sir” but found herself hesitating. She looked up at him through a fringe of

bangs and bit her lip. He offered a warm smile that somehow opened up a dam of pent up issues.

“I love to play tennis. I love it best when I’m not competing. There are other things I want to try…but no one cares about those things. It’s tennis or nothing.”

“What would you like to try?”

“Skiing. I’d love to learn how to ski, but my parents never let me. They said I’d break my arm or leg and wouldn’t be able to play tennis. Oh, and horseback riding. What I wouldn’t give to take a day and ride on a horse underneath the afternoon sun in a meadow of wildflowers.”

“I love to ride myself.”

Envy tapped away at her. “You do? It must be fascinating.”

“It’s very peaceful, allows one time to reflect.”

“What do you like to do?”

“I’m into hiking, camping, mountain climbing, anything outdoors really. My parents bought me a horse when I was young and I fell in love with horseback riding. Tennis was sort of a side thing I did. Mom sent me to tennis camp every year, more for the social part of it than the sport itself, but I’ve kept it up and here I am. I can stop playing any time without regret.”

“I wish I could.”

“Tell me something. Do you play because you think you have to? I mean, how much do your parents really push you to do it? Have they come out and said they expect you to be the best tennis player in the world, or what?”

“Not exactly in those words. They don’t come right out and push me, but I can see it in their faces when I don’t win. I can see the disappointment and resentment. All the money they put into the coaches, outfits, lessons…”

“Money aside, how much pressure do they put on you?”

Misty was thankful the food arrived, her head was buzzing. Had she been misreading the situation with her parents this whole time? She picked up her fork and toyed with the salad.

“I don’t really remember. I guess the only one pushing me…is me. How is it I am only now realizing this?”

“Sometimes it takes someone who isn’t close to the situation to ask the right questions.”

Stunned, she couldn’t figure out what to say next. Here she’d been harboring all these disappointments, and blaming her parents

when she was the one getting in the way of her sense of adventure.

“How come you know so much?”

“I don’t. I only pretend to,” he said with a big grin.

Misty took a bite of salad and thoughtfully chewed her food. “I’ve probably been mistaking a lot of things in my life.”

“Wouldn’t doubt it. When you grow up with money you don’t always realize how much it motivates you in your decisions.”

“Exactly.” She rested her fork on the plate and took a sip of wine. It was good to talk this way with someone who understood. “Life was the country club, functions, socializing with people who were like us. Praise was given to those who had money and those who didn’t weren’t mentioned. I guess since I was small I’ve seen how important it is to have prestige, money, a reputation, and to be the best.”

“There you go. You do what you know. Now you know differently.” He winked and years of stress melted from her shoulders.

Misty chewed another bite of food and wiped the corners of her mouth. “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

“Nah. I’m confident in my partner.”

“I’m not sure why.”

“Because I think she’s fantastic. How’s the wrist doing?”

“It’s okay.”

“I’m concerned.”

“Yeah, yeah. It wouldn’t surprise me if you also wanted to be a doctor.”

“Actually, a veterinarian. I have an affection for animals. Especially wild ones.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Oh really? I’d say I’m much too wild for you.”

Clay tossed his head back and laughed. It was an infectious laugh and she chimed in. Misty wanted to bathe in these good feelings going through her, for weeks. Why had she been so scared to try anything, or get to know others? The cocoon she’d built around herself broke and she wanted to breathe the new air.

* * * *

The night had been a success. Clay could see a renewed spirit growing inside her. She didn’t look like the weight of the world was on her shoulders. They were on her driveway, walking up the flowered path.

“I had a nice time with you.”

She sashayed next to him, her arm looped around his. “Same here.”

“It’s a nice feeling, to be relaxed and able to enjoy the good things around us. Don’t you think?”

“Mm hmm. I don’t do it often enough.”

“There’s never a wrong time to start.”

She stopped and cocked her head to the side, giving him a sideways glance. “Are you going to give me another one of your speeches?”

Clay stuck out his lip. “I’m hurt. You think I have a hidden motive in everything I say?”

“No, it’s just you’re usually pointing out something that you think I’m doing wrong. I may not do things your way, but it doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

“I honestly wasn’t going there. I don’t always think about what I’m saying. Stuff spills out of my mouth and then hangs there in the air. I think I get it from my dad. He always did the same thing to my mom.”

“Actually, I think it’s kind of endearing.”

Clay stopped in front of her door and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I hope you get some rest.”

“What? You’re not going to come in?”

He shook his head. “No way. If I come in, I’ll get all worked up and never get any sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.”

“Night.”

He waited for her to go in and close the door behind her. Clay gave himself a pat on the back. His score tonight was love.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The morning started out warm and humid. Misty stared at the crowd of people and wished she could be anywhere else. Her wrist was swollen and hurt to touch. The tournament wasn’t going to go well. Right now this was the last place she wanted to be. She looked over at her parents. Such expectant looks on their faces. They’d be disappointed if she backed out. Even if she put more pressure on herself than they did, she figured they would be embarrassed to call her their daughter. Quitters didn’t exist in their world, and especially not in the family.

Clay pulled up in his car and she watched him get out and saunter towards her, a charming smile spread on his handsome face.

“Fancy meeting you here.”

His lips turned downward as he looked at her wrist. “You can’t play like that.”

Misty put her arms around him and tilted her head up to talk to him quietly. “I don’t know what to do. It hurts bad. I think I slept on it wrong, or something. It’s never been this swollen.”

He inspected her fingers and palm. “We need to call off the competition.”

“No!” She pulled back from him and wiped away a fresh tear. “My parents would never forgive me.”

“They aren’t going to care once they see how bad your wrist is. I promise you, no matter what you’ve got going on in that head of yours, they would not want to see you in pain. No tournament is worth that. Trust me.”

“It’s not fair to you.”

“I only came here because I was asked by your coach to play as your partner. Tennis isn’t a big deal to me. I stayed because…I fell in love with you. Whether we play or not won’t change how I feel. I want you to be more than my tennis partner, I want you to be my life partner.”

Misty blinked back the surprise. “You fell in love with me?” The

words alone worked like a painkiller. She was so swept away by his words she flung herself into his arms and cried. “You’ve made me so happy.”

“Yeah, well, it’s that animal in you. I can’t help myself. I want to take care of you.”

“You mean, you want to be my vet?”

His laughter drowned out the sounds of the crowd. “Oh I’ll give your body a thorough inspection, don’t you worry. First things first. We need to let your coach know that we won’t be competing.”

It was the last thing she wanted to do. “Will you tell him for me. I don’t think I can.”

“No. We’ll do it together. We’re a team, on and off the courts.”

Misty fought back the panic. “All these people are going to be disappointed.”

“For the first time in your life, you need to put yourself first.”

“Okay.”

“We’re going to get a doctor to look at your wrist and then I’m going to pamper you.”

She smiled. “I like where you’re going with this.”

“I guarantee you’ll feel too good to notice any pain. Do you trust me to take care of you?”

Misty put her hand in his. “The ball’s in your court.”

THE END

