
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

Tackled & Pinned Hard

The Player Card Series, Volume 3

(An Alpha Sports Romance)

By

Ellie Danes & Katie Kyler

www.EllieDanes.com

www.KatieKyler.com

 

 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Epilogue

Drake - Volume 1

Copyright

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Parker - Volume 2

Copyright

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Crossed Hearts

Copyright

Volume One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Volume Two

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Volume Three

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

More from Ellie Danes

About The Author


 

Copyright

First Edition, May 2017

Copyright © 2017 by Ellie Danes, Katie Kyler

This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is entirely coincidental. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and situations are the product of the author's imagination.

All rights reserved. No parts of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without written consent from the author.

 

License

This book is available exclusively on Amazon.com. If you found this book for free or from a site other than an Amazon.com country specific website it means the author was not compensated for this book and you have likely obtained this book through an unapproved distribution channel.


Chapter One

Ryder

When MMA fighting had taken off, things in the local gyms had gone a little insane. Everyone suddenly believed they had what it takes to step in the octagon. My gym had turned into a circus. Everyone wanted to be the tough guy. The thing was, not everyone was so tough.

“If you aren’t going to lift that correctly, then move off the machine,” I snapped at a smaller man who had been hogging the machine for at least fifteen minutes longer than the few sets he probably had planned should have taken him. 

It was a struggle not to yell at him. But the MMA life took more work than most expected, and more work than most would ever have the spirit to put in. I knew in my heart the work involved was what I wanted, no, what I needed. The work I was putting in had given me more than just the small fights I’d had so far. But, after decimating everyone that I stepped into the ring with, it was only a matter of time before I got the invite every fighter hoped for.  

“I’ll be done in a minute,” the man said over his shoulder, setting the bar back in its cradle. “It will be much faster if you aren’t standing over me.”

“You need to work on your definition of fast, sir.” 

He gave me a look like he wondered who, between the two of us, would win in the ring. I gave him the same look back. He probably stood just under six feet tall. I was larger…much larger. Six foot three, and I carried my weight well. With the way my body was naturally built, I looked a lot bigger than 185 pounds. But clearly I wasn’t intimidating enough for this slow-poke to hurry his rear up.

I walked across the gym, wiping the sweat from my brow and trying to figure out what to do instead of the exercise I had wanted. I was particular about my workouts and preferred to do them in a specific order. Was I OCD? No, but I also wasn't a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kinda guy when it came to my workouts.  I trained hard to get where I was, and it showed. 

After running on the treadmill and cursing the man on the weight machine for thirty minutes, he finally finished, and I moved back to the machine. Thirty reps at 125 pounds later, I moved to the next station.  Workouts were my job, and they were long and took up a good portion of my day. 

I had decided at an early age that I wanted to be a fighter. I had studied jiu-jitsu for over ten years, and it played a significant role in my fighting style. It made me on of the most agile and fastest fighters in the lower circuits. My speed had been a factor in more than one fight, but my stamina was my ace in the hole. I could take a beating and still win simply because I was able to outlast every competitor I had faced—and it had paid off. 

When I finished my workout, I leaned back against the lockers and smiled to myself. My invite had been less than a month ago, and I wasn’t taking the opportunity lightly. I was finally getting my chance in the big ring for big money. Winnings from my fights had covered all of my expenses thus far, but never left me with much when everything had been paid out. 

The smaller circuits prepared me for what the MMA circuit would be, but I knew the fighters were more experienced. On the plus side, they were also a little older. I was at my peak, and my fighting style was different, but I wasn’t so cocky that I thought everything would be easy.

My thoughts went to my father. He wasn’t too thrilled that this was my chosen career path for several reasons, but he supported my decision anyway. We talked daily. In fact, it had been my dad who had pushed me so hard, made me a better fighter. He always told me I could do whatever I put my mind to, but that I was going to have to work for it. And he never let me quit anything once I started it.

I showered and dressed quickly, looking forward to my date tonight. Fighting was my life and if it wasn't on my agenda, women were. 

“Hey, Ryder!” I heard Bret, the gym manager, call out as I was leaving. “See you in the morning?” 

Bret helped me spar on occasion but wasn't exactly what I’d call a friend. He was a washed up fifty-something fighter who never made it past the smaller circuits, but he could train the heck out of some of these younger douches. 

“Yeah, see ya then,” I said as I pushed the doors open and headed into the night. 

* * * * * 

“So, Ryder, who you taking to Vegas with you?” the petite redhead asked as she pulled her panties over her hips. 

“Me, myself and I,” I smirked as I leaned back against the pillows. 

“Maybe one day you’ll take me.” She smiled and leaned over to place a quick kiss on my cheek. I knew she wasn't serious—she was here for the ride and knew it would never be more than that. Of course, that didn’t stop me from making sure she was aware of just where she stood and then making her doubt it.

“Not likely, Red, but you never know,” I said.

“Oh, don't tease me, you jerk. All those lights and drunks. It might just ruin a sweet little country girl like me.” She placed her hand over her heart and pretended to swoon.

“Right. I think that train left the station a few years ago,” I joked. 

Red laughed a throaty laugh and turned, picking up her bag. “If you weren’t so good with your toe, I might just walk away forever after that statement. But, no such luck. Talk to you soon.” She blew me a kiss then sauntered out of my bedroom.  

I listened, waiting until I heard the front door open and shut, then I got up. I threw on a pair of boxers and walked through my modest apartment to the kitchen. 

After grabbing several things from the fridge, I pulled out my blender and started filling it. After adding the protein powder, I hit the button and stood there thinking about the upcoming fight. I had been studying this opponent, Tate, for weeks. He was a skilled fighter, but I’d found his weaknesses. He was slow to the left, and his footwork could get messy after a few hits. I’d have to get him off his game and do it in the first round, or I wouldn’t stand a chance. 

After grabbing my shake off the counter, I opened my laptop to watch one of the latest fights between two guys who had no business in the major arena. I could take them both with one arm tied behind my back. I could never get over how many of these young, inexperienced guys were allowed to step into the ring. I mean, some of them never fought again. 

My father had told me more than once that humility went a long way, but — much to my father’s dismay — there wasn't a drop of that anywhere to be found in my system. I knew how good I was and made sure that everyone around me knew it, too. My plan was that, in two days’ time, every MMA big-wig would also know it. Vegas would never be the same.

* * * * *

The tiny airplane seat made me squirm, as if by moving slightly, I could get it to suddenly get wider. The smoker next to me probably used a pack a day and then some, and the older Southern lady on my other side wore way too much perfume.

Hopefully, after this weekend, I’d at least be able to fly first class. By the time I reached my hotel room, I was in desperate need of a shower, so I dropped my bags at the door and headed straight for the bathroom.

Twenty minutes later, I pressed my earbuds into place and laid back on the comforter. The music pulled me into my zone, allowing me to center my thoughts. Excitement bubbled through my veins and began to settle some of the anxiety that was trying to work its way through. 

I woke up from a short nap and glanced at the clock. It was noon. With the fight set for eight p.m., I had time to hit the gym.  A light workout would not only loosen me up, but help calm my nerves. Granted, it was going to cost me to secure a gym so that I was alone, but I needed the solitude. 

I called Roger and set up an hour of time in his gym near the arena. He didn't charge me much, but it was enough that I had to move money around to pay him. Most of my earnings would be gone before I got home, but I wouldn’t change what I was doing for anything. 

* * * * *

The arena was buzzing, and the energy of the crowd charged me. The cheering, the shouts. The scents of sweat and blood and money. 

I bounced from foot to foot. I was ready for the fight that could change my career. Pulling my hoodie up over my head, I stopped bouncing around and concentrated. I closed my eyes saw Tate’s moves playing back in my head as I reminded myself of his weaknesses and the quickest way to take him down. He had more fights under his belt, but I had more wins. He had trash-talked all the way through weigh-ins and took every opportunity to make sure everyone knew how he felt about my fighting style. His attitude was all fluff for the cameras, and it didn't make any difference to me. His words were the catalyst to my current mood. I was a better fighter—and he knew it, the MMA circuit knew it, and I was pretty dang sure his management team knew it. For those reasons, the words didn't hurt like he thought they would. Head games were his style, not mine, and they didn't change the fact that he was going down. 

“You ready?” I heard from behind me. 

I grunted without looking up. 

“We have your song cued up, and we should start moving in about ten minutes.” 

I stretched and bounced around to keep my muscles warmed up. My song began— “Sabotage” by the Beastie Boys. Rolling my shoulders once, I started walking toward the arena. 

There was nothing better than pushing the ropes apart and stepping into the cage. The crowd cheered, but their excitement for me was nothing compared to when Tate entered the arena. Listening to the crowd chant his name, I knew when I took him to the mat, my name would become more than just the name I’d inherited from my dad. It would become a name that people knew. A name famous in the fighting world. My dream of making it to the big leagues was within my reach, I could feel it.

The announcer made his way to the center of the cage and called both our names. We touched fists then went back to our corners and waited for the bell. 

The bell rang, and Tate came at me. He threw a series of punches, landing one. My head resonated with the contact, but I pushed through throwing my leg out and catching him off guard. He went down hard, and I was on him before he had time to recover. Keeping my movements on his left side, I found my advantage. I went at him with everything I had, wrapping my arm firmly around his neck. I watched as his body started to weaken with his fight to free himself. I pulled and pushed, trying to get into the right position. Once I had him where I wanted, I tightened my hold and waited. He struggled and tried to roll on me, but I held fast and waited.  I squeezed again. 

Finally, the sound I had been holding out for — two small taps on the mat. 

I had done it. 

I’d won in the first round, in less than thirty seconds. The crowd went wild, and as I stood, I took it all in. The referee raised my arm over my head, and the announcer quickly moved in and began talking to me, asking questions, but I had no answers. I was so lost in the moment, all I wanted was to hear the crowd screaming and be blinded by the array of flashbulbs going off. It was my moment, and I wasn't going to let anyone ruin it. I looked down at the announcer, smiled, and walked away. 


Chapter Two

Tristan

“I’ve got to get my foot in this arena, no pun intended,” I said, as I clicked the remote and turned off the television. I spun in my desk chair to face my best friend, Bruce. “Diaz isn't represented, and from the research I’ve been doing, he needs someone to make sure he doesn't get taken to the cleaners. These meatheads are as stubborn as they can be stupid.” 

“I get that, but you have to get to his manager…who is also his BFF.” Bruce laughed. 

“Who makes their best friend their manager? You’d think these guys would see that it's a completely bad idea.”

“Well, I know that, and you know that, but how many of these idiots make us talk to their best bro before we actually get a sit-down with them?” Bruce asked.

“True, but you would think these big tough guys would be able to address an agent without a middleman. I mean, we’re here to get things done for them.” I sat behind my desk and kicked my feet up, leaning back and looking out over the city. If I knew how to do anything, it was how to sweet talk a person into joining my team. After leaving 360 and starting Thorne Enterprises, I had made it my life’s mission to sign as many big athletes as I could. 

Drake Mathison had been the one who started it all. He might not have been my bread, but he sure had been my butter, so to speak. After signing him and making sure he got a huge contract with Nike, I worked my magic on his contract negotiations. Having the most well-paid player in the NFL on my resume was definitely good for business. 

Even with a few setbacks, I was at the top of my game. The biggest setback had been losing my longtime personal assistant, Adrienne. Thankfully, though, Amy Nolan had stepped in and was doing a fantastic job. It didn't hurt that she was more than a little easy on the eyes. 

I liked walking into a meeting with her following behind me. Then I could watch as the men in the room tried not to appear obvious as they looked her over. She was a triple threat, for sure — smart, attractive, and sharp. She knew her stuff and was quick to let me know if something changed in the field. 

I treasured her in more ways than one.

As if on cue, Amy poked her head into my office. “I set up the flight for the private jet and made sure you have a room in the hotel where the fight is being held. I also spoke to Diaz’s manager and got a meeting with him for the following day.” 

“Thank you.” I smiled at her, trying not to stare at the way the sunlight illuminated her face.

“Is that all you need from me today?” she asked with a smirk. “Because I have a meeting set up with a few margaritas.” 

I nodded and she disappeared behind the closing door. 

“Have you checked this kid out?” Bruce turned his phone to face me.

“That’s the Rollins guy—he’s fighting Tate, right?”

“Yeah, I believe so.” Bruce turned the phone screen back around. “We seriously need to break into this market. One fighter isn't enough. Diaz is great, but we need to be tapping this. These guys have no representation and are signing the most ridiculous deals I have ever seen.” 

“I've heard,” I said. “Let’s focus on getting Diaz, and after that, we’ll have a firm foot in the door. Once we start getting a couple of these guys big money, the rest will come running.” I turned in my chair, resting my hands behind my head and imagining the future as it unfolded in front of me.

* * * * *

Three days later, I boarded the plane bound for Vegas with some of the crew from Thorne Enterprises—Amy, Bruce, Scott, and Jessie. The fight was scheduled to begin at nine p.m., but I was hoping to grab a few minutes of face time with Diaz before he was in his zone.  I was about to get my tablet out and go through my notes when I looked over at Amy and noticed she was watching me. A slight smile turned up one corner of her perfect lips as she subtly glanced  toward the back of the plane and nodded in that direction. When she stood, I stood and followed her. I wasn’t watching the folder in her hand as she swayed down the small hallway ahead of me in her pencil skirt and heels. She opened the door to a small room that held a table, a few chairs around it, and a small couch. My mind immediately went to a very unprofessional place as I closed the door behind me. I shook the image of pushing her onto the couch and kissing her relentlessly from my head when she started talking.

“I found these stats on Diaz and printed them before I left the office this morning. I figured you would want to see them before the meeting.”

“Thanks.” I reached for the folder and made sure to brush my fingers over hers as I took it from her hand. She stepped back and sat in one of the white leather chairs, crossing her legs in a way that pulled my attention to them. She was looking down at the screen of her iPhone when I spoke. 

“Where do you find this stuff?”

“There are about a million different websites, but I’ve found the Sports Advantage website to be the most reliable. I usually look at multiple sites and then average the information. It usually gives me the best numbers and the truest ones.” The entire time she spoke, she never looked up from her phone. I was realizing more and more that she was a gem, just like Adrienne had tried to tell me. This woman had been working in my office for nearly two years and I’d had no idea that she had this kind of knowledge or talent.  She continued to type on her screen once she finished speaking. 

I reached over and pulled the phone from her hands and put it in my inside jacket pocket. 

“It’s usually frowned upon to speak to your boss while playing on your phone.” I looked down at her. 

She smirked and reached to pull her phone from my pocket. I grabbed her hand and pulled her closer to me.

“Of course, it’s also usually frowned upon to do the things to your assistant I want to do to you,” I said with a smirk. As I leaned into kiss her, my phone started ringing, and she giggled. 

“Idiot,” I cursed as I pulled my phone from my pants pocket and looked down at the screen. “I’ve gotta take this.” 

She nodded and gave me an understanding smile. I turned and walked to the small couch and got comfortable as she closed the door behind her. 

“What?” I barked, irritated that my moment with Amy had been interrupted. 

I listened as one of my junior agents told me everything that was going down while I was in the air and hopeless to stop it. “Just try to put the fire out, and I'll handle it in a few hours.” 

I slammed my phone down on the soft white leather beside me and dropped my head back against the cushion. As much as this business ran in my blood, sometimes it stressed me the heck out. Whiny athletes were a handful and sometimes I just wanted to tell them to suck it up. Seriously, most of the princesses we dealt with were grown-rear men. 

I took several deep breaths before I walked back into the main sitting area. Everyone already had a drink in hand and they were chatting about Vegas and the fight. 

“Bruce, can you please make sure that 360’s meeting isn't before mine. Also, can't you get Mason under control? I realize he’s being impatient, but he needs to cool his jets and let us do our jobs. If I get another call from another security detail about him showing his rear in a club, we’re done.”

“Seriously?” he asked, genuinely wondering if I was ready to drop a high-profile client.

“As a heart attack.” I sat down, grabbed my drink, and emptied my glass. I was handed another before I set my glass down. If there was one thing about Amy, she knew my every need and was always a step ahead. 

“Thanks,” I said as she went to sit back down.

* * * * * 

The rest of the flight was smooth sailing and even a bit relaxing, even though it seemed like we were in the air forever. As I stood at the hotel counter waiting to get our rooms squared away, I glanced around the open lobby. Gigantic glass balls pulled my attention toward the high ceiling, but the large displays of flowers were the focal point and gave the room a tropical feeling. 

“We have your rooms ready for you,” the lady behind the counter said and smiled as she handed me the room cards. I turned, handing each one of my team members a key. 

“I’m gonna come back down and try my hand at the Walking Dead machine!” Amy clapped like an excited little girl. It was pretty cute. “Look, Darryl is on it!” 

She was so animated that I wanted to laugh at her but refrained. I needed to find Diaz and get a few minutes with him before his fight later tonight. Being distracted wasn’t an option at the moment.


Chapter Three

Tristan

The entire crowd at the fight was in an uproar—Ryder Rollins had taken Tate out in one of the fastest fights and biggest upsets in history.

“I cannot believe what I just saw,” I said, leaning over to Bruce. “I honestly think we are barking up the wrong tree with Diaz.” 

Amy spoke up. “Ryder Rollins hasn't lost a fight, and his style is his own.” 

I looked over at her, and she winked. She’d been overly kind, probably trying to make up for my disappointment on not getting that meeting with Diaz before his fight. Disappointment was putting it lightly—I was pissed that no one would talk to me or tell me where to find him. 

But maybe it was all for the best, and I should be focusing on Rollins, instead.

“I’ve gotta get some face time with Rollins.” I stood and pushed through a row of chairs, making my way down to the arena floor. I passed the octagon, then pushed through security. I followed the media and went straight to Ryder Rollins’s room. He had the door shut and even with knocking he wasn't opening. I pushed past the reporters and smiled at his security guard, Vance, before opening the door. 

“That was some fight,” I announced as I walked into the room. 

Rollins had a towel wrapped around his waist and was looking in a mirror, poking at the skin over his left eye. 

“You only took one shot. I don't think anyone has ever done that well against Tate,” I went on to tell him.

“Get out,” he said, matter-of-factly. 

That made no sense. He should be happy to have me here. Maybe he just didn’t know who I was or what I did. “I’m here to represent you as you move forward. I think—” 

“I said get out,” he repeated, still in a very calm voice. 

It was clear he wasn’t a people person. Which was all the more reason he was going to need me.

“I would like for you to at least sit down with me tomorrow and let me tell you what I can do for you.” 

“Are you going to fight for me?” he laughed, glancing at me through the reflection in the mirror for the first time.

“No, I’m going to make sure you aren't taken advantage of. I’m going to help you make millions of dollars and see to it that you fight in the biggest fights Vegas has to offer. No more spending your time in the trenches.” 

“You’re a little sure of yourself,” he said, finally turning around to face me. It wasn’t a huge gesture, but it was more than I thought I was going to get after the initial welcome he’d given me.

“I am,” I said. “I know what I’m good at, just like you do. I also know that you are squeaking by. I can make sure that stops. Give me an hour tomorrow, and I'll make sure you understand what you get when you sign with me.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just send a card to my room, and I'll schedule a time to meet with you. You’ll only get half an hour.”

I forced myself not to show my satisfaction. I walked over and offered him my hand. “That’s all I'll need.” 

He just looked down at my hand and then walked away. In my business, egos were usually larger than necessary. Mine included. But for the first time, I felt like it was possible I may have met an ego bigger than mine.


Chapter Four

Zoey

Watching men beat the garbage out of each other was not my idea of fun. Football I could watch, no problem. But fights? It had been a change of pace, but not necessarily a good one. I eyed the slot machines lining the casino floor. A little game of chance and losing a few dollars sounded more fun than dancing at this point.

Annette grabbed my wrist. “Come dance with us!”

“You two go on,” I said. “I'll be fine. Really. I just want to go find a slot machine and sit mindlessly for a while.” 

“Seriously?” Annette complained.

“Yes, I'll be fine. Promise. You guys go have fun.” 

She smiled, leaned in, and we touched cheeks, both of us kissing the air like we always did, and then she and her asshat boyfriend were gone. Truth was, I didn't mind dancing. What I minded was her asshat of a boyfriend. I wasn't a fan, and he knew it. And because he knew it, he’d been ruder than ever. 

I watched them walk away and then quickly found a machine and put twenty bucks into the slot.  I settled into the seat and hit the button. First round, slot machine. I didn’t win a thing, so I hit the button again. And I lost again. After a few more losses, I decided to try my hand at something I had a little more control over. Blackjack caught my eye, not that I was very good at it. I wasn’t, and I lost some more money. Then I stopped and watched a couple of guys rolling dice on a table. It didn't seem too hard, so I put some money on the table for chips and gave it a shot. I really had no clue what I was doing, but when the dice came to me, I made my bets and rolled. Before long I was winning, and winning big. I had over a thousand dollars, and there was a crowd around the table cheering me on. 

I noticed him first just off to my left. His arms wrapped in a crisp white shirt opened at the collar, no tie. He placed money on the table and smiled at me. We glanced at each other over the next several rolls until a waitress came around. At that point, the people who had been separating us had moved on, and he was beside me. He smiled and asked what I wanted. 

“Jack and Coke would be amazing.” I smiled up at him. 

He was tall, maybe six foot three or four. I wasn't a short woman, but my stature was dwarfed by him. His smile was sure and friendly, but I sensed a hint of cockiness in the way he carried himself. 

“Thank you,” I said and then tossed the dice back down the table.  The table erupted into cheers as I hit seven again. 

 “You’re good at craps,” he said as he moved a little closer.

“I've never played before. Beginner's luck?” I suggested.

He smiled a brilliant smile that put every woman in the casino on alert. “I find that hard to believe.” 

He closed what had been left of the distance between us, and our arms now touched, sending a heat through my body I hadn’t experienced. By my third roll, we were standing close enough that having him right here was making me uncomfortable.  Not uncomfortable in a bad sense, but in a way I hadn’t expected. A way I thought didn't exist.

“Have you played before?” I asked him.

“Sure, maybe I can give you a quick rundown on the game.”

I tried to pay attention to what he was saying as he explained the rules of craps. It wasn’t easy. Something about the way his mouth moved kept distracting me.

“Basically, you don't want to roll a two, three, or twelve when you first roll, but a seven is good. Then you just roll and try to hit the numbers here.” He pointed to the pass line. “If you continue to roll these numbers, then you keep playing, and by the look of the bets on eight, I assume that’s one that you like to roll,” he smirked as his hand brushed over mine.  

“I have no clue what’s happening. I just roll until they take the dice away and hand them to the next person. I guess I’m a natural.” I laughed and reached down for my chips. “But I know how to quit while I’m ahead.” 

There was an audible sound of dismay as I left the table. I made my way over to the bar and ordered another drink. He followed and took a seat on the barstool beside me. 

“Ryder,” he stated as he put out his hand. 

I placed mine in his, and the heat began once more. 

“Zoey,” I responded with a smile. I took the drink the bartender placed in front of me and lifted it to my lips. 

Ryder requested a beer which the bartender reached beneath the bar and produced immediately.

“So, Ryder. You here for work?” I asked.

“You could say that.” He reached for his beer and took a pull from the bottle. 

I couldn’t get over how attractive the man was, but I tried not to let it show on my face. 

“You?” he asked.

“I came with some friends to watch the fight tonight.”

His eyebrows raised a bit. “You’re a fan of MMA?” 

“No. I can’t say I've ever been a fan of watching grown men pummel each other, but the energy is amazing.” 

“It's an intense sport, for sure. I was there tonight, too,” he told me. “It was a crazy event.”

“Well, the second fight was over so quickly that I missed most of it.”

“You didn't see it?”

“No. I went to the bathroom, and when I came back, the fighters were both leaving the ring. I couldn’t even tell you who was fighting,” I joked. “My friend’s boyfriend said the guy who won the second fight was a monster. Apparently, he hasn't lost a fight and taking down the guy he beat was a major upset for the league.”

“You could say that,” he said with a grin. He looked into my eyes as though he were searching for my secrets. “So, tell me about Zoey.” 

“There isn't much to tell. I grew up on the East Coast, I can never turn down a great cup of coffee. I love fashion and I want to make a career out of it.”

“Like runway model career?” he asked.

“No, nothing like that. I want to be a clothing designer. I prefer to be in the background.”

“A woman as beautiful as you shouldn't be in the background.”

“Well, if there is one thing I am not, it’s a runway model,” I laughed and reached for my glass again.

“I would much rather see a woman like you than those waifs they call women,” he muttered as he pressed his bottle to his lips. 

“A woman like me?” I asked, probing a little deeper.
“Yes, a woman like you, a real woman. You are what every man dreams about.”

“Are you trying to get in my pants?” I laughed. 

He didn’t laugh. Instead, a sly curve turned up one corner of his mouth. “We are always trying to get in women’s pants. If a man isn't, then something is wrong with him. Especially if he’s with a woman like you. Look, let me be clear here. I like you. You’re smart, ambitious, and beautiful. Maybe a little naive, but every man’s wet dream, seriously.”

“Wow, I don't think any man has ever said anything like that to me. And you got all of that from our short interaction?” I questioned.

“What can I say, I'm an intuitive guy. And I call it like I see it.” He reached for my hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a soft kiss on my fingers.

I just shook my head and let it slide. He was smooth, that much couldn’t be denied. We chatted for a while until I let out a loud and rather embarrassing yawn. 

“Maybe you should get some sleep,” he suggested.

“But this is the town that never sleeps.” I moved my arm around, pointing to the small bar that was filling up. 

He just chuckled at me as I rubbed my eyes. He said, “Can we have lunch tomorrow?” 

“I think that could be arranged,” I said.

He reached over with a mischievous glint in his sexy blue eyes, took my cell phone from the bar top, put his number in, and sent himself a text. 

“I'll text you in the morning with where to meet. I have a short meeting, so it will have to be after that.”

“Okay.” I practically swooned at him. I wasn't a swooner, but this man with his chiseled jaw and intense stare made me feel things I had never felt. 

“Can I walk you to your room?” he asked.

“How about to the elevator,” I suggested. 

“Gladly,” he said with a smile. Standing, he put his hand out to help me from my bar stool. He kept my small hand in his much larger one as we walked. The way he watched me as we walked together, talking, was a welcome change from most guys I’d met. His gaze never wavered from me, and I had to admit, it was a nice feeling. 

When we reached the elevator, he reached over and pushed the up button for me, then stepped back and looked into my eyes. 

“You are absolutely beautiful,” he said. “Thank you for spending time with me tonight.”

“I enjoyed it.” 

He leaned in and placed his lips gently against mine. It was a soft kiss, one I hadn't expected but welcomed all the same. I felt the heat of his hand travel down my back and settle just above my waist. He pulled me closer and deepened the kiss. I once heard that a kiss could make you feel weightless, but I had never experienced such a thing. When he pulled away, I felt the warmth that was surrounding me disappear. I was floating in that weightlessness I had heard about.

He brushed his lips over mine once more and then up my cheek and whispered in my ear. “Until tomorrow, beautiful Zoey.” 

I stood there, not sure I could move, much less walk. The doors started to close, and he reached his muscled arm out and stopped them. 

“Your chariot awaits,” he added with a half-smile that made me want to kiss him again. He held the door until I was standing inside and then stepped away. That crooked smile was the last thing I saw. 


Chapter Five

Ryder

I was afraid of a woman for the first time in my life. It was a foreign feeling, and I wasn't exactly sure what to do with it. What I was sure of was that I wanted her, and tomorrow couldn’t possible arrive fast enough. 

As if beating Tate in less than a minute wasn’t enough to make it a glorious day, I ended it with a kiss that had knocked me for a loop. Tate didn’t have anything on this girl. Heck, she hit me harder than any fighter had in years, and I didn’t even know her last name. 

* * * * *

I awoke the next morning to the ringing of my room phone. 

“Yeah?”

“Mr. Rollins, there’s a man waiting for you by the name of Tristan Thorne. He requests that you meet him at the East Pub.”

“Yes, tell him I'll be down in thirty minutes. Thank you.”

I pushed myself from the bed and headed sleepily to the shower. I was clean from taking a shower before bed, but I needed the water to hit my face just to wake me up fully. Once I stepped out, I ran a towel over my hair, got dressed, and made my way down to the East Pub. It was barely after noon, and the moment I stepped into the elevator, my first thought went to the beauty I’d met the night before. Zoey. Just thinking about her put a huge grin on my face.  I pulled out my phone and began to text.

           Meet me at 1:30 at the Montford? Please?

I hit send and watched the little bubbles moving. That sports agent was waiting for me, but I wanted to see Zoey’s response, first. 

            Since you asked nicely. See you then.

I smiled and shoved my phone into my back pocket. I walked across the room, eating up the distance quickly, and dropped my body into the chair across from two men. I recognized the one who had barged into my dressing room after the fight, Tristan Thorne, but I had never seen the other. 

“Good afternoon, Mr. Rollins. This is my business associate, Bruce Elliott,” Thorne said. “We will be the team handling all of your needs if you choose to sign with us.”

I nodded in the other man’s direction, but didn’t make an effort to shake his hand. I looked them over. They were both dressed in suits I was certain they didn't get by being poor. “Tell me exactly what it is that you want,” I said.

“We want to represent your interests over the next two years. We have put together a contract that we would like for you to read over. We recommend you talk it over with a lawyer when you get home. We have a long-standing reputation with many professional athletes that is nothing short of superb. Our goal is to help you land the fights you want and deserve, as well as help you secure the sponsorship deals you want. I assure you, we have your best interests at heart. There are already whispers on the pipeline that ProFit protein wants to talk to you.”

I raised my eyebrows. That was a surprise development.

Thorne continued, “One fight was all it took to make your career go through the roof, and ProFit wants to use up-and-coming athletes. If we can get you on board with them, we are talking millions over the next several years. The endorsements will come in, and we will negotiate them for you. It's our job and what we get paid to do. We would also negotiate your fight contracts. You deserve the big ring and the main events after your performance last night. It’s easy to see why you’ve moved up the ranks so quickly the last two years.”

“So, you want me to pay you to do what I can do myself?” I said.

“You could do it yourself,” he said. “I have no doubt you have the ability. But you don’t know the ins and outs of how some of these companies will try to get something for nothing, and there’s always fine print. Sadly, going it alone could also mean you end up broke like Marv Johnson. All it takes is one bad deal. If you want to navigate this alone, that’s your call. But I can guarantee that you would not be represented as effectively for your bank account as if you allow us to do it for you.” 

Thorne was right. Marv Johnson was broke. It took me a minute to think about that. Johnson had fought and won fights that should have padded his bank account for the rest of his life. Instead, he was living with his brother and had lost his fortune while trying to get out of an endorsement contract that went south. 

“So, let me get this straight, you get half my money, and I get you and your legal team?” I asked.

“Not half. Around twenty percent of the deals we broker. If you break it down, it's what you would pay a lawyer anyway, but you get us fighting for you and connecting you with the right people to boost your career.”

“I'll have to go over this with my dad. He’s my manager.”

“Absolutely, please bring him into the discussion. When you’re ready to move this along, we can fly you guys in, answer any questions, and take care of everything for you.”

“Is that it?” I asked. I was feeling a little uncomfortable. Yes, I wanted to be rich—who didn't? But the kind of money they were talking hadn't even been a blip on my radar. I just wanted to make enough to drive a nice car and provide for my family. 

He pushed an envelope across the table and stood. “That’s it,” he replied, reaching his hand out. This time, I shook it. “I look forward to speaking with you soon,” he added.

“Yeah. I’ll be in touch.” I moved from behind the table, took the envelope, and headed back to my room. After dropping the envelope on the table next to my bed, I made a beeline for the one place I actually wanted to be. The Montford.


Chapter Six

Zoey

I strolled into the large hotel, following the overhead signs as I moved through the crowds of people. The Montford restaurant was technically in the hotel next door, but the entrance was not.  I made it to the front, gave the lady my name, and she told me that our table wasn’t quite ready and that my dining partner had not yet arrived. 

To kill some time, I walked around the front of the restaurant located within the back lobby and read the show posters of the acts and events that would be coming up. The fight poster from the night before caught my attention, so I wandered over to it, thinking I’d at least read the names and jar my memory. That’s when I saw his face—a face I couldn’t mistake. After all, I’d spent nearly an hour staring at it the evening before and a glorious minute kissing those lips. 

I looked down at the name again. Ryder Rollins. He was the fighter that had beaten Tate last night. I stepped back and placed my hand over my heart. I immediately felt a twinge of anger. Like I’d been lied to. Maybe by omission, but lied to all the same. I turned to leave, and almost ran right into his brick wall of a chest. 

“Hey there, you ready?” he asked, smiling.

I just looked at him for a few seconds, then started pointing at the poster behind me, still a little in shock. “You—you're—you're him.” I struggled to get the words out.

“Yes,” he said matter-of-factly. When he recognized my confusion, he looked concerned. 

“Why didn't you tell me?” I questioned him.

“I don't know,” he said with a shrug. “When you said you weren't a fan of fighting, I didn’t want to scare you away, so I figured I’d let you meet me first and then we could talk about the fighting.” 

I moved to the left and tried to get around him.

“Zoey, wait.”

“No, I can't start this with a lie.”

“There wasn't a lie. You didn't ask me what I did, exactly.”

“You said you were here for the fight, not fighting.”

“Technically, I was here for the fight.”

“Seriously? Ugh.” I pulled away again.

“Just have lunch with me and let's talk about this. I wanted to see you again, and I was afraid that if I said ‘hey that was me in the ring tonight,’ you would have run for the hills. Which is exactly what you’re doing.”

“I'm not running.” I stopped, turned on my heel and at looked at him. He was pleading with his eyes and I softened a little. 

“Please, just lunch. Scout’s honor,” he said.

“You were not a boy scout.” 

“Eagle, actually.” He smiled, and looked rather adorable, like a kid proud of getting an answer right in math class. 

I was immediately mad at myself for thinking this man was simple when he appeared to be far from it. Could I learn more about him, but protect my heart at the same time?

“Fine.” I moved around him toward the restaurant. I saw the smile spread over his face as I passed him. He fell in behind me.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Rollins,” the hostess said. “We have your table ready.”

“Thank you.” He had his hand on my lower back in an intimate gesture as we followed the hostess through the restaurant. When we reached our table, he pulled my chair out and waited for me to sit. Once more, he was proving he was a gentleman. 

Looking around, I felt a tad underdressed in my sundress. He, on the other hand, was once again wearing suit pants and a crisp white shirt rolled up to his elbows. I studied his arms as he spoke to a waiter who had magically appeared at our table the moment we did. He ordered wine, and I did my best to maintain the heat racing through me. I couldn't help it. He was moving his hands as he talked. The movement of his smooth skin over his muscles was fascinating. I had never seen someone with arms so muscular, especially not up close.  

When he stopped talking to the waiter, he also stopped moving his hands and arms. I altered my attention to meet his eyes. His sea-blue eyes were smiling at me. 

“Is everything okay?” he asked with a smirk.

“I've just never seen anyone as…large as you are.” I fumbled with my words, not wanting to come across too weird. 

He chuckled. “Trust me, I’m not that big. More medium when it comes to fighter standards.” 

“I don't understand how someone as big as you are can move as fast as you do.”

“I thought you missed my fight last night.” He smiled. 

“I did, but I heard all about it. And if you are this big and you can move that fast, it's a little intimidating.” 

“I don't fight people outside of the ring…anymore.” He grinned playfully. “When I was younger and a bouncer, I didn’t always have a choice,” he explained.  “But, that isn’t an issue these days. I have an unfair advantage, and that wouldn’t be right. Besides, I’m usually at home or at the gym.”

“Right,” I said with a nod. 

Once again, I was going out with some guy that I couldn’t really trust. He’d lied to me about being in the fight last night. What else would he lie about?


Chapter Seven

Ryder

She looked at me curiously. Then her look turned to one I had seen more times than I cared to remember. 

She didn’t believe me.

I wanted to explain everything, but at the same time, I didn't want to talk about fighting. I wanted to get to know her. Her glare softened, and she asked me a few more questions before I changed the subject. 

“So, you now know my last name. What’s yours?” I asked.

“Marous.”

“And just how long are you in Vegas for, Zoey Marous?” I asked.

“Until Monday. We’re going to a runway show tomorrow night for a new line that’s coming out. The boutique I work for knew I was planning to be here and asked me to check it out.”

“That sounds right up your alley,” I said.

She smiled. If I could just sit here and stare at her smile all day, I’d be happy forever. 

“It is,” she said. “I love checking out fashion in other places. New York tends to get a little over commercialized, and it takes away from the real designers, in my opinion. Seriously, who wants to wear a dress covered in peacock feathers? I get it, but at the same time, I want to make clothes for the everyday woman. I can assure you that a lot of runway shows, at least televised ones, aren't even close to what most women want to wear. Most of the time we want to put on a soft dress or pants, look cute, and do our work.”

“Peacock feathers, really?”

“My whole rant and that’s what you heard,” she said with a giggle.

“What can I say? You said peacock, and I was immediately picturing a crazy dress in my head. Can you blame me?” 

She just shook her head, smiled, and picked up her menu. 

I looked down at mine, searching for the biggest protein load I could find. I needed to put as much in my body as I could. Not getting the right diet was the worst part of being away from home. Everything was so regimented within my walls, but out here, it was insane to try to get what I needed. 

“You find anything you like?” I asked her as she placed the menu back on the table. 

“I think I want the butterflied chicken breast with asparagus and candied pecans.”

“That sounds amazing,” I said, still looking at the menu in my hands.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I think I'll have that and the eighteen-ounce ribeye with steamed green beans and mashed cauliflower,” I answered, looking over the menu to make sure the sides were what I wanted. 

“You’re going to eat all that?” she looked shocked.

“I have to protein load and meat is usually the best way to do that without shakes.” 

She seemed to understand and smiled. “It's a lot of food, that’s all.”

“Well, I do like to eat, so it's a good thing I picked a career that requires it,” I blurted out, not thinking about her dislike for my chosen career. Her smile fell a little bit. I didn't understand why she was so against fighting. I usually had women falling all over me because I was a fighter. 

As if she was reading my mind, she started the conversation all on her own. “For some reason, fighting concerns me. I don't understand it. Why you would risk your personal health for sport?”

“Well, it isn't really any different than football or hockey if you think about it,” I explained.

“It is different. They are wearing gear, they have some protection, and their main object isn’t to injure their opponent.” 

“Okay, I’ll concede that point, but they still suffer from the same issues we do. Concussions are just as common in those two sports as ours. We learn to protect ourselves when we first start out.”

“I guess you’re right, but the thought of watching someone you care about get beat up hurts my heart.”

“Luckily for you, I have never been beaten up, so you won't have to worry about that too much.” I was trying to lighten the mood and maybe end the talk of my job. It seemed to work because she laughed.

A few minutes later, our food arrived, and she did the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen a woman do. She dug in. She didn’t try to be prim and proper or impress me by acting like she didn’t need to eat. She ate. Eventually, though, she slowed down and began pushing food around her plate.

She watched me as I ate and I watched her as she picked at her chicken.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“I don't know. I like you, Ryder. I really do. But what are we doing here? I’m not a one night stand kinda girl, and I don't know how we could have any kind of relationship, if you were even thinking along those lines, when I live in New York, and you’re here.”

“Just so happens, I live in Connecticut for most of the year. I fly out and do some training here in Vegas, usually in the winter. I probably would have moved, but I don't want to leave my dad yet, so I keep my apartment in Connecticut.”

“It sounds like you have it all figured out.”

“As far as my career goes, I do for the most part. Just need to fill a couple holes along the way. As far as you and me are concerned, I don’t really have a game plan. Kinda figured we could just go with the flow. It doesn't have to be defined.” I smiled and lifted my wine glass to my lips. A gesture she mirrored. 

I realized as I watched her lips open and take in the wine that I wanted her more than I could remember wanting a woman ever. I knew she wasn't that kind of girl, but I wanted to mark her. Make her mine in every sense of the word. As much as I enjoyed women, this was the dreaded cliché. She was different. I had to know this woman, and it was clear she wasn't the type I could idiot and leave. She was the type that made you a better man. The type that would hold all your trash together when it was falling apart. The type that you held onto for dear life and hoped like mad she would love you back. 

“It's nice to meet a man that has a plan,” she complimented, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Nice to meet a woman who knows what she wants out of life,” I countered.

“Dessert?” the waiter asked, appearing out of thin air.

“I am so full.” She exhaled and shook her head. “But if you want something, then please feel free. Don’t hold back on my account,” she said with a smile as though she already knew I would order.

“I’d like that strawberry dessert you have,” I said. I’d had it before. It was to die for.

“Yes, Mr. Rollins. It will be right out,” he replied and then disappeared as stealthily as he had appeared.

“I have no clue where you put all that food!”

“I could eat more, but I figured you didn't want to sit here for another hour,” I said with a laugh, but I meant it. “I usually eat five to six thousand calories a day, some days more, some days less.”

“What?” Her mouth gaped open. “Seriously? Six thousand? A day?”

“Yeah, I average more like five, but after a fight, I'll eat more. Plus, during the training up to the fight, I tend to work harder and longer each day, so it goes up and down.”

“Does your weight change too?” she asked, the look on her face genuinely intrigued.

“Not usually. I stay around 185 but will go five pounds either way.”

The waiter reappeared. “Your dessert, sir.” He placed the plate of strawberries sitting on a bed of cream on the table, and I looked over at Zoey.

“You want a bite?”

She eyed the strawberries, then her eyes playfully turned up to meet mine. “Yes, I believe I do.”

“Hard to say no when it’s in front of you, isn’t it?” I teased.

“When it looks so delicious, yes, it is,” she shot back, never taking her eyes from mine. A jolt of energy passed between us and part of me wanted to toss the dessert aside and replace it with her lips. I refrained.

“The best part about this is the part you can’t see. You see, there’s a layer beneath the surface that you have to dig down to reach,” I informed her. The way one corner of her mouth turned up, I knew she picked up on the hidden meaning.

“Is that so?” she asked. “And just what is hiding underneath what I can see?” Her question was just as veiled as my earlier statement. 

She was intelligent and that made her all the more attractive. But I wasn’t about to make it easy for her. I leaned in, like I was going to be serious and give her some insight into the man behind the muscle, then I pulled a bait and switch.

“The buttery croissant under this cream. Here.” I dug into the layers and made sure there was a little bit of it all on the spoon. I moved the spoon over toward her, and she reached for it, but I pulled it back and then offered it again. She slowly licked her lips and I felt blood rush toward my cock. When the spoon reached her lips, she parted them slowly. I pushed the spoon in and watched as her eyes closed and a small groan escaped. My toe swelled. Just watching this woman’s mouth had me hard. I wanted her more than I had before. 

“It’s good, yeah?”

“Oh my goodness, that is the most amazing thing I have ever put in my mouth.” She moaned again, then winked at me. 

I wanted to make a smart aleck comment, but I was afraid it would ruin the moment. She was flirting with me. Straight up flirting. I didn’t think I had ever had a woman flirt with me. I was more accustomed to them throwing themselves at me and I just always took what I wanted, and what they wanted to give. But for whatever reason, I was waiting for all the cues from Zoey. 

We finished the dessert together. Even though she kept saying she was full, she kept taking the bites that I offered her. Every time her mouth wrapped around the spoon, I saw her mouth wrapping around my toe.  My erection was uncomfortable and pushing against my slacks. For once in my life, I wished I had worn some sort of underwear. The slick material rubbing against my overstimulated skin was almost unbearable. 

“Have you had a chance to see the Bellagio fountains?” I asked her as I placed my credit card over the bill and nodded for the waiter to pick it up.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Wanna come?” I sent a wicked grin her way and watched as she adjusted in her seat. Maybe she was feeling the heat between us as well. Heck, I was pretty sure everyone in the restaurant could feel it. 

After I got my card back and signed the slip, I stood and reached my hand out for hers. She took my hand, and I helped her from her seat. I didn't let go of her hand as we made our way around the tables to the exit.

The heat nearly took my breath as we exited the air-conditioned building. 

“I could never get used to this heat,” she spoke as we walked toward the famous fountains. 

“I don’t know. I love it. It's so different than back home, and winter isn't even a thought to this state. It's great to be here when it's seventy degrees and people are wearing long sleeves and coats.”

“Seventy, really? That’s like summer in New York,” she said.

“It's different out here, but still amazing.”

We walked about a mile down the strip, discussing the differences between Vegas and the east coast. When we neared the Bellagio, I spotted a secluded area that was shaded from the sun. The fountains ran every hour on the hour during the day. I glanced at my watch. We had about ten minutes to wait. I led her over to the wall in the shade, rested my back against it, and pulled her to me, placing both of my hands on either side of her. I rolled her around so she was pushed against the concrete wall with one swift motion. 

“Please tell me you feel this,” I whispered against her cheek then rested my forehead to hers. Knots formed in my core. 

“I do,” she responded softly, then smiled and leaned into my chest. Her arms wrapped around me and pulled me closer. 

I kissed her, and not in the soft way I had planned. I crashed my lips into hers and ground my pelvis against her. She groaned as my tongue slipped into her mouth. It wasn’t the kind of kiss that should have been shared in public, but this was Vegas, the city with no rules. My hands snaked around her and drew her even closer, wanting her to become a part of me. Her small hands ran over the ridges of my muscled back and clawed at my shoulders. 

When I heard the first fountain shoot off, I pulled away and smiled, placing a soft kiss on her lips before turning her away from me and positioning her so that she could see the fountains in all their glory. I knew she could feel my erection pushed against her back, but she watched the fountains and oohed and ahhed as each note to the song was matched with movement by the water. She leaned back into me, her head falling back on my shoulder. 

“This is amazing,” she muttered, still focused on the display. “I bet this is gorgeous at night. I’d love to come back and see that.”

“That can be arranged,” I whispered in her ear. 

She wiggled against me as she laughed. I groaned and wanted to reach between us to adjust myself, but she wouldn't let go of my hands. The fountains ran for the length of the song, and when they finished I turned her around once more, kissed her again — this time slowly and tenderly like I had intended the first time. When she pulled her lips from mine, I tugged her away from the wall and we started our walk back to the hotel. The moment we walked into the lobby, a girl came rushing toward us. 

“Hey!” the girl yelled as she ran up to Zoey and hugged her. The man behind her barely even acknowledged Zoey. 

“Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you forever. Rick wants to go to the Mob Museum.”

“I think I'll pass,” Zoey said, but her friend was suddenly not listening to her.

“Um, hello.” Her friend looked at me and smiled then gave Zoey one of those looks girls give each other when you know they’re having a private conversation without words.

“Oh, sorry. Annette, this is Ryder. Ryder, Annette.” Zoey waved between us. “And that’s Rick,” Zoey added as if she had to just to be polite.

“Very nice to meet you, Ryder,” Annette said as she looked me over then pulled at Zoey.

“You that fighter from last night?” Rick asked me.

“Yeah.” I watched as Annette talked to Zoey. The girl’s hands were moving all over the place, and Zoey was laughing. 

“That was some fight last night. It's nice to meet you, man.” The guy put his hand out but my attention was on Zoey and trying to hear what she was saying. Her friend's face was squished up in a scowl. I wanted to laugh. 

“Okay then.” I heard Rick say, but I didn't really care. Still, they were with Zoey, so I tried to save a little face.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, man. Nice to meet you.” I glanced at him, shook his hand and then turned my attention quickly back to Zoey.  She was smiling, and I didn't, no couldn't, look away. It was a beautiful thing and should not be taken for granted. She laughed again, pushed Annette away, and turned to walk back to me but was pulled again by her friend.  I could barely make out some of what was being said.

“Are you really?” Annette asked her.
“I might,” Zoey giggled.  

It was all I could hear.

When I looked back toward Rick, he was watching a girl walking by with a tiny white skirt and literally turned his whole body to look at her. 

“You see that?” he asked me.

“Nah,” I replied looking back at Zoey. She was walking toward me and smiling, her arm looped through her friend’s. 

“We should all do dinner,” Annette announced. 

“I don't know if Ryder has time tonight. Maybe another time,” Zoey said.

“It's fine if that's what you want to do,” I smiled down at Zoey. 

I looked over her shoulder at Rick who was still woman watching. I get that men will look, but he was being disgusting. And for me to say that was a stretch. Even though I wasn't a girlfriend kind of guy, I still didn't act that way even when I was with a casual date. It was disrespectful and rude.

“I don't know,” Zoey said to Annette. “Just keep the calendar open, and we’ll be in touch a little later. We ate such a big lunch, and I don't know if I could even think about eating again.”

“Okay, I'll text you when we get back,” Annette told her.

Zoey leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, and Annette and Rick left. 

Their little encounter had drained all of the heat from between us and I wanted it back. I had been euphoric for the last two hours, and that kind of connection with Zoey was definitely becoming a drug I wanted more of. 

“So, you coming?” She smiled as she started to walk away. I took a couple of steps and caught up with her, placing my hand on her lower back and leading her into the casino. We played craps for a while, but she wasn't nearly as lucky today as she had been last night, so I convinced her to play blackjack with me. She leaned against my thigh as I played. I kept contact with her at all times. Rubbing her back or forearm. She was leaning between my thighs, and the intensity was screaming between us. I wanted nothing more than to go caveman on her, throw her over my shoulder, and take her to my room where I would cover her with my body and claim her as mine. The look in her eyes told me she wasn't thinking it was such a bad idea.

“You want to go?” I whispered, my mouth close to her ear.

“Yes.” Her tone said she wasn't exactly sure what she wanted to do, but her eyes told me she wanted me. 

I was certain she wasn't the kind of girl to sleep with some guy she’d just met, but for whatever reason, it looked like she at least wanted to be alone with me. I didn't know what to do. I had no idea if she intended to allow it, but I knew what my instincts were telling me, and that was to get inside of her as soon as possible.  

I guided her away from the table and toward the elevator. Once we were inside, I pushed her against the wall and covered her mouth with mine. We were pushing and pulling at each other before too long. The kiss was temporarily interrupted when the doors opened, and we stepped into the hallway. I picked her up and carried her down the hall, my mouth on her neck, her moaning with pleasure as I kissed and nibbled.  The warmth of her body against my midsection bled through our clothing and encouraged my erection. She pulled the key card from my hand as I set her down in front of the door. Once the light was green, I shoved the door open and pressed her against it. She laughed a throaty, deep laugh that made me want her even more. 

“I want you,” I mumbled between kisses.

“Then take me.” Her voice trembled as she looked up at me. Her words weren't as confident as her eyes, but I was too far gone to care. She wanted it enough to say it aloud, and she didn’t have to tell me twice. I lifted her and pushed the bar over the door once it closed. When I made it to the couch, I sat with her on my lap and placed my mouth over her dress just above her collar bone and bit gently into her flesh. Her back arched into me, pushing her breasts further into my face. I reached behind her and pulled the drawstring holding the halter-neck dress together. The dress front fell to her waist. For a brief moment, I admired her until she ground her hips into mine. My mouth immediately covered one hard nipple. I wanted to feel her squirm, feel her want me as much as I wanted her. Her mouth traveled over my neck and caused goosebumps to break out across my flesh. 

“Mmmm.” The sound slipping from between her lips did something to me I couldn’t explain. I lifted her and walked toward the bedroom, but I only made it to the wall just outside the bedroom door where I pinned her with my hips. I kissed up her chest and moved my hand up her thigh reaching for the softness nestled between them. When my middle finger brushed across her panties, her breath rushed out. She pushed her hips towards my hand, and I almost came in my pants because it was such a turn on. My toe was so hard at this point it hurt. I needed relief, but I couldn't stop my hands from their exploration. All I wanted was to touch her. 

The heat was intense as I worked my fingers over her panties. Her breathing changed and grew shallow and irregular. She reached out and rubbed my erection, pushing in just the right spot. 

I had to change our current situation. I pulled her from the wall and turned, walking toward the bed. This time, I laid her back and worked my way down her body, making sure my lips touched every inch of her skin. I pulled the dress the rest of the way off, and her panties with it. Then I stopped to truly admire how stunning she was. I locked her hands beside her body and intertwined our fingers. 

“You’re beautiful,” I said, and placed a kiss right below her belly button. I trailed my tongue down to the thin line of hair that led between her legs. I pushed them apart and when my mouth made contact with the sensitive area just above her opening, she tensed up and pushed me away. 

“I've never...” She tried to pull away from me, but I wasn't having any of it. Knowing I was going to be the first man to taste her made me want this more than I wanted to be inside her. 

“Just lie back and relax. I’ll go slow,” I assured her.

I reached again and pulled her legs apart, looking at the wetness that shimmered against her skin. She was tense and unreceptive, but she didn't tell me to stop.

“You okay?” I asked, checking in again. 

She nodded.

“Really? We can stop anytime, but whatever we do, I need a yes or no, sweetheart.”

“Y-yes,” she stammered.

“If that changes, all you gotta do is say so. We can stop anytime.” She was into this; I just needed to get her to relax. I kissed around her thighs and used my fingers to move around her folds. I pinched her clit between my fingers. Her hips moved with each squeeze. Her eyes were tightly shut, so I leaned in and ran my tongue up her slit. She moaned in response, so I did it again, only this time I pushed my tongue inside of her. Her hips bucked against my mouth, and she grabbed my hair, holding my mouth closer to her. I continued to move my mouth over her, but when I pulled her clit into my mouth and sucked lightly, she squeaked out a small sound and her legs slammed on both sides of my face has her body shuddered. She was shaking and groaning with every movement my tongue made. 

“Stop, please, stop,” her trembling voice pled. I licked a couple more times, just to feel her shiver, and then placed a small kiss over her clit before I pushed her legs apart and moved myself up her body, kissing along the way. She was shivering and covered in goosebumps. I placed my lips to hers and laid down on top of her. She gave me a lazy smile when I pulled back. 

“I need you to mess me now,” she said in a whisper. 

The directive was so hot, I almost came on her belly.

“Yes, ma’am.” As much as I wanted to push balls deep into her, I needed a condom. As I pushed up from her to get one, she followed me. She reached for the front of my pants and ran her hand over my erection. Reaching for the zipper, she pulled it down, and my erection sprang free. As I watched her mouth lower to it, I pushed her back.

“As much as I want you to do that, it can't happen.  As soon as your mouth hits my skin I’m gonna lose control and I need to be inside of you for that.” Turning down her beautiful lips wrapped around my cock was not an easy thing to do. As much as I wanted that, it wasn't something I could handle. In fact, I wasn't sure I could ever handle it. 

She pouted, but pushed back up on the bed. I ripped the package with my mouth and blew the piece out. 

She was splayed out in front of me, and for all the women I had been with, I had never felt more like a virgin than I did at that moment. It was going to be a battle to keep from releasing as soon as I pushed inside her. She reached down and ran her fingers over her pussy and I licked my lips, remembering how she tasted. 

After donning the condom, I crawled up the bed and licked my way up her body. When I felt my tip bump against her, I grabbed my toe and pushed it back and forth over her lips just to tease her. Her hips rose to meet me, and I took advantage and pushed inside of her. With each inch I advanced, I could feel her expanding, but the tightness was almost painful. I pulled back and then pushed in again, gaining a little more depth each time I repeated the motion. Before long, I was slamming into her and had to slow myself down. She moaned my name, and I was in way over my head, literally. I leaned down and covered her body with mine, catching her mouth as I stilled inside of her.  I needed a second to think about something other than how good she felt. Her insides hugged every inch of me, and I couldn't believe I was about to blow my load like an inexperienced teenager. I knew she was special, but I hadn't realized just how special. 

She pushed against my shoulders, so I rolled over onto my back. She climbed on top of me. I knew it wasn't a good idea, but at the same time, I wanted to see her like this. She flipped around, facing away from me, giving me a full view of my toe as it slid in and out of her. No. This wasn't a good idea, at all. 

“Oh, dang, Ryder,” she moaned as she rocked down onto me. I grabbed her hips and pushed up until she was on her knees in front of me. I pumped into her, feeling her tightening around me, and when her pussy clamped down on my toe, I shoved in as far as I could and came on a yell. I pushed three more times before falling back against the bed, pulling her with me. Sweat trickled down my chest, and I cringed when I felt my toe slip out of her, causing her to giggle. 

“That was...I don't even know how to describe it,” I mumbled between heavy breaths. 


Chapter Eight

Zoey

I laid on top of him, my back to his chest. Still reeling over the fact that I’d just had two orgasms. I’d always needed a few hours of rest between orgasms before, but Ryder—wow. He really did it for me. 

Lying there, part of me wanted to believe this was more than it was. But I knew better. He wasn't in my plans. Heck, I wasn't sure that, even if he was, he would fit in any part of my life. Even though he had a place in Connecticut, he wanted to live in Vegas. My life was in New York, and there wasn't any way around that. There were fights at Madison Square Gardens from time to time, but not enough for us to actually have a relationship. I knew I should enjoy what had just happened, but at the same time, I was already feeling the dread of separation. Falling for someone wasn't supposed to happen this fast. 

I pushed away from him and headed into the bathroom. I heard him rustling around in the bedroom as I washed myself up. When I returned, he had a pair of black boxer briefs pulled over his hips, and he was a sight to behold. I felt my body heat begin to rise immediately…again. 

“You make those boxers look amazing.” I smiled and tried to get out of my head and just enjoy the moment. But it wasn’t working. 

“You make nothing look even better.” 

He reached for me and kissed me passionately. It was enough to make me see that I could really get caught up in this guy. Get caught up in how he made me feel. And that was enough to make my decision for me.

“I really should get going,” I said, pulling away. “I have to get to the room and shower and get ready to go to dinner with Annette tonight.” 

I saw the disappointment cross his face, but he released me and looked away. This wasn't supposed to happen. I wasn’t supposed to want to stay here with him so much. I needed to get out of his room and get him out of my head as soon as possible. 

“I don't want you to feel like you have to leave. In fact, I really want you to stay,” he whispered as he kissed the top of my head.

“As much as I enjoyed myself, this shouldn't have happened.” It hurt to say it, but it was the truth. 

“Sometimes rolling with the punches is the only way to go.” He smiled down at me. 

“I get that, Ryder, but seriously, this isn't me, and I am not a play toy.”

“I never said you were.” He stepped back from me.

“Please don't make this harder than it has to be. I had fun, and you were amazing, but I can't do this right now. Thank you for making me feel wanted and so many other amazing things.” I reached for my dress and prepared myself mentally for my first ever walk of shame. 

“Can we at least talk about this?” he asked. “I mean, this isn't exactly great timing for me either, but shouldn't we at least talk about what we might be able to handle?”

“There really isn't anything to talk about. You have to train and travel, and I can't compete with that, plus you’re going to be in Vegas for a while and I'll be in New York.”

“Wow, so that’s it?  Ya know, that sounds like a cop-out if you ask me.” 

I didn’t have a response.

He turned and walked across the room, picked up my sandals, and handed them to me. “Well, I guess this is it, then. Thank you for yesterday and today,” he said, the friendliness gone from his tone. 

I grabbed my shoes from his hand and put them on. “Thanks, Ryder.” 

Then I left his room, letting the door close behind me.

I walked to the elevator and made my way to my much smaller room.  I was relieved when I opened the door, and the room was empty. I grabbed some clothes and locked myself in the bathroom, turned the water to scalding, and stood there letting the water rush over me as tears began to fall from my eyes. 

Why was I crying over a man that I had known less than twenty-four hours? He may have been everything I didn't need, but he was also everything I wanted. He made me feel things that I had never felt, but he wasn't part of my plan. How could I ever have a relationship with a man like him? The water trailed down my overly sensitive skin, and I cringed thinking about how he felt inside of me.  Everything was right, but it was also very wrong. I pulled myself together and washed him away from my skin. 

After I was dressed and had my makeup on, I walked out into the room and found Annette and Rick fighting over the TV.  

“I don't want to watch those stupid housewives,” he said, his voice raised.

“And I don't want to watch that stupid football highlight show,” she yelled back.

“Hey, guys,” I shouted, and they both turned to look at me. Annette looked embarrassed even though they fought all the time. Maybe the sex was that good, I thought, and it made me think about Ryder. Curse him. 


Chapter Nine

Tristan

“How does this trash even happen?” I shouted into the phone. 

The junior agent on the other end babbled excuses and I struggled not to explode. Just another day running my own agency.

“Well, I suggest that you get it fixed.” I pulled the phone from my ear and pushed the disconnect button. 

“You okay?” Amy asked as she ran her fingers up my chest. Our relationship was still new, and no one knew about it, but that was how she wanted it. Me? I wanted her. And she was all I wanted. I rolled over and pinned her to the bed. 

“With you in my bed, I am always okay.” I leaned down and kissed her. She didn’t know it yet, but she was the only woman that had ever been able to hold my attention and make me want to wife up. I shoved her panties aside and pushed two fingers into her wetness, and my phone rang again. She groaned, and I wanted nothing more than to ignore it. But with some of the things going on with new contracts, I had to take it. 

“Yeah?” I grunted into the phone.

“Hey, Tristan? This is Ryder. Can we set up some time to talk?”

My mood immediately perked up. I hadn’t expected him to call so soon. “Yes, absolutely. What would work for you?” 

“I'm flying back to Connecticut tomorrow,” he informed me.

“Okay. I'll give you a call tomorrow and we can make arrangements to meet with you and your father on Tuesday if that works.”

“It will. Thanks,” Ryder said and then he disconnected without a goodbye. 

“Who was that?” Amy asked as I laid the phone on the bedside table. 

“Ryder Rollins. He wants to talk,” I answered with a satisfied smirk. 


Chapter Ten

Ryder

I stared at the man in the bathroom mirror, trying to make sense of it all. How had something so great gone so wrong, so fast? She was amazing and our time together had been fantastic, but for whatever reason, she pushed me away after the best sex I’d ever had. 

I racked my brain, trying to figure out what I had said or done to make her head for the hills. As much as I hated to admit it, I was disappointed. 

Part of me wanted to message her and try to see her again, see if I could change her mind, but was it worth it? My body said yes, but my mind said no. Why chase her when I had a buffet of women to choose from? 

She was right—I didn't need that kind of distraction. Heck, maybe she was doing me a favor. Especially since I was acting like a teenager who thought he was in love and that was not who I was. I was Ryder Rollins, and I was a fighter. I wanted nothing more than to hold the title, and a woman would do nothing but screw that up. My dad had told me to keep my eyes on the prize, that life and a family would come later. 

I’d just gotten caught up in a good idiot. I should let it go, but I wasn't so sure I could. There was only one way to push it out of my mind. I had to get pissed off. That meant I needed to hit trash. 

I gathered my gear and headed to the gym.

The entire time at the gym, I struggled not to think about what I would be doing had Zoey not left. I pushed myself to the point of exhaustion, and when I left the gym, I wanted nothing more than to shower, crash, and never hear from or see Zoey Marous again. 

* * * * * 

I ordered dinner the moment I walked into my hotel room and then I jumped in the shower. I had barely dried off and pulled my gym shorts on when the food arrived. I dug in and was thoroughly enjoying my steak when my phone chimed with a text message. I reached for the phone to see if it might be Dad. It wasn’t. In fact, it was the last person I had expected.

Just wanted to apologize for the way I left earlier. For the record, I enjoyed spending time with you. Thank you for that.

I gave a hollow laugh. Dropping the phone back down on the bed, I tore back into my steak. I wasn't going to dignify her text with a response. It wasn't worth it. I had said what I needed and wanted to say, and she blew me off. I was moving on. I was mad, and I needed to be mad for a while. It dawned on me that maybe this was how women felt when I blew them off. It kinda sucked.

I made a mental note not play with women the way I had in the past. I didn't want anyone to feel like I did right now. Dang. When I had become such a pansy? One woman had brought me to my knees in less than twenty-four hours—shameful. 

I tried to shake her from my thoughts. Didn’t really do any good to beat the heck out of anything and everything at the gym to get her out of my head if she was just going to wriggle her way back in. I needed something to get my mind off of her. Picking up my phone again, I called my dad to tell him about the meeting. 

“Hey, son, how are you?” he asked immediately. 

Normally I talk to him right after a fight, but last night he’d tried to call while I was still decompressing in the locker room. Because of the time difference, it was pretty late on the east coast, so he texted that we’d talk today. But I’d been a little distracted and hadn’t called him back until now.

“I’m good, Dad. Sorry I didn’t call this morning.” 

“You probably slept ’til noon, didn’t ya?” he joked. He knew me too well. “I have to say I’m proud of ya, son. The fight was excellent. You went right for his weakness and took him down. I hate I wasn't there to see it.”

“Thanks. I hate you weren’t here too. It was unreal, and the crowd was electric. Absolute craziness. Curtis helped me get ready and took care of everything for me, as usual.”

“I'm glad he was there,” Dad replied.

“I have a question for you.”

“Okay?” His tone changed to the one he has when he’s a little worried.

“Tristan Thorne approached me about signing with his agency. He thinks that as quickly as I am coming up, I might want some representation. I wanted to include you in this because you take care of most of my stuff and I know you tend to have a better head for it than I do.”

“We can hear what the man has to say,” Dad replied.

“I have a contract here that he had drawn up. He wants us to have a lawyer look over it to make sure there isn't anything we should be concerned about.”

“I've heard about him. Doesn't he represent that football player? Drake Mathison?”

“Yeah, that's him. He wants to put an MMA division together in his company. He already has Chad Banks on board, so maybe it's worth at least sitting down with him.”

“Okay, fax me the contract. I'll take it over to Sam and have him look it over.” 

“Yeah, give me about fifteen minutes or so.”

“You got it, son. Did I mention I'm proud of you?” he added. 

I chuckled a little. “Yeah, I think you might have. I’ll text when I’ve sent it so you know to look for it.” 

We said our farewells. I hung up the phone and grabbed the contract. 

A few minutes later I was punching buttons on a fax machine in the business center of the hotel. I knew Dad would try to handle as much of the paperwork as possible for me, and it eased my mind.  

Just as I stepped out of the business center and turned, I saw them walking toward me. I tried to turn the corner, but her friend called out to me. I was often a jerk, but not so big of a jerk that I was going to blatantly ignore someone. 

Zoey cringed as they got closer. 

“Ryder! Are you coming out with us tonight?” Annette asked. “You said earlier you would!”

I wanted to look at Zoey. I wanted to know that she was as uncomfortable with this as I was. Instead, I made myself focus on Annette while I responded. “I’m exhausted from my workout this afternoon, but thanks.” 

I couldn’t help it—I glanced over at Zoey and saw her flush. The dig had done exactly what I had intended for it to do. 

“But if you come along, then Zoey won't be alone,” Annette whined. 

“I’m fine, Annette,” Zoey interrupted and reached for her friend to pull her away.

“I just thought we could double date.” Annette smiled up at me.

“I don't think Zoey is up for dating, so I'll pass,” I said, then quickly turned and walked away, my long stride eating up the lobby until I was around the corner and waiting for the elevator. 

Well, at least I knew she wasn't talking to her friends about me. That chick had no clue what had happened today, and I was okay with that. I made my way back to my room to start packing, since I’d changed my flight to leave a day earlier. 

In the twenty minutes I was gone from the room, I had received an email from Tristan letting me know they would be in town and available anytime on Tuesday. I called my dad again and let him know that I was going to set the meeting up for lunch. After packing my stuff, I wandered down to the bar, where I grabbed a stool to watch some sports highlights and have a beer. I people-watched for a while and tried to enjoy my last night in Vegas. 

Mostly, though, all I did was fight the visions of Zoey Marous that kept flashing through my head.


Chapter Eleven

Zoey

I hadn't expected to see him again and it made all the feelings I had managed to sort out get all jumbled up again. I wanted to run after him and apologize, make things right, tell him I was willing to see where things might go. But at the same time, I knew I was setting myself up for heartache. I had too much going on in my life, and I couldn't handle a heartbreak right now. And I knew that’s exactly what would happen. He would break my heart even if it weren't intentional. He would. 

I was supposed to be enjoying the evening, so I pushed my thoughts away and put on a smile. We drank and danced and gambled and I put on a darn good show. Annette never suspected a thing the whole evening. 

I fell into bed later that night with thoughts of my day thick in my mind. I dreamed of Ryder. I dreamed of us with two kids and a small house on the outskirts of a small Connecticut town.  Two boys wrestling with Ryder and a big yellow dog. 

I awoke with a start and sat straight up in bed like I’d had a nightmare. Where on earth had that dream had come from? 

The morning sun streamed brightly through a crack in the curtains, urging me to start the day. I got up and made my way to the bathroom, stumbling over Rick’s shoes and catching myself before I fell into the wall. When I finally made it to the bathroom, I shut the door behind me, splashed some water on my face and looked at myself in the mirror. I couldn't decide if I had done the right thing or not. I supposed I’d never know.  

I came out of the bathroom after brushing my teeth and found Annette standing there, dressed and perky. 

“I made us appointments at the spa. Get dressed and let's go,” she said in a bright voice. 

“Okay. Give me five minutes.” I quickly grabbed some clothes and made myself presentable, then followed her out of the door. 

* * * * * 

A massage was just what the doctor ordered and the man rubbing my muscles told me I should have it done more often. Apparently my muscles were tense, and the knots along my shoulders weren't healthy. I thanked him when he was done, and waited until he left so I could pull my clothes on. I was definitely more relaxed than when I went in. I walked out to meet Annette and she was standing outside the massage room, bouncing from foot to foot like an excited cheerleader. 

“Toes next!” she said with a clap. 

I followed behind her as we walked through the spa. My back massage had been wonderful, but the foot massage that came before the pedicure was heavenly. 

Once my legs were buffed and shiny, the pedicurist painted my toes a deep purple—a color Annette had chosen. I didn't argue, I had learned a long time ago that my complaints or words of defiance fell on deaf ears when it came to things of such a nature. Annette had been my friend since high school, and there were just some things that she was in charge of. My nail polish, haircuts and color, and, of course, my makeup. The only place I drew the line was my clothes. I wasn't nearly as adventurous as her, but I was more than most. I liked to wear clothes that left a little mystery to my body, where Annette showed everything she had. Maybe that's why she kept picking up the jerks. 

Much like the current jerk. Rick. We had talked about him and his ways, but she said she was happy. Most of the time I backed off because I didn't want to fight with her. 

We spent the rest of the day shopping and getting ready for the fashion show I was looking forward to that evening. There was never once a mention of men. No Rick and, thankfully, no Ryder.

* * * * * 

Later that night, we sat close to the stage as models walked down the runway. The clothing was a little outlandish, but there were several pieces that I thought would fit nicely in our boutique. I took pictures and sent them to my boss, Maggie, and she sent me back bids to get rights to it. I was able to purchase a few designs. 

Maybe one day I would sell my designs for the kind of money I’d just spent. Maggie had looked at my designs and loved them, but without a way to manufacture them, I didn’t stand a chance at getting them into stores.  One day I would have that backing, and then I would be ready for those two kids and a house in the suburbs. Maybe. If I found the right man. 

I tied up all the paperwork for the purchases from the fashion show and hurried to catch my flight home. I tried to sleep on the plane, but every time I closed my eyes, Ryder was there, looking at me with those sea blue eyes and that stare that cut through me. I reached for my phone, the urge to text him hitting me yet again. I couldn't get him out of my head. I didn't think I had made a mistake, but I had never questioned myself like this. 


Chapter Twelve

Tristan

Amy and Bruce were waiting on me when I boarded the plane. Amy handed me a stack of papers I needed to look over for a new contract between one of our clients and his team. I wanted him to sign with the same team, and so did he, but management had been dragging their feet and lowballing him even though he was a key player. I sat back in my seat and started to look over their counter offer. I skimmed the numbers and sighed. We were still a million dollars apart. Maybe if we could get a no trade clause added, then we could settle for a little less money. The client wouldn't like it, but sometimes you take a little less to stay where you are. He had settled here and wanted to stay. 

 I understood that feeling. Change isn’t always good, and it sure isn’t comfortable.

I typed up an email to the team and sent it, hoping to have an answer for him in a couple days. Then I flipped to the next contract in the stack I’d been handed.  This one was set for Ryder Rollins. I looked the contract over and smiled. It was a good deal for everyone involved. I had cut back on the percentages from the fights but left the endorsement percentages the same.  The money wouldn’t be made on his fights anyway—it would be made on endorsements. The potential for endorsements for this guy went across the board. The sports drink, clothing, and protein powder companies were at his disposal. And if he won another big fight the way he beat Tate, his name would be cemented into the record books, and the endorsements would pour in. I spent the rest of the flight reading through the background information Amy had put together for me on Ryder. Knowing what made a man tick meant knowing how to approach him. For Ryder, that approach would be to impress his father.

* * * * *

After we had landed, we made our way to the restaurant where we were meeting Ryder and his father. I saw Ryder sitting at a table with a man that looked exactly like an older version of him, only less muscular. 

“Mr. Rollins, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said as I approached the table and extended my hand. “I’m Tristan Thorne.” I turned my attention to Ryder second and shook his hand as well. “Ryder. Good to see you again.” 

“Tristan,” Ryder said. 

“These are my associates, Bruce and Amy. Bruce is here because he will be handling most of your negotiations, so I wanted you both to meet him and get familiar. And Amy is here to make any notes about things that you are concerned with regarding your contract. I do want to make you aware that we changed a couple things in your contract. We dropped the percentage we get paid for fights that are negotiated to 15%. We also made the percentage for endorsements 20%. Both are different than what is in the contract you have, but everything else is the same. I hope the changes will make this offer a little more enticing.”

I pushed the new contract in front of Ryder and handed his father a copy as well, then waited for them to look it over. 

“Our attorney will be here in just a few minutes. He got caught up at the office. He can look it over,” Mr. Rollins said before Ryder could. 

“Great,” Bruce said. “We always like it when we can speak directly with the attorney handling things for you. Helps speed the process along.” 

Our waitress arrived just as we were settling in.

“Can I get you drinks?” she asked, eyeing Ryder as she stood there. 

“I'll have water,” I said.

“Me, too,” Amy said.

“Tea,” Ryder responded and smiled at the waitress. 

She flushed, and it made me want to laugh.  He was charming, and I was already sure I’d likely have to get his play dates under control. 

“Water for me as well,” Bruce answered.

“Make that two teas,” Mr. Rollins added. “And there will be one more joining us.”

The waitress nodded, smiled, and headed off. 

We chatted about the upcoming fights and discussed some of the companies that had contacted Ryder about working with him. The biggest company was Fight Gear.  The kind of contract they were offering would take months to get together, and it was precisely the kind that had killed many an athlete financially.  

I brought this up and explained that all the big companies were protecting themselves and a lot of times they unintentionally screwed over the guys who worked for them. I explained what would happen if he signed with me and how we would proceed with any and all contract negotiations. He would have full access to all of my staff, but Bruce would handle the majority of his business. He seemed to understand, and before I could go into the next leg of my pitch, the attorney showed up. 

I handed the attorney a copy of the contract, and he took his seat at a table and went over it. He agreed that it was similar to the other one and that it was a good deal. He was a little worried about the length of the contract, and I explained that we signed for two years because of the risks involved. If Ryder were to get hurt, then the endorsements would try to pull out but we would be there to make sure he at least got paid the majority of what he was due. In the event that he was injured to the point he couldn't perform anymore, we would adjust his contract to a retiree contract. The attorney nodded and leaned in to have a private conversation with Ryder and his father.

After a few nods, Ryder looked at me and smiled. “It seems my attorney has recommended I take you up on your offer.” 

And as he signed the dotted line, I let out an internal sigh and proceeded to tell him what my plans were—namely, getting the Fight Gear contract moving and scoping out the next fights.

“Some people are calling me out,” Ryder said.

“So we’ve heard,” I said with a smile. “We’ll get in under control and get your schedule set. No more smaller circuits, though.”

He nodded. I couldn’t tell if he’d miss them or not, but my feeling was that this guy had been born ready for the big fights.

I continued, “Also, we want to get you set up with a private trainer to free your father up to help us with some of the negotiations. I’ve already found a gym that will be outfitted with everything you need.” I paused to see if there were any questions. When there weren’t, I continued. “Things will change for you, Ryder, and it will be hard to adjust at first, but we are doing all of this for you. Any questions, don’t hesitate to get in touch. Email, call, text, fax—hell, write me a letter. I’m available to you twenty-four hours a day.”

Ryder nodded again and looked over at his father. On the one hand, it was nice to see him rely on the wisdom of his father, but on the other, he was twenty-eight years old. There was going to come a time he would need to be more in control of his life. That time was going to come sooner than either of them realized. 

“I'll let you know if we have any questions,” his father replied. “One issue, though. Ryder trains at the gym of his choice with the trainer he has had for years. It has gotten him where he is. I don't think changing all of that at this point is going to be a good idea.” 

“I agree. I like where I train and would like to stay there,” Ryder said.

“Okay, we’ll leave it alone for now, but if it needs to be changed at any point, then you are going to need to be on board.”

“I can agree to that,” his father said.

I wanted Ryder to train in a state of the art gym, but these fighters were loyal, and they liked their hometown gyms. “If you don’t mind,” I said, “I’d like to send my people in to assess the current situation and as long as you are able to train the way you want to as well as the way we need you to, then staying put shouldn’t be an issue.” 

“I have no problem with that. So, can we eat now?” Ryder smiled as he picked up his menu. 

The remainder of the lunch went well. It was helpful to get to know Ryder a little more and come to realize that he wasn’t just ego like I’d thought that day in the locker room. What he was, however, was the kind of guy who was focused and wouldn’t take trash from anyone. He had no intention of letting anything stand in his way. I had a feeling that meant me, too, if it came down to it.

By the time we shook hands to leave and numbers were exchanged, my mind had shifted gears. The contract was signed, and my focus no longer was on Ryder Rollins. I had a new conquest in my sights. One that I knew wanted to take me down.

* * * * * 

 

Amy pushed me into the wall of the elevator that she had cleverly managed to get me in alone and put her mouth close to my ear. 

“Do you have any idea how much it turns me on when you’re so in control like you were back there? It makes me think of how you like to dominate in the bedroom.” 

I wanted to take her right there, but the elevator door dinged, signaling that we’d reached our floor.  She practically dragged me to our room down the hall. The moment we were behind the closed door, she stripped her clothes off, leaving a trail for me to follow. 

Five minutes later, she was pleading with me to make her come. 

“Yes, Tristan, god yes. Right there! Harder!” Her words echoed in the room.  

I reached around with my hand and grabbed her clit and gave it a small tug. I continued to tease it as I moved faster and faster. She screamed my name and I couldn’t hold back any longer. We slumped to the floor and fell back against each other. 

“This will never get old, will it?” she sighed against my chest. 

“As long as you are screaming my name and asking me to do dirty things to you, no. I can’t see how it will never get old.” I kissed her neck and smiled to myself. 

This unassuming mousy woman was a crazy nympho in the bedroom. I doubted anyone would believe me if I told them, though. Well, unless they had ever seen her drunk. That was a sight to behold.


Chapter Thirteen

Ryder

The next few weeks had been full of training as Tristan, true to his word, was hard at work getting fights set up for the rest of the year. I was busy, almost too busy, to remember the weekend in Vegas. But being busy didn’t seem to matter. If I were honest with myself, I’d admit that I couldn't stop thinking about that weekend. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Truth was, she was nearly all I thought of, every single day.

I had caved on two separate occasions — during moments of drunken weakness, might I add — to reach out to her, even though I knew I shouldn’t. But the more I’d thought about her, about our time together, the more I knew that I could be the man she wanted and needed. And I think she knew it too. Maybe that’s what sent her running for the hills. Heck, I didn’t know what kind of baggage she’d had to deal with. What I did know was that, if given the chance, we could make it work. Granted, it might be a little tough with our schedules, but it could be done if we tried. That is, if she were willing to try. Or maybe I had completely misjudged our connection. 

Which was possible, since she hadn’t answered the texts I had sent her. Yes, the drunken texts. But they weren’t obviously from someone who’d had few too many. If anything, those texts were probably more on the sweet guy side than they would have been if I hadn’t been drinking. 

“Goodness, when did I become such a huge wuss.” I thought out loud.

“You've always been a huge wuss,” someone said from behind me.

“Zip it, Curtis,” I grumbled. 

“I don't know what’s going on with you, but you've acted like a big baby who didn't get what he wanted for Christmas these last few weeks.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I didn’t,” I said, not wanting him to know what was really wrong. The last thing I needed was for anyone to know that I was allowing myself to be distracted by a woman. 

“Let's get you in the ring and let you beat the garbage out of one of these cocky kids.”

“Sounds great,” I agreed as I pulled myself from the bench. I wiped the sweat from my brow and moved across the room to the ring. After climbing through the ropes, I moved to the middle of the ring to get ready, and I smelled her. I smelled her scent as if she was standing beside me. I wasn't sure why it hit me all of the sudden, but it threw me off my game. And even though I saw the kid coming toward me from the corner of my eye, my mind was on her.

“What the heck?” I yelled as I hit the ropes. 

“Oh, weren't you ready, rock star?” the kid taunted. Tyler. I made a mental note to remember him. He was twenty years old and full of bravado.

I shook my head and moved back toward the middle, stalking him. I saw the uncertainty in his eyes. He knew he had messed up with that cheap shot. 

“How ready are you now, sucker?” I growled. A breath later, I pounced on him, and within a few seconds he was tapping the mat. 

“Goodness, you jerk, you trying to kill me?” he shouted as he moved away from me.

“Nope. If I wanted to kill you, you'd be dead. Remember that before you throw cheap shots.” I stalked out of the ring and toward the locker room. 

“You good?” Bret, the other trainer, asked as he pushed through his way into the locker room.

“I need a few days.” I pulled my tank over my head and shoved it into my bag. I lifted my duffel and walked toward the door. “I'll check in on Friday.” 

“Dude, you can't just check out,” Curtis said as he stood with Bret. 

“I need a few days to get my head straight before I do kill somebody. I feel like I have ’roid rage. Completely out of control. And I don’t even do that trash. I need to regroup.” 

“What happened?” Curtis asked more quietly as he moved toward me.

“I just have a few things to take care of before I can be in this gym.”

I pushed past both of them and stalked outside. I climbed into my Jeep, clipped my belt, and burned rubber out of the parking lot. I had to see her, or I was going to drive myself crazy. 

I was not that creepy stalker guy, never had been before. But as the night moved on, I became him. I searched for her on every social media platform I could think of. I hadn't been able to find her, but I found her friend, Annette, and moved through her friend group until I found Zoey. Zoey had a profile that made it difficult to learn anything, but Annette was an open book. I looked through Annette’s posts until I found a photo that gave me a few clues at least to the neighborhood they lived in. Seemed like they went to a place called TipTop Deli fairly often. There was only one TipTop Deli in New York, and that was in Chelsea. High end, nice. 

Feeling guilty for searching for her like this, I looked through more pictures and found multiple pics of places they frequented. 

I made plans to be in New York the next morning. I was going to get her to talk to me so we could put this matter to rest. There wasn't a chance that I wasn't going to make this right and even though I wasn't sure why she had been the one to make me feel this way, I couldn't deny it to myself or anyone around me. Curtis and Bret had seen the distraction and had pulled me to get in line and train like I wanted to win a fight, but my mind had other plans. I could still feel her wrapped around me, and I often saw her in places I knew she wasn’t. 

I called my dad and told him what I was doing. 

“If this gets you back in the ring and less distracted, then do it and do it fast. You cannot raise a belt if you have some woman standing in the way.”

“She isn't just some woman,” I said. 

“Well, a one night stand isn't worth all this,” he grumbled.

“She changed me.”

“I don't know if that was for the better or not. Fix it and fix it now, son. This is your future on the line.” The dial tone in my ear was loud and clear. I was going to take this one shot and run with it. 

The next morning, I boarded a train and headed into New York. I was glad Dad had taken me into the city so many times. If he hadn't, I would have never been able to find my way around the subway. When I walked out of the tunnel, I looked around, taking in the city. People were everywhere, and I felt my body fill with dread as I realized there was a decent chance I may never find her. 

I walked down the street, following my phone as it led me to TipTop Deli.  According to Annette's Facebook, they met there a couple times a week. Maybe I would get lucky fairly quickly, or maybe I would sit there all day and wait for her. I didn't have a place to stay, I hadn't thought that far ahead, so I waited. I sat on the patio which was actually only three small dessert tables on the sidewalk. The city was alive, and people rushed down the streets. I had never really been the kind of person who cared about his surroundings, but watching the variety of people that moved around this city was amazing.  

An older lady walking her fluffy white dogs down the street paid no mind to those around her. It was easy to see that the streets were hers and had been for a very long time. I saw myself in her, only in the ring instead of on the street. I watched businessmen thundering on their phones and kids rushing between the adults. Couples walked hand in hand and smiled at each other.  I sat and watched for a few hours, the waitress checking on me often. I paid for coffee refills, and explained that I was looking for someone and that I would be here a while. She would smile and then move away, cleaning a table close by. 

When I saw Annette, my heart stopped. She was moving along the sidewalk with what's-his-name on her arm. I didn't see Zoey with them, but I watched as Annette moved to the crosswalk and then on past me. She was laughing as she walked by, either not noticing me or not recognizing me, I wasn't sure. 

I sat in my chair and watched the streets, still looking in Annette’s direction, hoping Zoey would appear. I’d reached an all-time low. I felt kinda bad that I was going to surprise her this way, but I’d run out of options. 

“Ryder?” I heard the voice behind me. I knew it was her, but it took a minute for my brain to actually believe she was saying my name. 

“Zoey.” I didn't turn and look at her. I keep staring out over the busy New York streets like I couldn’t snap out of it. Then she said my name again, and I turned to find myself looking up at her standing next to my table. 

“What…why? I don't understand,” she stuttered. “What are you doing here?” 

“I'm here for you,” I answered. 

“Ryder, I—” 

“Don't talk, just sit.” I pointed toward the chair across from me. 

“I don't know why you’re here.”

“I'm here for you. I already told you that.”  

She sat, and I could feel her studying my face, trying to make sense of this encounter.

“You’re here in New York for me?” she questioned, her voice disbelieving.

“Yes. I needed to talk to you. I know you think we can't do this, that our lives are too different, but let's be honest, I’m a man who finds what he wants and gets it. I found you, and I believe you’re meant to be mine.” 

She started to say something, but I raised my hand. “I'm not done. I have a lot of things to say, and I want you to listen.” 

I tried not to look her in the eyes, because they distracted me and all I wanted to do was kiss those perfect lips of hers. So, I studied the flowers in the middle of the table instead. 

“When you walked into my life,” I said, “I was lost in a world that included only my job. It was all that was important to me. It's all I really cared about. Then you showed up out of nowhere and messed everything up. I had plans, and over the course of a few hours with you, those plans lost more and more of their importance. I felt things that weekend that I've never felt. I felt a connection to another human being I thought was trash when I heard people talk about it. A connection I was certain didn’t exist. Now, every time I think of you, it changes me a little more. I don't want to have all of the things I’ve worked so hard for unless I can share them with you. I can't even look at you because I know this all sounds crazy and believe me when I tell you I feel crazy even sitting here.  My dad and my trainers think I've lost my edge. They think I’ve lost my will to fight, but they’re wrong. What I’ve lost is my will to be alone in this. I sound like giant wuss, and you know what, I don't even care. I just want a chance to try this.” 

By the end of my speech, I was breathing hard.  I felt her hand cover mine and looked down at it. I wanted to look her in the eye, but I was afraid of what I might see there. I was afraid that I was moving too fast and being too impulsive. Maybe I was putting everything I had worked so hard for on the line over a two-day Vegas fling.  

“Can you at least look at me?” she asked as she scooted her chair next to mine.

I tilted my gaze to meet hers, and found sadness in her green eyes. I looked away, certain she was about to try to let me down again, but felt her hand on my chin pulling my face back toward hers. 

“Ryder, I am not denying that what we had was special, but how can you be so sure that we can make it work? Granted, you did come all the way here to tell me this, and we haven't even talked since Vegas.” Her lips curved upward.

I looked over her face. The pull to lean in and press my lips against hers was all I could feel. Her soft smile was everything I needed.

I cleared my throat. “I don't know how to further explain myself other than to say, I want you.”

“It isn't enough, Ryder. I wish it were, but it isn't. I can't throw away my own dreams to follow you around the country, watching you fight.”

I cocked my head and raised an eyebrow, confused. “I have no idea why you think that's what I want from you. I never said anything like that. I want you in my life, yes. But I would never ask you to give up on your dreams.”

“I'm confused,” she said as she studied my face.

“Confused about what?” I asked.

“This. You.” 

“I don't know what there is to be confused about. I just need to have access to you. I need to hear your voice when we’re apart, and I need to know you’re in my corner, the same way I’ll be in yours. Will it be hard? Probably, but I have this feeling that in the end it will be worth it.” 

I watched her expression as it softened and she leaned toward me.

“I can't make promises,” she whispered into my neck as she leaned against my shoulder. 

“Incredible! Ryder?” Annette squawked as she moved toward the table. She stood over us. “What are you doing here?” 

“I came here to talk to my girl,” I responded.

“Your girl?” She smiled. 

“Maybe. If she'll have me.”

“Oh, she'll have you,” Annette announced. “She’s been talking about you for weeks, and I am done hearing about it.” 

“Really, Annette? I cannot believe you just said that,” Zoey said, her voice high-pitched. 

“Well, it's the truth.” Annette put her hands on her hips. “You should be glad that a man would take the time to find you. How did you know we would be here today?” Annette asked as she pulled a chair from another table and sat down. 

“Your Facebook,” I replied and looked over at Zoey.

“You stalked my Facebook page?” Annette smiled, then starting laughing. 

“I've told you a hundred times to make it private.” Zoey pouted as she looked over at her. 

“Where’s the fun in that?” Annette grinned. “If I listened to you, which I don't, he would not be sitting here.” 

“Can we go somewhere and talk?” I asked Zoey.

“I don't think—” Zoey started to reply, but she was interrupted. 

“Yes, she will go and talk to you.” Annette pushed her from her chair and in my direction. I grabbed her before she face-planted into my lap. When Zoey cut her eyes in Annette’s direction, I knew that I would get a little time. 

I pulled her up and started to walk away, tightening my hold on her hand. 

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“I don't know? It's your city, where can we talk?”

“Follow me.” She turned around and headed back toward the restaurant we’d just left. When we reached it, she kept walking and then turned the corner. I followed her as she walked another block and then turned, taking a few steps down to a door. She punched in a code, and the door opened. 

“Come on,” she said.

I’d follow this woman anywhere.


Chapter Fourteen

Zoey

“This is where I live.” I waved around the room. “Welcome to my humble abode.” 

I kept sneaking peeks at him while he looked around the room. I couldn't believe that he was here. He eyed some of the artwork Annette had framed to decorate our walls—fifties horror movie posters. I was glad she’d made Rick clean up his dirty laundry this morning.

Ryder moved over to the row of stools that sat against the bar in my small kitchen.  He pulled one out and settled on it. His long legs folded up onto the bottom rung. 

“Come here,” he said as I walked around the bar. When I got within reach, he pulled me against him. I felt his breath warm against my neck. 

“I've missed you,” he said softly.

“I don't know what to say, Ryder. This is all so unexpected.”

“I couldn’t stay away anymore,” he said as he looked into my eyes. The pull was there and if I said it wasn't I would be lying. Everything in my body told me that I should accept this and make the best of it, but I was scared of giving up a dream that I had worked so hard for. 

I had pushed away from him in Vegas because I didn't want to be that girl who gives up everything for a guy. But here he was, basically telling me I was what he wanted but at the same time, that he didn't want me to give up my life for him. 

I wasn't sure how that would work. How could it? His career path would eat mine alive and I knew that. I wasn't sure how to prevent it, but it was why I had pushed him away the first time.

“It isn't that easy. I can't say that what you said back there wasn't everything I wanted to hear. I want someone who values what I want, and you are the first guy to make me feel like you mean it.”

“It's because I do. I haven't always been that guy, I’ll be honest. But you make me want to be better. Maybe that's why I didn't fight to change your mind in Vegas. These feelings are foreign to me, and I didn't want to feel them…but I do.” He reached his hand out and ran it over my cheek. 

I leaned into his touch and felt my body betraying me. I wanted to feel his touch, feel him cover my body with his—but at the same time, I wanted my dreams. 

“We had a great time in Vegas and I wrote it off as just that, a good time,” I said. “It isn't who I am, but for whatever reason it happened. Maybe it was Vegas pulling at me to be a sinner, maybe it was you giving me the attention I wasn't accustomed to. I don't know, but what I do know is that I have watched more than one of my friends get so entangled in a relationship that they lost themselves, I'm not gonna be that girl.” 

With great effort, I stepped away from him. I needed a little distance from the way his touch made me feel.

He stood and crowded me. “You can give me every excuse you can come up with, but I’m not gonna give up on you. Maybe you're right. Maybe it was Vegas. But this isn’t Vegas. I left Vegas on the west coast, but I brought everything about us with me. I can't forget the way it felt when you were against me and I don't want to. I don't see what trying this on for size will do to either of us. If it works then we are both better for it, and if it doesn’t, then we both move on. I don't want to regret it a few years from now when life is even crazier and I’m still thinking about you.” 

He pulled me to him and leaned down, placing a soft kiss on my forehead. Every time he touched me, my body ignited and I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in him. He was saying all the right things, and I didn't want to believe them like some stupid attention seeking woman, but what if he meant it? What if he really was trying to make this work? 

When I looked up at him, he leaned down and covered my lips with his. He moved against me and for the second time in my life, I couldn't think of anything but how to get him inside of me. 

“I'll never stop wanting you,” he said. 

“Wanting you isn't the problem.” I shivered as his hands found my hips and he pulled me closer. 

“Why fight something that is so obvious?” he said and then kissed me again. 

I was already his and I knew it. As his hands moved over me, he knew he had won. A breathtaking smile spread over his face like he knew something I didn’t.

“As much as I want you,” he said, “I'm not going to take this any further. You are more to me than just sex and I want to make that clear.” 

He kissed me softly on the lips, then moved away.  My body was on high alert as he moved around my apartment. He ran his hand through his hair and looked over at me. 

“So, can we walk?” he asked. With a smirk, he added, “Preferably somewhere that doesn’t have comfortable furniture?” 

“Yes.” I moved toward the door, grabbed my purse, and led him out onto the sidewalk.  We walked through the city, and I loved watching him as he absorbed everything. When we made it to Times Square, he made a beeline for the Hershey store. 

“I'm not sure this is what you should be eating,” I teased.

“Chocolate is the one drug I allow myself.” He smiled as he picked up the largest bar of Hershey's chocolate I had ever seen. 

Laughing, I said, “I’d say I think maybe the smaller one will do, but I’ve seen what you eat for lunch.” 

He smirked, tucked the bar under his arm, and moved toward the register. I followed him, giggling. 

After he paid and was handed the bag containing his large candy bar, we walked back out into the street. For the next few hours, we strolled the streets of New York. He listened and took in the city I had grown to love. A few people even recognized him, and he was generous with his time. Others stared like they felt they should know him, but his attention never wavered from me. 

I took him through Central Park, and we found the Alice in Wonderland statue and watched the kids play for a minute before I led him to the tunnel that had been used in many a horror film. He kissed me in the darkness and laughed about it being the worst and creepiest place to share something so personal. 

In another neighborhood, we found a cupcake ATM. He was fascinated that you could put your debit card in and you would get a cupcake in return. 

“This may be the best thing ever invented,” he said as he pulled the two boxes from the atm. 

“I may have to keep you out of this city. Your trainers aren't going to be happy when you get pudgy.”

“I seriously doubt these few calories will make a difference.” With a smile, he lifted a salted caramel cupcake to his lips. He groaned as he took a bite and then pushed it toward me. I took a small bite and closed my eyes as I tasted the salty sweetness. 

“That's amazing.” 

Before I could pull back, he licked the frosting from my lips and caused another groan to escape my throat. 

“It is even more amazing coming from your mouth.” His pupils dilated and my body clenched. The sexual tension had been buzzing in the air all afternoon, but we had done a good job of keeping it at bay. Now, it rippled between us.  Ryder reached his hand out, hailing a cab. 

“Come on.” He pulled me into the cab and waited until I gave the driver my address. 

The ride was anything but smooth. We jerked back and forth as the driver moved through traffic. I wanted nothing more than to use the movements to my advantage, trying to get some relief to the burning between my legs. He watched me squirm and reached for my thigh. 

“I’ve got you,” he said, a faint smile on his lips. 

There wasn't a moment in my life that I wanted more than this one. Everything in Vegas had been a once in a lifetime thing, but here he was, and I wanted to take advantage of what I felt and what he had made me believe we could be together. 

“That's what scares me.” I leaned in and kissed the corner of his mouth.  We stared into each other's eyes, reading what we both wanted to say but weren’t exactly sure how to say it. 

“Twenty-four fifty,” the driver said.

I hadn’t realized the cab had stopped. Ryder shoved two twenties over the back seat and pulled me from the cab. He didn’t even wait for change. 

Once we were in my apartment, I reached for him. 

“I can't do this if it isn't going to be more,” he whispered as he stroked my face. “We have something that I never thought I would find and I don’t want this to only be physical.”

“Yes.” It was all I could say. The newness of us and what we could become scared the trash out of me, but I wanted to try. 

His mouth covered mine and I pushed back with my tongue, trying to take control of the situation. I wanted him to make me feel like he had in Vegas. 

He lifted me up and squeezed my rear against him. 

“You feel so good against me,” I mumbled and rolled my hips, looking for a release in the mounting pressure. My body was on fire, and only he could put it out. 

I ripped his shirt over his head and ran my hands down his chest. I reached for his pants and undid them, licking my lips as he traced his tongue over the outline of my nipple through my dress. I reached inside and pulled his toe out, pushing my hand down over the length of it. The wetness at the tip made my hand slide quicker. 

The growl that erupted from his throat made me squeeze my legs together a little harder.  

 I was ready to push him toward my opening and force him to fill me, but he grabbed my hands and shook his head. 

“Slow down,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere, and I want to do this right.”

“Oh, I don’t think we can do this a wrong way,” I said, trying to reach for his manhood again. 

He just smiled at me. “How about you show me where the bathroom is, and I’ll meet you in the bedroom?”

I sighed heavily. Did this man not understand how badly I wanted him? I showed him the bathroom across the hall from my bedroom, and then I proceeded to freshen up a bit myself.

When he stepped into my bedroom, I was already stripped down and waiting. The smile on his face told me he approved. He quickly removed his pants and joined me in bed. He kissed me sweetly at first, but when his lips found mine, the passion erupted and suddenly the heat we’d shared in Vegas felt like a Spring day. 

He took his time, but not because I wasn’t trying to get him to do otherwise. I shoved my hips toward him, pressing his shaft against my clit, trying my best to get some relief. I moved and tried to get him inside of me. When his flesh finally touched mine, I tilted my hips to welcome his cock. 

“Idiot!” he roared and pushed the rest of the way in. 

I felt my body coming apart. The feeling of him stretching me pushed me over the edge in a matter of seconds. My screams echoed in my small apartment. 

He pulled out of me as I panted, trying to catch my breath, and then pushed back in. I knew by the feeling that he had put a condom on. My body was languid as he moved over me. Kissing and licking my skin, he slowly brought my body back to life. 

I flipped over. He didn’t have to ask why, he knew what I wanted. He grabbed my hair and pushed inside of me, once more bringing me to the edge. He leaned over and bit gently into my shoulder, pushing me over and causing me to tighten around him. He came with a shout along with me and then fell over my body. 

“Dang, will it always feel that good?” he breathed. It sounded like he was asking a question, but he was asking himself. 

After we laid there for a few minutes, he lifted his body off of mine and stood, going to my small bathroom. I watched him as he walked back into the room. I’d never get tired of this view—Ryder, naked. In my bedroom.

He reached for me as he climbed back into the bed and wrapped me in his arms, placing a kiss on the top of my head.

“That's what I needed,” he said, then closed his eyes. When his breathing evened out, I tried to move out of his grip. The more I squirmed, the tighter he held me. I giggled, and he opened one eye. 

“Why are you trying to leave me already?”

“I'm just going ten feet to the bathroom.” I smiled and kissed his nose as I pulled out of his grip. As I was washing my hands, I looked in the mirror and laughed. 

 Just so you know, I'm falling for you.

It was written in my red lipstick, and it gave me all the warm fuzzies — even if he had used my favorite shade.


Chapter Fifteen

Ryder

I waited for a few minutes, listening for her to return. I wondered if what I had written had freaked her out. I sensed her presence as she walked back into the room and waited for her to speak, holding my breath. 

She climbed over me and pushed me over onto my back. Her smile was all that I needed to put my mind at ease. She laid herself across my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her. We both drifted off to sleep.

* * * * *

 I opened my eyes what felt like a few minutes later, but the darkness of night had settled over the city. I squeezed her and turned over onto my side. She moved but didn't wake. Everything primal in me stirred and wanted nothing more than to have a round two with her but at the same time, I wanted it to be so much more than a quick screw. It's what we had based us on, a quickie. I wanted more than that. I wanted to worship her body. 

“I can feel you staring at me,” she mumbled, the sleep in her voice evident.

“You're beautiful.” I placed a soft kiss on the side of her face.

“You already got in my pants, you don't have to be so sweet. Besides, the ugly warts will pop up eventually.” She giggled as she turned in my arms and rubbed her nose against mine. 

“You think that’s sweet? It's just the beginning.” I pulled her close to me and took in her scent.

“Did you just smell me?” She laughed again. 

“Maybe,” I teased. “I wanna remember everything about you.”

“You going somewhere?” She sat up and looked down at me. “You said you...” 

I put my finger over her mouth. 

“I’m not going anywhere now. I have to leave tomorrow. I have a fight in three weeks, and I have got to get it together.” I smiled up at her. The look on her face was still a little uncertain. “I will be training hard, but I won't ignore you. You are a part of this, and I want you with me at my next fight.” I reached for her hand and kissed her fingertips.

“I can't go to Vegas,” she said and then looked away. 

“Who said anything about Vegas?” I smiled and placed my lips to her palm.  “I'll be here in New York. I want you with me, I need you there cheering me on.”

“You want me to watch you fight? I don't think I can do that.” She pulled back and looked down at me. She reached and pulled the sheet up, covering herself.

“Why not?” I asked, already anticipating the answer.

“I don't…” she trailed off. “If something happened, I don't know what I would do. What if you get really hurt? I’m not so sure I can watch someone hurting you.” Tears filled her eyes, and it made me smile.

“Why are you smiling at me,” she said, frowning. “The thought of you getting hurt should not make you smile.” 

“I'm not gonna get hurt.” I reached for the back of her head and pulled her mouth to mine. “I won’t do that to you.” 


Chapter Sixteen

Tristan

A few weeks before the fight of his life and I can't get the jerk on the phone. His trainer isn't talking, his dad doesn't know where he is. It really sucks when you put this much time and effort into a person who doesn't give you enough respect to at least acknowledge you. 

“Have you heard from him, yet?” Amy asked from the other room.

I shook my head, shoving my fingers through my hair. “I may have misjudged this one.”

Amy’s phone went off, and I didn’t think much about it until I looked up and saw her face. 

“What?” I ask as I stand and go toward her.

“Um, Diaz just signed a contract with Performance Sportswear.”

“What?” I shouted. Diaz, the guy who wouldn’t talk to me at the fight in Vegas. His manager had totally blown us off.

She jerked at the volume of my voice. “It just says that his manager decided that he was going to sign on his own. Jessica wanted me to know and not find out through the grapevine.”

“I can't believe that jerk. He has our contract in hand. I bet they low-balled him and he took it.”

“Probably, but let's not worry about him right now. There are enough other things going on here.” She gave me a quick kiss and returned to her desk. 

Our relationship had been far from normal, but maybe that's why it seemed to work. Once I realized that she was who I wanted, I kept my eyes on the prize. It just seemed like something was always in the way of us having a normal life. Between taking care of her sister and my niece, I wasn’t sure our lives would ever be normal. Not to mention my career was always going to get in the way. That was the nature of this business, especially if I wanted to be the best in the industry. That meant beating 360 and Liam. I wanted that more than anything and would have plowed through anyone and anybody to get there, until Amy.  

Even with all the drama surrounding us, she still kept a professional demeanor at the office. She was capable and responsible. Maybe it was age, or maybe it was the fact that she’d had to take on so much responsibility at such a young age when her parents died. I hadn’t figured it out yet, but I had figured out the woman was amazing.  

The thing about Amy was even though she’d had to struggle to get to where she was, she never let anything get in the way of her work. I knew that her sister’s life was completely dependent on her—every spare penny went to pay for her sister’s boarding school. I also knew that between caring for my niece and the time and money she spent on her sister, our relationship often took a back burner. The stresses of trying to work as much as possible to make sure her sister’s tuition was paid often kept her at work all hours of the night. I tried my best to not overwork her, but every time I turned around, she was going over another contract, fixing things that really should have fallen to me, and making sure every one of our clients was taken care of. 

“You need to check out,” I said as I leaned out of my office door and looked at her. 

“I will in about an hour. I have to—”

“Amy. No. I don’t want to hear it. Go home, relax,” I said. I walked toward her desk and pulled the paper out from under her pen when she kept writing. 

“Tristan, I've got to get this done tonight. You see that stack?” She pointed to the corner of her desk. I followed her finger and then looked back at her. I suddenly thought that maybe my assistant needed an assistant or maybe my guys needed to do a little more of their own work. 

“I see it, but I also see the dark rings under those beautiful eyes of yours, and I think you need some rest. Actually, here.” I reached into my pocket and handed her the company credit card. “Go to Rock Salt Spa and get the works. Facial, massage, waxed, whatever you want. Spend the whole day.”

“I have way too much to do. I can't.” She looked back down, never reaching for my card. Adrienne, my previous assistant, would have grabbed the card and run for the door. 

“You do realize that I am your boss and I am telling you to get the heck out of this office and take a day off.”

“I can't take a day off. I have to use those to hang out with my sister during her school breaks, and I don't have a lot of extras.” She stood, her hands on her hips, and cocked her head to the side. Blood rushed to my groin as I watched her.

“This is a paid day,” I said, “and it isn't up for discussion. You will go, and you will enjoy yourself. There isn't anything in this office that I cannot handle myself. And since we’re talking about it, I’m changing some things about your employment.”

“Tristan, please.” Her lip quivered. 

Surely she didn’t think I was going to fire her. Little did she know, this office couldn’t run without her. I knew it, and everyone in the office knew it. I know some people believe everyone is replaceable, but Amy wasn't. There wasn't another person on the planet that could do her job and put up with me the way she could.

“From now on, you will have twenty-four days of vacation a year, paid. You will also be getting a certain percentage of every account you work on. It won't be much, but look at it like small bonuses. I want you to come to work and not stress about how many hours you have to put in and how hard you have to work. You are my most important asset, and it's time you are treated that way. You will take at least one Friday off a month to go see your sister.” 

“Tristan, I don't want special treatment, because, you know.”

“There is nothing special about my treatment of you. I used to do the same things for Adrienne all the time. How easily you forget.” 

I watched her as she thought about what I said. She had to know about all the times I had left flowers or tickets for Adrienne. I even sent Adrienne and her family to Disney World. Adrienne had talked about that trip for months, and Amy was here at the time, I thought.

“Please, Amy, take some time and relax. Don't worry about the office. Don't worry about what has to be done tomorrow. The only thing you need to worry about tomorrow is you. It's my fault for not paying attention to how hard you’ve been working. So, please do this for me, okay?” 

Tears brimmed as she stood and came around the desk. I was glad it was after eight on a Wednesday night. She shifted up on her tiptoes and kissed the corner of my mouth. 

“Thank you.” She smiled as she turned to walk back to her desk. “Let me finish up this paperwork, and then I’ll be on my way.” 

I laid the credit card on her desk and tapped it with my finger before I walked back to my office. I immediately sent an email to Sheila at Rock Salt and told her to give Amy the works and to bill me if Amy tried to pay with anything other than my company card.

Fifteen minutes later, Amy strolled into my office, gave me a kiss, and headed home like she should have done hours earlier.

* * * * * 

 “Have you seen this?” Bruce asked as he walked into my office the next day. I looked up, taken slightly off guard. It was a split-second reaction since Amy had the day off. Usually, she’d have buzzed me to let me know he needed to see me.

“Yeah, I can't believe that 360 would do that, but then again, I can.” I looked over the article that Bruce handed me, written from an inside view of a ‘get to know us’ party put on by Liam Rose, my competitor at 360. 

“I would think when you’re spending this much money that these athletes would start to wonder where the money is coming from,” I said. “I’m all about spending on what’s necessary to get someone signed and celebrating that with our annual party, but to have several blowout parties like that? Too much risk of something going wrong and getting blamed for it.” 

“You know they sent someone in to talk to that running back from Miami,” Bruce announced and shook his head. “Why would they risk it?” 

“I don't know, but you can bet if we know about it, then others do, too. Someone is going to take the fall for that, and I guarantee it won't be Liam.”

“You can bet your white rear it won't be him,” Bruce said with a laugh. “So, where do we stand on Rollins? Any word yet?” Bruce asked.

I sighed heavily and leaned back in my chair. Ryder Rollins. The man was going places. I just wished he’d take his cell phone with him when he did. 

“That’s about the same,” I said. “I did talk to his dad. He assures me everything is on schedule.”  

We chatted a little more about Ryder and details about the fight lined up. Ryder had primarily been a Vegas fighter, but I wanted him to fight at the Garden. He needed a wider fan base, and fighting at Madison Square Garden would increase our chances of getting Pay-per-view involved, and that would be even more money. And more money meant more exposure. 

It was a delicious cycle of money, promotions, and exposure.


Chapter Seventeen

Zoey

We made our way to a swanky restaurant in Greenwich Village. I never realized there were so many fans of MMA. I had thought the people earlier today had been excited to see Ryder, but the women asking for pictures and hanging all over him, passing him their numbers and him pocketing them, definitely rubbed me the wrong way. I had a jealous streak, but to see him do it right in front of my face made me uncomfortable. All the things he had said earlier in the day seemed less and less important. 

I stood off to the side, thinking of all the ways I had been the brunt of jokes at the office after my ex had played me. The girl he slept with had made it known that I was playing second fiddle to her. I wasn't going to be played as a fool again. I knew Ryder had to act a part, and I hoped that was all it was, but with each girl, I became less and less sure of myself. 

A raven-haired woman with breasts as round as balloons, touched his arm and smiled big enough to cause dimples on each of her cheeks. He said something, and she laughed, throwing her head back and thrusting out her chest.

His low chuckle was like a knife to my heart.

“Here’s my number,” she said, her voice sultry. She passed him a slip of paper, then strutted down the sidewalk, joining a group of her waiting friends. 

As Ryder tucked her number into his pants pocket, I turned and walked away. He walked quickly and caught up with me. Not that it mattered, because I was already angry at the show he’s put on.

“Wait, what’s wrong?” he asked as he caught up with me. 

“You enjoy yourself?” I said, my voice bitter. 

He looked a little shocked. “They’re my fans. You didn't mind earlier.” 

“The fans earlier were little kids and grown men—not women wearing hardly any clothes. How many numbers do you have in your pocket?” I refused to meet his gaze—I was afraid he’d see the rage in my eyes.

“Wait, you think I'm gonna call them?”

“I don't know, are you?” I sounded like a petulant child, but I couldn’t care about that. All that mattered was that I wouldn’t repeat what had happened with my Peter, my jerk ex. I refused to be cheated on, ever again. 

“Are you serious right now?” He stepped in front of me and stopped me in my tracks. 

“Yes.” I looked up and gave him the hardest glare I could muster. Everything we had accomplished over the last few hours was on the verge of being washed away.

I maneuvered around him and picked up my pace, trying to make it back to my place before I lost it. Tears were burning behind my eyelids, but I wouldn't let them fall. He’d let those women flirt with him and come onto him while I had to stand there and watch. I wouldn't let him see me cry. 

“Zoey, that isn't what that's about,” he called from behind me. “I don't need those women. I have you.” 

“Whatever, Ryder.” I turned around and let him see the hurt and rage that I knew was written all over my face. “This is exactly what I thought would happen. You talk about your distractions, and I just accept that the distractions won't affect me. I need you to leave. I have to figure all of this out, without you here.” 

He looked away and then huffed out a big breath. “I don't know why I even wasted my time trying to make you believe something that you had already made up your mind would be a problem. Serves me right.”  

* * * * * 

I stripped my clothes off the moment I got home and headed right for the shower. I knew my reaction to Ryder’s fans was childish and stupid, but at the same time, I couldn’t stop myself from feeling this way. I tried to tell myself that Ryder wasn’t the man who had screwed me over, but that didn’t seem to matter.

What mattered was that I wasn't sure if I could handle all of the attention. Not just the attention on us, but the attention he would get. The women throwing themselves at him. I’d have to trust that he wouldn't act on that when I wasn't around. The last thing I wanted was to be the woman who woke up to pictures of her boyfriend on the front page with another woman on his arm, or in a dark corner with his tongue down some hussy’s throat.  I was so frustrated, I needed to let it out. So, I did. I yelled, as loud as I could.

“Hello?” Annette’s voice echoed as she cracked the bathroom door. 

“Yeah,” I called back.

“What is wrong?” she asked as she pulled the curtain back. 

“Goodness, could you wait until I’m out of the shower?” I grabbed the curtain to cover myself. 

“No, this is what best friends do.” She grinned at me. “Seriously, though. I heard you shouting and the last time that happened was when that jerk screwed you over.”

I looked at her for a second, trying to fight it. It didn’t last. “You should have seen him,” I said, my voice breaking. 

She reached over and turned the water off, then handed me a towel. I wrapped it around my body and stepped out of the shower. 

“Who? Ryder?” she asked. 

“Yeah. We had a great day and then when we went out to dinner he acted like a complete douche. These women came from every direction, rubbing all over him and giving him their numbers. He put them in his pocket!” I said angrily.

“So?” she asked. 

“So, he kept their numbers for later.”

“Did you ask him what he was going to do with them?” Annette questioned me.

“No, but why would he put them in his pocket?”

“Have you ever thought about the fact that his job is fan-driven? How would it make him look if he blew off every person who walked up to him? Would he still have fans or sell tickets to his fights? Could you imagine what would happen to his image if the tabloids ran with it? I mean, I get it, don't get me wrong, but he is an actor of sorts. He has an image, and you have to conform to that, at least a little. Trust is a fickle beast and you either trust him, or you don't.”

“I thought I did.” I wrung my hands in my lap. 

“Did he actually give you any reason to not trust him?”

“No, not really, but I don't want to wait until he does.”  I looked up at her. 

She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. 

“You need to give it a week or so and really think about what you want. I hate you were hurt and that your trust was broken, but let's be honest—Ryder isn't that jerk, and he really hasn't given you any reason to think he would treat you that way.” She kneeled down in front of me. “I love you, my beautiful friend, and I want what’s best for you, so I need you to really dig deep and figure this out before it's too late.” 

She kissed my forehead before she stood and pulled the door shut behind her. 

I knew she was right, but I didn't want to admit to myself that my own insecurities had pushed Ryder away. 


Chapter Eighteen

Ryder

Back in at the gym in Connecticut, I tried to get back into my training.

I had no idea what had happened between me and Zoey last weekend, but I couldn't let this trash continue to mess up everything I had worked so hard to achieve. I had to get my training back on point. So, I threw myself into my workouts and made a few appearances that Tristan had set up. At least my relationship with him was easy to predict. It everything I needed it to be, and it was obvious that Tristan was working hard for me. 

“Ryder,” someone said from across the gym.

I looked over my shoulder as Tristan moved across the floor. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I was in the area and decided to check in on you to make sure you’re getting your rear in line for the next fight.” 

“It’s two weeks away. Of course I'm working hard.”

“I’ve heard. Bret let me know that you were actually working out a little too much and maybe a little too hard. You trying to make up for shutting me out last weekend?” He smirked as he leaned against the treadmill behind him.  

“I told you I was sorry about that. I had to get a few things in line.”  I turned back to the machine and pulled the pin, putting a little extra weight on for the next set of reps. 

“Just giving you a little grief. You know, I’m here to help you get things in line, and once you trust me completely, this will be a lot easier.” He motioned his hand between us. 

“It won't happen again,” I replied and turned back to lift the weights.

“I want to bring in a trainer who will push you in the right ways. I think at this point, you need a little extra motivation.”

“Oh, I have plenty, trust me. Knowing that Jackson signed with 360 and will possibly be fighting me in the near future, I've got all my ducks in a row and my legs under control. No weak legs here, man,” I assured him.

He stood and took a step toward me. “I don't have any doubts about your ability and that it will show in the ring, as long as you keep your eyes on the prize.” 

“It's where they've been for as long as I can remember,” I said.

Tristan nodded, gave me a half smile, then turned and walked away. 

* * * * *

As the days passed, I pushed myself to a point that I was stressing over the idea that I wasn't good enough. The tape I had been watching wasn't showing any clear weakness in my opponent, and I wasn't sure that I was going to be able to take him down the way I wanted to. I pulled the weights up and started my reps, adding more and more weight to each set. I didn’t know what happened, but I felt the weight shifting at one end and suddenly the bar hit my chest. A tiny squeak escaped my mouth as the weight landed. I was struggling under the weight and pushed, but couldn’t seem to move it. It wasn't until I felt the weights being pushed away that I realized I wasn't alone anymore.  I rolled to the side, dropping to my knees and gasping for air. 

“What the heck, Ryder?” Zoey’s voice. 

Figures, it would have to be the one woman I didn't want around. 

She reached over an put her hand on my shoulder as if she actually cared enough to make sure I was okay.

“Get off.” I pushed at her. 

“I came to talk to you. I needed to clear some things up,” she said quietly.

“Well, it’s perfect timing,” I snapped at her. 

She stood her ground and looked me over. Her hands crossed over her chest, and I watched the expression on her face harden as she tilted her head to one side ever so slightly.

“Get over yourself. You were a prick, and you deserved it,” she stated matter-of-factly, shifting her hands to position them on her hips. “If you thought your behavior the other night was okay, then you were wrong. And just so we’re clear, I don't care about the women hanging all over you, but I do care that you completely forgot I was there. I think that's what hurt the worst.” She stood there looking down at me as I pulled in deep heavy breaths. 

“I—” 

“I'm not finished,” she stated, her tone a little louder. “I want you, dang it.  And I want you to be mine, but I need to know that you’ll put me first and that even with all the women throwing themselves at you, that I will be the only one who has your attention outside of the ring.” 

“I—” 

She held up her hand to stop me again. 

“If you think for one minute, Ryder Rollins, that I will tolerate being pushed aside because of your career, then we might as well quit this back and forth trash right now. I have plans and the only way that you can fit in them is for me to make sure that we are in this together one hundred percent, all the time. We come together and have a great connection then something stupid happens, and we fall apart again. I don't want that to happen again. I want us together for the long haul. I wasn't sure, but I am now.” 

I stood up slowly until I towered over her, glaring down. “You finished?” I asked. 

She swallowed hard. I could tell by the look on her face she wasn’t sure just how mad she had made me. 

I reached around her waist and pulled her to me, sinking my mouth to hers. I kissed her hard as I pushed her against the nearby treadmill, my intentions anything but pure. I wanted her, needed her, and there was nothing that would stop me from getting deep inside her. I shoved at her, and she shoved back. The push and pull of our movements turned the machine on, and I lost my footing going down. She managed to save herself, somehow, until I took her down with me. We laughed — guttural belly laughs. 

“What the actual hell, Ryder?” she said through her laughter. 

“I hit the button. I didn't mean to, but those are some kick booty reflexes you have.” 

She snorted which caused another round of laughter. We laid there laughing, and when it would quiet to a soft giggle, we’d look at each other and start laughing again. This went on long enough that I felt like I’d done an ab workout when we finally calmed down.

“How did you push that bar off of me?” I rolled toward her and smiled. “I didn't know my girl was that strong.”

“Your girl, huh?” She gave me a shy smile and straightened the hem of the skirt she was wearing.

“You heard me.” I winked at her. “Besides, just because you didn't think you were, never meant you stopped being mine. What’s meant to be is going to be. Look, Zoey, I didn't realize what your perception of my behavior with the fans was. I’m sorry. And I didn’t try to reach back out to you because, one — you made your point clear, and two — I needed to train. So, I threw myself into that and then, all of the sudden, here you are.” 

“I just needed to tell you how I felt. I’m sorry I freaked out on you—I didn't understand.”

“I'm glad you're here now. Let's get this going. I have a fight in two weeks, and this will help me more than you know.” I leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. “I'm sorry I assaulted you earlier, but seeing you being all assertive was hot.” 

“You like assertive Zoey, do you?” she teased.

“Yes, I do.” I reached for her hand and ran it over my hard toe.

“Apparently, he does too,” she laughed and moved over to straddle me. 

“Maybe we should move somewhere a little more private.” I went to raise up off the floor, but she pushed me back down.

“Where’s the fun in that?” she asked. “Where is everyone, anyway?”

“Out to lunch.”

“Perfect,” she said.

I felt her hands as they moved down to my workout shorts and pushed them low enough to release my cock. Her hands surrounded me and pulled slightly, enough to get a reaction from my hips. I ran my fingers over the curves of her thighs moving, toward her rear. I gave it a squeeze and tried to push her down to get some friction, but she pushed against my hands and let me know without any words that she was in charge. 

When she pushed her skirt up and her thong to the side and slid down onto me, I almost lost it. She settled herself once I was fully inside her. I watched the expression on her face as she shifted forward a little bit and then backward. The moan that escaped her throat was all I could take. I grabbed her hips and pushed her harder onto me, thrusting rhythmically. She gasped and started to shake. 

I knew I couldn't last, so I went to work on her clit to make sure she came with me. I pinched it between my fingers, rolling it. She panted and grabbed at my chest. Watching her break apart was sexier than watching my toe push into her. I remembered the way it looked and felt the tingling as it traveled up my cock and shot out of me. I had a flash of panic and realized I wasn't wearing a condom, but it was a flash and moment that was lost as fast as it hit when she yelled my name as I came into her. I pulled her down and kissed her. I pushed my hands into her long hair and used the grip to turn her head so I could deepen our kiss. We laid there on the floor until our breathing returned to normal. 

“Let's go to my place.” I sat up, bringing her with me. 

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” she replied. 

* * * * * 

“Sorry, it's a mess.” I looked around at the gym clothes lying everywhere. My cleaning wasn't a priority with a fight in less than two weeks. 

“It looks like mine since Annette’s boyfriend moved in,” she stated.

“He lives with you two?”

“Apparently,” she shrugged.

“Not happy about that, I assume.” 

“If I had been asked, it might be different, but I wasn't. It was like he came to stay a night and then he never left.”

“Ouch.” I moved around the room, picking up whatever was in my reach.  

“Whatever. It is what it is.” She scrunched her nose and began filling the sink with water and soap.  She hummed as she started washing the dishes. I stopped, folded my arms over my chest, and stood watching her. It was the most natural thing I had ever seen. 

“What?” she asked when she caught me staring.

“Um, you’re doing my dishes.”

“Well, yes. I am.”

“Why are you doing my dishes?” I asked.

She puckered her lips out and made a face like she had to think about the question. “Because they needed washing?” she said as though she wasn’t sure she was giving the right answer. “You’re not one of those guys that has to have your dishes washed a certain way and your towels with so many folds, are you?” She raised an eyebrow.

It was pretty cursed cute. 

“You don’t have to do my dishes, you know,” I said.

“Well, were you going to do them before we could settle in for the night?” she asked.

“Probably.”

“Then consider this selfish. You go do something else, so it all gets done faster and then we can get naked, I mean, cuddle on the couch.” She grinned.

I smiled. “I like the way you think.” I quickly began picking up things around the apartment.

“So, are you ready for your fight?” she asked as she ran a rag over the glasses. 

“I feel like I am, but I'm not. I should feel like I’m bulletproof and I don't.”

“So how do we get there? Let's make it happen.” 

Having her support meant more to me than she would ever know. I couldn't express that to her, no matter how hard I tried. Once we were done picking up my place, I set out to make some supper. I knew that she would want more than the grilled chicken and brown rice I was eating at the moment. I pulled some vegetables out of the freezer and stuck them in the microwave as I flipped the chicken over. 

“Who are you cooking for?” She leaned around me and looked into the grill pan. 

“Me and you.” I smiled and kissed the top of her head. 

“I hope that's all for you, geez.” She laughed and wrapped her arms around my waist. 

“Most of it is, but I figured you would want something else, so there are green beans and broccoli in the microwave.” I flipped the chicken and wrapped my fingers into hers. A peace settled over me, an awareness that everything was right in the world because this girl was standing with me.  That awareness traveled down my spine, back up, and stabbed me in the heart. 

“I am crazy about you. Did you know that?” I said and turned, wrapping her in my arms. 

She kissed me and looked into my eyes as she smiled. “I think I might be kinda crazy about you too.” 

I went in to kiss her again and laughed when she pushed me away. 

“You might like your chicken tough, but I don't.” She winked, then moved out of my grasp and poured herself a glass of wine.    

We had dinner then moved to watch some TV. I picked up the DVD of some of Jackson’s older fights that I hadn’t been able to find on YouTube, then put it back down. I really needed to watch some film. I had been watching for weeks and couldn't find the weak spot. Maybe it was going to be the hardest fight of my career like Tristan had warned. My dad had watched the films, and he couldn't find it either. After I had heard a little chatter from Bret and Curtis, I’d looked at a couple of his moves a little closer. 

“It's fine if you need to work,” she assured me, then cuddled up next to my side. 

“I don't want to work with you here.” I rubbed her thigh.

“It's really okay. Maybe I can help. Fresh eyes.” She fluttered her eyelids up at me. 

I reached for the remote and pulled up YouTube, finding the latest fight.  She sat up and watched as I started and paused. Fast forwarded and then rewound the fight. She grabbed the remote from me and then fast forwarded to the part I had just skipped over. 

“Look.” She pointed at the screen.

“What?” I looked closer. 

She got up and walked toward the TV, pointing. “Right here. He’s leaving himself open. You could sweep him, and once you have him down, he won't stand a chance.” 

“When did you start learning about fighting?” I looked at that part of the video again with no clue how I’d missed it, but she was right. I watched again and then again, picking up on the lazy punch. Maybe it was a fluke, but it was all I could find. He was so well trained it was weird that he’d have such a sloppy fault. Maybe that was why I’d missed it. As well-trained as he was, I didn’t expect it. 

“I happen to have a brown belt in jiu-jitsu, for one. My dad made me go when I was younger, so I’d be able to protect myself. And two, I’ve been watching fights so I could at least talk to you about something, ya big meathead.” She elbowed me, and I immediately began to tickle her in retaliation. I held her as she squealed and tried to get away from me. 

“Stop!” she shouted as I ran my fingers over her sides. 

“But watching you squirm is my most favorite thing in the world,” I said, tickling her harder.

“Oh my god stop!” she squealed again, laughing. 

I let her go and looked her in the face, loving the carefree laugh coming from her mouth. Moments like this with her came so easily; we didn't have to work at being good together. Hopefully, now that the misunderstandings had been worked out, it would be golden from this point forward. The only thing standing in our way was distance. 

I needed her here with me, or I needed to be in New York. And she had made it quite clear that she had dreams to follow there. I decided not to think about it for the time. I was going to go sleep with my girl and wake up in the morning to my new future.  

I lifted her from the couch, her breaths still coming fast after her laughing fit. I wanted to snuggle with her. Make her feel my love without sex being the factor. I pulled my shirt over my head and handed it to her. Then removed my gym shorts. I stood in my black boxer briefs, trying my best not to get an erection. She pulled her shirt over her head and slipped mine on. She dropped her skirt and then reached inside the shirt and took off her bra. Everything she did was sexy, and my body was ready for any clue that she wanted to get down and dirty, but she didn't give the signals. Instead, she jumped on the bed and pulled back the covers, slipping under them and then flipping over, so she was facing toward me. 

“Your pillow smells so good.” Her words came out a bit muffled as she shoved her nose into the pillow and took in a deep breath. 

“Right now, that pillow looks the best it’s ever looked. And you look really, really good in my bed.” 

A small smile covered her lips. She pulled the covers back and patted the bed. “Come on, Tiger, get in here.” 

I walked to the wall and hit the light switch, then moved to the bed, climbing in and getting nose to nose with her.

“Are we good?” I brushed my lips across hers.

“Yeah.” She kissed me softly.

“Awesome.” I pulled her against me. 

She nuzzled into the crook of my neck, and I held her until I felt her breathing even out. 


Chapter Nineteen

Zoey

I could feel his warm breath across my cheek as I opened my eyes. He still had me pulled against his chest, his arm wrapped around me as if he were holding on for dear life. I adjusted a little, and I heard him suck in a breath. I felt exactly what had happened and I smiled to myself, then stifled a chuckle and wriggled against him once more, just for the reaction.

“It isn't funny,” he mumbled.

“It kinda is.”

“I can't help it. It's nature, right?” He chuckled. “It has absolutely nothing to do with the fact that a sexy woman is wrapped in my arms at the moment.” 

“What time is it?”

“It's gotta be before five, my alarm is set for then.”

“Ugh.” I groaned and pulled out of his arms. I walked to the bathroom and looked around for his toothbrush, but hit the jackpot with one in a drawer that hadn’t been opened. When I came back into the bedroom, I stopped and looked him over. He was on his back and had an arm over his eyes. I wanted to enjoy the moment of silence and watch him.

“I can feel you staring at me,” he said, breaking my moment.

“I'm not staring, I was looking at how peaceful you were.”

“I would be a lot more peaceful if you would get your rear back in this bed.” He never moved, but continued to speak. I chose to climb over him instead of walking around the bed to get back in. I shivered and reached for him. He pulled me against him and kissed my neck as he wrapped me back in his arms and intertwined our legs. I must have fallen back asleep shortly after because the next thing I knew, his alarm was going off. 

He grumbled. “I have never in my life wanted to blow off a workout more than I do right now.” 

I kissed his chin and rolled away from him. “Go get your workout in, I'll be here when you get back.”

“Hopefully still in my bed,” he countered with a kiss. 

I listened as he moved around the apartment. The blender came to life and then the sizzle of a pan. The aroma of bacon wafted in the air, mixed with the smell of coffee. A few minutes later, I felt the bed dip with his weight. He had pulled on gym shorts and a tank top and I was a little disappointed that I didn't get to run my eyes over him once more before he left. 

 “I left you some breakfast. I'll be back in a few hours.” He placed his lips on my shoulder, then stood and grabbed his bag from the floor. I watched the muscles in his legs as he moved around the room. He looked back at me and blew me a kiss, then he was gone. I snuggled back into the covers, enjoying the warmth that his body had left behind. 

* * * * * 

I smelled him before I felt him. He smelled of soap and aftershave. 

“You gonna sleep all day?” he asked.

“That depends. You gonna let me?” I pulled the pillow over my head.

“Maybe I'll let you stay in bed all day, but I doubt you’ll be getting much sleep.” 

I pulled the pillow up, peeking out from under it. 

“You are really cute when you’re hiding from me,” he said with a smile.

“I'm not hiding from you, it's still early.” 

“It's after ten—that's not early,” he insisted.

“It is for me.” 

He laughed as he reached for my foot and pulled me to the end of the bed. 

“Get up, lazy bones.” He kissed me softly then released me. 

“Why?” I flopped back on the bed. 

“I have someone I want you to meet, and we need to get going. I also have an afternoon sparring session, and I'll need to come back here and get loosened up beforehand.” 

“Who do you want me to meet?” 

“Don't worry about it. You'll see.”  He smiled, then walked out of the room. 

I reached for my bag and pulled out a pair of leggings and an oversized shirt. When I walked out, he looked me over and handed me an English muffin with bacon and egg on it. 

“You need to eat something. You might need your strength later.” He winked.

I gave him a pretend suspicious glare. “I feel like I should be concerned about where you’re taking me now.” 

“Wouldn’t you like to know? Now, eat.”

He fixed me a cup of coffee to go while I chewed on my breakfast. After I was done, he led me out to the Jeep and helped me up into the seat. 

“Ready?” he asked.

“I guess I am.” 

We drove for about twenty minutes and pulled into the driveway of a nice house that sat on a few acres. A tall man walked out onto the porch, and I suddenly knew where we were. The man looked like an older version of Ryder. He stepped off the porch and made his way over to us. 

“Dad, this is Zoey,” Ryder said as his dad reached and pulled him into a hug. When he pulled back, he reached for me and hugged me as well. “Zoey, this is my dad, Chuck Rollins.”

“It's nice to meet the lady who made my son stupid,” he said with a smile.

“Really, Dad?” Ryder chuckled then hit his dad in the shoulder.

“Don't abuse an old man. You see how he treats me?” His dad looked at me, trying to frown. He couldn’t hold the frown, though, and he broke into a huge smile. 

“What brings you out here today?” Chuck asked as we made our way up the walkway. He slapped Ryder on the back and opened the door leading into the house. 

I stepped inside, hearing them talking but not really listening. I smiled as I took in the dark wood and the rustic feel of the house. Pictures on the wall showed a young Ryder in a football uniform. In another one he held a baseball bat, and in a third one he sat on a pony. I smiled to myself as I looked at his childhood. 

“That pony was a mongrel,” Ryder said in my ear. The deep timbre caused goose bumps to run down my neck. 

“Maybe you were the mongrel.” I quipped back at him. 

Chuck laughed, and I smiled over at him. 

“I like her,” Chuck said. “I can see why she made you stupid.” 

“She didn't make me stupid, Pops.”

“She didn't?” He cocked his head to the side and leaned in the doorway. His eyebrow lifted in question.

“Okay, maybe she made me a little stupid.” Ryder sighed and turn away from me. “Dang, Pops, you trying to make me look like a teenage boy who can't handle his emotions?” 

Chuck smiled and walked toward him. “You never want a woman you care about questioning how you really feel. Women have a lot of choices, and you are dang lucky if this beautiful one chose you.” He smiled and reached out for my hand taking me into the kitchen. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked, ignoring Ryder.

“Water would be great,” I replied, then looked out over the yard at the odd setup. Large wooden beams held sandbags which swung lightly from ropes in the breeze. Other mechanisms had large, torso-sized pads attached—the kind of things football players would run into during practices.

“What’s all that?” 

“That's how I keep that kid in there on his toes,” he replied.

“Is that a gauntlet?” I asked.

“It sure is. You want me to tell you a secret?” he asked. When I nodded, he continued, “All these athletes train in a boring building with four walls keeping them safe and secure. But when you’re in the ring or on a field, there is nothing controlled about that situation. If you want real life fighting, then you need real life training. Ryder can be quick on his feet by running on a treadmill, but he can't be quick enough to move away from a punch on a treadmill. When I swing those bags at him, it changes the way he moves. He can bend in ways other fighters can't. It's what makes him better than every other fighter.” 

“Wow.” I looked out again.

“You wanna give it a try?” I heard Ryder as he walked into the room. 

“Uh, no.” I laughed and moved toward Chuck, taking the glass of water he was offering. 

Ryder had changed his clothes and was rolling his shoulders. He looked at his dad and asked, “You think we can do an impromptu run today?” 

“Sure,” Chuck replied, then turned to me. “You wanna help?” 

I nodded.

“It's a good thing Tristan doesn't know we train like this,” Ryder said. “He might have a coronary.” 

“Tristan?” I asked.

“My new agent,” Ryder said. “I’ll introduce you soon.”

Ryder and Chuck laughed as they walked out the door. He was bouncing on his toes, moving his body around. I watched as his muscles stretched and bunched under his shirt. When he walked over to the course, his father moved and explained what I was to do. 

I got into place and waited.

When Ryder came barreling toward me, I shoved the large pad out into his way. He ducked and moved to avoid the pad, then hit it as he came back to a standing position. He winked at me before he was hit in the back of the head by a long, padded bar. 

“Ow, idiot!” he shouted as he rubbed his head. He cussed when it hit him again.

Chuck laughed. “You’re gonna get hit again if you keep flirting with that lady while you’re training.”

I laughed at his interaction with his father. 

Ryder rubbed the side of his head, then turned and moved back through the maze. It was amazing how intricate it was and how his father ran the entire thing from almost one position. 

“This is incredible,” I said as I walked over to Chuck. 

“I used to be an engineer, and after his mom died I needed something to keep me occupied when he wasn't here. I built it for football, but it actually works better for the fighting.”

“You would think that a run through for fun wouldn't leave me with a bruised ego,” Ryder said as he walked over to us. 

“There is no fun workout. If you’re having fun, then you aren't working out properly,” Chuck said.

“I beg to differ, Pops. Some workouts are all about the fun.” 

He laughed when I punched him in the arm.

“He’s a jerk—will you marry me?” Chuck offered his arm, and I took it and followed him back in the house. 


Chapter Twenty

Tristan

A week before the fight, I made plans to have dinner with Ryder. I had Amy make the reservations at an upscale restaurant near his house. He told me he was bringing someone and I made the assumption that someone would be his dad. I was wrong.

“Tristan,” Ryder said as he reached for my hand. “I would like you to meet my girlfriend, Zoey.” She looked up at me with big green eyes, and I could see why he’d been attracted to her. She was beautiful in a girl-next-door kind of way.

“It's nice to meet you, Mr. Thorne,” she said as she took my hand. 

“Tristan. Please, call me Tristan. This is Amy.” I turned to pull Amy closer.

“Hi, Zoey. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Amy smiled warmly and shook Zoey’s hand and then Ryder’s. 

We chatted about the upcoming fight briefly before the hostess cleared her throat to get our attention. “Your table is ready, Mr. Thorne.” 

I turned and placed my hand on Amy’s lower back, guiding her as she followed behind Ryder and Zoey.

Once we were settled, I ordered two bottles of wine, one red and one white.

“So, how are things going?” I asked Ryder, who looked over at Zoey before answering.

“The training is coming together. I had a little bit of a rough patch, but we are right where we want to be.” 

“We should hear finals on Pay-per-view next week for the fight in New York, and depending on how you do in the one coming up, it could be a title fight,” I said as I poured white wine around the table. 

Ryder covered his cup with his hand and reached for the glass of water. 

“So, tell me about Zoey,” Amy said to Ryder as she lifted her glass to her lips. 

Zoey started to speak, but Amy stopped her politely. “No, no. I like to hear what the man has to say first. It can be rather telling.” Amy winked at Zoey. “I’ll ask you to fill in the parts he totally screws up. Because there will be some.”

Zoey laughed and looked to Ryder. “Go ahead, babe. Tell the woman about me.” 

“There isn't much to tell. She’s kind of boring,” Ryder teased. 

Zoey elbowed him lightly in the side.  

I watched the way they interacted and knew that he was already a goner. Depending on how he handled having a woman in his life and what kind of woman Zoey was, it could be really bad or really good for his career. I wasn't sure which it was going to be, yet. 

“Zoey is a fashion designer in New York and is looking to start her own clothing line someday. While I don't really understand exactly what all that entails, I do know that she is amazing at what she does and when she gets some backing, she’s gonna be a star.” He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it, then looked back over at me. 

“You didn’t do half bad,” Zoey said with a smile.

“How do you feel about his career choices, Zoey?” I asked her. 

“Tristan,” Amy whispered as if she were trying to redirect my line of questioning. Which she was, but Zoey smiled and answered anyway.

“If it makes him happy, then I will support his decisions. I don't get the whole ‘wanting to give someone the option to punch you in the face’ thing, but hey, his choice.” She laughed, which caused Amy and Ryder to join her. 

“You know what would be perfect?” Amy clapped her hands together, commanding everyone’s attention. “What if we got Zoey to design a clothing line for fighters with Ryder’s name somehow incorporated? It gives Ryder a boost in the community, and it gives Zoey a chance to show her stuff.”

I thought about it for a minute and had to admit, it was a good idea for more reasons than marketing strategy. We could get the project funded, and I could keep a closer eye on Zoey. I wanted to make sure she wasn't trying to mess around with my client. 

“I don't know.” Zoey seemed to tense up. “I design more of an everyday women’s line. Not really a sporting line for men.” 

“It's something we can work toward—we don't have to sign any contracts tonight or figure out the details,” I assured her. 

She smiled at me then settled into her chair. I watched as Ryder’s hand found her thigh and gave it a soft squeeze.

“So, tell me how you guys met?” Amy asked.

“She was really good at craps,” Ryder said with a laugh. 

“I was. Don't say it like that, they'll think it's a lie.” Zoey lightly smacked his forearm.

“She was rolling the dice and winning, so I got in on the action and won, too. I bought her a drink, and that was that,” Ryder added. 

“That's so sweet,” Amy gushed.

“So, you met her in Vegas?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” Ryder said with a grin. “Believe it or not, she was there for the fight and completely missed mine.” 

“I had stepped out for five minutes,” Zoey explained.

The waiter came to the table and interrupted our banter to take our orders. After we gave them, we chatted until our dinner arrived and then for another hour as we enjoyed the wine and a very nice chocolate dessert. 

I was glad to see Ryder taking his training seriously. He had eaten all clean foods, no dessert, and had passed on any alcohol. I could tell by his actions that he wanted to keep his people employed and he knew if he deviated from our agreement, then I would bring in other staff to make sure his training went according to plan. I made a lot of promises about what I delivered on my end, but my athletes made the same promises back to me. They were expected to perform at the highest level they could achieve and make sure nothing stood in the way of the goals we had set together for their career. 

I guessed that was why having him show up with a woman kind of unnerved me. I wasn't even aware she existed and I had to question why she was in his life. He hadn't told me that he was with anyone, then again, maybe he didn't feel like he had to. As much as I protected my guys from everyone else, sometimes protecting them from themselves was even harder. I didn't want him to be taken advantage of. 

While I knew that he would be fine and handle his own love life, I didn't like the idea of my guys being taken advantage of by women who were out to get their money. 

After dinner, Amy and I climbed into the car, and she immediately informed me of her thoughts on my behavior at dinner. 

“You can't be rude like that.” 

I jerked my head toward her. “Excuse me? I wasn't rude.” 

“Yeah, you kinda were. You shouldn't have asked some of the questions that you asked. Not everyone is a gold digger, Tristan,” she said calmly.

“I promised to protect my players and sometimes that means protecting them from people that don't have their best interests at heart,” I said. 

“There was nothing about Zoey that screamed I'm riding this train for the money. Please.” She looked disappointed in me. “You do realize that your boy isn't famous like Drake, right? It's not like he has a ton of money that she can take. Hopefully, all of this time and effort will pay off, but until she gives you a reason to be a jerk, don't.”

“I didn't mean to come across that way,” I said. And I really hadn’t. I could be a bit harsh at times; it came with the territory.

“Well, you did, and don't do it again,” she said.

“I'll apologize the next time I see her.”

“I don't think you should. Just let it go, and be polite from now on.”

I felt like a giant jerk. I was just trying to get a feel for what kind of person Zoey was—I didn't mean to be that obvious. 

Amy chuckled.

“What? Why are looking at me like that?” I asked her.

“You know, you are awfully cute when you’re stressed,” she teased.

“I don't want to give Ryder any reason to try and break his contract with us.”

“He won't. He was just as oblivious to your rudeness as you were, apparently.” I felt her hand on my thigh and the light squeeze she gave me. “It's gonna be fine, I promise.” 

   


Chapter Twenty-One

Ryder

The next week flew by, and not having to worry about Zoey made everything better—calmer. I wasn't the hot mess I had been and wasn't nearly as stressed or cocky as my fight neared. We’d had two meetings with the press, which had consisted mostly of trash-talking each other online. But they’d been worthless from a strategy perspective, and accomplished nothing other than me making Jackson look like a big whiney baby. 

Make no mistake, it had been fun messing with him, but his attitude showed that he was out for blood. After that, I wanted more than anything to shut him up, and I was about to get my chance.

I walked into the MGM Grand Arena and took a long, deep breath. Weigh-ins—the last thing before our fight tomorrow. Everything in my life was lining up, and I was ready for the ride. I made my way to my waiting room and sat down. Weigh-ins were in half an hour, and I needed to get my head straight. I asked for some time to myself, pushed my earbuds into place, cranked up the music, and sat down thinking about what this fight could do to my career. 

If I lost, it would be a long road to get the momentum back. If I won, I would be in a good position for contention for a title.  Winning a title was my ultimate goal. 

I chewed the inside of my mouth as I bobbed my head to the music that was playing in my ears. It was a weigh-in, but truth be told, it would be the first eye to eye meeting with Jackson. I had studied his fights for hours over the last few weeks, and I had several plans on how to take him down. I was a better grappler, but he threw harder punches. I was going to have my work cut out for me with this one, I knew that. It wouldn't be a one and done fight, but I was prepared for it. 

A few minutes before it was time to head over to weigh-ins, Tristan strode into the room and looked me over.

“You ready?” he asked.

“As I’ll ever be,” I said as I stood and rolled my shoulders, rocking my head back and forth. I stripped out of my joggers and headed toward the door. Curtis, my dad, and Tristan walked with me down the long corridor. 

When I entered the room, flashbulbs went off all around me, and people started cheering. Jackson was already there, waiting for us to arrive. He stepped on the scale and they announced his weight. When he stepped back and moved aside, I stepped forward. I took a deep breath as they recorded my weight. It was really starting to sink in. 

Reporters asked us some questions, and a slew of pictures were taken by various media groups. When it was all done, we bumped fists, and I moved off the stage. I was anxious to get home. Zoey would be there waiting. Tonight, I needed to try not to think about what the next day would bring. Having Zoey there would certainly help with that.

* * * * * 

I had tried to mentally prepare myself for what I knew would be a whirlwind of media swarming and me trying to stay focused as I got dressed and ready to go. But nothing could have prepared me for the media circus that waited outside the arena. 

It was a relief to know Tristan would be there to help me navigate it all. Thankfully, he’d brought Peyton with him, and she handled fielding the reporters’ questions at a press conference for me so I could focus on what needed to be done. 

I spent the next two hours getting my head in the game. 

When it was time, my team walked down the corridor with me. But it was nothing like the day before at weigh-in. My blood was pumping so hard, I could hear it echoing through my skull. 

We made our way to the entrance of the arena and waited. I was ready when my name was called, and I moved forward bouncing to my song, “Sabotage,” as it played loudly. The crowd was electric, and it lit me up inside. 

I leaped into the ring and waited until Jackson was in. We stood face to face while the announcer said his spiel, each of us trying to begin the intimidation process before the first punch was thrown. We tapped fists and returned to our corners. 

Curtis was in my ear reminding me of the things I had to watch out for and a couple of Jackson’s favorite moves. I shook the nerves from my muscles and stood as the bell rang. 

My mind went silent. I dialed in on his breathing and watched as he danced around the ring. I wasn't going to expel all that energy, and you would think that a seasoned fighter wouldn't, either.  He tried talking trash through his mouth guard, but I couldn't hear anything he said and didn't want to. 

I followed his movement around the ring as he continued to bounce from side to side, throwing punch after punch but never landing one. He came in close a couple of times and threw a few punches trying to bait me.  I had watched enough tape to know he was trying to get me to react, but I wasn't going to. He was going to have to come at me. 

I knew the only way to get him was on his cross. The jab I would probably have to take, but I could act quicker if I was closer, and moving away wouldn't help me. I didn't want to take too many punches trying to take advantage of his weakness, though. 

When he came at me, I deflected everything he threw, and when he jabbed, I turned so he would hit my sternum. Then, when he pushed the other fist at me for the cross, I attacked. 

I launched myself at him, and I wrapped him up. It was going to be tough to keep him down because we were both fresh, but I was confident my stamina could win out. The guillotine was my ultimate objective, but I had to tire him out before I could pull that off. 

He slammed me against the floor, and I felt the air rush out of my lungs as I hit the mat — hard. I held tight as he tried to hit me in the head, but I kept the blows at bay. 

What Jackson likely didn't know was that being on the mat was my strength, and every time he raised his hands, I was moving into a better position. I pushed my heels into his thighs to gain a little more traction and just as I went to make my kill move, the bell rang. 

I released him and shoved him away from me. 

“It's fine, stay focused,” Curtis encouraged me. 

“He knows where I'm going to take him down now,” I huffed.

“Do you see him laboring over there? He can't match you, and he knows it. Watch for cheap shots,” Curtis instructed. 

The bell rang, and we were going at it again. He pulled me into a hug, trying to get me into position so he could get me down and try and pin me. He was notorious for breaking arms with the armbar, and I wasn't even thinking about going there. I cleared my mind, then kicked my left foot back, throwing him off balance and then switching places.

Once again, I had him wrapped up. I pulled at him immediately, not giving him a chance to recover. 

I stretched and jerked him into a guillotine and then stretched harder. I pulled his head back and cut off his air. He continued to struggle, but I held tight. He thrashed side to side as his body fought for air and he tried to unseat me. There wasn't a chance that I was letting go. I held tight for another minute until he went limp and the referee tapped my shoulder. 

I released him immediately and pushed at his body. He was breathing as I moved away from him, but the medical staff were checking us both out. They quickly dismissed me and got Jackson to his feet. The announcer stepped into the ring, and I made my way to my position next to him. Shortly after, Jackson was standing on the opposite side.  

That’s when I looked for her, and when my eyes met her beautiful green ones, I smiled and winked at her. The announcer went through his usual routine, then raised my arm with his and declared me the winner. 

Zoey smiled up at me and started to move toward the ring. I spoke briefly to the announcer, thanking everyone who had made it possible for me to be there, and then turned to walk away. Tristan and Peyton were standing with my father and Curtis, waiting for me to step down out of the ring. Zoey was making her way from behind them. I walked past them and grabbed her in a sweaty hug. 

“It's done, baby.” I kissed her and flashes lit up around us as I pulled her against me. 

“I’m so proud of you,” she said.

“I couldn't have done it without you. Okay, maybe I could have, but I wouldn't ever want to. And I don’t ever want to without you again.” 

I turned and hugged my dad, and then Curtis. Tristan surprised me. I hadn’t taken him for the hugging type, but he wrapped me in one. I pulled Zoey with me as my team surrounded us and we tried to weave through the reporters without answering any questions. Those would come later, and Peyton would make sure that it was kept professional and not personal. They got us through the crowd and stayed at the entrance to the corridor, answering a few questions, keeping everyone at a distance, and giving me time to get to the locker room.

I was on a super high and didn't want to come down. I wanted to share all of this with the crowd—I really wanted to shout as loud as I could, but I’d have to keep a certain façade for the fans. However, when I closed the door to the locker room behind me, that’s exactly what I did. I belted out the manliest yell I had in me. The joy I felt was more than a win; it was a chance to fight for a title. I would be fighting for a title, and it would be on Pay-per-view. I was sure of it after this fight. 

Zoey laughed at my display, and I reached for her again. I murmured in her ear, “If I could lock that door to keep everyone out right now, I would rip these clothes off you and bury myself as deep as I could get.”  

She flushed and locked her thighs together. 

I reached behind her, cradling her head in my hand and tilted her head back, so she was looking up at me. “I'm lucky to have you in my corner. I love you, Zoey Marous.” 

Her eyes widened at my declaration. I’d been feeling it from the first night we met, and I’d been forcing myself not to say it too soon, waiting for the right time. And it felt like the right time. My dad always told me I’d “just know.” And I did. 

A smile crept over her lips as I leaned in to kiss her.

“I love you, too,” she whispered between kisses. 

She pulled away as everyone started to pour into my room.  

The next few hours were insane. By midnight, I was exhausted. Peyton had filtered in a few reporters, and I answered several questions about my past and future. Every question that was asked about Zoey was avoided or vaguely answered. I could see she was a little uncomfortable with it all. She kept stepping further away and trying to disappear. I wasn't going to let that happen. She was on this ride with me, and I wanted her to stay there. 

“Mr. Rollins, who would you like to meet in your next fight?” one reporter asked.

“I want the Title,” I stated, staring into the camera.

“So, you want to take on Santiago?” another reporter tried to clarify.

“If that puts my name in for the title, then yes,” I answered and turned to smile at my father. He nodded his approval. Tristan was smiling back, too. But when my gaze fell on Zoey, she was wide-eyed. She looked away from me, lifted her phone, and started typing something into it. I fielded one more question as I watched her from the corner of my eye reading whatever was on the screen. When I saw her shake her head back and forth, I had to get to her. 

“I’m done for the night. Thanks for coming,” I said and then walked away. The reporters started yelling questions, but Peyton led us all out of the room and shut the door.

“What?” I asked as I walked over to Zoey. “What was all that head shaking for?”

“He will kill you!” she half-whispered, trying not to draw everyone’s attention. She looked up at me, and I could see the genuine fear in her eyes. 

“He won't. It’ll be fine.” I smiled, trying to make her feel a little better. 

“No! Have you not seen all the men he has seriously hurt? I don't want you to get hurt,” she said. 

“Baby, I'm gonna get hurt on occasion. It happens. It's why I train the way I do. I have to be quicker and more fit than everybody else. It keeps me safe. I will watch tons of tape over the next several months like I’ve for all my fights. This is me, babe. It's my job.” I pulled her phone from her hands and tucked it into my pocket. “I'll be fine, I promise.”

“I just can't sit by and watch you get destroyed by someone who is out to hurt you. I know that most of these guys don't want to actually hurt you—they only want to win. I get that. I get that hurting you puts them on top, but I don't get someone out to hurt you on purpose. And it seems like this guy wants to hurt people.” She looked up at me with concern washing over her beautiful face. 

I had to try and make her understand that she was wrong. I wanted to, but with Santiago, she wasn't wrong, not really. I couldn't tell her that, though. I couldn't make her worry more, I had to train harder and longer to make sure that I would come out on top. That's all I could do. I may go in that ring and never walk out, but that was true at any time and any fight. 

“Anything could happen during any fight,” I said. “Please stop worrying about it.” I pulled her to me and kissed the top of her head. 

She relaxed against me. “I'll never stop worrying, you big lug. Now go talk to your agent. He keeps giving us the eye. Looks like he’s chomping at the bit to get his turn with you.” 

I nodded and headed over to speak with Tristan, who was already talking with Dad and Curtis. Peyton was probably still dealing with the media.

Tristan slapped a hand to my shoulder and smiled. “You did it. How’s it feel to know you’re only two fights into your professional career and you’ll probably get a shot at a title?” he asked.

“Dang good,” I replied. “I can’t even begin to tell you how good.”

“Well, we’re proud of you, Ryder,” Dad said and pulled me into another hug. “We need to celebrate. And since you won all the money, drinks are on you,” he joked. “Go get a shower so we can get to the bar. I know you’ve had a long day. We won’t make a night of it.” 

“I’ll get a space secured for us at the VIP lounge bar, I’ll meet you all there in 20 minutes,” Tristan said and then disappeared.

I gave my girl one more kiss and then I headed into the back of the locker room for a quick shower.

* * * * * 

Fifteen minutes later, Zoey and I made our way through the casino, surprised that it was still packed. 

“We should play craps,” I said in her ear. Goose bumps spread over her neck, and I smiled.

“We should not.” She kept walking. 

I laughed as she led me through the casino. I pulled her to a stop and looked down at her with a grin. “Hang on a sec.” 

I put twenty bucks into the nearest slot machine and hit the button. She stood beside me, looking over my shoulder into the crowd. I watched all five numbers line up and I shouted when I realized I’d hit the bonus. “YES!” 

Zoey jumped and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Sorry.” I laughed again as she held her hand to her chest, gasping for breath.

“You scared me!” She turned to look at the machine and see what I was so excited about.

“Pick one,” I said, pointing to the buttons on the screen. 

She pointed to the one on the left and I tapped it. The 10x icon flashed.

“What does that mean?” she asked. 

I pulled her into my lap and let the game run through its sequence. “It means we win ten times whatever each spin wins.”

We watched as it finished the cycle time and again, only winning a few dollars by the time we had three spins left. On the next to last spin, it hit five sevens and the machine went nuts. We watched as the dollar amount went up and up. By the time it was done, we had won over a thousand dollars. 

I pressed the button two more times as Zoey wiggled in anticipation on my lap. By the time our last spin had finished, we’d won a total of eleven hundred fifty-three dollars and twenty cents. I hit the cash out button and we went to the counter and claimed our money. We headed to the room and I put the majority of the money in the safe before we made our way to the bar to meet everyone for a celebration drink.

“You actually going to have a drink?” she asked as we bellied up to the bar. I wanted a few more minutes alone with Zoey before we joined Dad, Tristan, and the team in the VIP area.

“Yes.” I nodded and waved the bartender over. “Jack and Coke, please. What do you want, Zoey?” 

“Same,” she smiled politely at the bartender, and he smiled back. For the first time in my life, I wanted to punch someone for a reason other than being in the ring. I could feel her watching me and tried my best not to let what I was thinking show on my face. 

She laughed. “Are you jealous?”

“Well, he sure didn't smile at me like that.” I looked down at her, pulled her closer to me, and placed a kiss on her forehead. 

“Maybe he doesn't like meatheads like I do. It's an acquired taste.” She giggled as she shifted up on her tiptoes and kissed me softly. I dropped my hand down her back and squeezed her rear. 

“Acquired taste, huh?” I huffed.

“Yup. It isn't for everyone. I mean, being the submissive gets old from time to time. I like to be in charge on occasion,” she whispered as she squirmed against me. “Like that one time at the gym,” she reminded me with a mischievous smile.

“Woman,” I groaned as every ounce of blood in my body travel down between my legs. “You do realize that you are always in control. Every single minute of every single day and the only time I get to be in charge is when my head is between your legs, right?” I watched with satisfaction as a hint of pink flushed across her chest and up her neck covering her cheeks. 

She shivered under my touch and I wanted nothing more than to bury myself deep inside her, but that was going to have to wait. The bartender returned with our drinks just as Tristan spotted me and waved us over to where everyone was waiting for us. 

Reluctantly, I led the way through the crowd toward them. 

For the next hour, we celebrated and toasted my success. Zoey and I flirted subtly, stealing glances at each other that made my blood run hot. When she backed up to me and rolled her hips against my groin, I knew that maybe she’d had one too many. I pulled her against me and smiled. It was time for us to leave.

“Let’s tell everyone goodnight, pay the tab, and we can get out of here,” I whispered in her ear. 

She nodded. “That’s a fantastic idea.”

I told Dad and Tristan how tired I was and that I really needed to get to bed . . . which I did. Only, my plans didn’t include sleeping.

I offered to pay everyone’s tab, but Tristan insisted on letting the agency handle it. I thanked him, hugged Dad, and laced my arm over Zoey’s shoulders before leading her toward the elevators. She swayed to the soft elevator music as the elevator climbed the twenty floors to our room. She was very clearly a little over her limit for tipsy. When the elevator stopped on our floor, I picked her up and carried her down the hall. Tristan had made sure I was in a suite and had everything I needed to be comfortable. 

Zoey wrapped her arms around my neck and snuggled into me as I carried her. 

“I'm so proud of you,” she whispered, eliciting a smile from me.

I pushed the door to the room open just as a soft snore escaped from her mouth, letting me know she was out for the count.

There would be no extracurricular activities tonight. I placed her on the bed and removed her clothes so she’d sleep more comfortably. Once she was settled, I undressed and climbed in next to her, pulling her close. 

“I love you, Ryder,” she mumbled. 

“Love you more,” I whispered back. I kissed right below her ear and closed my eyes.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Zoey

It took a minute for me to realize where I was as I looked around the room through sleepy eyes. I sat up in the bed and called for Ryder. He didn't answer. I got up, went to the bathroom, grabbed some clothes, then walked out into the kitchen and looked for something to drink. I was thirsty and my head was pounding. I pulled a bottle of water out of the fridge and drank the whole thing. Water itself wasn’t going to be enough. I needed something for my head. 

I located my purse and started pulling things out, becoming more and more frustrated when I couldn’t find what I was looking for. I finally dumped the whole thing out on the counter. I picked up the ibuprofen bottle, but it didn’t rattle. I was out of pills. Ugh. 

I walked over to the table and sat down, laying my head on my crossed arms. I heard the door click behind me.

“Feeling it this morning, huh?” Ryder cooed.

“I may have partaken a bit too much.” I laid my head back down on my arms. 

“Here.” He placed a green drink and two pills on the table.

“What is that?” I asked as I lifted the pills and tossed them in my mouth like it didn’t matter what he was giving me.

“Those were ibuprofen, and this is my hangover mix.” He smiled as he pulled the chair out beside me and rubbed my back. I wasn't sure why him doing that made me feel better, but it did. 

If I had learned anything in the few short relationships I’d been in, it had been to find a man who would protect my heart and not just take it. If I was honest, he had taken it that night at the craps table, but my mind had taken a little longer to catch up. Now, it seemed he was working on protecting it, too. 

I lifted the green concoction to my mouth and took a sip. Bitter. I scrunched my face. 

“Trust me.” He put his finger on the bottom of the glass and tipped it up. I took three big gulps and set the glass block on the table. “It's better if you down it all at once.” 

I grimaced as I tried to clear my mouth of the aftertaste. 

“Give it an hour, and you’ll feel better,” he assured me. He stood and reached for my hand. I followed him to the couch and fell down onto his lap. I nuzzled my head into the crook of his neck, and he rubbed my back. It felt so good, I fell asleep in his arms and woke an hour later feeling less like death than I had before. 

“Feeling any better?” he asked as he lifted my chin to look me in the eyes.

“Amazingly, I do. Not a hundred percent, but better.”

“Good. I have a press conference in about an hour. I’d like for you to go with me, but I completely understand if you don't feel up to it. Peyton called about twenty minutes ago to give me the heads up. Tristan will meet me there. Apparently, Amy has been working on a few things and would like to get some face time with you.” 

I lifted my head from his chest and put my feet on the floor. “Do I have time to shower?”

“Yes.” He smiled and helped me toward the bedroom. “If we had more time, I would join you, but you know how that will end.”

I smiled and wiggled my eyebrows. “Yes, yes I do. And you’re giving me a raincheck,” I laughed, grabbed some clothes, and disappeared into the bathroom.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Tristan

“Where is he?” I shouted at Peyton.

“He’s on his way, five minutes out,” she answered without looking up from her phone.

“Can you not talk to Drake for five minutes and actually do your job?” I said to her. 

Amy slapped me on the arm and gave me a stern look.

“I need to go over what he can and cannot say with him,” I said in defense. “You know as well as I do that they’ll ask about the next fight, and we can’t answer any questions until we know for sure exactly what we’re going to agree to.”

“Tristan, let me do my job.” Peyton glared at me. “I already have a list, and I’ve sent it over to him. He’ll be prepared when he gets here. Also, Zoey is coming with him, so Amy can talk to her.” 

“Great,” Amy said. “I have some ideas and want to pick her brain before we go further with the clothing line.”

Ryder came in the door, his hand folded into Zoey’s. It reminded me of yet another topic I needed to talk to him about—Zoey and what her presence would do. He didn't care, but he needed to hear it from me before the media jumped her. 

“Can I get a minute?” I asked as he walked over. He took his hand from hers and extended it out to me. 

“Yeah.” He looked over at Zoey and winked at her before walking away with me.

“So, we have to get real for a minute,” I told him.

“About?”

“Zoey.”

“Not your business,” he said. 

“Your relationship may not be my business, but preparing you for what is to come is my business.”

“I'm not sure what you’re talking about.” He looked me over.

“It's not so much you that I’m worried about. It’s her. Which will lead me to being worried about you. I need you to be focused, and if for any reason the media goes after Zoey, you’ll be distracted. If we get this Pay-per-view fight, you need no distractions. I think we’re on the same page there. If for any reason they decide to pick her apart, how is she going to handle that? Have you thought about it?”

“They won't.”

“And you know this why?” I questioned him.

“Because I’m not your other clients. I'm not that important.”

“You’d be surprised after last night. I just want us on the same page.” 

He nodded and I took that as him understanding the point I was trying to make. I turned and walked back toward the others who had gathered for the press conference.

Ryder walked up on stage and answered as many questions as he could, Peyton stepping in when needed. The press behaved until one finally asked about Zoey. Ryder was vague about the questions and asked for his personal privacy. One particular reporter didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer. He kept asking. Ryder did well, and I was surprised that he didn't get upset. He kept his cool and stopped addressing that reporter altogether. 

Once we were done, we set off to find the girls and found them over a drawing tablet as they conferred over designs. They were looking at other fitness wear and discussing how to make it better. Watching Amy talk to Zoey about logos and marketing made me realize she had more talents than I knew about. 

“Hey, all done?” Zoey asked as she shut down the tablet.

“Yes, you guys wanna grab some lunch?” Amy asked. “Zoey and I were talking about maybe going to that chicken place down near the Wynn. It has chicken and waffles.” 

Her love of food was as infectious as her smile, and before I knew it, I was smiling back at her. 

“Chicken and waffles it is,” I agreed.

Forty-five minutes later we were sliding into a booth at the restaurant. We ordered, then sat back and chatted about nothing. 

Zoey and Amy gabbed about the newest shoe fad and laughed at how uncomfortable they must be. Ryder watched Zoey as she talked. He smiled when she did. I knew that he was in love with her, but I didn't understand how it happened as fast as it did. They had only known each other a short period of time, but they already acted like they’d been together for years. 

I admitted, I was a touch jealous. I wanted to have that type of carefree relationship and not all the stresses that Amy and I faced. It often felt like we’d started our relationship already being parents. We didn't get much quality time together. Granted, my work took up a lot of my time, but so did being a surrogate parent. 

Amy was busy with work just like I was, and if she wasn't at work, she was working from home or with her sister. The grown-up stresses bled into our relationship, and it showed.  It was good to see Amy with another woman, enjoying a few hours of peace, talking about shoes, clothes, and the things they did for fun. She didn't have to talk about her sister or work. She didn't reach for her phone even once other than to show Zoey a picture.  She was free the entire time we were in the restaurant, and it reminded me what kind of woman she really was, and how lucky I was to have her.  

After we’d eaten, we walked down the strip and took in the sights and sounds of Vegas. Some of the sights and sounds weren’t so great. We came across two homeless men arguing. 

“It's my sock!” the bearded one shouted.

“No, I found it first.”

“Yeah, right off the top of my bag.” The bearded guy stepped closer. They’d been drinking, and it was obvious by the sway in their steps and the slur to their words. 

“You want it, fine!” the other shouted, and then rubbed it all over his crotch. 

Ryder burst out laughing and tugged Zoey around them.

We also saw a guy walking down the strip in a bra and boxer shorts. If there was one thing about Vegas, it was that alcohol was everywhere and it showed. There were normal groups of bachelor and bachelorette parties walking by, and large groups of college kids. For the first time in my life, I felt a little out of place. Other than the annual bash I held for Tristan Enterprises, I had never been a party animal. I’d often dipped out of parties in college to study. I was too driven to be pulled away for nonsense. Looking back now, I should have partied it up when I had the chance. 

“Where’d you go?” Amy asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Just thinking about all the things I missed in college.”  

“I get it. I feel like I missed a ton, too, but it's okay. I wouldn't be where I am now if I hadn't.” She reached for my face and brought my mouth down to hers. It was a soft kiss, one that held many promises for the future. I looked into her eyes and wanted to take away every stress she’d ever faced. Make everything better. Could I? Could I be that man? I wanted to be that man for her, but I also knew myself and I wasn't going to make promises that I wasn’t sure I could keep. 

She understood my work and how important it was, but would she still feel that way after we were serious? What if we made it to the point of marriage? So many of my friends had lost the freedom to really do this job after marriage, and I wasn't willing to do that. I was constantly on the move, flying from city to city. There was always another person to talk to, to woo. Even if I had more time, I would invest it in the company. 

“I'm not asking for more from you,” she said as if she were reading my mind. A skill that, in and of itself, was more than any woman had ever been able to accomplish. It was terrifying and relieving all at the same time.

“I know. And I do want to talk about that at some point, but not here. Not now. Okay?” 

She nodded and took my hand, walking faster to catch back up with Zoey and Ryder. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

Ryder

I was living the dream—my dream, at least. I had a title fight coming up and a woman I adored. If someone had told me six months ago this would be happening, I would have laughed and walked away. It wasn’t the professional success that surprised me. It was the woman. I’d been training like mad to get where I was in my fighting career and I’d always known that I would make it eventually. But Zoey . . . she was unexpected. I was so used to the pattern I had been living that I had never really opened up to the possibility of anything else. Before Zoey, it had been nice to have a woman by my side, but to be honest, they’d always been a means to an end. 

Truth was, I had been an asshat when it came to women. And now, thinking about Zoey and some man treating her that way made me want to go postal. I had never loved anyone the way I love her, but at the same time, I was terrified that I would phoo all up. 

It wasn’t because my dad hadn’t tried to teach me better. He had. He had talked to me time and time again when I was a teenager about keeping my trash together and about women in general. I remember the speeches about how women were to be cherished and that if my mother were still with us, he would be able to show me. Things like listening when they want to talk and actually hearing what’s going on in their life. He said flowers were nice but not really what women want. He said that women weren’t so different from men—they want attention and they want to feel important. They want someone who notices things and does something about it. Someone who’s there when they need a shoulder.

I really hadn’t thought I’d been paying much attention to him at the time, but it was all coming back to me. While a lot of my dad’s advice had been about marriage, it was still good advice. Advice that, for the first time in my life, I actually wanted to heed. 

And so, I ordered dinner while Zoey was in the shower.

“What’s that?” she asked when she appeared in the kitchen, still wrapped in a towel. 

“Dinner.” 

“Smells amazing. What did you order?” She tried to peer over my shoulder.

“Something I know you like.” I smiled and brought the tray around between us. She smiled and lifted the lid to expose a bowl of tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich. 

“How did you...” She covered her heart with her hand. 

“I pay attention.” 

“I’m pretty sure I only mentioned it once.”

“Maybe.” I winked and pulled out a chair for her to sit down.

I thought back to the conversation about her parents and how she smiled through the tears and said that if she could have one thing from childhood back, it would be the family meals. The grilled cheese and tomato soup nights. How through all of her adulthood achievements, she missed those meals the most. I wanted to start giving her those meals. Meals that were nothing more than an hour or so of conversation about the day. Not a complaining platform but about the day in general. 

She told me how her roommate, Annette, complained nonstop at meals and Zoey would always flick on a TV show so she didn't have to hear it. I wanted to change that for her, and I knew those family meals had been important to her. 

I watched as she ate, stealing glances my way and smiling. 

“I love you, ya know that?” She smiled. 

“Love you back.”  

“You have absolutely no idea what this means to me.”

“I have a clue. So, let's talk about the day. You pretty much already know mine, so let's talk about yours.” 

“Well, Amy and I talked about the clothing line and looked at a lot of different options for going forward. There are so many different things we can do. How do you feel about it?”

“Loose fitting and absorbent. That's it.”

“So, pink is good?” She grinned.

“I don't care about the color. I’m all about function.”  I winked at her. She flushed and looked down at her soup. “Hey, what?”

“Nothing.” 

“Seriously? I’m supposed to believe that?” I asked.

“It's just that . . . Annette has told me some things about you.” I wasn't sure where how the conversation had gone in the direction it had turned, but it wasn't something I wanted to talk about at the moment. I wanted to have a dinner that wasn't stressful and most certainly not about my past. I knew better than anyone about my reputation, I also knew how bad it looked.  But, whether I wanted to discuss it or not, it was going to have to happen at some point.

“How long have you been sitting on this?”

“I don't know. This was so sweet of you, and I don't want to ruin it, but I feel like I need to address it.”

“Okay, well, let's address it.” I sat back in my chair and tried to keep the disappointment at the change in my plans from showing.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Zoey

The look on his face was more than enough to let me know he wasn’t expecting me to ask about his past. Granted, right after he’d been so sweet and considerate might not have been the best time to bring it up, but it needed to be talked about. Ever since Annette had looked him up and given me the blow by blow of his history with women, it had been in the back of my mind and it was slowly eating away at me. 

I knew I should let it go, but after my last relationship, I had my share of trust issues. 

Annette knew my history. She knew my ex had cheated on me and that I had been the one who’d caught him. She was just being a good friend and didn't want me to be surprised if something from Ryder’s past came into play. Her intentions were honorable, but the things she had shown me were now branded on my brain, and I couldn’t block them out. 

He had no clue I even felt this way, and a part of me wasn't sure I wanted him to know. I had said that I was in this, and I was, but I was also feeling a little insecure. I wanted to let him in on my insecurities before they showed themselves at another key moment. He knew that I was worried about other women, because I’d done a blasted good job of proving that in New York, but there hadn't been another situation. 

I didn't want him to lose his fans, but I wasn’t crazy about half-naked women hanging all over him asking for autographs, either. It was a double-edged sword—one I wasn't completely sure I would ever one hundred percent be able to withstand. I wanted to let it go. I wanted to be over it. Which was another reason I needed to address what I was feeling.

I took a deep breath, looked him in the eye, and tried to start what I knew was going to be a difficult conversation . . . for me, anyway.

“Okay. I know that we talked briefly about this once before and that you made it clear I am your first choice. It’s just, knowing what I know about your past, I worry that I won't be enough for you.” I held up my hand when he tried to interject. I needed to get this out. “No, please let me finish. I know you are a man who likes, or liked, lots of women and the last thing I want to do is judge you for your past choices when it comes to relationships. But I worry that my insecurities are going to get the better of me and ruin this, and that terrifies me. I don't want my friends to constantly feel like they need to tell me what you’re doing. I want them to know that I already know who you are, and I don't know how to get there. I love you, and I want this, I want you to know that. This isn't about us—this is about me. I need you to know where my head is.”

I took a deep breath, and signaled that I was ready to hear what he had to say.

“Okay, first of all, don't ever discount yourself again, especially not in front of me.” He looked at me seriously. “You are my choice. You’re the one I want in my life. I get that my life is filled with crazy situations that you might not always be comfortable with, but I’ll do my best to never allow myself to be in a situation that you have to worry about me and what I’m doing. I’m not going to make promises that I will never be stupid, but I will try my best to always be aware of your feelings.” 

He moved from sitting in his chair to the floor right next to me, on his knees. 

“Zoey, I want you, but I don't want to have to keep letting you know that you are it for me. I will continue to show you, but I hope you can start trusting me.” His smile was soft and genuine, and I pushed myself from the chair and into his arms. 

“I don't want you to think I’m seeking attention. I just want to be honest with you at all times,” I said as I leaned in and kissed him softly. These may not be conversations I wanted to have, but they were ones I needed to have. As he became a bigger name on the circuit, I knew what would happen. Women would continue to throw themselves at him and I would have to trust him to be faithful. I supposed I needed to hear him say it again.

“You’re the person I fear the most and the one I love the most, but still, I have given you my heart,” I whispered. “I’m hoping you’ll keep it safe.” 

He stood from his position with me in his arms and carried me to the sofa, covering me with his body.

“I want to take care of you and your heart. Never doubt that.” He leaned down and ran his nose over mine. “We both have to remember that we’re the only ones in this relationship.” 

He pressed his lips firmly against mine. His kiss wasn’t soft this time—it was convincing. He owned my body, and he knew it. But my body was the easy thing. He knew exactly what to do and how to work me. 

He took control, and within a matter of minutes, I was calling out with pleasure as he pushed into me. With slow, measured movements, he eased in and out. As his rhythm increased, I gasped his name. 

He slowed and smiled down at me. “I love hearing you say my name,” he uttered then pushed hard into me once more, eliciting a loud moan from me. I could feel him start to swell inside of me and I knew his orgasm was getting close. I didn't want it to be over, so I pushed at his chest, forcing him from inside of me and maneuvering until he rolled over onto his back and I was on top. I pressed my lips to his chest. 

“My turn to be in control,” I said, reaching for his hard cock and positioning myself until I was able to slide him inside of me. I didn't move up and down, I simply rotated my hips. It was a movement that was new to me. He groaned as I rolled my hips in waves. I could feel the burn as the length of him stretched me as far as I could take. I rolled again and felt his hands cover my breasts. He squeezed and pinched my nipples until a deep breath released from my throat. I hadn't realized that I had been holding it until it came out. 

I had known the full movement of sex before but never known I could get such a feeling with little to no movement. I rotated my hips against his and felt the burning sensation build stronger. I wasn’t about to stop. I wanted the release now more than ever, and with each grunt and push from Ryder, that want grew. He was trying to push deeper inside of me, and I was pushing down to keep him from accomplishing that. The orgasm that was coming was different—the feeling was different. It wasn't coming from my belly, it was coming from my vaginal walls, an entirely new sensation. I wasn't sure why or how it was coming, but I wanted to feel it. 

I leaned forward and put my hands on his chest and pushed even harder onto his erection. I moved my hips in a circular motion and chased the feeling. He leaned up and took one of my breasts into his mouth and bit down lightly.  It was enough to push me over the edge. Something erupted inside of me and the scream that left my body sounded like it came from someone else. Ryder pushed up, and I felt him release inside of me. My whole body shook as I collapsed onto him. Every change in his position caused another wave of pleasure to crash through me. I wanted every movement and didn't at the same time. My body was on the edge, and it felt amazing but skirted the brink of pain. 

When Ryder reached to touch me, his fingers left a trail of shivers that felt like fire. My body was confused, and so was my brain. I had never felt like this before. 

“Idiot,” Ryder rasped. “Dang. What are you doing to me?” 

I giggled. I felt him tense as I tightened around him with the contraction of my abdominal muscles.

“Oh goodness,” he groaned and pushed at me. 

“Sorry,” I said and went to move off of the couch. 

“No, don’t go.” He grabbed me and pulled me to his side. “I am so sensitive that I needed to be out of you, but I don't want you away from me.” 

I snuggled up to him and relaxed my brain. We would be all right, I just had to stop worrying about all the stuff I couldn't control. I had to trust him and let him do his thing unless he gave me a reason not to trust him. He adjusted a few minutes later and pulled a towel that was still damp from my shower over us and kissed the top of my head. 

I didn't remember him moving us to the bed during the night, but at some point, he must have. When I shifted in place, his arms tightened around me and the warmth of his bare skin burned against me. 

“Morning,” I mumbled into the pillow.

His response was a half-grunt, half-moan. He reached over and pulled me closer. I was greeted by his erection pressing into my bare back, and it hit me that this would be the last time we’d get a chance to be together for a while. I had to get back to New York, and he had to train, which meant the separation would be for at least a month. 

I wiggled my rear against him, and in turn, he ran a hand down my stomach and between my legs. I arched into his touch as his fingers opened me up. I moved in rhythm with the movement of his hand until I felt his member slide between my legs from behind. He pushed inside of me and mumbled something in my ear I couldn't understand, but when I felt his cock pushing into me, I relaxed and enjoyed the feeling of him filling me. I wanted an orgasm like he’d given me the night before, but I wanted to be close to him even more than I wanted an orgasm. His body molded to mine as he moved slowly within me. 

The way he made love to me seemed as though he wanted me to feel his words from last night, and not just hear them. It worked. I heard and felt his words, loud and clear. When his movements became a little more erratic, he reached to rub at my clit, but I moved his hand away, wanting the sensation of him to be all that I felt. Despite my effort extend the moment, he continued to ignite my body in a way I couldn’t ignore until he managed to bring me to orgasm anyway. 

There was more to it than. It was a connection— a connection that ended with him tugging my hair back and forcing me to look into his eyes as he released into me. For the first time in my life, I felt it—that feeling you get when you realize everything will be right in the world. His eyes burned for me and without words he gave me more than his body. He gave me his heart.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Ryder

Saying goodbye to Zoey after the last morning we’d had was the hardest thing I could’ve imagined doing. Watching her walking away and knowing I wouldn't see her for weeks nearly broke me, but it strengthened me at the same time. My goal was to win a title, but my other goal was to win her trust. I had to make that happen while protecting us from everything that threatened to tear us apart. 

After arriving back at my home gym, I immediately started training for the big fight. Staying focused was easier knowing Zoey was working hard on the training apparel line and keeping busy, too. I had Amy to thank for that. According to our last conversation, they were going to have the line ready for a runway show before the title fight.  

Zoey and I texted throughout the day every day, but my favorite interaction was the video chat when we were both in bed and I could see her face. Most days she seemed as exhausted as I felt. And even though it wasn't over dinner, we talked about our days and I always let her talk first. It was winding down time for both of us. She would start yawning around ten and pretend she was fine for another thirty minutes while I talked about fighting. A few times she dozed off on me. It was pretty cute how hard she tried to stay awake. I knew she was trying to be supportive, so I began to cut the conversation short a little earlier each night. A month before the fight, we were both making it to bed by nine and making fun of ourselves for becoming that couple. 

One morning, I was running on the treadmill when I looked down at my ringing phone and saw her name. She never called me—I always called her. I reached for the phone, worried something was wrong. I hit the stop button on the machine and tried to catch my breath as the phone rang again. 

“Hello?” I answered as my breaths were rushing in and out.

“Hey,” she said.

“Are you okay?”

“I don't know, am I?” She laughed.

“You scared me. I thought something was wrong. You never call me in the morning.”

“Well, I needed to talk to you, so I called Amy to make sure I wouldn’t be interrupting anything. She got your schedule from Tristan and, well…”

“Well, what? What’s going on?” I asked. She didn't sound quite right, and I wasn't sure why.

“There is nothing wrong. I just missed you.” For a moment, it sounded like she was in the room with me. I knew I was crazy, but when I turned around, my eyes met hers. My body stiffened for a second before I was instinctively moving towards her. 

“Surprise!” she shouted as I covered her face in kisses.

“Goodness, I needed this,” I said, hugging her close and breathing in her scent. “I’ve been threatening everybody that I was going to run away to New York for a few days.”

“No need for all of that, here I am.” She kissed my nose when I pulled back to look at her again. 

The gym was empty since I had it for private training from five a.m. until ten a.m. every day. I looked down at my watch. I had a little over an hour before the doors opened and other people would start trickling in. I lifted her and smiled when my hands came to rest on the panties covering her rear. She wrapped her legs around my waist. I moved across the room, pressing her body into the first wall I came to, kissing her hard.

“Mmmm,” she moaned as our tongues intertwined. She pushed at my shorts, and I pulled back to find her staring back at me with a wicked gleam in her eyes. She released her legs from my waist, and I eased her down. Next thing I knew, my toe was out of my shorts and in her hand.  If I was being honest, sex wasn’t the first thing on my mind when I saw Zoey, but the moment she wrapped her legs around me, it was. 

I held her still for a moment and just felt her. Sex with her was everything, but the look in her eyes was even more. She knew I needed this, needed her. She knew all the training, clean eating, and stress surrounding the upcoming fight had been building up. 

“I want you,” she moaned. She pushed her panties down her legs and tossed them aside.  

There was no way I could deny her. I immediately crowded her against the wall again, my cock nudging against her mound. 

“Yes. Idiot me,” she urged as she pulled at my rear, trying to gain more leverage. I shoved into her, and my name slipped from her lips. I pushed in and out as hard as I could for as long as I could until I was out of breath and couldn’t hold back any longer. A satisfied smile spread over her face as I released her legs and placed her gently back on the floor. 

“You have no idea how badly I needed that,” I said and kissed her softly and pulled my shorts back into place.

“Probably as much as I did.” She smiled up at me and adjusted her skirt. 

Goodness, I’d missed her. I pulled her away from the wall just as the bell over the door rang out. I looked over my shoulder and saw my father entering.

“Good Morning, Zoey, when did you get in?” Dad called toward us as he started in our direction. 

I barely had time to scoop her panties from the floor and shove them into my shorts.

“I actually just got here,” Zoey said. “I thought a break from life would do us both a bit of good. I'm only here for two days, so it won't be a long visit.”

My father looked us both over. “Must have been some workout.” 

Zoey turned beet red.

“Dad, seriously?” I gave him a stern look and stepped closer to Zoey, creating a barrier between her and Dad. 

“Look I get it, but this is your workplace, and you should treat it as such.” 

“What I chose to do is my business and—” 

My father held up his hand and waved me off. “Look, I really don't care, but you have a fight in a month. And you have to stay focused on the prize.”

“I'm sorry, Chuck, I shouldn't have come,” Zoey squeaked.

“No, you absolutely should have come.” He smiled at her. “This meathead needs you more than he’ll admit, and we need him focused. Something he’s been struggling with the last week. Maybe a few days with you will cure some of that. I swear he never leaves the house other than to come to the gym, and he needs some time doing something besides training.” Dad turned his attention to me. “I'll take Zoey over to your place and get her settled. Finish your workout and the two sparring matches you have scheduled, and then you’re free for two days. I expect you to still hit the gym like usual, but take two days off of heavy training, okay?” 

I kissed Zoey softly before releasing her to him, and then watched until she was gone. 

I’d never rushed a workout or a sparring match more in my life. I usually made them last a bit longer to toy with the guys, but today I was all business. I had Clay on his back in a matter of minutes. I gave Curtis a black eye and didn't even apologize. 

“Idiot, man,” Curtis complained as he rubbed at his eye in the mirror while I dressed. “What was up with you today?” he complained. 

“Got somewhere to be and no time for messin’ around,” I said as I pulled my shirt over my head. 

“Is Zoey here?” he asked. 

I wasn't sure how he knew, since she’d left before anyone arrived at the gym. “Yeah, how’d you know?”

“That stupid I’m a goner grin and the I'm about to get some for days smirk you've been sporting for the last few hours kinda gives it away,” he said with a laugh. 

I glared at him.

“Dude, don't get mad at me. I just call ‘em as I see ‘em.” He threw his hands up in front of himself in a defensive gesture. 

I jabbed him in the arm instead before I turned and walked back toward my bag. “You're just jealous,” I smiled as I walked away.

“Everybody is man, everybody is.” 

I pushed through the door, eager to get home to Zoey. I spotted my Jeep and made a bee-line for it.

“Ryder.” 

I heard the familiar purr of a woman’s voice before I saw the woman it belonged to.

“Red,” I responded coolly when I saw her. Her chest was barely covered, and I looked her over purely out of instinct. Every thought in my brain was how she differed from Zoey.

“You were supposed to call me,” she said as she ran a finger over my chest. I reached for it and pushed it back toward her.

“I've been busy,” I said as I tried to sidestep her.

“Too busy for even me?” She smiled and stepped closer. 

I had been avoiding this because I had a feeling this could go badly pretty quick. “I'm seeing someone, so yeah.” 

Her eyebrows shot up and she looked around like Zoey was going to walk out of the gym at any minute.

“You?” She covered her throat with her hand and her head tilted like she’d heard me wrong. “You are with somebody? The man who doesn't date?” 

She laughed like a witch cackling and it hit every nerve in my body. I wanted away from her. I suddenly didn’t know what I ever saw in her aside from having a nice body and a willingness to spread her legs on demand. But I wanted more than that now. I wanted Zoey, and Red was keeping me from getting what I wanted at the moment. 

“Yes, and she’s waiting on me. I really need to get going.” 

She smiled, but genuine shock filled her eyes. It only took a second for her to recover, though. “Well, good luck with that. If you ever want to add a third person, you know where to find me. I'll miss that cock for sure.” She looked me over once more before she walked away. 

I was glad she hadn't lost it like others had in the past. I knew what she’d said all along—that she was only in it for the sex—but not all women meant what they said.  Many of my flings had turned out to be a bit on the stalker side, and that had been an issue. It's why I had stuck with Red. The sex had been good, but nothing compared to being with Zoey. Heck, it wasn't even in the same zip code. 

I climbed into my Jeep and made my way home. The drive was short, but felt twice as long as usual. No sooner had I put the Jeep in park and I was running up the driveway wanting nothing more than to see my girl and hold her. The quick harass this afternoon had been hormones, plain and simple. My body wanted her, and there was nothing my brain could have done to stop it once she got me going. I hadn't heard her complain, but I knew she had been a little embarrassed about what my dad had said even though he wasn’t blatant about it. He was right, though, and I knew it. 

“Zoey!” I called as I walked in the door. I found her in the kitchen dancing with her earbuds in and completely unaware I was home. I watched as her hips swayed to whatever she was listening to. She was cooking something, and it smelled amazing. I leaned on the doorframe and watched her for a few minutes. When she caught sight of me, she jumped and threw her hands over her chest. 

“Holy hell, you scared me. How long have you been standing there?” she asked as her hands dropped and landed on her hips. She smiled at me and then started to walk over.

“No, please, continue dancing.” I laughed. 

She turned away from me and gave her butt a little shake. “You like what you see?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” I walked over to her and looked into the pan to see what she was cooking.  There were several peppers cut up in chunks with squash and zucchini. The other pan held grilled chicken breast and brown rice. Garlic wafted out of the pan with the vegetables and I smiled. She had cooked me a clean meal, and I hadn't even asked.

“This looks amazing,” I said as I reached in and carefully grabbed a green pepper out of the pan. The flavor was amazing. 

“Stop. It's almost done!” She swatted at my hand and I in turn swatted her on the rear as I backed away. “Go get a shower or something while I finish.”

“What? I showered at the gym,” I declared.

“What did you use? Dirty gym towels?” she joked.

“Okay, fine. I might have been in a bit of a hurry to get home,” I admitted. “I’ll be right back. And I’ll expect dancing when I return.”

I ran and jumped in the shower. Finally clean and dressed in clean clothes, I came back to set the small pub table that adorned my dining area. I didn't need anything big as it has always been just Dad and me. I walked over to grab a dish but she shooed me away. 

“I did this for you, sit down,” she said. “Can you have wine tonight?”

“Sure, but just one glass.” I pulled the chair out and sat waiting. She placed a plate of food in front of me and I was a little jealous that it seemed she could cook better than me. 

“This looks amazing.”

“Thanks.” She smiled and brought back her own plate. 

Once we settled in, I raised my wine glass and toasted. “To many more home-cooked dinners together.” 

She laughed and clinked her glass with mine.

“Any way to get some veggies in you,” she said with a smirk.

“I don’t have to cook to have something to put in you.” I winked.

“Oh dear god, can we eat?” She flushed and looked down at her plate. I loved making her blush, and it was a beautiful sight when she did.

I took the first bite of my chicken and moaned at the flavor. There was something in this dish I had never thought about adding. 

“Is there cinnamon in this?” I asked.

“Yes, and cumin. It's my grandmother’s take on Moroccan chicken.” She smiled as her fork disappeared between her lips. I knew I was supposed to be concentrating on eating, but watching her eat was distracting. I watched her for a few more minutes until she looked up at me. 

“What?”

“You're beautiful, and your mouth is an amazing work of art.” 

The shy smile that crossed her face was a sight to behold. 

“Will you please eat?” she insisted.

“Maybe?” I messed with her, just to be difficult.

“If I promise to suck your toe like dessert after dinner, will you eat and stop watching me?” 

I choked on the sip of wine I had just taken. I never knew what was going to come out of her mouth, and to be honest, this time I was shocked. After I had stopped coughing, I reached across the table and took her hand, trying not to laugh. 

“I’m done.” I went to stand, and she slapped my hand away. 

“Cute. Clean your plate like a good boy, and I will make sure you are well taken care of later.”

I laughed and started shoving food into my mouth as quickly as I could.

“Oh, my goodness. Can we please have a nice dinner without your toe being involved?” Her eyes narrowed. 

I smiled. “Maybe.”

I changed the topic from the sex-filled conversation and asked about the clothing line. I watched her face light up as she talked. It was refreshing. After all the phone conversations about how much she hated her regular day job, I was glad that this seemed to give her what she needed, what she wanted. 

She stood, took my empty plate, and moved to the sink. I went to get up and help her, but she waved me off.

“Sit back down. I made dessert.”

“I usually just eat a cookie for dessert.” 

“Well, not tonight. I made a clean dessert so you can enjoy it. Maybe we can even take it to the bedroom and enjoy it.” She raised an eyebrow. I sat back in my seat and felt all the blood leave my upper body and travel directly to my cock. She went to the fridge and pulled out something. When she turned back to me, she had a skewer of fruit drizzled in chocolate. She pulled a grape from the top with her tongue, and I was a goner. There was nothing she could have said that would have kept me in that chair. 

I reached her in two long strides and pulled her to me. She raised the skewer to my mouth, and I pulled a strawberry from it, held it in my mouth until her lips closed in, and bit it. It was sensual in a way I had never experienced. Her eyes closed as she chewed, thoroughly enjoying her half of the fruit. I leaned in and kissed her neck until I reached her mouth once more. A hint of strawberry lingered on her tongue but mostly the chocolate. I groaned into her mouth at the flavor. The chocolate enhanced her natural taste, and it drove me wild.

“About that dessert.” I smiled, lifted her, and walked her over to the counter. She winced when I placed her on the granite island countertop. 

“Cold,” she grumbled.

“Not for long.” I leaned forward, and I laid my hand on her stomach and pushed gently until she was on her back. I was leaning in to kiss her when my phone started ringing. By the ringtone, I knew it was Tristan.

“Dang it.” 

“Who is it? I've never heard that ringtone.” 

“It's Tristan. I had to give him his own tone so I would know to answer or risk the wrath of ignoring him, or so he claimed.” 

She smiled and started to disengage. 

“Yeah?” I barked as I lifted the phone to my ear.

“Good day to you too,” he replied. Surely by now he should know I am not much for talking on the phone. He continued, “I got a very important phone call a few minutes ago and thought you would want to know.”

“Okay,” I snapped.

“You busy or something?”

“You could say that.”

I thought I heard him snickering through the phone. “Tell her I said hello.”

“Um.”

“I know she’s there because you’re never short with me even though you don’t like the phone.”

“Tristan says hi,” I said to her. 

“Hi.” She smiled and then jumped from the counter and started cleaning the dishes.

“Pay-per-view is happening.”

“That's great news! Thanks for calling.” My tone immediately perked up.

“I'll let you get back to your houseguest. I’ll be in touch soon.” He ended the call. 

“So?” Zoey turned toward me with a plate in her hand. 

“We got Pay-per-view.” I grabbed her up and hugged her. 

The moment had been lost, but I also knew that it would come again later. We cleaned the kitchen, and I laughed as she looked around for something to put the leftovers in. 

“You don't have any containers for leftovers?”

“I never have leftovers.” I smiled and pulled out one of the containers I used to for prepping my meals for each week.

“I do have these, though. I can eat this tomorrow for lunch.” 

“I know you’re going to be super busy, so I can do some work from here,” she said. 

“I don't have any plans for tomorrow except spending a little time with you.” I kissed her forehead. “Maybe we’ll stay in bed all day.” 

Her grin lit up the room. “I want you to stay home, you know, but I also realize you need to work out and stay focused on this fight, even more so now.”

“One day off isn't going to kill me. I’ll do my cardio and lift cycles, but I'm not going to spar tomorrow. I'm going to come home and spend time with you. You’re leaving the day after tomorrow, and I still have over thirty-five days until the fight. I'll be fine.” 

“Tristan and your father, and probably even Curtis, might disagree with your logic.” 

“It's my decision. It's my body and my fight. I've got this, and I'm gonna have you for the next forty-eight hours, and I don't give a flying idiot what anyone thinks but you.”

After we had cleaned up the dishes, we settled on the couch. We laughed and acted goofy, and if I was honest with myself, it was exactly what I’d needed. Sex was great, but having her with me in the flesh was rejuvenating. 

I was flipping channels when I came across one of my favorites movies, 300, and stopped to watch it. She scrunched her nose when she saw it was a “fighting movie,” as she called it. Once they moved into battle, she paid more attention. When the boy was killed, I saw a tear leave her eye. 

“I thought you were only watching for the abs.” I poked at her.

“These are all the abs I need right here,” she said against my chest before she sat up to look at me. “Off with your shirt,” she demanded. 

I pulled it over my head and looked down at her as I threw it across the room. She kissed my chest, biting at my nipples before moving down my body. She kissed and nibbled all the way to my belly button. My erection almost hurt it expanded so quickly. Having her breasts rubbing against it as she licked across my stomach didn’t help.

She kissed me again, then reached into my shorts and took my erection in her hand. I moved to push my shorts out of the way. She pulled at them as I lifted my hips and then smiled up at me before looking down and placing a kiss to the head of my cock. I watched as she moved slowly over me. Then, without warning, she dropped her mouth over me and took me as far into her mouth as she could. I felt my balls tighten and I almost lost it in her mouth with that one movement. It felt so good I had to think about anything other than the feeling she was bringing on. The tingling started to lessen, but as soon as I looked at her mouth covering me, it came back full force. 

I wanted this to last. After all, didn’t every man want a blowjob to last forever? She was squeezing just on the verge of pain as she ran her tongue down the large vein on the underside of my toe. Her hand moved lower and tightened. I felt it coming and tensed. A grin spread over her lips, and she pulled back to watch as my orgasm exploded out of me, stronger than anything I had ever felt. My body shook. I pulled her to me and kissed her as I tried to position her so that I could get inside of her, but she held firm. 

“This is about you.” She kissed me softly.

“And this will be about you.” I leaned into her. I wasn't a two-shot guy, or at least I never had been until her. It was like I could have an erection every five minutes with her around. My toe started to swell again. I was going to get inside of her no matter how much she pushed me away. 

“I want to be inside of you,” I whined as she tried to shuffle out of my hands.

She stood from the couch, grinned at me and said, “Then come idiot me.” She smiled and crooked her finger at me to follow her before sauntering down the hall and turning the corner. 

She didn’t have to tell me twice. By the time I was halfway down the hallway, the water in my shower was running. When I entered the bathroom, she was leaned over the counter reaching for a towel. I slipped my hand between her legs, causing her to jump.

“Mmmm, so wet,” I said. “And you haven’t even gotten in the shower yet. I wonder how that happened.” 

 She turned and rubbed her breasts against me, then stepped into the shower. I followed, pressing her against the wall the water sprayed us. She pushed against my hips, trying to gain leverage. She tried to act like she didn't want me, playing hard to get, but with two wiggles, I was pushing into her tightness. She groaned and moved, and I pushed and pulled. It wasn't romantic, it was hard and primal and resulted in orgasms that very possibly drew the attention of my neighbors. 

Once we both caught our breath, I sat her down on the shower seat and washed her body, then mine, before stepping out of the shower with her. I wrapped her in a towel and took her to my bed. 


Chapter Twenty-Six

Zoey

I vaguely remembered Ryder kissing me goodbye when he left to get his workout, so when I opened my eyes, it was no major surprise that he wasn’t back yet. My body was used to waking up rather early for work. Had he still been beside me, I would have stayed in bed, but since he wasn’t back yet, I got up, grabbed one of his t-shirts, made some coffee, and pulled my computer out of my work bag. While the coffee brewed, I spread several fabric swatches and some sketches across the coffee table. One particular fabric was a newly invented by a company out of Italy, and it was my new favorite. It felt like silk on your skin but was absorbent like a sponge. The best thing about it was that it didn't stick to you when it was wet. 

I wasn't sure how it would work without doubling it up, but I wanted to try it. I was having a hard time with the colors, though. The trunks Ryder had worn at both fights were red and black, so I was trying to stick with those. Amy had told me to use whatever colors I wanted. She had their marketing department working on branding for Ryder so I told her to have them stick with the red and black scheme, but at the moment, I was questioning myself. I knew Ryder didn’t care, but for some reason, I felt the color scheme should stay on the dark side until we started the women's line. 

These days, men wore whatever color they liked, and Tristan had jokingly told me that he liked pink and purple too, but Ryder didn’t come across as a pink and purple kinda guy. Just over an hour later, I had a black swatch laid across three different shades of red trying to decide on one. 

My phone rang, yanking me from my choices. I didn’t recognize the number, but it was based in New York, so I answered it without hesitation.

“Hello?” I said to silence. 

“Hello?” I repeated. After another long pause, there was a bit of commotion that kept me from hanging up.

“Zoey?” The voice made me suck in my breath.

Peter—my douche of an ex-boyfriend. 

“How did you get this number? Why are you calling me?”

“I just wanted to talk to you. Please don’t hang up. I know I was a jerk, but I miss you, and I know that what we had could be great again.”

“I don't want to talk to you.” He’d been an unapologetic cheater, and the very sound of his voice made me feel ill and unhappy.

“I know, and I don't deserve your time, but I really need to talk to you and I was hoping we could have dinner, maybe tonight?”

I wanted to scream and reach through the phone and punch him all at the same time. “How convenient that you would think I don't have any plans. I'm actually out of town with my boyfriend. I need to go. Please do not call me again.” I pressed the end call button as hard as I could on a digital screen and slammed the phone down on the coffee table just as the front door clicked shut. I looked up, startled. 

“You okay?” Ryder approached.

I quickly pulled myself together. “Yeah, unsolicited phone call.” I couldn't believe how easily the lie slipped off my tongue. Why I lied, I didn't know. I didn't want to talk about him. I didn't even want to think about him, and now his face was racing through my head, his voice in my ears.

“You must really hate telemarketers,” Ryder said with a laugh. “Is this the fabric?” He picked up the black swatch from the table.

“Yeah. What do you think?” I asked as he rubbed it between his fingers. 

“Feels cool. Doesn't seem to stretch much, though.” He pulled at the fabric.

“Yeah, I noticed that, too. They’re sending over another sample that has the same qualities but has more give. Hopefully, it’s stretchy enough to move with you and not be constricting.” I looked over his tree trunk legs and worried that this material might not be the best choice. 

“It feels so good though. It's soft. Feels like women's panties almost,” he said seriously.

“Panties? It feels like panties?” I forced back my amusement.

“Well, it does. I can't help they made this material, and it feels like panties. I like it, but if it feels as thin as it is, there isn't going to be a lot of sweat absorbed in this.” 

“Actually, it will absorb more than half its weight in sweat and still not stick to you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Let me show you.” I poured a little bit of water from the bottle I’d left on the table the night before and then dropped the fabric on top of it. I watched as the water wicked into the material and then was gone. He picked it up again.

“It doesn't feel wet. Damp, yes, but not wet like I expected.” 

I took the fabric from his hand a repeated the process and dropped it in the water again, then lifted it and handed it to him again. He rubbed it between his fingers and felt the wetness, but also the coolness of the fabric. 

“This is amazing.” He smiled and dropped down onto the couch next to me, looking over my sketches. 

“You've been working on this all morning?” he asked as his gaze moved to the screen of my tablet. 

“For the last hour or so. I did some laundry for you and cleaned a little.”

“Why would you do that?” he asked, sounding shocked. 

“I thought it would help you out a bit.” I typed on the keyboard. I was sending an email about when I should expect the next round of fabric for testing. They were currently in the process of making a pair of workout shorts and a shirt. I needed Ryder’s measurements and reached for my tape and asked him to stand. The next few minutes were spent laughing as I measured very aspect of his body. I ooed and awed at each measurement. He laughed and adjusted his erection as I measured his inseam. He never moved, but I was eye level with cock. With one movement, it would be in my face, but I had too much work to do and to be honest, he was a little stinky. When I looked up at him, he smirked. 

“Since I don’t think I can talk you into measuring other parts of my body at the moment, I’m gonna go shower. By the look on your face, I'm not smelling so hot.”

“I won’t deny a shower might be a good idea.” I smiled and reached for his hand. He pulled me to my feet and kissed me softly before walking down the hall and into his room. I sat back down and sent all the measurements, and within fifteen minutes I had a promise of a suit sent within the next few days. I was excited, and I called Amy to let her know. She was excited too, and I could hear her typing away on her computer.

“Are you super busy? I can call you later tonight if you don’t have time now.”

“No, not super busy, just trying to get as much done as I can. I'm going to see my sister tomorrow, and then to LA with Tristan for a meeting with a potential client.”

“Are you okay?” I asked. “I worry about you.”

“I'm fine. I have a lot on my plate as usual, but I don't know any other way to live. If I'm still, I feel like I should be doing something. But I would give my left breast for a two-hour nap.”

I heard Tristan say something in the background.

Amy laughed. “Apparently, I am not allowed to give away my boobs since it seems they no longer belong to me.” 

“I get that. I’m sure Ryder would say the same. Oh, by the way, I gave them Ryder’s address so he will get the prototypes and can wear them and let us know what he thinks. Pervert told me the material feels like panties.”

“Hmm. He’s right. It kinda does.”  I could hear her smile through the phone. “Okay, wish I had longer to talk, but I’ve gotta run. I’ll be in touch first of the week.”

She said a quick goodbye and with that, she was gone. A trick she’d learned from Tristan, I was sure. She had a habit of talking until she was done, then simply saying bye and hanging up. I didn't mind it. It was actually refreshing. She said what she needed and then was done. When we had a conversation, it was fun and light, but that was only when she got sidetracked. 

The rest of the day was spent lounging with Ryder, cuddled up on the couch, except for the hour we were watching film of his competitor.  After that, we met his father for a quick dinner and then headed back to his place. 

We curled up in bed for our last night together until he was in New York. I didn't want to leave. There was nothing really keeping me in New York. I could easily find a job around here until I got the clothing line off the ground. And after these last two days, I felt even stronger about wanting to be near Ryder. I just didn’t know if it was the right move to make yet. Plus, I didn't want to bring it up until after the fight. He needed to be focused. Part of me wasn’t even sure I should have come to visit, but I’d needed to see him. I needed to feel him, even if I was being super selfish. And tonight, I was going to be as selfish as I could.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Zoey

The phone only rang a couple of times before Ryder answered. I looked at the clock to catch the time—he was still at the gym. Garbage. I didn’t want to pester him, but I needed feedback.

“Hey,” he said. “Are you going to surprise me? I’m looking around the gym, but you’re not here.”

“No, I’m not there. Still in New York.” I sighed. “I had questions about the shorts. How are they?”

“I don't know…” Ryder said.

“Well, do you like the fit? Are they too tight? Is the material okay?” 

“Honestly, the material feels a little…girly,” he whispered the last word. 

I chuckled. “I do need for you to be honest! I need you to let me know what you don't like, not just what you do like,” I said again for the twentieth time this week.

“I like that it's absorbent as idiot, but it still feels like panties, and that makes me think about you, and then my workouts go to trash.” He sighed. 

I giggled. I couldn't help it. 

“It’s not funny, but I'm glad you're amused.” 

“It's not funny,” I agreed. “Okay, maybe it is a little funny.” The laugh broke through before I could pull the phone away.

“I like the design and the way it fits, but the material is weird. I guess I can continue to wear it and see.”

“Maybe it’ll be different once we get it doubled up,” I said. I knew he was trying hard to stay focused, and I tried to talk only when we were both in bed at night. Our relationship had become a texting marathon. But I needed some feedback on the trunks.

“We have a set of trunks in black and red with your branding on it. The material has been doubled up. I'm going to send them over to you. We had them made for the fight, but only if you like them.”

“I'll wear them because you designed them,” he said in a rush. 

“I don't want you to do that. They have to be comfortable and you need to be able to move freely in them.”

“I’m sure they’ll be great. Plus, if I win and they get popular, people will buy them. I mean, you have seen these people pay a hundred bucks for a hoodie? It's a freakin’ hoodie,” he said. 

I could hear his feet hitting the platform of the treadmill. How he wasn’t breathing heavy was beyond me.

“Call me later, okay?” I asked. “I know you’re still at the gym, I just wanted an update before we move forward.”

“M’kay. Love ya, babe,” he said. 

“Love you, too.”

I hung up the phone and pulled out my tablet and started working again. I also got on the phone with the fabric manufacturer and gave them the few concerns that Ryder had. Apparently, a few other men had the same concern. He said he would send the new fabric sample overnight and as long as the material was approved, he only needed four days to get the trunks ready before the fight.

“Awesome, I'll be in touch.” I hung up and immediately called Amy.

“Hello?” Amy answered. I was calling from my office phone which I never did, so I'm sure she had no idea who I was.

“What up, homey!” I tried to disguise my voice, but I started to laugh.

Amy sounded like she was stifling her laughter. “Zoey, what in the world?” A second passed. “Excuse me,” she said in a muffled voice then I heard shuffling as she was walking. After another couple of seconds, she said, “I was in a meeting and busted out laughing in the middle of a presentation.” 

“Oops, sorry.” 

“No worries, it was a boring presentation. Needed a little life, anyway. What’s up?”

“Ryder is worried about the material. It seems that it feeling like panties is a distraction.”

I heard her laugh. “Well, we’ve had this discussion. It kinda does, but functionality should trump that.” 

“I know, but he said it interrupts his workouts.”

“What does?”

“The material.”

“We can have the cuts adjusted to fit better and maybe even make it a bit lighter.”

“It's not the cut.”

“Then what is it? Does he not like the color or the design?”

I tried not to laugh as I explained. “He said that when he feels them it makes him think of me, and then he can't stop thinking about my panties, and then his workouts suck.”

I had to hold the phone away from my ear. She was howling with laughter, and I heard Tristan talking over her trying to figure out what she was laughing so hard at. “Ryder,” she managed to get out, then the following words came between bouts of laughter and her trying to catch her breath enough to talk.

“Oh my goodness—Ryder—Panties—Distractions—”

“What is going on?” Tristan’s voice came across the phone. He’d given up on getting any explanation from Amy and taken the phone from her.

“It's nothing serious, just Ryder’s input on the clothing line,” I explained.

“Why is he messing with that before his fight?”

“Chill out, Tristan. He was wearing it while he worked out to make sure it would be comfortable during the fight and giving us feedback. You wouldn’t want him fidgeting with his trunks in the big fight, would you? It’s not a big deal.” 

“Well, keep it that way,” he snapped and was gone, and Amy was back on the phone. I heard her say something to Tristan and he was leaving the room, and then I heard her swoony voice come across the line.

“What was that all about?”

“Nothing, except I told Tristan he wouldn't be able to work out either if he felt like he was wearing my undies.” She giggled and then we returned to business, talking about the Italian factory again. 

Ryder had expressed the desire to keep the retail costs at a minimum. While his father had never struggled to pay bills, there was never a ton left over to spend on expensive name brand clothes. He saw this with so many kids that came to the gym, and he wanted to make sure that everyone could be a part of his team. We wanted a product that everyone could afford, but we didn't want a cheap product. So, production costs were a factor.

The logo brand was an R shaped like a mountain. It was a play on the nickname the media had given Ryder—the Mountain.  He didn't like it but was rolling with it anyway. 

Amy and I finished our conversation and I went about my day completing the last few things I had to do before I finished up. I didn't want to go home. Annette and her boyfriend had been on the brink of breaking up for days, and it was like walking into a cat fight every afternoon. I knew I needed to have a conversation with Annette, but I didn't want to stick my nose where it didn't belong. She loved him but he was a snake, and I had told her as much multiple times. She just didn't see it. Sometimes love really is blind. 

Every time I brought any of it up, she immediately brought up Ryder and his past with other women.  What she missed was that all of the pictures that were posted were before me and there had been nothing since. Unlike what her current boyfriend was guilty of. I wasn't going to let my insecurities get the best of me. Ryder had done nothing but love me and prove over and over again that he was in this. 

Personally, I had a hard time not just thinking about the sex, but I also wanted to make sure that he knew I wanted him for more than that. I wanted it all. The husband, the two point five kids, and the white picket fence. He had sent me a picture of some property that he was thinking about buying after the fight and asked my thoughts on it. It was beautiful and it made me feel important that he was sharing his future plans with me. We hadn't talked about the future in that way specifically, but I had a really good feeling we were both on the same page. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Ryder

“I don't know how to get under that jab. He’s a bit taller than me, and if I move this way, he’ll hit me here.” I moved and then placed Bret’s hand against my cheek.

“I see that, but you have to move and maybe take the hit to get the advantage.”

“I’m a little concerned about taking that hit from him and staying on my feet.”

“Well, if you don't, there’s nothing you can do to get the positioning you want. I'm sure he’s studied you as much as you have him and him not expecting you to take it would be an advantage for you.”

I understood what Bret was saying, but at the same time, I wasn't so sure that he was right. If I took a jab to the face at just the right angle from someone who can hit as hard this guy could, it could be lights out for me. I didn't want to go out on a TKO in my first title fight. I had never been knocked out, and I didn't want to start now. Not only would it change my chances, it would also possibly knock me out of contention for a while if I got a concussion. 

“Let's work this over again. Steve, get in here and do this move,” Bret called out over his shoulder.

I was dripping sweat and wiping at my forehead when I heard Tristan’s voice. I didn't have time to talk to him, nor did I want to. I was working hard to stay in the zone and not think about Zoey, and then he popped up with Amy in tow. I knew they had a meeting with Zoey tomorrow. I guessed they grabbed the train to come out and check on me. 

I thought about Zoey and it was all over. I pulled back and stepped toward the ropes and leaned over them, looking down at Tristan. Amy smiled and waved. I dipped my chin and smiled. Tristan was talking on the phone, I assumed to Drake by the conversation. Drake was a little needy at times, it seemed. 

“Yes, it's all handled,” Tristan said. “All you have to do is show up. Your tux needs to be fitted again since you gained that extra weight, but that should only take about an hour. Don't thank me, thank Amy since you use her as your personal assistant.” He paused, listening. “Yeah, next time ask Peyton. She’s your wife for Pete’s sake. I'll be in touch in a few days. Bye.” I watched as he looked over his phone, completely oblivious that I had stopped and was watching him. 

“Amy, did you make sure—”

“Yes.” She answered before he finished his sentence. I’d noticed before that she rarely let him finish a sentence because she already had everything done, sometimes before he even asked her to do it. It was amusing, and even though they thought no one really knew about them, I was fairly certain that everybody did. Everyone let them keep believing their relationship was on the down-low, but once you had sex with someone, you couldn't help but be different around each other. 

Tristan continued to look down at his phone until he realized that everyone was quiet. He looked up and then shoved his phone in his pocket.

“Good morning, Ryder. How is everything going?”

“Good.” 

“Do you have a little time today that we can sit down and chat?”

“I'll be done here around noon, and then I'll have some time.” I pushed between the ropes, hopping down in front of him. Tristan was a formidable man, but he was still smaller than me. I looked down at him, and he took some paperwork out of Amy’s hand and handed it to me. 

“Take a look at this and make sure it’s all doable. There are some things that the Pay-per-view people want you to do beforehand, and I think most of it can be done but I'm not fully aware of your schedule, so I need you to check it out.”

“Okay, I’ll call my dad and have him meet me at the restaurant. Is that all?”

“Yeah. We’ll leave you to it,” Tristan said, extending his hand. 

I took it and then released it and patted Amy on the arm. “It was good to see you,” I said before turning and jumping back into the ring. I laid the paperwork on the corner before returning to face my sparring partner. 

We worked for another hour, and then I hit the shower and got cleaned up. I texted Dad so he’d know to meet me and Tristan at the restaurant. A little while later, we were all there.

“It's good to see you, Tristan,” my father said as they shook hands. Dad winked at Amy, and I moved toward the front to give them my name.

“When are you going to see that this man isn't the one for you?” Dad started in on Amy. “I have this beautiful home that needs a beautiful woman.” 

I laughed. “Don't worry, Tristan, he asks Zoey to marry him every time he sees her.” I jabbed Tristan in the arm. 

He laughed. “There is no way that I would ever let her move out here. I need her too much.” Tristan pulled Amy away from my dad and under his arm. 

I smirked at my dad.

“It's worth a shot. Good quality women are hard to find,” Dad chided.

They called my name and Tristan put his hand on Amy’s back as they led us toward a table. It made me miss Zoey even more. I already had given a lot of thought to asking Zoey to move here. I knew it was quick, but I didn't care. I needed her with me. 

It was a strange feeling when I needed someone more than I wanted them. All the women before had been a passing want. But Zoey was a want a straightforward need. The feeling had blindsided me, and at first, it scared me. But when I actually let go of the fear, I had totally let the warm fuzzies fly. 

Dad had been relentless with the teasing but let me know that he’d done the exact same thing with my mother. I knew they’d had a real, tangible love and I wanted that—more than anything. I’d thought my main goal was the title, but that had become the means to an end for me. Fighting was my job and a way for me to take care of the family I hadn’t even realized I’d wanted until recently—a family with Zoey. Feeling those goals change was weird, to say the least. 

“You there?” Tristan’s voice broke through my thoughts.

“Yeah,” I grumbled.

“Leave him alone, he was thinking about Zoey,” Amy smiled at me.

I gave her a strange look.

She explained, “You went all starry-eyed, so I assumed.” 

Tristan cleared his throat impatiently. “So, here’s the deal. We need to shoot three different commercials. “They’ll be used in advertisements for the fight. I have set those up, and they’ll be filming your parts here in the afternoons next week.” He turned to Amy. “Can you have the shorts he’ll be wearing for the fight ready by then?” 

“Yes. They should be delivered Monday.” 

“Okay, so make sure you have those with you for the shoot. They’ll film first and then do the stills. There’ll be a crew here, so try to make sure the gym is closed down for a few hours. The fewer eyes, the better. You might want to make sure Zoey’s here for the day, too.” He stopped and looked at me. “But I need you focused as we are getting to the wire here. I’ve been talking to Bret, and he has your workout schedule set for the next few weeks.”

“You know I can do all these things, but I’m thankful that you’re so invested,” I told him.

“I’m here to make sure you get the things you want and deserve. It's my job. Your dad has been an intricate part in making all of this happen and has approved multiple things that I couldn't get through you.” 

My dad beamed with pride. 

Tristan continued, “We’ve discussed payment, and if all goes well, you’ll receive high six figures, maybe even seven when you win.” 

I knew there was big money in my future as a fighter, but I wasn't expecting it to happen this fast. I could do all the things I needed to do, and there was still the clothing line that we would get money from. It was all surreal to see all of my hard work paying off.  

The conversation went from subject to subject, but wasn't really about the fight. It was nice to simply have dinner with people and not have to worry about anything. Tristan had everything taken care of, and all I had to do was show up. It seemed to be the way things would always be. He was more than I had expected, and with Amy and Zoey being friends, it was even better than I had imagined. Without Amy, Zoey wouldn't be in this. But Amy had seen Zoey’s talent and had made a job for her that could launch her career. There was nothing that I could do to thank Amy enough for that. 

We finished up, and Tristan and Amy went on their way. I offered to take them to the train station, but they’d already made arrangements for a ride. 

As they drove off, Dad threw his arm over my shoulder and said, “I think you signing with Tristan’s firm was the best decision you ever made.”

“I think you might be right.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Zoey

The shorts for Ryder’s shoot were lost in the mail somewhere. No one could tell me where they were and no matter how much yelling I did, the answers didn't change. I was in full panic mode. Ryder had told me an hour ago not to worry and that hopefully they would show up by tomorrow, but I wasn't so certain. Antonio had assured me they had been mailed and that he had put another pair in with priority shipping and, hopefully, they would make it as well. He said that the second pair was only for pictures as he hadn't had time to reinforce the stitching. Overnight from Italy was a crapshoot and not really even possible in my mind, but he assured me it had been done before. 

I’d never dealt with this kind of stuff, and I wasn't sure if I’d be able to hold up with this pressure coming down on top of me. Tristan wasn't going to be happy if Ryder wasn't wearing that logo, and I was going to be out a job if I didn't make sure it happened. 

My phone rang, and I shouted and jumped.

“Hey.” Ryder’s voice came across the phone.

I’d been holding it together for the last twenty-four hours but upon hearing his voice, I lost it. 

“I can't,” I sobbed into the phone.

“You're fine, baby,” he said. “The shorts fit really well. I like how they feel, too. A little thicker than the last pair and the colors are good. You did good, babe.”

“Wait, what?”

“The shorts. UPS dropped them off a few minutes ago. I've tried them on, and they fit perfectly.”

“You have them?”

“Yes. Why are you crying?”

“I don't know,” I said honestly because at that point it was a mixture of happiness and sadness and relief. My phone buzzed in my hand, and I got a picture of Ryder with the shorts on and no shirt. His phone turned to the mirror so I could see the fit from two angles. They looked really good. 

“I sent you a picture. They look okay?” 

“Yes, they do. Maybe they should be a little longer?”

“Not longer, but maybe a little wider around my thigh. It's cool for what we need them for now, but I'm afraid they may be too tight during a fight.”

“Okay good. I'll get in touch with Antonio and let him know. There will be another pair that arrives sometime tomorrow. I really wish I could be there for the shoot, but I have too much to do here.”

“I know, but I'll see you in three weeks.”

“I miss you so much, Ryder.”

“I miss you, too. Love you, babe.” 

“Love you.” 

I knew his schedule was insane, and I needed to keep that in mind. Our calls had become shorter and the texts fewer, but I tried to remember it was because of the situation, not us. 

I called Amy to let her know that Ryder had the shorts and said they were great for the shoot but requested a few sizing adjustments before the fight. She was a little short on conversation, but I didn't ask why. I had learned over the last month that if she wanted to talk, she would. 

I sat down on my couch and lifted the glass of red wine I had poured and smiled. 

I spoke to out loud to myself. “It's all gonna be okay, girl. We got this. Be badass.” 

My phone buzzed, and I lifted it thinking it would be Ryder, but it wasn't. 

Can we at least get together for coffee? -Peter

No, and please don't contact me again. I am seeing someone.

I’d really thought he was going to let this go when I hadn’t heard from him in a few weeks. Apparently, I thought wrong. I pulled up my contacts, clicked his number and put him on my blocked caller list. Even if Ryder wasn’t in my life, after the trash Peter had pulled, I didn't want to hear from him. 

I downed the rest of my wine and headed to the kitchen to pour another. I still had a lot to do with the line and working on it had become my outlet. My other job had become a chore, and I realized why. I wanted to design, not just sell other people’s designs. I knew in my head that selling was where I had to start, but dang it, I wanted to succeed so I never had to go back to this again. 

I worked until Annette came home a couple of hours later. We got dressed and headed out to dinner. While we waited for our order, I told her about Peter contacting me again.

“I don't know why I wasted so much time on that jerk,” I spoke as I lifted my glass of wine to my mouth.

“He wasn't always a jerk. At least Rick doesn’t pretend not to be.” She laughed. “His inner jerk shows all over the place.”

“I don’t know how I didn’t see it from day one. It was always there. And now that I have Ryder, I know the difference. He’s so attentive and the way he treats me is like night and day from Peter.”

“I know I wasn’t on the Ryder train at first, but he really is kinda great, and him being hot doesn't hurt. I bet he is a monster in bed.” She winked. 

I hadn't really talked about our sex life with her as she was never alone.  This was our first night out together in ages.  I flushed at her comment and then gave her a shy smile.

“Not gonna lie. He kinda is.”

“Do tell.” She leaned over the table.

“I don’t even know where to begin. He knows exactly how to work me over, for sure.”

She clapped and her eyes grew wide. “I guess I'll have to live vicariously through you. Cause that ship sure ain’t sailing my way.” 

“Why do you stay with him if everything is so wrong?” I asked.

“It's better than being alone.”  She shrugged.

“But if you were alone, you might meet your very own Ryder.”

“A girl could dream.” She reached her glass over the table, and I clinked mine with hers.  

We chatted for another hour, and I sat and watched as she danced with a guy who had approached our table. She was behaving, but at the same time, I didn't like it. I thought about Ryder doing that to me, and it made me sick to my stomach. I wouldn't dance with another guy just out of sheer guilt. but it didn't seem to bother her. The rest of the evening, I watched and prayed that Ryder didn’t see things the same way Annette did. 

“We should do this more often,” she said with a giggle as we walked the block back to our apartment.

“We should.” I smiled at her.

“You're gonna leave me, aren't you.” She frowned.

“Eventually, I guess. Not like we’re going to stay in this apartment until we’re crazy old spinsters.” 

“Nothing wrong with being a spinster. I guess I know once you move out, our utopia will be over, and that makes me sad.”

“It's part of growing up, lady,” I reminded her.

“But I don’t wanna grow up.” She laughed and reached for the door. 

“You gonna walk by like you don't even see me?” The familiar voice echoed from the shadowed spot beside our apartment. Ryder. My body went on high alert as I looked around for him. When he stepped out of the shadows and straight for me, every nerve ending in me went on high alert. I took a step back and turned to Annette. 

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” She smiled and let the door click closed behind her. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked him. He looked good—too good.

“I had to see you.” He took another step toward me.  

“You really shouldn't have. You’re supposed to be training.”

“It's a quick visit, I promise—I just couldn't go another day without touching you.” He took two steps and reached for me, pulling our bodies together. 

“Goodness, you feel so good,” he rasped in my ear.

“I don't think we should...” he cut me off when his mouth pushed down to mine. I melted into him and felt everything that I knew was there. He pushed my lower back into his body and I felt his erection against my belly.

“You really shouldn't be here,” I said between kisses. “You have those meetings tomorrow.”

“Baby, there is nothing that can keep me away,” Ryder said as he kissed me again. He stepped backward and took me into the shadows, kissing me until I couldn't breathe. I wanted nothing more than to take him to my room. I pulled at him to try and get him to move. 

“No, I want to kiss you, and if I move from here, I am going to miss out on enjoying your mouth. Once we’re in a private space, I'm gonna sink deep into you, and that would mean this moment will all be over.” 

I shivered at his words, then relaxed into his kiss and gave him control.

He pushed at me and rubbed over my nipple under my shirt. He had me so turned on that my belly tightened in pain. I had never felt that before. My body was so sensitive that I was pulling from his touch. I needed an outlet, and he felt that. He lifted me and rushed to the door. 

“Hey, Ryder,” Annette called as Ryder ate up the living room with his stride. He waved at her with one hand as we passed, then dipped his head and kicked my bedroom door closed behind him. Once we were alone, he ripped his shirt over his head and reached for mine. Heated kisses trailed over my chest. He cupped each breast in his hands and returned to my mouth. In all of our lovemaking, I had never felt like this. 

“Fast or slow?” he asked as he pushed my jeans over my hips. 

“Fast.” I gasped as he cupped me. 

“Fast it is.” He pushed my panties to the side and sank a finger into me immediately. 

I moaned at the initial intrusion but relaxed and allowed him to push two in. He worked my wetness with precision before pushing me gently onto the bed, I watched as he shed his pants and took his cock in his hand. He positioned himself between my legs and I was ready and waiting to feel his hard length slide into me. Instead, I felt the heat of his mouth cover my clit pulling a gasp from my throat. He sucked long enough to make me want more, and then he was on me. 

He took me with such force that it hurt, but oh it hurt so good. It was fast and hard, like I’d requested, and when he ripped an orgasm from me, I screamed his name into a pillow. I heard him gasp my name, then a trail of expletives left his mouth.

“Idiot, Zoey. I should have been making love to you my whole life.” He collapsed on top of me, and even though his weight was unbearable, I took it because it meant he was close to me. “I couldn't stand the thought of not seeing you until the day before the fight, and this was my only chance.”

“Your photo shoot is in the morning,” I reminded him as he rolled to the side and tucked me against him.

“Which means no workout in the morning, so I can stay for a couple of hours, then catch the train and be in bed by four a.m. I don't have to be at the shoot until ten.” He kissed the top of my head. 

“You need to get some sleep, though.” 

“I will, if you’ll stop talking.” 

I giggled and he pulled my hair tilting my head up so he could look in my eyes. “This isn't over, but I need about two hours of sleep and then I'm gonna take you for another wild ride.” He smiled then dropped his head on the pillow and closed his eyes. 

I smiled to myself. He had taken the train to surprise me. No one had ever done things like he did for me. I listened as his breathing evened out, and I drifted off next to him.

I was pulled from sleep by wandering hands. He kissed the side of my mouth before dipping his fingers inside of me. 

“There is nothing better than feeling how wet you are for me even in your sleep,” he whispered. 

I rotated my hips as his fingers pushed in and out of me. I moaned when he pulled me on top of him. 

“I wanna watch you idiot me,” he said as I pushed against his erection. 

Dim light streamed through the window. I leaned forward and kissed him. He lifted his hips, causing the tip of his cock to hit its intended target. I pushed back slightly and felt him push inside. I slowly sat back and lifted myself by putting my hands on his chest. I pushed until he was as far in as I could take him. Once more, I felt the pleasant heat I’d experienced the last time I was in this position. I began to move in a circular motion. 

“Idiot.” He moaned as I shifted. I lifted slowly, tightening around him as I went. Once I felt like he was going to pop out, I slammed my hips down, and he raised up off the bed and grabbed at me. 

“Oh my goodness, Zoey.” He pushed my hips to a halt, and I wiggled on him. “You make me feel like a teenager, and I'm about to come.”

“That's my goal.” I kissed him.

He lifted me from him and then flipped me over face down on the bed. He reached for my hips and raised them. I felt him hovering over me and then his mouth ran over my slit. He licked and sucked and I was bucking against him until he sat upright and then sank into me hard. His fingers ran over my spine as he moved inside of me. He whispered sweet nothings in my ear and he pushed my hips into the bed. He adjusted again and pulled my legs together between his and then sank into me once more. It was a whole new sensation, and I rolled my hips, pulling a groan from him. 

He leaned over me and pulled my head to the side, kissing me hard. His fingers ran around and pinched my clit between them. My body tensed as he worked me and when every muscle in me tightened around his shaft, he pumped his orgasm into me. 

“It always feels like the first time.” He kissed the side of my face and then flopped onto the bed on his back. I raised up on my elbows and looked at his face. 

“It really does.” I smiled and laid my head on his chest.

After a few moments, he kissed me sweetly and moved to get out of bed.

“I have to go, sweetheart, I love you.” 

I pouted for a moment, but then tried not to make his leaving any harder than it already was. He got dressed and kissed me softly on the lips. I walked him to the door for one more goodbye kiss and locked the door behind him.

When I woke up the next morning, I was sore in all the right places. I stretched and then heard my door open. 

“Incredible, girl!” Annette said as she bounced on my bed.

I smiled, remembering the sensation of Ryder all over me. “You heard?”

“I'm sure the whole dang neighborhood heard. Where can I get one?” she laughed as she laid down beside me, pretending to swoon. “He took the train just to come see you for a few hours. That is so incredibly sweet.” 

“I'm a lucky girl.” I smiled then pulled the comforter over my head. It smelled like Ryder and sex, and I didn't want to move.

“What time is it?” I asked through the blankets.

“A little after nine.” She sighed as she spoke. I lifted the blanket from my face and rolled on my side toward her. 

“He is kinda great.” I smiled.

“He sure sounded that way,” she joked. “I am so happy you found someone that gets you. He is so much better than what’s his name. So, when will he be back?” she asked.

“His fight is in a little less than three weeks,” I answered, then sat up to reach for my tank top. I pulled it over my head, and she laughed.

“What?” I said.

“He left a nice mark on you. Claiming his territory.” She pointed. I looked down over my chest and saw the small hickey under my belly button.

“Must be his favorite spot,” she laughed.

“Not gonna lie. It kinda is.” I slapped at her. “Get out of my room so I can get ready. Amy should be calling me in about thirty minutes. I’d much rather chat with you, but I’ve gotta get moving.” I shoved her off the bed and toward the door.

“We are gonna talk about this later.” She winked as she closed my door.

I headed for the shower and stepped under the hot water. My muscles relaxed beneath the spray.  Fifteen minutes later, my hair was in a loose bun on top of my head, and I was in front of my computer.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Tristan

I watched as Amy got everybody where they needed to be. She was completely in charge of the photo shoot and it made me proud. She’d made this clothing line happen, it was her baby, and it was going to stay that way. She had Zoey on Skype as she walked around making sure the lighting was set and Ryder was ready. She avoided the lady that was rubbing the oil overs Ryder’s skin even though Zoey knew it was happening. Out of sight out of mind, Amy had justified. Once he was oiled up and the pants were on, he stepped up to the platform and took his place. 

He was an impressive man. Probably more ripped than any of the men I’d worked with. Just so happened he was also a really decent guy. For that reason alone, I wanted him to win this fight and move forward in his career. He worked really hard and, honestly, after our first few conversations getting things settled, he rarely called me, and he always took his contract seriously. He did whatever I asked even when he didn't want to. He trusted that I knew what I was doing and I continued to make certain to deliver on my promises. 

“Put your hands here,” the photographer instructed. I watched as Ryder balled his fists and lifted them and then turned his hips slightly, highlighting the logo on his shorts.

“Don't smile,” the photographer said. 

Ryder changed his expression.

“Scowling isn't what I want either,” the photographer said. “I want a more concentrated look.”

“Give the I have to trash look,” Bret called out. Ryder flipped him off and the camera clicked a few times.  I watched as he stood and took directions like a pro. 

An hour later, I was looking at the pictures on Amy’s computer screen. She had Zoey on video chat looking with us. 

“I really like this one,” Amy stated. “His expression is just right. He looks focused but not overconfident.” I agree Zoey chimed from Amy’s phone. 

“If we could get a few more like that one maybe it would be all we need,” Amy spoke. 

“There are over three hundred pictures,” Ryder complained. “I really want to wash this trash off. I smell like a male stripper.”

“I have the photographer for another hour. Let's get some shots with the shirts on as well,” I stated.

“But—” he started to say, but Amy cut him off. 

“Thirty minutes, then you can shower. First we’ll get a few shots with shirts. Okay?” Amy made it sound like a request, but it wasn’t.

He nodded then walked over to the machine she pointed at. Amy wanted to get a few pictures of him actually working out for ads to promote the clothing line. He lifted weights, ran on the treadmill, and went a few rounds with the bags as the photographer took pictures. Thirty minutes later, I waved to him to go shower, and when he came back, he pulled a fresh shirt over his head. The bright red logo was situated perfectly over his chest. I wasn't sure how I felt about it initially, but seeing it on the clothes and being worn, it was pretty amazing. 

The Mountain was going to be a household name for fight fans.

Ryder

Over five hundred pictures later, I didn't want to take another picture for at least a year. Of course, I knew that was a hopeless desire. Photographs were part of the job. A job I really needed to get back to. I needed to at least get some cardio in today. It was after three already.

“I’ve gotta get a run in and y’all gotta go,” I announced, throwing a towel over the bar on the treadmill. I clicked the incline and started my warm up. Tristan walked over and tried to talk to me, but I raised my hand and shook my head. 

“You want me to win. No more talking. I have to work now,” I informed him.

He’d had all of my attention for most of the day, and I needed this. It felt like forever since I hadn't run in the morning and I had to burn off some of this stagnant energy. 

Tristan nodded in understanding and pointed at his phone. I would call him tomorrow. I needed to get this workout in and then grab a nap. I was exhausted, and the small amount of sleep I had gotten wasn't enough.  But it was dang worth it. I’d needed to see her. 

I ran hard for forty-five minutes then cooled down for another twenty before showering. I made a quick stop to meet Dad before heading home. We had a brief early dinner and I bolted. 

I walked straight to my room when I got home and fell on the bed face first. 

While I knew all of the trash that went along with a Pay-per-view fight was necessary, I wasn't feeling it. I felt like a puppet. All these pictures and media releases were getting to me. I had to stay focused, eye on the prize, but dang it was hard. I had Zoey on my mind all the time, and then Tristan would call, not to mention Amy was calling too, and Dad was planning my workouts to try and keep me busy. 

I’d been in the gym half the day yesterday running the gauntlet. I was shaking from sheer exertion when I was done. Dad had laughed and slapped me on the back, ragging me about getting soft. I wasn't. I wasn't sleeping well. And the three hours I had last night were amazing. I was starting to realize that I wanted Zoey in my bed every night. Her soft body fit perfectly against my hard one—she was made for me. I slept better when she was next to me. I dozed off thinking about her.

* * * * * 

My phone rang a few hours later, and I answered.

“Hello?” I said groggily into the phone.

“I’m sorry, love. Were you sleeping?” Zoey asked.

“Yeah.” I laid my head back on the pillow.

“I'll let you go so you can go back to sleep.”

I looked at the time. “No, it's fine. I need to get up and eat and then watch some film before I crash again.”

“I wanted to say thank you for coming last night.”

“I'm glad I came,” I smirked.

“Yeah. I see what you did there,” she said with a chuckle. “And I’m glad for that too. I’ve missed you terribly and maybe seeing you last night made that worse.”

“I get it. I can't wait till this fight is over, and life settles a little. I don't like being away from you.” I sighed.

“I know. If this line takes off, I'll be able to quit my job, and then I can come anytime I want.” 

“I can't wait for you to come anytime you want.” 

“You, sir, are incorrigible,” she informed me.

“What are you wearing?”

“I am not going there,” she laughed.

“Oh yes, you are,” I said into the receiver. I hung up on her and then went straight for Facetime. 

“Are you serious right now?” She smiled. Her hair was pulled up on top of her head, and she looked like ‘the girl next door.’

“You look beautiful.” 

Her eyes narrowed in concern. “And you look tired.” 

“I may be a little, but I am always down for an orgasm.” 

She flushed, one of my favorite things to see her do. 

“You just like to watch my face turn red, don’t you?” She gave me that knowing look. 

“Maybe,” I answered. “You’re kind of adorable when you get all embarrassed.”

“Lucky for you I love you, mister.”

“Yes. Yes, it is. I’m the luckiest,” I winked at her and she shook her head at me.

“I know you’re tired. Get something to eat and call me before you go to sleep tonight. Love you.”

“Love you too, babe.” I blew her a kiss then disconnected the call. I flopped back on the bed and closed my eyes. 


Chapter Thirty

Ryder

With less than ten days before the fight, I had to get my moves down to a science. Bret had been studying Santiago and had his maneuvers and sequences down pretty dang well. The problem was that Bret was a lot smaller than Santiago, so I wasn't sure if it was actually going to help me or hurt me. We’d been sparring every day, and I knew what I needed to do. 

This wasn't going to be a one and done fight. This was going to be a bloody battle that ended with someone leaving the ring on a stretcher. I only hoped it wouldn’t be me.   

Zoey had no clue how intense it was going to get, and I sure wasn't going to tell her. To make that matter worse, Zoey wanted to be ringside. I had talked to Amy about it and tried to get her to make sure Zoey would be in the skybox Tristan had rented, but Zoey was adamant about being by the ring. I wasn't sure if it was the right thing or not, but I was going to try to talk her out of it. 

Once I was in the ring, my concentration had to be on Santiago, and I knew that. Besides, girlfriends ringside wasn’t exactly a good idea for anyone. My dad was going to be ringside with Curtis and Bret, but he’s part of my team. Ultimately, I planned to be holding the belt at the end of it and everyone was welcome at the ring then. 

Tristan called me and said, “We have to meet with the press at two p.m. for weigh-in and then a short chat with the media for both of you guys. He’s gonna try and get your goat, but I know you’re better than that. Eyes forward and looking through him. You are both going into this undefeated, remember that.” 

Tristan had told me all of this about forty times over the last few weeks. I didn't need to hear it again. 

“I got you, Tristan, promise.” I hung up the phone and sat back against the lockers. 

I was as ready as I could get, and all I could do now was win. I kept telling myself it wasn't like one loss was going to be the end of my career if I didn’t win. That wasn’t negative thinking; it was the best way to keep the nerves and stress at bay. My dad kept telling me there was nothing else to go over and nothing else to practice. I just had to do it. I had to keep my mind clear and be in that ring one hundred percent. That meant talking to Zoey about her watching the fight from the skybox with Amy and Tristan. I knew the phone call was probably not going to go very well. I lifted the phone and shot her a quick text to see if she could Facetime for a few minutes.

“Hey!” She smiled as her face came into focus. 

I needed to see her while I was explaining this. I needed to know how she was taking it.

“Hey.” I smiled back.

“You all done for the day?” she asked.

“Yeah. Can we talk?”

“Sure, give me a minute.” She started walking and then was in a stairwell. “I'm still at work, I'll be done in a couple of hours.”

“You can call me later if you need to.”

“No, it's fine.” 

“Okay. So, here’s the thing. I know you want to be ringside and I want you there, too. But with this being my first Pay-per-view fight, I think you should probably be up with Tristan and Amy. If you’re close and I hear you yelling, I may get distracted, and that could get really bad, really fast.” I smiled and pleaded with my eyes for her to understand.

“Well, I admit, I’m a little disappointed, but I do understand.”

“There is nothing I want more than for you to be right there and the first person I see when I win this, but in order for me to win this, I have to be beyond focused on Santiago.” 

“Sweetheart, if you think that I’ll be a distraction, then I’ll sit with Amy and Tristan. I don't want to be the reason you lose.”

“It would never be your fault—only mine.” I wanted her to understand that I needed her there, just not ringside. 

She smiled and blew me a kiss. “I know you’re stressed and I also know that you've got this, that we've got this.” She smiled again and then turned her head. “They’re calling me, I have to go. I'll call you when I get off. Love you.” 

“Love you.” I smiled as the screen went blank. 

Her reaction had been better than I could have hoped for. The more I learned about this woman, the more I was ready—or at least I felt I was—for her to be my forever. I thought about her constantly, and I wanted her to be home when I got there. I had never been domestic, but the few times we had been together, it was everything I wanted.  

It reminded me of talking to Dad about his relationship with my mom last week. We’d met briefly, and he’d been very serious.

“The first time she smiled, I knew,” Dad had said. “I wanted to see that smile forever, and there was nothing I wouldn't have done to make that happen.” 

“I feel that way about Zoey, I think.” I’d clasped my fingers in front of me on the table, a little nervous just thinking about it.

“I know you look at her the way a man in love looks at a woman. I think she may be the best thing that’s ever happened to you. Finding a woman who can deal with your lifestyle, the fans, media, and Tristan is a bonus. It’s obvious that she loves you.”

“I feel the same. I just hope she can hang in there when it gets bad. When the reporters go after her. You know as well as I do that they will, and I don't know if I can handle it.” 

He’d folded his hands in front of him and gotten very serious. “Son, I love you, and I know you are capable of making sure she is safe, but don't protect her. Don't hide things from her. Anything that happens needs to be front and center, always. I loved your mother, and I never lied to her, not once. Okay, maybe a few times but that was always over presents and surprises. She knew my heart and more importantly, my soul. You may not believe me, but the soul is where we hide things we don't like about ourselves, but you have to lay it all out and let her accept everything about you.”

“Why show her the ugly things?”

“Women have a talent for finding things out, and you don't want to be in that position, ever.  If there is any advice I can give you as a father it’s to always be honest, and be an open book. With the possibility of you being somewhat famous, it will be even more important for you to be honest all the time.”

“It's not like I lie to her all the time, jeez.” I smiled as I lifted my hands and rubbed my face. 

“You may not mean to, but we do, and then we have to come clean, and that feels the worst.” He’d laughed and signaled our waiter for the check, and I knew our talk was coming to a close. “Just be true to yourself, and everything else will follow. She’s a good woman, and you deserve to have someone like her in your corner.”

Dad always had a way of putting things into perspective. It’s why I made sure he stayed involved in my training. He kept me focused when it seemed I was losing sight of things. And I really needed to stay focused if I was going in the ring with an undefeated veteran fighter.

I pulled myself up and headed for the shower. I washed and thought about the moves that I would have to do to take Santiago down. I had it all planned out in my head, but I also knew that improvisation was even more reliable. 

Curtis and I had been round and round about several moves and why I should or shouldn't use them, but I knew what worked best for me. I wasn't trying to be a jerk, but I didn't want them to make me feel like my jab wasn't good enough or my grappling needed work. I needed to be lifted up right now. They didn't mean any harm, but I knew I was walking a thin line of control as it was. 

I needed to see Zoey—I needed a release from all of this pressure. 

Talking on the phone and Facetime sex was great, but it wasn't the same. The more I thought about her, the harder my toe got. I reached down and ran my soapy hand over my cock and groaned. I could hear her voice as I stroked myself. Trying to pull a release from my body, I dropped my head and filled my mind with visions of her. Her soft curves and perfect breasts danced in my mind. I felt the build-up to an orgasm and pulled harder. The release wasn't nearly what I wanted or needed, but it was enough for the moment—short-term satisfaction. 

I needed long-term satisfaction, though. Something needed to be done.

* * * * * 

I pulled my bag from the overhead compartment and made my way to the exit. I would see her in a few minutes, and there was nothing I wanted more. I scanned the crowd of people and didn't see her. I looked up and down the platform, but I didn't see her anywhere. My shoulders slumped as I started to walk toward the escalator that would take me to the street. My bag was slung over my shoulder and my head down looking over my phone when I was hit. The shock and force of another body hitting mine pushed me backward. Losing my balance because of the bag, I landed on my rear. 

“Holy idiot!” I called out.

“Ryder!” Zoey shouted and then started laughing. 

“Zoey.” I purred into her ear as I pulled her against me. We sat on the floor in the station and kissed. People walked around us, but I didn't care. All I cared about was the feel of her mouth on mine and her body in my arms. I had waited too long for this, and I was going to enjoy it. 

“I'm so sorry I wasn't here to meet you off the train. I got caught up at work and then realized what time it was. I ran three blocks.” Her smile was quick before she dropped her mouth to mine again. Her hands were pulling at my hair, and my erection was growing. It was painful against my jeans. I didn't want to, but I had to get out from under her. 

“If you want me to forget you right here on this dirty floor then keep moving your hips like that,” I whispered in her ear and watched as the flush ran up her neck and covered her face.

“Oh.” Her eyes widened.

“Exactly. Let's go.” I pushed her away so I could get up. We started toward the street. I pulled her to me and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. She grabbed my hand and held it right above her breast. I ran a finger over the cup of her bra and kissed the side of her head. 

“Are you free the rest of the day?” I watched her hair move as my breath hit it.

“Yes.” Her voice was a little deeper and breathy.

“Good.” I walked a little faster than normal, trying to get to her place. I needed the peace that being close to her brought. With all the meetings tomorrow, I knew I wouldn't see her until late in the day. She wasn't able to get off work before the fight, but she was off for the four days after. 

“I can't walk that fast in these heels,” she complained. I looked down at her then lifted her in my arms.

“Shall I run?” I teased her. She looked into my eyes and then reached to take my face in her hands. When our lips brushed, it was different. It was full of commitment and trust. Something I hadn’t noticed there before. 

A few minutes later, I stood by her door and waited while she let us in. Once we were in her apartment, I was moving so fast that I didn't even see Annette on the couch. She said hi, and I called out a “hi” back, but I kept walking.

“I’m gonna head out for a bit,” Annette shouted to us. Zoey acknowleged her as I swept her into the room.

Once we were inside, I kicked the door shut and locked it, and then tossed Zoey on the bed. I jumped her. There was no other way to explain it. I wanted to get inside of her as fast as possible. I needed the connection, and I needed it right then. 

“Please.” She rotated her hips against me. 

“Idiot,” I cursed at the sound of her begging and ripped at her clothing. I heard the fabric tear, and then I saw her rosy skin. I leaned down and kissed her collarbone, tracing my mouth along her skin until I wrapped her nipple in my lips. She bowed off the bed and forced more of her breast into my mouth. Her hands were running down my back, and I felt her pushing at my jeans. I lifted up and looked at her. 

“You need it too?”

“Goodness, yes.” She pushed me up and stripped out of her clothes. I smiled at her, I couldn't help it.

“Why the heck are you still dressed?” she asked me. 

I was so busy watching her that I didn't even think about getting out of my clothes. She reached for me, but I pulled away and pushed her knees apart and then dropped my body until I could rub my nose over her clit. When my tongue snaked out and hit her, she shivered and grabbed at my hair, yanking me closer. 

I pulled the first of many orgasms from her before I took my jeans off and pushed inside of her. I wanted to feel her, I needed to harass her, but my mind had other plans. Our lovemaking was slow and soft and exactly the connection I had been thinking about for days. It was more important than the release. I hadn't realized that until this very moment and it was an explosion into my psyche. I knew at that moment, more than ever, that she was it for me.

“You are my home, Zoey. Always have been and always will be.” I kissed her softly.

“I love you.” She kissed me back and wrapped her arms around my neck. I didn't want to pull out of her and lose the link, so I let myself soften inside of her. She didn't move, and neither did I. I guessed she needed the connection as much as I did. 


Chapter Thirty-One

Zoey

I already knew that I loved him, but when he said I was his home, my heart exploded inside of my chest. I was expecting him to mess me hard and fast, but he had made love to me. Slow and soft. I was ready to let him use my body to get what he needed, but he hadn't. 

He arranged us so my back was against his chest. “I want us to live together,” he said softly in my ear. 

I turned in his arms so I could look him in the eyes. “You—you do?”

“I want you with me all the time,” he said. “I wanted to wait until after the fight, but I needed you to know just in case anything happens. I need you to know where I stand. I love you, and I need to make sure you are on board with my future plans. I know you have plans and I don't want my future to engulf yours, but I want you. If this isn’t the thing you—”

“Yes.” I interrupted him. 

The smile that broke across his face was brilliant. He looked like a kid opening the best gift on Christmas. “Really?” 

I nodded. I felt my throat tighten with the threat of tears and was afraid to speak.

He started to say, “I don't want you to—” 

I put a finger over his lips and cleared my throat. I could feel the tears pooling in my eyes and knew they would fall but I spoke anyway. “I want you, and if that means moving to you, then I will. The clothing line has been getting positive feedback, so there’s a good chance I could technically work from anywhere. Plus, Amy found a place near your gym that I could use as an office. It could be a great arrangement if this works.” I motioned between us. 

“Nothing to worry about there.” He kissed me. “I will move heaven and hell to make this work.”

He must’ve heard my fears and with those words, he took them from me. He reached a hand a wiped at my wet cheeks. I knew they were good tears, but he didn't know that. He kissed me softly, then pulled me into his neck. It wasn't long before I felt his breathing even out and I kissed his neck before falling asleep at his side. 

The next few days were insane. He was so busy getting settled in his hotel and the gym Tristan had set him up to work out in before the fight, that I barely saw him. I had been foolish to think that we would actually get some time. He crashed when he came into the hotel room and was gone before I woke up. I guessed I should have been prepared for it, but I missed him. I missed his enthusiasm at seeing me.  I kept him at the forefront of all of my thoughts, making sure his every want was tended to and making sure there was nothing extra for him to stress about. I had several pairs of his shorts ready, and he just grabbed them as he left for training each morning. All of the meetings were starting to take their toll on him.

“I just want to fight. I am tired of all this trash camera stuff,” he complained as he shoved the door closed one evening. He threw himself into an armchair that faced out over New York. “I cannot stand answering questions that these jerks have no business asking.”

“They have to drum up as much hype as they can.” I followed him to his chair, climbed over his arm, and landed in his lap with a thud.

“Umph.” He made a funny noise, then kissed me softly. He rubbed his nose against mine. “I haven't said thank you today. I don't know what I would do without you.” 

“It's just clothing.” I shrugged.

“No, it's much more than that. You calm me in my sleep just by being next to me. You keep my nerves in check.” He sighed. “I want this fight, but I didn’t realize how much media there would be. I mean, I knew, but I didn't.” 

“It’ll be over tomorrow. And then we can move on with us.” I kissed him quickly, then tried to stand.

“Nope,” he laughed as he pulled me back down. “Just sit here with me for a while.” 

We sat in silence for the better part of an hour. Silence was something we both savored at the moment. He rubbed my back and shoulders as we watched the city rush around. It was peaceful until the sound of Tristan’s ringtone broke through it. Ryder stood, taking me with him as he grabbed it from the table.

“Yeah? . . . Probably . . . Okay . . . Yup . . . Thanks.” He took the phone away from his face and clicked it off before laying it back on the table.

“Can we take a shower?” he asked as he pulled me closer to him.

“We?”

“Yes ma’am. We. I really need to feel you wrapped around me right now.” He looked into my eyes.

“Yes,” I said quietly. 

He was on me before I could look back up at him. He never took his mouth from mine the entire time he carried me to the bathroom. I felt him reach and turn the water on. He sat me on the sink then started to undress me. 

“I wanna forget you so hard.”

“I want you to mess me as hard and fast as you can.”

“Good, because Tristan is expecting us at dinner in forty-five minutes.”

“Ryder!” I exclaimed as he shoved me under the stream of water. A mischievous grin spread over his handsome face. He pressed me against the cold tile and pushed into me. His thrusts bordered on painful but felt so good at the same time. An orgasm ripped through me, and soon he was pushing into me as hard as he could. I felt the hot spurts as he emptied into me and my body quaked as he pulled out. 

“Dang woman, I'll never get over wanting to get inside you, ever.” He kissed me hard. I knew I would never be ready when he had to leave, but he insisted that I come. He pulled my half-wet hair out of my face and then braided it. He worked so quickly that I could only sit there in shock. 

“You can braid hair?”

“My mom taught me after she hurt her shoulder. She had to keep her hair out of her way because of her job, and she had a hard time doing it herself. Dad wasn’t always home when she needed help with it. I learned and then I did it for her from time to time.” He kissed the side of my face, slapped me on the rear, and pushed me out of the bathroom. 

“Put some clothes on that beautiful rear and let's get going. Oh, and I’ll need some more naked time with you later.” He smirked before pulling his shirt over his head. 

Twenty minutes later, we were standing at the restaurant podium being checked in by a woman my age who was openly flirting with Ryder. It was harmless, but I wanted to stand in front of him and claim his as mine. Not that I blamed her, because if it was me, I didn't think I would be able to contain myself, either. He never encouraged it, but he never put a stop to it either. He took my hand and led me to the table. 

The waitress also ignored Amy and me and she took our drink orders.

“It's so good to see you.” I leaned over and hugged Amy. 

“And you.” She hugged me back. 

“I cannot believe how quickly this clothing line is becoming a thing.” She let out a little whistle of excitement. “There were over ten thousand preorders this week. Just for men's t-shirts! There were over a thousand inquiries about women's shirts and tank tops, too.”

“I can hardly believe how well all the sample feedback has been. They love the material, and that was all you. You did a great job,” Tristan said to me. 

I tried to hide my surprise. I wasn't used to being on the receiving end of his compliments. I watched Amy smile at him and place a hand on his forearm. 

“Quick dinner tonight?” Ryder suggested in question form.

“Just wanted to see how my main man was doing the night before his fight.” Tristan looked him over.

“He is doing great,” Ryder replied and lifted his glass of water to his mouth.  Ryder didn't speak again until we were leaving. He ate three chicken breasts and brown rice with water to drink. He always ate differently before a fight, and I knew that, but I also didn't enjoy eating the food I was eating while he only ate chicken. 

“You don't have to bring your food home and eat it in the bathroom so I don't have to watch you eat it, you know,” he informed me as we were leaving.

“What?” I feigned innocence. 

He smiled at me. “You can eat it at the table in the room when you’re hungry later. I don't mind. I know I have to eat clean to win. It doesn't bother me that you wanted all of that cheesy ravioli and red sauce goodness,” he teased. 

I slapped his arm. “Way to make me feel terrible. I wouldn't eat it now if you paid me to.”

“Then I guess I'll hold you down and force you.” He winked.

“Okay fine. I'll eat it while you are doing your last-minute tape reviews. At least then you'll be watching the television instead of me.”

“Well, now I'll know what you're doing so I'll be completely distracted.” 

We both laughed. After we got home, Ryder finished his work and I at my leftovers in silence. When we climbed into bed, I was expecting sleep but I got a little more of Ryder before we finally curled into each other and closed our eyes. 


Chapter Thirty-Two

Ryder

I made my way toward the cameras and weigh-in looking for Tristan and my father. Instead, I found Curtis and Bret waiting for me. My father still hadn’t gotten back from a coffee run, and according to Bret, Tristan was outside on the phone. I looked around the room and took in the lights and sounds. The cameras were clicking as Santiago talked about his fight and defending his title. I wanted to knock him down a notch or three. His voice grated my nerves, but I had to keep my head clear and my eye on the prize—the belt around his waist.

“You ready?” Tristan asked from behind me. I turned to see him standing with Curtis. Amy and Zoey weren’t far behind them.

“As ready as I can be,” I said.

“Don't be so confident.” My dad smiled and cupped my shoulder before he walked by and pulled Curtis to the side. I knew they were talking strategy. They knew better than to get in my ear at this point. I needed to focus on the job ahead. 

Before I knew it, I was on stage fielding questions about nothing that mattered. They asked about Zoey, and they asked about my signing with Tristan. Only three out of the hundred questions seemed to even pertain to the fight. You would think people would care about that, but they didn't. They wanted to know about my personal life. What my plans were if I lost or won. I wanted to talk about what a jerk that prick was and how I planned to take him down. Tristan led me away from the podium about fifteen minutes later and took me to where the final photo shoot would take place for the clothing line. They snapped a few photos all in front of a brick wall that would eventually be photoshopped to look more like my home gym—which I would be buying after the fight, win or lose. I’d already talked to Bret and promised him a job for life. I just needed my own place, somewhere I could use as needed to train. I was hoping I could eventually help some of the underprivileged kids in the area. I wanted to talk to Zoey about it, but at this point, I was choosing to keep it on the down-low until I had some real plans. I knew she would be extremely busy with her ventures, but I was still excited that she would be home, with me.

“You need to go and nap and then relax. I'll see you back here at five, okay?” Tristan instructed as he pulled Amy in a different direction. I turned to walk out of the room and toward a cab when I found Zoey. She was walking away from the entrance quickly with tears in her eyes.

“Zoey?” I asked as she ran into my arms.

“Are you okay?” I pulled her chin up and looked into her tear stained face.

“Yes, I'm just overwhelmed. Some reporter stopped me in the street and was asking all kinds of questions. It was just more than I was ready for.”

“I'm so sorry, babe.” I pulled her against me. “I don't want anyone to ask you questions because of me, but I can't stop it. I guess we’ll have to make sure one of the guys is with you all the time. I don't want you to get cornered by strangers. Your safety is important to me, and I don't want to have to worry about you.” 

“I’m safe physically, it was all that badgering that got to me. I wasn't ready for it.” She shrugged and wiped at her eyes. “Don't worry about me, please.” 

“I found you crying—of course I'm going to worry about you.” I kissed her softly, just brushing my lips against hers. 

“I’ll be fine,” she said, then looked over my shoulder. “Incredible,” she groaned as she moved closer to me, looking away from whoever was behind me. “That's him,” she groaned.

“Who’s him?’ I asked looking over my shoulder. 

“That guy in the black hat, he’s the one asking all the questions.” I pushed away from her and turned toward the jerk. I marched over and grabbed him by the collar, shoving him against a wall. 

“If you ever make my girl cry again, I can't promise you what I’ll do,” I spoke through clenched teeth.

“I—I—I—” He struggled to speak. I pushed my forearm against his chest.

“Do you understand me?” I asked again. It dawned on me this could possibly get me in a whole heap of trouble, but I didn't care. 

He nodded his head, and I released him. His feet hit the floor about the same time he started gasping for air.

“You'll pay for that.”

“I'm sure I will.” I retorted as I walked back toward Zoey. She was standing there mouth openly gaping at what had just happened. 

“Why, I don't… Why?” She sounded shocked. She had never seen anything like that from me outside of the ring. 

“Look, I am not a violent person…okay maybe a little,” I shrugged and put a finger over her mouth. “I am not going to tolerate anyone being mean to you for any reason. If there is anything I can do to make that stop, then I will. I am sure he’ll go and blab to all his friends, but what he doesn't realize is that most of the guys that question us aren't going to go after you like that anyway. They tend to be a little more respectful of our families.”

Zoey nodded. “That’s good, then.”

“Can we go nap?” I need to relax as much as possible over the next few hours.

“Yes, we can nap. Tristan told me no extracurricular activities, though.” She flushed.

“He said what?” I cocked my head.

“No sex,” she said plainly. “He said you would need all your energy for tonight. Apparently, it's a thing for all athletes.” She shrugged as she reached for the door that would dump us back on the street. I had purposely come out the side entrance to avoid the cameras placed all over the front. Tristan’s car was waiting for us, and we climbed in.

“Great minds think alike.” Tristan’s driver said.

“Thanks, man.” I tossed him a twenty and then settled back against the soft leather.

“If I get no sex today, then I want all the sex tonight.” I kissed her neck. She shoved me away from her neck.

“Don't try and trick me, mister.” She smiled. “And of course there will be sex tonight. It will either be celebratory sex or a pity idiot, who knows.” 

She laughed, and I laid into her most sensitive tickle spot. 

“Stop!” she laughed as I started poking and tickling her. She screeched as she tried to get away from me. I couldn’t help laughing at her. I loved that she brought this out in me. I had trained so long and so hard that I had forgotten to have any fun lately. After tonight, I wanted to learn how to be a new Ryder. I reached for her again, and she screeched again.

I threw my hands up to signal I would behave. “I'll stop if you’ll come here.” I pulled her across the leather seat and into my lap. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she looked up at me.

“For being you. For allowing me to be me.”

“Who else would you be?” she grinned.

“The uptight jerk I was before I met you.” 

She leaned up and kissed the end of my nose. “I want you to be happy—that's all that matters to me.” 

“I am happier than you can imagine, and no matter what happens tonight, I want our future to be a guarantee.”

“I can't guarantee anything, but I can promise you that I am in this with you.” She smiled, and my heart melted. I had become a giant wuss, and for whatever reason, I was okay with it.

When we got to the hotel room, I tried to rest. I had watched the last round of tapes and ate a big meal, and it was time to rest. My head was running a million miles an hour, and I knew what I needed but my beautiful girlfriend was a rule follower, and that meant sex was out of the question. My toe slowly grew as I thought about sex with Zoey.

“Tristan said no,” she reminded me when she felt my erection against her back. 

“You sure he said no sex?”

“Yes, no sex.” She wiggled against me.

“That’s not helping,” I groaned at the friction.

She rolled over to face me and smiled. 

“He never said anything about a blow job, did he?” I questioned mischievously. 

 She put her finger on her chin and cocked her head. “I don't think he did.” 

I felt my body tighten with the thought of her mouth on me. She shimmied down my body and traced her fingers over my cock. I watched as she moved over me. After pulling back my boxers, her lips grazed the tip of me and I wanted to come apart. I needed this release more than she knew, or maybe she did know and maybe I had underestimated her again.

“You need this and it shouldn’t require any energy from you.” She smiled before dragging her tongue around the head of my cock and then closing her lips around me. Her hand wrapped around the base and squeezed with enough pressure that my hips lifted off the bed. Her soft hands felt amazing against my hot skin. Right then, there was nothing I wanted more than to sink deep into her. I knew she wouldn't go for that, but this—this was everything. 

The movement of her hands, her warm mouth, and the moans and groans coming from her had me so close for so long, but I wanted it to last just another minute, just one more. When I felt my orgasm start, I pushed at her head to make her watch me release. Her mouth popped when I pulled my sensitive cock out and she grinned as she watched me lose it. Every muscle relaxed in my body, and sleep started to take over. 

“I’ll get you a towel,” she whispered with a cheeky grin. After we cleaned up the mess, she climbed over my body and laid her head on my chest. I reached down and squeezed her rear and kissed her softly. 

“You are amazing,” I half spoke, half sighed. 

* * * * *

I woke an hour before I had to be back at the arena and smiled at the sight of Zoey’s hair fanned out over my chest. 

I wiggled out from under her and went to the shower. Before closing the door, I looked at her. Her face was completely relaxed in sleep. I stopped and walked over to her.

“Zoey, babe.” I rubbed the side of her face and tried to wake her gently.

Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled through a stretch. 

“We should get up and get going. I have to be down at the arena in an hour. I've got to get a little workout in to prime my muscles.”

“Okay, can I shower after you?”

“You can shower first if you want.”

She rolled over and huffed.

“What?” I asked.

“This no sex thing is trash.” 

The humor in her voice made me laugh.

“Don't you worry, I've got you later, for hours,” I promised and I intended to keep it regardless of the outcome. 

“I can hardly wait,” she mumbled from under the covers. 

* * * * * 

Just over an hour later, Dad was taping my hands and I was focusing on the fight ahead of me. 

“Stay tight,” he reminded me. “Don't let him on the inside. Be on your feet and stay out of your head. You've studied this guy for months, so work on instinct, and be true to your heart. I'm proud of you, son.” He clapped me on the shoulder before I stood.

“Those shorts look outstanding,” Tristan commented as he walked in with Amy and Zoey.

“You don’t have to kiss up to me and Zoey,” Amy teased. “You’re paying us, remember?”

Tristan chuckled. “Good point, but they do look great. They look like something a title-holder would wear.” He offered me a reassuring nod.

“Good luck, baby. I'll see you after.” Zoey put her arms around my neck and kissed me hard. I wasn't expecting it but pulled her closer and deepened the kiss.

“Okay, let’s not get him too worked up,” Tristan joked.

“I love you,” I whispered against her lips. 

“Love you, too.” She smiled, then released me and gave me a wink. “Kick his rear.” 

“Good luck, my man.” Tristan shook my hand. 

I looked up at the clock. I had just over twenty minutes before the fight was supposed to start. I knew I’d be walking out first and had only minutes before all this was a go. 

“We’ll be ringside once it's over,” Tristan assured me. “Knock him out. You’ve got this.” 

I nodded, but didn’t say a word. I was getting in my zone.

I winked at Zoey and then watched as she walked out of the door and out of my head for at least the next hour or so.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Zoey

I took my seat in the skybox and waited. My sweaty hands wrung around themselves tightly on my lap. I was on the edge of my chair. When “Sabotage” started playing, I stood and watched Ryder’s red hood-covered figure make his way through the crowd. His face was blocked, but I watched his body move toward the ring. He bounced with each step and moved his arms. I knew the routine was to warm up his muscles, but I also knew how intimidating he looked when he was moving like that. 

The crowd cheered and the whoops and screams were amazing. Seeing so many of his fans roaring was one of the coolest things ever. Second coolest was looking over the sea of people wearing the clothes I’d designed. 

When Santiago entered the arena, the crowd went wild again. I watched as Santiago moved into the ring. He was basically the same height as Ryder, but he looked meaner, more worn. My stomach dropped and nausea took over. All of a sudden, I didn't feel very well. 

“He’s going to do great.” I felt Amy’s hand cover mine.

“I don't know if I can watch.” 

“It's gonna be fine. This is what he’s been training for,” she reassured me. 

The announcer started his introduction and then I heard the bell. It was like trying to not look at a car wreck, but not being able to look away. 

I watched as Ryder bounced around the ring opposite his opponent. His muscle definition was mind-blowing, even from this far away. I tried to focus on anything that would keep me from feeling so sick to my stomach. It wasn’t working.

Ryder dodged a punch and then delivered several blows to Santiago’s mid-section. He was going for a takedown when he didn't see the knee that caught him in the chin. As he stumbled back and tried to gain his footing, a jab caught his left eye and blood erupted from the gash it left behind.

“Oh my goodness,” I whispered as my hand covered my eyes. 

I opened the slit of my fingers and saw Ryder land a series of uppercuts to the bottom of Santiago’s chin. Santiago’s head snapped back and Ryder lunged for him. He had to get him on the floor, I knew that. Blood was dripping from his eye and probably into it. He only had to hold out for another forty-five seconds to get through this round. He worked hard to get Santiago in a better position, but to no avail. 

“He’s expending too much energy. He has to back out.” I spoke under my breath. 

“He is trying to get out,” Tristan said from the other side of Amy.

I watched as he pushed away, lifting from his knees and clearing a kick that came as soon as his weight was gone. Santiago rose to his feet and charged him. He had Ryder pinned against the cage but Ryder was holding his own. This guy knew Ryder had more stamina and he was using this round to try and tire him out. A few forearm shots were landed and then Ryder landed a hard elbow square in the middle of Santiago’s face. Blood ran from Santiago’s nose and he stepped away.  Ryder went after him and delivered a solid jab to the cheek and was going for another when the bell rang. They went to their corners and I watched as they cleaned Ryder up and ran some Vaseline across his eye.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Ryder

“Holy Idiot!” I said as I sat down in my corner. 

“He’s trying his best to tire you out,” Dad said. “He knows that’s his best chance at a win.”

“I know. I need to keep getting the little punches in and hopefully I can make him work a little too hard. Maybe even give him a little more confidence.”

“Get him on his back, it's the only way you are going to get the upper hand,” Curtis instructed.

“I got this.” I stood and took another spray of water from Bret. I swished it around my mouth, then spit it out. “Let's go.” 

I turned and walked back out toward the middle. The bell sounded and we went at each other again. 

We traded punches back and forth. I caught his leg when he tried to kick me. Lifting up that leg, I swept his other leg out from under him. His back slammed down on the mat and I took my chance. I moved over him and locked my legs around his waist.

He was throwing punches and trying to roll me. I wanted him to roll me so I was under him, it was the only way I knew to get the advantage. With all the leverage he had, he shoved me over. Just when he thought he was going to be on top, I switched my position and was wrapped around his back before he knew what had happened. I stretched him with my legs and tried to get him into a position where he couldn't move. He grunted with the exertion, and I knew that even if I couldn't get him exactly where I wanted him, the expenditure of energy was on my side. 

He continued to move and try to fight his way out of my grasp for over a minute. The bell sounded, ending the round, and I released him. He dropped an elbow just as I let go, and my lip exploded.

The ref gave him a warning for the shot after the bell, and I winked at him as he returned to his corner.

“Cheap shots, I should have known,” I said to Curtis as I sat down.

“Man, you put a hurting on him.”

“I hope it was enough.” 

“He’s huffing pretty good over there. I doubt he’ll get settled down much before you’re back at it,” Dad said. 

I rolled my shoulders and moved back and forth, testing my own strength. If there was anything I was known for, it was stamina, and I was feeling good. I had to take him in this round. He was counting on wrapping me up and hugging me while he tried to recover from the panic he had in the second round. His people had been in his ear the whole time I was moving around testing my body, and I still didn't have a worry. Other than the one shot to my face, he hadn't done much damage. The only disadvantage I had at this point was my eye was feeling a little tight from the swelling. It was messing with the vision in my left eye a little and I need to be able to see. 

“Keep him on your right,” Bret instructed before I walked back to the center.  

He came at me quickly and had me on the defense. I felt my cheek smart as his fist made contact. I pulled my head to the right and tried to gain some ground. He was pushing hard, and I was falling back into the cage. 

His fists peppered over me. I was in complete protection mode. I needed to roll out but I couldn't see well enough to go left. I made a split-second decision and rolled left, leaving my right side open to his assault. I felt one hit and knew that with that kidney shot, he would be turned away from where I was going. I flipped around and landed on his back. I tugged hard and pulled him down on top of me. I let out a loud breath as his weight landed on me. I had sixty seconds and I needed to end this now. 

The network had their money back at this point, and I wanted to be done. I wanted to hold that belt, eyes on the prize. I stretched my body, pulling his with it. Tightening my grip around his shoulder, I pulled my arms tighter. I had him in the guillotine and the tighter I squeezed, the less air movement he had. Curtis was shouting from the side counting down the last fifteen seconds. Santiago was struggling and I was squeezing tighter. I could feel him weakening. His movements became sluggish as his oxygen levels dropped. 

“Ten!” I heard. 

I squeezed again. 

My muscles were on fire and I wasn't sure I could hold it. I closed my eyes and gave it the last bit of energy I had. I felt his body go slack and I pushed at him, standing quickly. I felt the black try to creep into my vision but I shook it off and waited. They checked him and he was out. 

Chills ran through me. I had won. The title was mine. 

For a moment, the crowd was silent, and then it roared to life as they chanted my name. 

I looked around trying to find someone, anyone that I knew. 

“Incredible!” Bret yelled in my ear. 

I turned, and felt a smile breaking across my face. 

“You choked him out!” Curtis was smiling ear to ear and laughing.

Dad rushed me. “I knew you could do it!”

I threw my arms around him. I couldn’t even respond. Words were gone. I reached up and touched my eye, and winced at the sting that followed. 

“We’ll get some ice on that soon,” Bret yelled over the noise. 

I looked over the crowd, trying to find Zoey. There was shuffling around the ring as everyone jockeyed for position. They were checking hands and our corners, looking for anything that would disqualify either of us. I was clean and would have no trouble passing the post-fight drug test. 

A hundred people were asking me a thousand questions and there wasn't anyone that I wanted to see more than Zoey. I knew it would take a few minutes for them to make their way down, but I wanted her and Dad both with me when the belt was handed over. 

I continued to scan the crowd. I kept pushing people away, trying to gain a few extra minutes to allow Zoey to get to me. The rush was amazing, but dang it, I wanted to share it. I was pulled away from my search and was handed the belt. The roar of the crowd was deafening. I knew it would be like this but if I was honest, this felt like more. I smiled for the cameras and tried not to be obvious as I searched for her. 

I moved to walk away from the cage and back toward the locker room to see if she was there. I knew that I would have to do a little more media stuff, but I wanted to get my hands on Zoey first.

My eyes must have been deceiving me. I saw Zoey but she was kissing another man. Was it her? I couldn't tell—there were hundreds of women in the same jeans and t-shirts and I didn't want to make an assumption, but dang, it looked like her. When his head moved and I saw her face, I knew it was her.

“The heck?” I shouted as I moved toward them

“Nope.” Tristan shoved me to the side and into a room, slamming a door and turning on me.

“Not over a woman, not today!” he shouted and shoved me back again as I moved toward him. 

“Don't tell me what I am going to do,” I roared. “Move, jerk!” 

“You need to settle down. Take a few breaths and y'all can figure this trash out later.”

I felt my heart shattering at the thought of her kissing another man when I was celebrating the biggest achievement of my life. I surely hadn't been that blinded. I need to get out there and see what the heck was going on. I could feel the testosterone flowing in my veins and knew in my heart it wouldn't end well.  I shoved at Tristan again, but at that point he has a solid front blocking my exit. 

“Move!” I shouted again.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Zoey

“Get the heck off me, you mongrel.” I shoved at him again and then tried to walk away.

“I am not going to let that meathead ruin your life.” Peter, my ex, grabbed at me. Amy was walking up at this point. She and Tristan hadn't realized that he had stopped me and when she turned around, he pulled me back into a hallway. He was trying his best to convince me that I was his, and he wasn't going to take no for an answer. 

“Get off her.” Amy shoved him, allowing me to get out of his grip. 

“Who the heck are you?” Peter demanded.

She pulled her fist up and punched him in the nose. “Amy, that's who I am.” 

She grabbed me and pulled me down the hall. We made it to Ryder’s dressing area and waited. 

“It shouldn’t be too much longer. He probably got tied up with the media. Peyton is with him, and Tristan probably is, too,” Amy said as she looked around the room.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“Ice,” she laughed as she shook her hand.

“I can't believe you punched him,” I smiled. I wished I’d punched him, too.

“He kissed you.”

“Um…” I didn’t know how to respond to that.

“You wanted him to kiss you?” she asked.

“What, no!” I protested. “Why would you think I’d want him to kiss me?”

“I didn't, and that's why I punched him.” 

We laughed.

“I just wish I’d have punched him first,” I said.

“Well, he’s lucky I’m the one who saw him. Your title-holding boyfriend might have killed him.”

She was right. How was I going to tell Ryder?


Chapter Thirty-Six

Ryder

I was on my way to my dressing room, people shouting at me from everywhere, when I heard someone call out, “She’ll never love you the way she loves me.” 

I turned to see the mongrel that I’d seen kissing my woman.

I lunged toward him, but Dad had my arm and was holding me back. 

“Who the heck are you?” I barked.

“The one warming her bed all those nights when you weren’t there. Too bad you put all your eggs in that basket. I've been banging that trash for years now and I don't even mind sharing ’cause I know that that rear will always be mine.” He spat in my direction. 

My dad was now standing in front of me and Tristan was pushing the other guy away. 

“Don't listen to him,” Dad warned.

I was listening.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Zoey

I heard the fight before I saw it. Amy opened the door and I saw Ryder shoving past his father and taking a swing at someone. A crunch rang out and then a shout.

“Get the heck off me, I'll press assault charges.” I knew the voice immediately and I knew that he had baited Ryder. 

Multiple security guards were running down the hall and were on Ryder before he could do any more damage. I watched in horror as he was secured and dragged away.

I tried to push past Tristan, who grabbed my arm and looked down at me. “Not a good idea.”

“What? Why?” I asked. 

He pointed across the room. “You know that jerk?” 

My face told him all he needed to know.

“Why do that to him? Why cause that kind of hurt after such a big moment in his life? This trash is exactly why I warned him away from you.” Tristan nodded at the guards, and before I knew what was happening, I was being led out of the coliseum. 

They left me in the alley by myself. 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Ryder

I struggled in the handcuffs and tried my best to understand what had just happened. I was supposed to be officially accepting my title but I was in a tiny room in the back of the arena in handcuffs trying to process that my girlfriend had been cheating on me for months. If I hadn't seen her kissing him, I would have never believed him. But you can't erase what you see with your own eyes. 

I was pulled from the room for what I expected would be my arrest. I didn't argue or try to fight my way out of this. I couldn't. I couldn't have found the strength to fight for anything at the moment. My life had changed in a matter of seconds and my heart was just catching up. In all my years as a fighter, and even with as much trouble as I started as a teenager, I had never been in jail. 

My shoulders burned against the pull of the handcuffs. I had to have been in that room for a least a half an hour. 

I heard Tristan yelling as he walked toward me.

“Get him out of there.” Tristan shoved the security guard toward the door. “Get those cuffs off.” 

I turned and let the guy take off my cuffs. 

“You good?” Tristan asked.

I couldn't speak, just shook my head and followed him out.  

“I need you to figure some trash out real quick. We have to accept the title and I need you on your game. Can you just throw on a fake smile for about ten minutes?”

I nodded, but all I wanted was to get my trash from the hotel, get the things I’d left at Zoey’s, and leave New York.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Zoey

I had no clue what was going on. I caught a cab to the police station, but when I got there, they didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. I tried to call Ryder and when I didn't get an answer after multiple attempts, I called Amy. She didn't answer either, and I was freaking out. I tried to get back inside the arena, but it was a no go. I didn't have a ticket and they wouldn't let me back in. I screamed and cussed, but they were only doing their jobs. I covered my tear streaked eyes with my sunglasses and caught a cab back to my apartment. 

When I finally got there, Tristan’s car was outside of my building. I started running and burst through the door. 

“Ryder!” I shouted as I ran toward my room.

“He isn't here, and it would be best if you gave him a little time,” Tristan said from my living room. Curtis brought Ryder’s bag from my room.

“What why?” I asked. I had been in the dark for the last two hours and I wasn't hearing any of this trash. “I need to talk to him.”

“What about? You kissing that other guy or the fact that you've been him behind his back for months?”

 “No! That hasn't been happening. Who told you that?” I demanded.

“The same guy that’s pressing charges against Ryder for assault. Why don't you do us all a favor and call him off. It's over.”

“It's not over, it can't be,” I shouted as Tristan walked toward the door. 

“I'm sorry, Zoey.” Curtis shut my door after them.

I curled into a ball and cried. I lost track of time but I knew it was the wee hours of the morning when I stood and dragged myself to bed. 

“Where’s Ryder?” Annette asked. She was just getting in from a night out as I walked out of my bedroom.

“What the heck?” She rushed toward me. “Zoey, what happened to you?”

“Peter showed up and grabbed me from behind and kissed me before I could stop him. Ryder saw but he didn't see me shove him off or see Amy punch him. He told Ryder I've been sleeping with him for months.”

“What a jerk.”

“I can't believe that he did this,” I mumbled. 

“I can't believe that Ryder believed that trash.” Annette frowned. She stood and grabbed her purse off the counter.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’ll be back later.” 


Chapter Forty

Ryder

I hardly remembered the last few hours. All I knew was that Zoey was gone and what I thought had been real, never really was. It had felt real and she had never given me reason not to believe her, but I saw her kissing that guy with my own eyes. 

Amy had tried to talk to me, and Tristan too, but I had shut everybody out. I needed to pull myself together. Honestly, I just wanted to cry like the big wuss that I was. I shoved all my stuff into my bags, leaving earlier than I wanted or planned to, but I had to get the heck out of New York. 

I pulled my bag over my back and stalked out of the hotel room. Tristan made sure I was good before he left with Amy. I watched them walk away and for the second time in my life, I was jealous. I was jealous that even with all the baggage they had, what they had together was working. Heck, I was just jealous they were even together. I could have dealt with some baggage. I couldn’t deal with being lied to. 


Chapter Forty-One

Zoey

I tried to call Amy again, but it went straight to voicemail. Then I tried Ryder. It rang twice, then went to voicemail.

“Please pick up the phone or call me back. I never cheated on you. We need to talk about this, and shutting me out isn't helping. Please, I love you.”

It had to be the hundredth message I’d left and I would keep leaving them until he called me back or answered. I wasn't sure where he was, but if I didn't hear from him soon, I would be taking the train and getting in his face.

I made one more call to Amy’s office phone and left her a message. If nothing else, I just wanted to make sure Ryder was all right. As all right as he could be, considering what he thought was the truth.

“Please, someone call me. I need to know he’s okay.” 


Chapter Forty-Two

Ryder

“Ryder!” Someone yelled my name. I looked over my shoulder and saw Annette running across the street toward me.

“I don't want to talk,” I insisted.

“I don't give a idiot what you want, douche nozzle. I care about the fact that my best friend in the whole world looks like mad and she told me you won't speak to her over some trash with her even douchier ex.”

“Yeah, and?” I kept walking.

“Did you even talk to her?”

“I didn't need to talk to her. I saw her kissing him,” I roared and turned on her. “I can't unsee that. You think I’m happy about the fact that she’s been him behind my back for months?”

“What?” She laughed. She had the nerve to laugh in my face. “Are you serious right now? Do you even know who that guy is?”

“Yeah, her side piece from what he told me.” I turned to start walking again. 

“Wow, you don't deserve her if you’re going to believe that asshat without even talking to Zoey.” She punched my arm, then turned on her heel and walked away. 


Chapter Forty-Three

Tristan

“I can't believe this trash.” I walked around the suite.

“What trash?” Amy yawned as she walked into the room and wrapped her arms around me.

“All this trash with Ryder.” 

“I mean, he hit a dude. What did he think was going to happen?” she asked.

“No. I mean the trash with Zoey.”

“What trash with Zoey?” She pushed away from me and looked me in the face. “What trash with Zoey, Tristan?” she asked again.

“Some guy told him she had been him for months when Ryder wasn't around.”

“Did said guy happen to have a crooked nose that looked like it had recently been punched?” she asked.

“Yeah, now that I think about it.”

“That's because I’m the one who punched him,” she said, perching her hands on her hips.

“You what?”

“I punched him. He was all over Zoey and she was shoving at him to get off. I pulled her away and then I punched him in the nose. Zoey heard Ryder yelling and then all of that other garbage happened and then she was gone. I figured she was with Ryder.”

I stared at her. “Incredible.”

“Where is she, Tristan? What happened?” 

I shrank under her stare.

“What did you do?” She shoved me. “Tristan, what did you do?”

“I may have said something not so nice to Zoey and then had her escorted out of the arena.”

“Oh my goodness. You are the biggest jerk on the planet. Where is my phone?” She started ripping the room apart. After a minute, she found it. “It's dead. Has yours rung today?” 

I shook my head as she went into the bedroom and slammed the door. 

I walked toward the door and leaned against it so I could hear her conversation. It was quiet for about five minutes and then I heard her talking.

“Are you okay? Oh goodness honey, I'm sorry…. My phone was dead. He said what to you?” 

Oh hell, I was screwed. Not that I didn’t deserve it.

“No, I'll get in touch with Ryder and then it will all be okay,” Amy told her. “It will. Where are you? Wasn't his stuff there? …He did, did he? Uh huh…. Okay, love you, honey, hang in there. We’ll get this straightened out. I'll call you back in just a bit.”

I heard her stomping toward the door so I stood there and took it.

She flung the door open and punched me square in the arm. Hurt really bad, too. 

“Why would you do that?” she barked.

“I didn't—” 

“You know what! It doesn't matter, I'm gonna make a suggestion here and you might want to listen. Find Ryder and get him over here, now! You’re going to help me fix this trash!”

“He left.” 

“Where did he go?” 

“He said he had to get out of here and he left. I haven't talked to him and he won't answer texts or phone calls. I’ve tried to check on him,” I explained. 

“Call his dad.” She put her hands on her hips and waited. I lifted my phone and dialed Chuck Rollins.

“Hey, it's Tristan. Have you heard from Ryder?”

Chuck said, “No, I haven’t.”

“I really need to talk to him.”

“He didn’t say where he was going, sorry.”

“Oh, okay. Will you let me know if you hear from him?”

Chuck agreed to let me know if Ryder got in touch, and we ended the call. 

Amy’s face fell as the conversation ended. 

I winced. “Maybe you should call Zoey back and let her know what is going on and that I'm sorry.”

“This is one apology I am not making for you. You need to call her and tell her you're sorry.” She walked out of the room and slammed the bedroom door.

I decided a phone call wasn’t apology enough. I went to Zoey’s place to talk to her. I had made a snap judgement based on my feelings about what was happening. All I could see was Amy in her place and I had lost all reason. 

I shouldn't have had her kicked out. I should have waited to get all the details, but I wasn't thinking about anything but how to get the situation with Ryder under control. Maybe it was a bad decision, no, I knew it was a bad decision, and I needed to make this right. I was supposed to protect Ryder from this kind of trash, and I had caused almost all of it. 

“What do you want, Tristan?” Zoey asked as she pulled the door open. Her eyes were swollen and red from crying and she looked exhausted.

“I'm so sorry.”

“Sorry about what? That you destroyed Ryder or that you destroyed me?”

“Both.” I sighed. “May I come in?”

She huffed then opened the door and stood to the side to allow me in, but she didn’t say a word.

 I sank into the chair closest to me. 

“I just wanted to come and apologize in person. I didn't know everything. I saw what he saw, and we both jumped to the same conclusion when that guy started talking about being with you and that you were always going to be his. I was so caught up in the moment that I acted without getting all the facts. Amy just told me what really happened.”

“He's my ex. He cheated on me during most of our relationship, and I was too stupid to see it. I haven't seen him in over a year. Maybe I should have told Ryder that he tried to contact me a few times, but I didn't think it mattered. I shut him down every time he tried to talk to me. I just didn't think he would try something like this.”

“Look, I'll fix this with Ryder. I just need to find him,” I promised her.

“Good luck with that. I've left him a hundred messages and texts and he hasn't answered anything.”


Chapter Forty-Four

Ryder

I got off the plane in Vegas and went straight for the gym. I walked in, dropped my bags, and made a bee-line for the treadmill. 

I ran for an hour until my legs were shaking and I could barely breathe. I wanted to pass out—I needed to pass out. Maybe I should just get drunk and forget for a while. I needed to make my heart feel better. Alcohol seemed like the perfect remedy. At least it would make me forget for a while.

I found myself at a hole in the wall bar and half-drunk with women on both sides of me. While the thought of mindless sex crossed my mind, I didn’t think I could have gotten a hard-on if I tried. Maybe that part of my life was over for now. I drank and drank and drank until I didn't remember anything. 

Which was exactly how I ended up without a clue where I was. The concrete wall was warm against my cheek and the sun was hot on my back. When I opened my eyes and everything came into focus, I realized I’d hit a new low—passed out behind the bar in a parking lot with my toe in my hands. Nice. 

I sat up, tucked myself in my pants, then stood looking for the rental car I was sure I’d driven here in. Didn’t take long to find it since it was one of only three cars left in the lot. 

I climbed inside and leaned back against the seat. My stomach rolled and I felt the contents start to travel up my throat. I opened the door and vomited in the parking lot. It was mostly liquid, and I tried to remember the last time I ate. Maybe before the fight? I had won a title and lost my girl in the same fifteen minutes. So much for that fifteen minutes of fame people always talked about. 

I couldn't believe it. I shook my head and groaned. I needed to call my dad, but I also needed a few days to pull my trash together and Dad would insist I do that much sooner. I needed a few more drinking binges before I could face anyone I knew. 


Chapter Forty-Five

Zoey

Have you heard from him?

I text Amy again. No one had heard from him and no one knew where he was. He had just dropped off the face of the planet. 

My phone rang and Annette’s name flashed across the screen.

“Hello?” I answered. 

“He’s in Vegas,” she said.

“What? I need to get out there. Now.”

“I think you need to sit down first. I need to tell you this.”

“What?” My heart sank.

“There are pictures of him at a club with women all over him.”

“He wouldn't do that to me,” I said and immediately realized things were different in his mind. “Incredible. I need to get to him before he does something really stupid.” I had to keep it together and look beyond what I was going to see. “I’m going to let Amy and Tristan know you found him, then I’m going to the airport.”

“Okay, I'm closer to LaGuardia so head there.”

“You're coming?” I asked.

“You’re not going alone.”

“What about Rick?” I said. “Didn’t you guys have some kind of thing this weekend?”

“Nope, because I just dumped his rear.”

I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous of Annette. She was finding her way, just when it seemed I’d completely lost mine.

“Come on, Zoey,” she said. “Let’s get Ryder back for you. I’ll meet you at the airport.”


Chapter Forty-Six

Ryder

The beer was flowing and as long as I sat in this casino, it was free. I played a little blackjack but I was really here to get drunk. I left the blackjack table and found a penny slot machine. Good, it required less thinking. I played for a few hours and then headed to my room. I wanted to plug my phone in and scroll through the life that had been mine even if for a little while. I also knew that I needed to call my dad and at least let him know I was alive. That was the first thing I did.

“Hey, Pops.”

“You sound drunk,” he said, not beating around the bush.

“That's ’cause I am.” I laughed into the phone but not because it was funny.

“Have you talked to Zoey?” he asked.

“Why would I do that?”

“You need to call her,” he insisted.

“Pass.” I sighed. 

“Son, things aren’t as black and white as you might think. It would be in your best interest if you called her.”

“Pass,” I repeated.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“Vegas.”

“Why are you in Vegas?” he shouted.

“I needed to be away from her, all of it.” 

“You need to come home.”

“Maybe in a few days. I need to get my trash together and then I'll head that way. I'll be in touch. Love ya, Pops.”

“Ryd—” 

I was already hitting the end call button. 


Chapter Forty-Seven

Zoey

“Slow down, we don't even know where he is,” Annette said as I practically ran through the airport.

“We have to find him. Get on that gossip magazine site and figure out what part of Vegas he’s in.” 

Annette tapped rapidly at her phone screen. “Found him. He’s at the Wynn,” she announced proudly. “I love the internet.”

I hailed a cab and told the driver where to go. I wrung my hands. I had to see him. I wanted him to see me—I wanted him to see that no matter what, I would always come for him. Protect him. Love him. 

I handed the driver some cash and jumped from the cab carrying my one overnight bag. I ran into the hotel and asked for Ryder Rollins’s room. The lady at the counter refused to give me any information. I turned to Annette and started talking quickly. 

“Sit here and watch for him—I'm gonna check the casino.” I walked around the casino until I finally caught sight of him. I wanted to go to him but I knew this conversation wasn't one we should have in the middle of a busy casino. I watched him for over an hour until he started to move toward the elevators. I followed him and slipped into the elevator. 

He smelled like the inside of a bottle of gin. I didn’t know if that would work in my favor or not.

“Ryder,” I said his name softly. 

He turned and smiled at me. “You look just like my girl…or the girl who used to be my girl.” He moved toward me.

“Ryder, I'm so sorry,” I said, and he stopped tilting his head and looking me over.

“Wait. You are her,” he slurred. “What are you doing here? My heart not broken enough for you?” 

“It wasn't what you thought. I never did any of the things he said.”

“Oh, what? Now that the meal ticket is bigger, you want to ride this train?” He pumped his hips toward me. I had to remember that this was Tristan talking, and not my Ryder.

“I don't care how much money you have, I make my own living.”

“Of course you do, and your living has my name all over it. You know what, it doesn't matter.” He shook his head and swayed away from me. “I don't want to see you now, or ever.” 

Talking to him while he was drunk was definitely not working in my favor.

“This is my room number.” I reached for his hand and wrote the information Annette had texted me about our room on his skin. “Come see me in the morning when you aren't drunk. I love you.” 

I pushed a button and stepped out of the elevator when the doors opened. I watched as his eyes filled with tears and I wanted nothing more than to rush back in and pull him into my arms. I knew I couldn't and that this conversation would have to wait. 

I sighed when the doors closed and then pushed the button to go back and find Annette. I called Amy when I got back to the lobby and let her know what was going on. 

“I found him, and he is drunk off his rear. I’ll call you guys after we talk—just wanted to give you a heads up.” 

“Thanks. We’re pulling for you,” Amy assured me.

“Thank you.” I pulled the phone from my face and sat down beside Annette in the lobby.

“I didn't see him,” Annette informed me, then looked my way. “But you did. Oh honey, what happened?”

“He was drunk off his rear and I decided that tonight wasn't the right time to talk to him. I gave him our room number so, hopefully he’ll remember something in the morning and come and find me.” 

She pulled me into a hug and I tried my best not to cry.


Chapter Forty-Nine

Ryder

I reached for her and pulled her close to me. I laid soft kisses on her neck and ran my hands up her body. I wanted to be inside of her more than anything in the world and with each soft sigh, I moved a little more. I wanted her under me and I worked my way over until I sank into her. 

I sighed as her body melted against mine.  

I woke with a start and reached across the bed, completely disoriented as to where I was. When my head caught up, I realized that I was in a hotel room alone and that she had been a dream. I roared at the pain in my chest as I pulled myself from the bed. I walked to the bathroom and as I relieved myself I noticed something written on the back of my hand. 

It all slammed back into me. She was here in the hotel and had tried to talk to me last night, but I had been a complete toe. She deserved it, but she had also told me what I thought I saw was wrong. 

Even if it was true, I wanted, no, I needed to hear it from her mouth. 

I brushed my teeth then jumped in the shower, rehearsing what I was going to say.


Chapter Fifty

Zoey

The knock at the door was what I had been waiting on all morning. I ran to the door and pulled it open only to find Amy standing there. I deflated a little. 

“I'm here to help.”

“Where’s Tristan?” I asked as I looked behind her.

“He’s in so much trouble, he wasn't allowed to come.” She hugged me, then walked in and dropped her bag on the table.

“Hey, Annette.” Amy waved as she pulled the coffee pot out and poured herself a cup. She wrapped her hands around it and then sucked in the steam. 

“It smells so good,” she said and winked at me. “Did you find him?”

“Yeah. It didn't go very well. I'm hoping he remembers and shows up sometime this morning.”

“Well, I'm here when he does. He should know he isn't the only one that hit that idiot. Oh, and by the way, I pressed charges against him for assault and told him if he drops his charges against Ryder, then we would call it even.” 

“Does that put Ryder in the clear?”

“We had to do something since he skipped town and that would have gotten him in a whole different kind of trouble. The MMA heads are already asking questions. Tristan has been holding them off, but we have to get Ryder back in New York so he can accept his belt formally. We can only do so much.” She frowned. 

I returned my stare to the door. “Dang it, Ryder, where are you?” I whispered.


Chapter Fifty-One

Ryder

I took the elevator to her floor and walked up and down the hall. I couldn't bring myself to knock on the door. I couldn't open myself up like that even though I knew I should. 

I stopped in front of her door and was trying to muster the courage to knock when the door opened. Annette was coming out and didn't look up. She ran square into me.

“Oh, sorry,” she apologized. Then she did a double-take. “Oh, it's you. About time,” she mumbled and sidestepped me. “Make it right, jerk,” she said over her shoulder as she walked away.

I didn't say anything, but I reached out to stop the door before it closed all the way. I could hear Amy talking.

“We just have to get him to listen. It's hard to look between the lines sometimes,” Amy was saying.

“I looked between them when all those pictures showed up online with him covered in women. I mean what am I supposed to think right now?” Zoey replied.

“You love him, and sometimes love is blind, but sometimes it makes you crazy, too,” Amy said. 

“I just want him to believe in me, to trust me.”

“Once he knows what really happened, he will.” 

“I still can’t believe you punched him,” Zoey said to Amy. 

“Well, men don’t get to kiss women without their permission…at least, that one sure doesn’t.” 

I felt like the biggest jerk on the planet as they continued to talk. I had overreacted and it probably had to do a lot with the fact that I was hyped from the fight, but that was a nasty excuse. My behavior was only because seeing another man with his hands on her had made me see red. I wouldn't have heard anything anyone had said at that point. I was a bull raging and that was it.  

I listened for another minute, and then stepped visibly into the room. Zoey turned to look at me and her face didn't change. She didn't greet me or smile at me. She just watched me.

“Ryder,” Amy acknowledged me as she stood from her seat at the table. “I'll give you guys a few.” She walked into the bedroom and closed the door.

“Are you sober?” Zoey asked and looked down at her fidgeting hands.

“Yeah.” I walked a little closer. I wanted to hug her, but I knew that we needed to talk this out first. 

“I don't even know where to start,” she said as she looked up at me with those beautifully sad eyes.

“I'll start.”

“No, I need to explain,” she started.

“You don’t. I heard you guys talking and I need to apologize for my behavior and for not believing in us, in you.” I took a few more steps into the room. 

“Ryder…”

“I know. I know. I can't believe this trash is even happening,” I said and then dropped to my knees in front of her. “I want to fix this, I need to fix this.”

“Then why run away?” she asked.

“I didn't know what to do. I was destroyed and I just needed to get away from all of it. I didn't see you after that. You didn't try to find me. And—”

“Tristan made sure I had no access to you.” Her voice rose an octave. “But that's been handled. He’s dealing with the wrath of Amy.” 

“I don't know what happened,” I said. “I just lost it. I thought of a million different excuses for what I did, but none of them are good enough. I just need this to be okay.”

“I was so worried about you. You dropped off the face of the planet. If those women hadn't been posting pictures everywhere, I would have never found you,” she said.

“Women?” I had no clue what she was talking about.

“At the bar.”

“Ohhhh. I vaguely remember them…and their excessive photo taking. They were trying hard to get me to go with them, but I didn't. I passed out in the parking lot while I was trying to take a leak, though.” 

She laughed.

“You passed out with your toe out?” 

“Yeah, I'm not real proud of that but I was a wreck.”

“I know the feeling,” she whispered. 

I reached out and cupped her face. “Can we get through this?” 

“I hope so, but Ryder, we have to talk to each other. We both have this habit of overreacting and jumping to conclusions, and it has to stop if we’re going to have any kind of future.”

“You’re right. But I have never wanted anything more than you. Whatever we have to do, I'm willing to do it.”

Her hand covered mine and she leaned into it. “Ryder, I love you and that will never change, but you not even being willing to listen to me or consider that there was more to some stranger’s story, well, that really hurt.”

“I know, and I’m sorry, but seeing that man with his hands on you tore me in half. My heart shattered.”

“I'm sorry about that, and I wish I could change it, but I am with you and have been with you since that night I met you. You know me. You have to know that I would never do anything to hurt you. I should have told you that he had contacted me. I told him to stop and he did. And then to be safe I blocked his number. How was I to know that he was planning all of this? He didn't even want me when we dated. How could I have guessed he’d do something like this?” 

“Like I told you before, you’ll always be mine, even when you don't think you are. I love you, Zoey.” I leaned in and kissed her softly before pulling her to me. My world shifted and everything was right the moment I felt her body against mine. I heard her sniffle, so I lifted her chin with my finger. “Please, don’t cry, love.”

“I was so scared this was over. I didn't want to believe it, but it sure seemed that way.”

I squeezed her against me and kissed the tip of her nose. “We can do this. It isn't going to be easy. But I believe in us.”


Chapter Fifty-Two

Zoey

I leaned into his chest and let his warmth consume me. I wanted to jump right back in, but I needed the reassurance that every woman needed. He was saying all the right things, but words are just words until they’re backed up by actions. 

“Ryder.”

“Yeah?” he answered. The deep timbre of his voice set my body on fire, but I had to ignore that for the moment. 

“I know we all make bad decisions, but I need you to be honest with me from now on. We can't keep doing this to each other.” I leaned up and brushed my lips over his, and he caught the back of my head and deepened the kiss. He ravaged my mouth and when I pulled back, we both had tears in our eyes.

“I can't live without you. No, I won't live without you,” he said as he lifted me and placed me facing him on his lap. 

I wrapped my legs around him and leaned into his chest. This felt so right. It felt like home.

“As much as I want to make love to you right now,” Ryder said, “I’m not ready, mentally. I want us to make sure we are okay before we try to bandage this with anything physical. I can't lose you and I am not going to do anything until I am absolutely sure.” 

He kissed me again and then leaned back to look into my eyes. His soul was bared to me, naked in all the right ways. Our hearts intertwined with one look. It didn't feel how I thought it would. I felt like this was peace. Every problem became insignificant in those few moments. I brushed my lips over his and then pulled away to stand up. I reached my hand out to his and helped him up. 

“I'm exhausted, can we sleep?” I asked. 

He nodded. Amy shot out of the bedroom and waved as she left the hotel suite. I giggled at her, wondering how much of the conversation she’d heard. 

Ryder said, “I haven't slept in days unless I was passed out, and that isn't really sleep.”

I sat on the bed and pulled him down with me. He came willingly and we both rolled against each other. He sighed in my ear. 

When I woke up, it was impossible to tell if it was day or night because the shades had been drawn. I looked up at the clock—we had been asleep for over ten hours and now it was early evening. 

“Ryder?” I looked over my shoulder and saw him smile, then heard his stomach growl. “You hungry?’ I asked. 

“I can't tell you the last time I ate a meal.”

I flipped in his arms and looked into his face. “You aren't eating?”

“Not really, I haven't had much of an appetite.”

“Well, I guess I need to feed you.” I got up, called room service, and ordered half the menu. I knew he could eat and maybe he would have an appetite now that we were trying to get back on the right track. I climbed back in bed and traced his jawline with my finger. 

“I missed your touch,” he said, never looking at me. 

I ran my finger over his lips and he kissed my finger softly.

“I don't want to forget this happened, but I want move on and not ever let it happen again,” he said. “Maybe if it stays in the back of my mind, I'll remember how much of a miserable idiot I was without you.” 

“I'm not going anywhere,” I promised and I meant it with all of my heart. 


Chapter Fifty-Three

Ryder

When I walked out of the bathroom, Zoey was spreading food out over the table. It was everything I wanted to eat before the fight but never did. There was pizza, cheeseburgers, french fries, steak, fried chicken, and giant bowl of pasta with alfredo. I wanted to eat it all, but I waited until she had the plates ready. 

I scooped food onto my plate and ate and ate until I felt sick to my stomach. Maybe not eating for a couple days was a bad idea. I was not built for a liquid diet.

I tried not to think about what I had seen, but it kept popping into my head. That jerk with his hands all over Zoey, his face mashed to hers. Each thought was a dagger to my heart. I knew in my head that this wasn't her fault, but at the same time, I couldn't unsee it. 

“It's going to be okay,” she assured me as she pulled the chair out beside me and laid her hand on my forearm. It was almost as though she could read my mind.

“I’m trying, babe. There are just some things that are going to take some time.” 

She leaned over and kissed my cheek.

“I know, but I love you, and that will never change. The obstacles we are going to face in life are never going to be easy. We can only trust and love each other enough that they won't matter.”


Chapter Fifty-Four

Zoey

A couple hours after we’d stuffed ourselves, my phone rang. It was Amy.

“You guys hanging in there?” she asked.

“Yeah, we’re good. Should be heading back later tonight. Annette is working on the flights,” I said.

“I'm glad he’s okay,” Amy said. “We’ll see you guys tomorrow. If there’s any reason you can't be here by noon, please let me know. Peyton was able to push it back one more day but the blow-up of social media isn't looking so good for Ryder.”

“I know.” I sighed. I wanted to blame myself, but I knew it wasn't all my fault. 

“Once he formally accepts the belt and the press conference after, Tristan and Peyton can do damage control. Tell him for now not to answer Tristan’s calls. They can talk face to face, but seriously a two-day bender probably wasn't the smartest plan.” 

“I think it’s safe to say he’s aware of that.” I laughed. “I'll call you when we’re on the ground.”

“Talk to you soon.”

I hung up and turned to Ryder. “Amy says not to talk to Tristan until we get back to New York.”

“Trust me, I'm not. I want to wait for that rear chewing as long as I can. The one my dad gave me a few minutes ago was enough for one day. However, Tristan shoulders a little blame in this too, so, maybe he won’t rip me a new one.” He plopped in the chair and reached out for me. 

I walked over to him and leaned against the chair arm. He snaked his arm out and wrapped it around my hips. 

He said, “I don't know what happened but I'm glad it did, kinda.” 

I looked down at him. He was opening and closing his hand as he watched it. 

He continued, “I lost you and I don't ever want to feel like that again. I now know what it means to be willing to take a bullet for someone. There isn't anything I wouldn't do for you. I let my insecurities get the better of me and that sucks. With all the trash you’ve had to face, you’ve always found a way to deal with it. You didn't even get mad over those pictures.” 

I reached out and stroked his hair. “You know, it would have been really easy for me to just leave you out here and let you do whatever it was you were planning to do. Those women weren’t even a blip on my radar. Actually, they helped me find you. If they hadn't been posting pictures all over Twitter and Instagram, I never would have been able to get to you. I knew you wouldn't sleep around on me. For some reason, I just knew.”

“I haven't had a boner since before the fight. Besides, even if I’d have wanted to, I doubt with the amount of liquor in my system these past two days that sex would have been an option. I didn't want to have sex with anyone, but you know what I mean.” 

I knelt beside him and looked him in the eyes. “I'm sorry I didn't tell you about my ex. I'm sorry that I didn't protect your heart more, but I don't want to talk about this over and over. We have to move on or it will sink us in guilt and that's not what I want.”

“I'm sorry that I didn't trust you enough to hear what you had to say, and I'm sorry that I overreacted and shut everyone out,” he said, and leaned towards me. “And I'm most sorry for making you cry.” He gave me a shy smile and then kissed me softly.


Chapter Fifty-Five

Ryder

I saw the tears welling up in her eyes and I wanted to make it better somehow. In any way I could. 

“You know since you’re moving in when we get back,” I said, “it’s only right that I share something with you.”

She smiled at me.

What she didn't know was that I already had the ring and had planned on asking her after I won the title, before all of the chaos began. Dad had tried to talk me out of it, saying not to rush, but he knew how I felt about her. I had taken the ring from my father and wanted nothing more than for Zoey to love it as much as my mother had loved it.

I got up to grab my duffel, which I’d brought up from my room, and I pulled the small jewelry bag out. The velvet pouch felt heavy in my hands but it held a promise for the future. 

“You are mine, Zoey Marous, and I want everyone to know that.” I sat back on the couch, pulling her beside me. “I promise you, I will never run away again. I promise that I will always put you and your feelings first. I promise to love you with everything in my body and soul. I also promise to give you my heart and let you do as you please with it.” 

I slid from the couch onto my knees in front of her. She watched me, and her hand moved over her mouth.

“Every day that you aren't mine is one day too many. I want to make this permanent.” I pulled the ring from the velvet bag and held it between my fingers. “We can get married whenever you want, but first I need you to say you’ll be my wife.”

She looked at me, eyes wide, and my heart tightened. I suddenly had a fear that she was going to say no. Had I pushed her too far? Did I not give it enough time? I knew what had happened had been hard on both of us, but I wanted to marry this woman and I didn't want to wait any longer. Seemed to me, the longer I waited, the more chance we had of being stupid. I looked in her eyes and waited for a response. She opened her mouth and then closed it again. I broke out in a cold sweat. 

“Ryder, I…If you…can…” She couldn't finish a sentence, her brain working faster than her mouth.

“I want you to be my wife. I want that more than anything and I was stupid and let trash get in the way. Please say you’ll teach me to be a great husband.” 

She looked down at the ring in her hands, but she didn’t speak.

Heart pounding, I asked again, “Will you marry me, Zoey Marous? It was my mother’s ring and I want you to love it as much as she did.”

“It's beautiful.” She smiled at me. Then she jumped off the couch and landed in my lap and kissed me. “Yes, I'll marry you, yes!” 

I laid her out on the floor and covered her body with mine. I took the ring and put it on her finger. I kissed her hand softly. 

“This is the worst and the best week of my life,” I said.

She giggled. I had her head between my forearms and I leaned in and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and stretched the ring hand up to look at it.

“It really is a beautiful ring and I'm so glad that I get to carry her memory with me every day.”

“There isn't another woman I would rather trust her memory with.” I looked into Zoey’s bright green eyes and watched as the tears fell over her lashes and ran down the side of her face.

“I am so glad that this day ended this way and not the way I had feared. I don't think there has ever been a day in my life that I have felt emotions like I did today. I hoped when I got here and found you that we would be able to make it all better but this…I hadn't expected this.”

“I talked to my dad a month ago and I wanted to do this with him, but I feel like this is what we needed.” 

“I love you.” She leaned up to kiss me. I met her halfway.

“God you're beautiful,” I said, and kissed her again.

“I know you said you wanted to wait before we got, you know, physical,” she whispered, “but I really want you to make love to me right now.”

I wasn’t about to deny her that.

“Before we do this, though, I have to know that we will always talk first, always trust first. Never let anyone or anything be more important than we are,” she said.

“Yes, always.” I kissed her forehead. 

I took her to the bedroom and laid her carefully out on the bed before moving to lie beside her. I removed her jeans slowly and undressed myself. I crawled alongside her body and kissed every single exposed inch of her. 

“Please.” She pulled at me. 

I wanted her more than she could know. I lifted her legs at the knees and brought them with me and I leaned forward. I felt myself slide against her wetness and then pushed slowly until I was fully seated inside of her. It was a position that gave me more access to her and I was going to enjoy it. 

She moaned and rocked her hips against me.

“You feel amazing,” I whispered and pulled out a little before pushing back into her warmth. We spent the next hour reigniting and reconnecting. It was slow and long and exhausting. It was the best feeling in the world. When we were spent, I pulled her against me as our breathing calmed. 

Her phone pinged a few minutes later, and when she tried to move I refused to let her go.

“I have to check. It's probably our flight plans from Amy or Annette.”

I let her go and she hurried into the other room. She rushed back into the room, holding her phone, and jumped back into bed.

“Dang baby,” I said, “that makes me want to start all over again.”

“What does?” she questioned as she looked up from her phone screen at me.

“Your belly bouncing all over the place.” 

She smacked me hard across the chest and I had to rub the sting out.

“Our flight leaves at three a.m.,” she said.

“That's in like four hours. We should get some sleep.”

“Can we make it by noon to the arena?” she asked.

“I think so, but it's a six-hour flight. We might be rushed a little, but we should make it in time.”

She punched away at her phone and then laid it down on the side table, then rolled over in the bed and smiled at me.

“What?” I smiled back, unsure why.

“Just you. I mean how can we just move on like this?”

“’Cause we love as hard as we fight, babe.” I kissed her forehead, then pulled her against me.


Chapter Fifty-Six

Zoey

“Ryder, get up, we have to go.” I shoved at him again. I had gotten up and showered quickly, asking him to get up while I was still in the shower. I knew he wouldn't, so I had given myself an extra five minutes to get him out of bed. You would think that waking up at five a.m. every day would make things easier, but he was not a morning person, or middle of the night person for that matter. 

“I'm up,” he groaned from the bed.

“You’re not moving and the cab will be here in fifteen minutes.” I laughed as he threw the covers off and hopped out of bed. I was surprised he was dressed.

“Yes, I pulled my clothes on and got back in bed while you were in the shower, don't look so surprised.” He grabbed me. “I love you, and I can't wait until we’re home.”

“Me either! But hurry up, buttercup, we gotta go.” I slapped him on the rear as he walked toward the bathroom.

“Yeah, yeah,” he laughed as he shut the door.

* * * * *

Traffic had sucked. Who would have thought traffic would be so bad at two in the morning? But, an hour and a lot of traffic later, we were in the security line with Annette. It took another forty-five minutes to get through security, and then we were running toward the gate.

We boarded just in time, and about thirty minutes later we were in the air and on our way to try to fix what had happened over the last few days. It was a mess, but Amy had said to let Peyton and Tristan handle it. Our instructions were to talk to the press only at the press conference when Peyton was in control of the questions. 

Several hours later, I was ready to get the flight over with. I leaned my head against Ryder’s shoulder and felt his hand squeeze my thigh when the captain announced our descent into New York. 

I hated landing more than anything and I stiffened. 

“I've got you, now and forever,” he whispered in my ear. 

When we walked out of the airport, we were greeted by Amy and Tristan, who was talking on his phone. He waved us toward a big black SUV when he saw us. 

“I'll call you later.” He hung up before turning to Ryder.

“You and me? Yeah, we are gonna talk and then you are going to apologize to the MMA uppers and beg their forgiveness for being stupid.”

“Okay,” Ryder agreed and then climbed into the vehicle without another word. It was something else to see a grown man put in his place like that. I would have expected it from his father, but Tristan wasn't playing about any of it. 

“The ceremony starts at noon, so we’re going to have to run in quickly. There’s a suit in the back seat for you, so get changed as much as you can without flashing everyone in the car. It should fit. We used the measurements Amy had on file. Once we’re inside the arena, you don't speak unless it is to receive your belt and then only answer questions that Peyton approves. Got it?”

“Yes. I'm really sor—” 

Tristan cut him off. “Sorrys are for later.” He continued to drive us toward Manhattan and Madison Square Garden. 

We walked through the trenches of the arena down a memory lane I hadn’t really wanted to walk down, but I held tight to Ryder as we passed by the place where all of this had started. 


Chapter Fifty-Seven

Ryder

I kept my eyes forward and followed Tristan’s lead. I shook hands with all the right people and then walked into the room where they would present my belt. 

As soon as I walked in, cameras started flashing and people started yelling questions. Peyton quieted everyone down and told them we would answer questions after the presentation. They had already given me the belt. I didn't really understand why we had to do it again, but they had their formalities. 

I listened as the head guys spoke. I stood when I was supposed to, received my belt, and shook hands with everyone that offered. As they left, Peyton took over and the questions started.

It didn't last very long as everyone wanted to know about the charges that had been filed against me and why I took off to Vegas. Peyton shut all of that down and basically said unless it pertains to the fight, don't ask. I answered the questions and when it was over, I was pulled from the stage and moved into another room where Tristan clapped me on the shoulder.

“I want to rip your head off and congratulate you at the same time,” Tristan said. “I mean seriously, man.” 

Zoey, Annette, and Amy all laughed.

“It's gonna be okay from this point forward.” I gave him my best innocent smile.

“It better be. My nerves can't handle this trash for another two years.” 

I reached for Zoey and pulled her toward me. “How about we make a better memory of this place?”

“What do you mean?”

I raised my eyebrows and then tugged at her ring finger.

“Oh.” She grinned at me.

“So,” I said, “before we all go our separate ways, I wanted to make an announcement.”

Tristan, Amy, and Annette perked up. Apparently, Amy and Annette had been asking Zoey for details, but she’d been stalling them. 

I said, “After all that has happened over the last few days, I needed to make sure that Zoey was tied to me forever. I was a jerk and somehow, I still convinced her that she should be with me. I asked her to marry me in Vegas and she said yes.” I held up her hand and waved it around. 

Zoey was smiling and leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before Amy and Annette pulled her away from me. Peyton walked into the room and joined in.

“I can't believe she’s going to make an honest man out of you,” Tristan said, and gave me a guy hug, slapping me on the back. “I'm still mad at you, but this is good news.”

“She made me more than just an honest man—she made me a better one.” I smiled at him. 

“I get it.” He looked longingly over at Amy.

“You thinking about it?”

“Every day, man, every single dang day.”


Epilogue 

Ryder

I held the belt over my head and looked for Zoey. I found her and pointed at her and then my heart. It had become our thing over the last few years. My career had been a fairytale and Tristan, Zoey, my father, and me had agreed that holding the title for four years was probably a good time for me to retire. I was pushing my mid-thirties at this point and wanted to leave gracefully, and not in a way that left me injured. 

Tristan and Amy were ringside and already climbing up to congratulate me. Amy held her hand up before I could pull her into a sweaty half-hug, and I saw the giant diamond on her finger. After giving her a giant hug, I turned to Tristan.

“So, she finally agreed to marry you, huh, you piece of trash?” I laughed, smacking him lightly on the back.

“I wouldn’t take no for an answer,” he said over the roar of the crowd.

“Spoken like a true sports agent,” I shouted back.

Tristan laughed, then he and Amy said they’d see me later. Zoey finally made her way forward. “That was amazing,” she exclaimed. 

I lifted her off her feet and kissed her. 

I accepted my belt and we walked toward the back room and the MGM Grand. After three years of marriage, it was hard to believe every year got better. She had signed a deal with Neiman Marcus to carry her everyday line. She still worked too much, but after hiring some staff, it had become easier. We had tried for a little bit to have a baby but it hadn't worked out. She was discouraged, but I assured her we had plenty of time. Now, with me retiring, my time would be more my own. Dad was running the day-to-day operations of the gym while I ran a fight school. We had a future and we were going to make the best of it. 

“Did you know I love you?” I all but shouted over the noise in the arena.

“I had no idea,” she replied cheekily. 

“You know my retiring means you have to put up with me more. We'll be home tomorrow and then you have me for a month before you have to head back to New York.”

“You should come with me.”

“I should. I can think of a few things I’d like to do to you in New York.” 

She giggled. “Are you trying to get in my pants right here in the middle of the arena?” 

Cameras were flashing, the fans were cheering, and yes, I was trying to get into my wife’s pants.

“When am I not trying to get in your pants?” I asked her. “I can't think of a time since I met you that I wasn’t trying to get in your pants.”

“You're stupid and I love you.” She smiled up at me.

I knew that I was the luckiest man alive and as good as we were now, I couldn't have imagined anything better. 
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Chapter One

Drake

The ruthless jerk just never quit. We were down by six, but I knew we were going to score and end it. I knew it, and the fans did, too. Everybody except the poor, exhausted mongrels on the other side of the line understood we weren’t going to be stopped again today. And the reason they didn’t get that was because the heart of their defense, number 56, Larvon Johnson, wouldn’t let them.

I glanced across the line and made a mental path of where I needed to go. Right through his hunting grounds. Fifteen yards away and about that many seconds left in the game. Johnson’s motor was legendary. Even when the laws of science dictated he had to be exhausted, number 56 would only run faster and hit harder. Truth be known, he was one of the people I had always tried to emulate, even though he was a linebacker and I played offensive tight end.

Smitty, my quarterback, bit off the snap count. I glanced up, and there was Johnson, across the line and closer to the center. Smiling right at me. Mongrel knew it was coming my way. I grinned back. Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help it.

I had timing on my side. Our play called for a double-move, and if I sold it right, and if he really was painting me with a bull’s-eye as his smile suggested, then it was all set up.

My six-feet-six, two hundred sixty-five-pound frame was tired and sore, but I wasn’t about to slow down, either. Not now. Like most tight ends, for my size, I was fast. A lot faster than any linebacker. But I’d never been wide receiver fast. 

There was a difference between fast and quick. Johnson was quick. Over ten yards? Incredible, he reached top speed in a step-and-a-half. It might be fair to say I had four or five gears to his two, but what he did with those two got him into the Hall of Fame.

McGlosky snapped the ball, and I pushed the defensive end out of my way and stepped. Johnson closed in, and time slowed down.

I’d never come across as one of the smartest players, which was to my advantage. Big blue-eyed white dude with a shaved head and a few tats.  I had my act with all the trash talk and partying making the news. 

I’d spent a lot of time cultivating that image, but the truth that remained was that I’m actually pretty smart, at least relatively, which I conceded wasn’t necessarily saying all that much. Before the game even began, I had reminded myself over and over again how smart Johnson was. That meant not trying to oversell anything. His recognition would be almost immediate, and he wouldn’t bite on big, exaggerated fakes like some Rookie. 

I took four steps as fast as I could, angling toward the sideline. I let my shoulder turn outside an inch. Then I turned my hips just another extra inch, so it looked to the fast, tactical analytical computer inside his head like an out was really going to be a hook.

He bit.

I turned back in on the slant. The ball was already in the air. Johnson stopped dead—he knew he’d been had—but then, like some standard transmission truck with the RPM needle buried in the redline, he charged toward the end zone and then spun. Suddenly, he was aimed right at me.

I watched the ball hit my hands when I was two steps outside of the end zone. Then everything went black. 

No pain. No memory.

“Mathison, are you okay? Wake the heck up!”

I opened my eyes and was met by a few of my teammates. Trainers and doctors pushed through the group. It sounded as if I were underwater, a weird, echoing blur of sound. A second later, there was an enormous uproar as the crowd went wild and my head began to clear.

I sat up, still clutching the ball. I had no clue where I was or what had just happened. All I knew was I wanted to stand up and take it all in. There was no way I was staying down. This wasn’t an injury. I wouldn’t allow it to be. An injury wasn’t something I needed, not in a contract year.

I stood and wobbled as the trainer grabbed my arm. He nearly toppled over as my size towered over his five-feet-something frame. “Drake, take it easy. Can you walk? Let’s get you back to the locker room.”

* * * * *

The TV blared, mounted high on the wall in the corner of the room. It was on the twenty-four-hour sports network showing highlights from the game. A thin white sheet covered me, and a bag stuffed with my belongings sat on the chair across the room underneath the TV.

I stared at the screen as the play came on and closed one eye, squinting to bring it into some semblance of focus. My focus might have been a little on the unstable side, but I could hear fine, and the mics had picked up everything. First, the sound of our pads smacking roared through the television. It had even shut the announcers’ up for a second. Then came the yell from the stands and the announcers’ voices once more: “Did he catch it? Did he catch it? Yes! Touchdown! Drake Mathison with the winning catch! Oh my goodness, did you see that catch?”

Then came silence. “Wait, Bob, Mathison is down. This doesn’t look good. He made the catch and . . . would you look at that, he’s still clutching the ball like it was the last toy in the store, but he’s not moving . . . medical staff and trainers are rushing onto the field.”

It was strange watching myself wake up, glassy-eyed, then standing and doing the usual “Give it up for me!” arm wave to the crowd. In my mind, it felt like it was just a second later, but I’d been transported to the hospital. Like my gramps used to say, “I don’t know Tuesday from Market Street.” I loved that expression. 

I could only imagine what had gone through my agent’s calculating head right about the time I’d made that catch. If I’d had the first clue what was going on, I probably would have laughed at whatever look was most likely spreading across his face right then. Tristan Thorne. Super sports agent. My agent. I had probably just made us both a load of money, securing my future and his. Which presented the question: Why wasn’t he here checking on me? I wondered if he was out at his favorite steak place with his employees celebrating. 

“That was a heck of a catch,” a female voice pulled my attention from the television on the wall.

I turned to find a woman walking in, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. I’d been hit hard on the field, but this felt like an even harder hit.

I found myself looking at her. No, staring at her, taking her all in. I barely knew where I was, but my instincts kicked in. I may have been born to play football, but I’d learned earlier than most I was also a natural at picking up women, no matter the circumstances.  

And this woman was gorgeous with smooth, thick brown hair and big, soft brown eyes. Her perfume overtook me. I immediately thought about something I’d heard once about great perfume, that it doesn’t smell like whatever it is in the bottle; it makes the woman smell more like her. I’d always thought it was trash before, but now I was thinking it to be true.

She was smiling at me with an expectant look on her face. Wait, she’d said something to me. I tried to concentrate. Right. The catch.

 “Yeah, thanks. Wish I remembered it.” I chuckled as I attempted to focus my eyes on hers. I blinked a few times, but that made the room start to tilt. Finally, I just gave up and kept my eyes closed.  “Did you know you’re the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever seen? Incredible, I don’t care if you hear that all the time, you’re beautiful. What’s your name?”

“Jennifer.” The noise of the television stopped suddenly. “I’m turning off your TV. If you blacked out, it means you have a concussion, and you shouldn’t be watching anything.”

She had a smile in her voice while she spoke. I opened my eyes for a moment, wanting to see the smile I heard in her voice, but everything was still blurred, so I closed them back immediately. I caught enough of a blurred glance, though, to imagine that perfect smile as I kept my eyes shut. She explained moving me into another room for an MRI. So, in an effort to make things easier for her — and to get a chance to interact with the gorgeous nurse — I reached out for her so she could help guide me into the chair she had wheeled in for me.  A few minutes later, she was helping me slide onto a cold table, and for the next thirty minutes, I listened to the banging of the MRI machine and tried to remember exactly what had happened. Instead, I kept seeing the face of the woman who had wheeled me out of my room in the ER.

Just over thirty minutes later, I was back in that little room. One of many tiny rooms along each wall of a big square space, and in the middle of that square were doctors and nurses at desks with fronts that were tall like barricades. Jennifer pulled the curtain across my room’s entrance — but she didn’t close the sliding door — and started messing with a device that took my temperature. She shone a tiny flashlight in my eyes, but I closed them again as soon as possible. I was no stranger to pain, but everything hurt. 

Instead, I focused on my other senses, because when she was this close, I could smell her sweet, minty breath. 

“So, am I dying?” I joked. 

She giggled. “Hardly. Don’t you remember the doctor talking to you just a few moments ago?”

“Heck, I’m starting not to remember anything that happened to me in my entire life before seeing you.”

“Oh, that’s actually a pretty good one.” 

I had no doubt she got hit on all the time—a woman that beautiful had to. I tried opening my eyes again and was rewarded by that amazing smile, and this time I was able to see her eyes. Because of her smile, those eyes were cutely compressed half moons sparkling at me, but I could tell how big and gorgeous they would be when she opened them up, and I knew right then I had to see them staring into mine, begging.

“I’d take another hit from Johnson right now to know your last name.”

“We can’t have that,” she teased. “It’s Dodd. Jennifer Dodd. Please sit still for a minute while I check your blood pressure, Mr. Mathison.”

“Only if you stop calling me by my grandfather’s name. I’m Drake.”

 “If you stay still, I’ll call you anything you like.”

I laughed and did what I was told. I wanted to get out of there. But I was torn because even more, I wanted further attention from her.

She unstrapped the blue Velcro cuff from around my arm and quickly typed a few things into the bedside computer. 

I started to get up, but she said, “Drake! Uh, uh, uh. That’s not a good idea.”

My vision went to pinpoints, and I might have even heard one of those old Looney Toons sound effects signaling the end of the cartoon. I lay back. “Incredible, you’re right.”

“What do you need?”

“My bag.”

She dropped it right onto my chest. I understood it as a rebuke and gave a weak laugh in response. “Thank you.” She just smiled that amazing smile back at me. I rummaged through the bag and found my phone. Just as I expected . . . a load of missed calls, and just then it started buzzing. Tristan. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes because if he hadn’t been calling, I would have been pissed. 

“What’s up?”

Jennifer tried to interrupt, “Mr. Math— Drake! You can’t use that here.”

“What?” I said, playing dumb. “In here or in the whole hospital?”

“Well, you’re not supposed to until—”

I stage whispered, “I’ll be quick, I promise!”

 “Drake? Drake, are you there?” Tristan attempted to sound concerned.

“Yeah, they don’t want me on the phone.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. They did an MRI. I should hear something soon, but I know it’s just a concussion.  Hey, Tristan, where the heck are you?”

“Me? I’m—don’t you remember?”

“Yeah, I remember you decided to go scout out other potential clients while it’s game day for the biggest client you’re ever going to have in your entire career.” I was laying it on thick, but suddenly I was a little angry. 

Tristan muttered into the phone, “No, I’m here at the office, working, for you.”

I knew he was lying. “Man, what’s the story with my endorsements? You going to close a couple deals or what? Feels like everyone’s just playing games.”

“Drake,” he said, “you just worry about making sure you’re okay, got it? Especially after that catch today, we’ve got them right where we want them. I’ve set every one of them up so the ball is right in their court, and it’s perfect. They have to call us, and when they do, I’ll be sending a picture right to all of their phones. Maybe I’ll send them each a different one. There’s about eighty to choose from on that one play alone. Jones trying to hit air. You crashing into each other. Him cursing you and knowing the game’s over. You holding onto that ball like you’re trying to squeeze it flat, even while you’re out cold—”

I had to admit, he was saying all the right things. I liked what I was hearing. Suddenly he said, “Drake, hang on a sec—”

“Don’t you take that—” but he hung right the heck up on me.

I swiped angrily at his contact info to call him back. If he didn’t answer, I would fire his sorry rear via voicemail. But my phone buzzed again. It was my quarterback. 

“Mathison, you beautiful gorilla! You there?”

 “Who the heck you calling a gorilla, meat?”

“I’ll tell you who’s calling you one right now, man, Johnson, that’s who!”

“I don’t even remember it, Smitty.”

“You’re kidding me!”

“Nope, last thing I remember is running toward the end zone, then I’m in the hospital with Jennifer here.” I didn’t tell him about seeing the replay once already on the crappy hospital TV because a guy is supposed to give his teammates the chance to regale him about his heroics.

Jennifer, meanwhile, was glaring at me with a bemused expression on her face.

“I don’t think Jennifer wants me on the phone,” I said.

Smitty laughed, clearly not giving a trash about what Jennifer wanted. I gave her the just-one-more-second index finger and rolled my eyes like we were both putting up with an obnoxious interruption. She looked like she still wanted me to get off, but she finally shrugged and sighed. Then she stood up and turned toward the door. 

I didn’t want her to leave. I wanted her to stay there, at my side.

Smitty was telling me about the play, so I held my hand over the phone and whispered to Jennifer, “Don’t go, please? This will only take a sec—they need to know I’m okay, otherwise they’ll come down here and crowd the halls.”

She stopped. She must have been visualizing a herd of men weighing well over three bills each, accidentally backing into the ER staff as they tried to attend to patients. They’d be flirting with nurses and filing in and out of my room. I suspected she thought if she didn’t do what I said that I might just invite them, and she came back to stand by my bed.

I could have sworn she was about to rest her hand on my forearm, but she stopped herself and let her fingers fall on the armrest with all its controls. Her slim, tan fingers with short, clean nails wrapped around the armrest, and even with a phone to my ear and my head all swimmy, I couldn’t help the vision of them wrapped around something else. 

I did the only thing I could think to maintain a little control and grabbed her little hand in my gigantic one. It wasn’t hard to get away with certain behavior when everyone thought I was just an overgrown, fun-loving party hound who got to play a game for a living. It especially helped if I’d just made the winning play—on Sunday—while getting knocked cold.

I noticed how, despite its relative size to mine, her hand felt firm and had its own kind of strength, reminding me it belonged to someone who worked for a living in situations even more intense than mine—helping people. Smitty droned on with tales of the aftermath on the field, but I looked at Jennifer’s eyes again, seriously this time. She didn’t move but took a deep breath, which made me notice her chest as it moved. I kept my eyes up, barely. My peripheral vision worked just fine. The list of her features that distracted the heck out of me just kept growing.

“Drake, you still there, man?”

“Yeah, yeah, Smitty.”

“I asked what happened to the ball.”

I looked at her and raised my eyebrows while mouthing, “Football?”

She used her free hand to point under the bed, cuter than Bambi.

“I got it right here.”

“Dang, man, that was beautiful,” Smitty yelled through the phone.

“Can’t wait to get a good look at it.”

“Hey, everyone’s asking. You okay?”

“Rubbish yeah. I’m great. They just got paperwork, then I’m outta here.”

Jennifer bit her lip, and her eyebrows pinched up, making adorable worry lines in the middle of her forehead. She was probably worried that I might take off before getting the green light from the doctor. On that, she wasn’t far off, but I winked and shook my head like we were conspirators. 

She giggled and put her hand to her mouth. My brain started going off again with some pretty graphic hospital fantasies. This wasn’t normal. I’d always hated hospitals. I hated the smell, the lights, and the boredom. The nurses made it tolerable, but even then my fantasies leaned toward getting them home with me, or anywhere but there.

 “Drake, did you get the MRI results yet or not?” Smitty’s voice pulled me back from my involuntary daydream. Smitty wasn’t stupid. I actually didn’t know many quarterbacks who were.

 “They’re on the way. But I feel good. Last thing they need here is an ER packed with our O-line.”

“Incredible. The whole team will be there.”

“Yeah, well, thanks, but I’m telling you I’m fine. If they say otherwise, you’re my first call.” I meant it, too. 

“All right. Text me when you leave.”

I pulled the phone away from my face but spoke loudly enough for Smitty to hear. “Jennifer, this candy rear quarterback of mine won’t let me get off the phone unless I promise to text him when I’m getting out of here. Would you help me remember to do that?”

Jennifer’s timing was perfect as she quickly replied, “Yes, of course, I will, Mr. Mathison.”

“Ha,” Smitty said. “Forget you, Drake.”

“I love you, too.”

We hung up.

Before we could have one of those awkward, oh-garbage-we’re-holding-each-other’s-hand moments, I said, “Jennifer, there is no way I’m staying here longer than another thirty minutes.”

The curtain started to slide open, and she slipped her hand away. The doctor moved in, looking at an iPad in his hands. “Mr. Mathison, how are you feeling?”

“I feel great, Doc, no kidding. Ask Jennifer.” I liked that he didn’t try to fly a kite or tell me what a great play I’d made.

The doctor briefly turned his gaze toward Jennifer, saying nothing as she smiled through pursed lips and nodded. “He’s been cracking jokes. I couldn’t keep him off the phone. His conversations are quick and responsive.”

He gave her a condescending smile, then turned back to me. “You’ve received what is technically a grade-one concussion even though you were actually out for awhile. What do you remember?”

I told him and made sure to keep it clear. Not putting on an act, not worrying about image. This wasn’t one of the regular hospital ER physicians, but a specialist the team had hired to protect its assets. 

 “Well, normally I’d like to keep you under observation for the night. But you have someone who can watch you carefully for the next twenty-four hours, right? Your color looks normal, and with your level of health, well, I’m inclined to prefer you being in your own home where you’ll be more comfortable.” The doctor tapped away on his iPad, making notes. He paused his note-taking and looked at me, waiting for my answer.

“Sure, I’ve got someone.” The truth was, I didn’t. I wasn’t the type of person who wanted someone watching over me. Or what I should say is, that’s how I would have felt if I hadn’t just met Jennifer. I turned my attention toward her. “Unless the team wants to send over a nurse?” I chuckled.

I didn’t think the doctor got what I meant, but Jennifer rolled her eyes behind his back as if she thought I was just wise-cracking. I wasn’t. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea,” the doctor said. “You should let them know, and if they need some names, have them call my office.”

I tried to hide my smile. Jennifer looked hopeful—at least, I didn’t think I was imagining it.

“All right, Mr. Mathison,” the doctor continued, “I’ll get you out of here in ten minutes. But this is a head injury. It’s serious. And excuse me for saying this, but I’ve found it gets the point across to those who work in a profession that requires them to feel invulnerable. You want to have children someday, correct?”

“Well, yeah, sure. Someday.”

“And you want to be a father to them, instead of a jerk who screams for no reason, and does other strange, terrifying things all throughout their childhood that they would never, ever forget.”

He hadn’t posed it as a question. My eyes grew bigger, and I could feel a faint tightness in my chest at the sudden serious turn of the conversation. I’d heard similar warnings before, and there wasn’t a player alive who didn’t know football takes its toll. This time it got to me more than usual. The doctor was a bit of a jerk himself, but good at his job. 

“Right,” I said tightly. “I don’t want that.”

He smiled and shook my hand. “You’ll be fine, Mr. Mathison. Just take it easy for the next two days. I’ll meet with you and your coach on Tuesday at your team’s facility. If you feel absolutely anything out of the norm, call my direct line—day or night.”

I took his card and placed it on my chest as I let out a long breath. I was even more eager to get the heck out of the hospital. “Thanks, Doc. Will do.”

I waited until he walked out beyond the curtain, leaving Jennifer and me alone. She smoothed the edge of my blanket and gave me a quick smile. “Well, congratulations. Sounds like your team will get to see you soon.”

I cleared my throat. I didn’t care about the team anymore. “Look, I know this is weird, but would you mind…?”

She cocked her head and stared at me for a second. “Would I mind…what?”

“Look, strictly professional.” That wasn’t just a lie, it was a darn lie. What I wanted was anything but professional. “After that little lecture from—what does he like to be called? Goodness?” 

She laughed so loud she had to put both of her hands over her mouth to try to trap it in. I decided I’d make it my personal mission to make her laugh like that every single day.

I cleared my throat again. I sounded as nervous as a high school freshman. “I just want someone who knows what to look for watching out for me. I know it’s weird, but it’s like I’ve gotten to know you a bit. I don’t want some strange nurse knocking on my door.”

She looked me in the eyes and shook her head. “You don’t actually need a nurse. You could just have a friend watch you.”

“I don’t have friends, I have teammates.”

She stared at me, still with her head cocked slightly. “There’s a difference?”

“Yeah. Look, if I call one of them, ten are going to show up. And they’ll treat me like a big baby at first.” She smiled at that. “And I’ll have to show them I’m fine, better than fine, better than ever. Then they’ll find the beer, if McGlosky doesn’t already have a keg in his truck, and before you know it, who’s taking care of the recently concussed Drake Mathison? No one. Until you’ve seen NFL players blowing off steam after a win, you haven’t seen a party.”

She didn’t seem to be amused or even buying anything I was telling her. “C’mon. You have to have a girlfriend. Probably more than one.”

“God’s honest truth, I haven’t found a woman who would put up with me. They either flake out, or I drive ‘em crazy.” 

She seemed to contemplate the idea. I reached out, attempting to grab her hand, almost begging. 

She pulled her hand away, but she nodded. “Okay, strictly professional.” 

I had the urge to grab her and kiss her, only to have the mood killed by the arrival of a guy dressed in scrubs. He was rolling in a wheelchair.  

“No way,” I barked out immediately. There would be cameras outside. I was getting pissed off all over again that Thorne wasn’t there with me. 

Harass this. I whipped back the sheet and stood up, trying not to wobble on my legs. Headrush. Concussion. Whatever. I rummaged through my bag until I found a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. While I yanked them on, the orderly and Jennifer tried not to flutter around like hummingbirds. I felt bad for upsetting Jennifer, at least, but a wheelchair—honestly. 

I walked out into the hall. One of the team’s trainers was there. He looked like he needed to see a doctor himself.

“Drake! Goodness. Am I glad to see you. They wouldn’t let me stick around for the MRI, and they sent me halfway across the hospital to the wrong place.”

That seemed weird to me, but I shrugged as Jennifer moved to stand next to me. Trying to ignore her, I said, “They want me in the wheelchair.”

The trainer nodded. I knew he would understand. It was a contract year, and it was no secret my agent was shopping endorsement deals. This was the worst possible time for me to look weak.

 “They have a waiver form,” Jennifer said, “but it usually takes them an hour and a half to fill out. I might be able to pull a string or two.” She shot me a small smile. 

Right now, she was a goddess.

Our whole gang trailed along behind her, with me still walking. The orderly seemed to be trying to resist the urge to bounce the little footrests of the wheelchair against my Achilles' tendons. He must have been nervous, but I was starting to get wound up, wondering if he thought I was the kind of guy who would start prancing and dodging his little contraption. Even though I knew it made me a total jerk, I actually started taking slower, longer strides, daring him to even tap the back of my shoe just once. Stupid. There would have been news that night: mangled wheelchair wrapped around some dude in a white uniform. It would be the next big meme. 

My phone vibrated with a text. Tristan. Chickenshit couldn’t pick up the phone. Sorry, I didn’t mean to hang up. But please trust me. I’ll call you tomorrow. Rest up.

 “Phoo,” I said.

Everyone stopped. I hopped into the wheelchair and put my football right in the same spot it was when I came into the hospital, in the crook of my arm.

“Get me outta here,” I said. “By the way, this is Jennifer…” I nodded back toward her. “Jennifer—”

She reminded me, “Dodd.”

“Jennifer Dodd, and she’s going to keep an eye on me for the next twenty-four hours, doctor’s orders.”

“You’re a nurse?” my trainer asked.

“Physician’s Assistant.”

He nodded like that made him a lot more comfortable. Maybe it did, but I got the impression he was just trying to be cool in front of me.

We got out of the main doors, and the team had a car waiting for me. Flash bulbs were blasting all over the place, and that’s when I realized I wasn’t necessarily one hundred percent.

The bright flash messed with my head.  I’d learned how to stop squinting at the flashes years before, but in spite of that, I felt myself flinch. It took all of my concentration right then to slap the same old grin on my face and look around like it was just a big party in my honor. 

I pulled off my usual routine, acting pumped up and grinning like I was ready for anything. I didn’t have a care in the world.  They had questions because they always did, so I spoke before they could get them out. “Did you see that catch? Oh, man, I am doing great. Big win for us. Sorry, but I’m late, team’s celebrating without me!” 

I kept it up, right until I slid into the car. Incredible, I wanted nothing more than to be at home.

I was surprised when Jennifer climbed in after me. I hadn’t even noticed the medical bag she’d been carrying. She settled into position in the back with me and placed the bag on the floor. I had just assumed she would finish her shift. Heck, didn’t she at least want to grab her car? Not that I was complaining. It was pretty cool that she was coming along, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. So, I didn’t say anything, and she didn’t either.

As the door closed. I sat back and a wave of nausea rushed through me.

 “You just got pale awfully quick. Are you okay?” She leaned in close, examining my eyes. I wasn’t so out of it to miss the sight of her beautiful brown eyes growing wide. Not to be pompous, but I had nice eyes, too, and Jennifer wouldn’t be the first woman to admire them. I watched her staring at me, and I inhaled her minty breath. 

“Drake?” she asked. “Did you just forget the question?”

Question, question…oh. “It was the flashes.”

“That’s normal,” she said. “Plus, you haven’t had anything to drink or eat for a while, either. Does water sound good?”

“Maybe when we’re out of the car.”

“How far is your place?” she asked.

“About half an hour.”

“Twenty minutes,” said the driver.

“If you feel any worse, just tell me right away. I’ll give you an IV.”

I’d had them before, during games on the sidelines, but I wasn’t in the mood to have a tube stuck into my veins. I grabbed a cold bottle of water from one of the cup holders and made myself drink it. It must have done the trick because suddenly I was desperate. I downed two more bottles, hardly taking a breath.

I caught a glimpse of her as she smiled at me, almost giggling, while I chugged the water down like I was in one of those dreams where I couldn’t even taste it. 

For the rest of the ride, we sat in silence. Her soft hand rested on my thigh. I’m sure she had it there for comfort, but I decided to imagine it was there for another reason entirely—the exact reason I had wanted her to come home with me.  I hoped to perdition that my jumbled up head was going to cooperate with what my body wanted. 

As we pulled up to my front door, Jennifer reminded me to text Smitty. I tapped out a quick message to him and then allowed Jennifer to help me into the house. I turned around to thank the driver, but he was already gone. I never even had the chance to tip him, or the trainer who’d been at the hospital for that matter. I wasn’t on my game. I put a note in my phone to remind myself to send them both a little something.

When I finished with my note, I looked up to find Jennifer standing in the entryway. With what flashed through my mind, I knew I wasn’t that much off my game. “Hey, make yourself completely at home. Actually, I’ll give you the quick tour, okay?”

“Why not?”

“Great. But after the tour, I hate to admit it, but I’m dying to see that play on a proper screen, what do ya say?”

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind seeing it myself. But then we turn off the television. You need to give your brain a break.”

I grinned and said, “Sweet,” just to get a reaction.

She pursed her lips like she was trying not to laugh.

First, I showed her around, trying not to lay it on too thick. None of the, “And here’s the hot tub,” stuff, but it wasn’t like she couldn’t see it. We went through the kitchen, and I opened the fridge. And halle-frigging-lujah, someone from the team had fixed me up with a whole platter of steak sandwiches, a tub of barbecue chicken legs, and a bunch of other thoughtful choices from our usual post-game spread, all packed up in containers. 

“Tell me you’re hungry, because what I’m about to do to this food is not going to be pretty if you aren’t joining in.”

“I’m starved.”

I grabbed the containers and set them out on the counter. If I had any small plates in the entire kitchen, I had no clue where they were. I pulled two of my “normal” plates out, and when I handed one to her I was suddenly afraid she’d drop it. It seemed normal to me, but in her hands, it looked more like I’d just handed her a platter for a Thanksgiving turkey that might feed a family of twenty.

Here’s the thing . . . the NFL is different. In terms of height and weight, I’m not all that big, relatively. It’s no exaggeration to say pretty much everything in our world is super-sized, and we occasionally encounter some pretty unexpected—and occasionally delightful—reminders of that. This was one of those times.

Jennifer and I loaded up our platters and considering what a tiny little thing she was, the way she piled everything up, I stopped worrying. It was clear she could hang. The last thing I did before leaving the kitchen was reach for a six-pack. A gesture that was met with a stern glare.

“No booze,” she announced.

I was about to ignore her, but then what the doc told me came back, and I didn’t even pretend to fight. “Okay.”

“It’s just that it can mask several symptoms. No alcohol until after they clear you on Wednesday.” 

“That doesn’t mean you can’t have one.”

She paused. I liked that. She wanted a cold beer, but she didn’t want me to feel left out.

I said, “Oh, go on already. One of us may as well enjoy one. Let’s watch some highlights!”

We settled onto the couch, at opposite sides, unfortunately. She cracked open a beer and took a few good swigs. She looked more natural doing it than some of our kickers. While she drank, I had a chance to watch her neck just above the little white collar of her t-shirt which peek out from her blue scrubs. Like the rest of her, her olive-toned neck was little but perfectly proportioned. The first thing that popped into my head was it was too small for my hands, but not my tongue. I thought about getting her so turned on that she’d cross over that magic barrier, from being appalled  at the thought of me licking my way up her neck, to writhing in ecstasy at the mere thought of it. It was an idea that made me start to sweat. 

She caught me checking her out from the corner of her eye, so I chuckled, hoping to play off the lust that I have no doubt had sneaked onto my face. 

She sighed. “That’s a darn fine beer. Sorry for guzzling it, but it was really good.” She let out the cutest belch I’d ever heard in my life.

I started laughing. “We’re you a truck driver before you became a physician’s assistant?”

“Shut up.” She tossed a throw pillow at me, and even though she laughed, I saw the hint of a blush nestle its way past her tan. It was a bigger challenge than Johnson had posed earlier that day to keep myself from ripping those hospital-issued scrubs right down the middle and taking them off her. I wanted her to feel me, badly, to feel what I knew I could do to her. But I was also dizzy, which I wasn’t about to admit, and hungry. I hoped I’d be a little more ready if we let the evening go on. 

I reached for the remote and flipped on the television. This time, I wouldn’t have to see the play while squinting through one eye. Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait for ESPN to show a replay of it. Every game was immediately uploaded to the team’s Cloud account so we could view it when we needed. Once I located the upload from the game, I fast-forwarded to the end. There I was on the screen, running to the end zone, waiting for the pass. Then the catch, and the hit, and everyone waiting for me to stand up. 

I resisted the urge to rewind it, but Jennifer grabbed the remote out of my hand and did it for me. We watched a few times. The video caught Johnson standing over me and cursing, and they had fun with it. One of the producers had edited so I could hear “Fu,” then the shortest little silence, and “ing,” and then “Mathison.” One of the announcers coughed with a “ck” sound with perfect timing, and what were the censors going to do with that? 

We laughed our rears off. Jennifer was giggling so much she pulled her knees up to her chest. I peeked over and had to add one more item to the list. For someone so petite, she had the most amazing curves in exactly the right places.

She must have seen me checking her out again. I thought about making a move. I usually had pretty good timing—I always seemed to know when to move in for a kiss, and I wasn’t shy about it. At that moment, though, I was still thinking it wasn’t right. I needed to control myself. Here she was in her hospital scrubs, and I had to figure out how to offer her a pair of incredibly comfortable, chic women’s pajamas I had in a drawer upstairs, without making it sound like I kept them around for the parades of women rolling through.

When I first signed my contract, the team gave me a list of numbers I might want to call. One of them was a home decorator . . . or designer or whatever he called himself. Timothy. I actually don’t even remember his last name. And he was gayer than Tinkerbell and proud of it. He knew the real estate agent, too. They sat down with me, and after five minutes they had me all figured out. I was here to play football, and if I was ever going to worry about the things I wanted in a home, it was dang sure not going to be my Rookie year.

Timothy had said, “Honey, just leave it to me. We’ll go classy but solid, and make it fun for you. You just go hit people.”

That was fine with me. He was funny. He kept reaching over and putting his hand on my forearm. I didn’t give a garbage because he was good at his job.

It was Timothy who had put the women’s clothes in a couple of drawers I wasn’t ever going to need to use anyway. They had never been touched since the day he proudly escorted me through my new home. I was thinking about telling Jennifer the whole story when she scootched over and climbed on top of me, right there on my big leather couch, while highlights still played on the TV.

“Time to turn off the TV,” she said. “You can leave the sound on, just turn off the screen.”

“Uh.” I scrambled with the remote until the game highlights blinked into darkness. The commentatotrs’ voices continued, but I turned down the volume. It seemed neither of us was really going to be listening to it anyway.

She looked into my eyes. I put my hands where I’d wanted to ever since I saw her, right up into her long, soft, dark hair. I was careful. My hands were big and always had been. They had always been double the size of normal kids’ my height, and after years of working them to withstand the abuse of line drive spirals in sub-zero weather and linebacker helmets, they’d gotten even bigger. I was born to play football, and more precisely, to be a receiving tight end. I made sure not to completely envelop her head, but her hair felt like some kind of ancient magic blanket, softer than any silk, and strong enough to protect a lost prince from a raging storm. That little analogy made me realize my head really wasn’t on straight, but I went with it. If anything, it made what was happening more intense than any experience with a woman I had ever had before. I felt that area where the back of her neck started to curve and my thumbs could brush the places near her temples, and something about it carried me off to a place where fairy tales are born. I slowly guided her head down toward me until my lips covered hers. We kissed, our mouths moving together, our tongues twining. She tasted a little like the barbecue we’d pulled from the fridge, and I suppose I did, too. But mostly she tasted like I had imagined,  a little bit of mintiness to her breath and scent. I could roll in it and be happy forever.

All I could think about was putting as much of my skin against hers as possible. I teased the edge of her shirt, wondering how she would react, wondering if it would be okay. And hoping like mad that it would be. Her skin along the edge of her waistband was smooth. I wanted to taste it. 

“You have to take it easy.” Her words were soft against my lips, almost sighs, but there was a thread of authority to them.

I looked down. My shirt was off, and my pants, too. I didn’t even remember undressing. It wasn’t the concussion, either—it was Jennifer and how focused I was on her. 

“But—why?”

She laughed and said, “You look like someone just stole your puppy. No, I mean we’re going to do this, but you need to be still, at least tonight. I can’t let you exert yourself too much.”

I only considered protesting for about a millionth of a second. I liked to be in control, but I could get on board with this. We had the TV sound on, but I was all for a woman who wanted to mess with football highlights running. 

She slowly removed her scrubs and her t-shirt. Then she unhooked her bra, revealing the most delicious breasts I’d ever laid eyes on. I reached for her, but she shook her head and said, “Wait.” Then she shucked off her panties. “Condom?” she asked.

“My wallet,” I said, pointing to my jeans.

I watched the view as she strode a few steps to where my jeans had been tossed on the floor. God she was beautiful. I wriggled out of my boxer briefs while she found my wallet and pulled the condom out. Her eyes grew wide as she suddenly stopped and gave me a startled look. I would have grinned at her and thought up something clever to say, like “Did you think it was just my hands that are big?” but at that moment I was a bird on a wire, trembling, and even somehow hoping this wasn’t a dream brought on by my concussion. After her pause, she proceeded to sheath me and then she climbed back into my lap. 

She swayed a little bit and slowly sat all the way down and began to shudder. I watched her perfect little body with all the right curves, as her head tilted back and she closed her eyes. After a moment’s recovery, she started to move very slowly on top of me, taking me in and out. The only parts of me I moved were my hands, exploring her soft skin, the peaks of her breasts, the hollow of her throat, the soft skin behind her ears. Then, of course, her breasts again. She had little triangle tan lines on her breasts. I held one, which actually did come close to filling my hand, and kissed the other. She moaned and leaned forward, gripping my hand against her, begging without words for me to squeeze. I did, careful to not quite cross the line into pain. Then I leaned back and watched. 

Her skin was such a tantalizing dusky olive next to the white of mine. Somehow the contrast made everything even more intense. She leaned forward and put her hands on my shoulders and squeezed. I barely felt it. She began to shudder again, and I tried to hold back, wanting it to last and last. There was no chance of that. I couldn’t stop my mind from thinking about how every inch of me was filling her up inside, so hard and hot in her it must have been like iron with a heartbeat. It was my turn to put my head back and close my eyes. Maybe it was the remnants of the concussion, or that it had been awhile since I’d had a woman, but I’d never heard the low groans that kept coming out of me over and over again.

Afterward, we stayed on the couch, her breath on my shoulder. I buried my nose in her neck and hair, breathing her in and running my hands up and down her back. Finally, she whispered, “I need to move.”

“Let me,” I said. Before she could protest, I sat up and cradled her in my arms so I could carry her upstairs. She laughed. It reminded me of bubbles coming out of a champagne bottle.  

We showered together, the warm water pounding against us in a soothing rhythm. Jennifer grinned mischievously as she ran the soapy washcloth over my member, which twitched in interest. When I dried her off, I paid careful attention to her breasts, tweaking the peaks until her breath came harder. “Mean,” she said when I stopped.

Grinning to myself, I led her to the dresser and opened the door. She didn’t even raise her eyebrows when she saw the silky women’s nightclothes with the tags still on. Her small hands rummaged through until she found a color she liked—a blue that looked great with her skin. 

She didn’t ask about the clothes. Maybe I was disappointed. Did I want her to ask? It was a good story. Besides, their presence here made me look like a man-whore. I really didn’t get around nearly as much as one might think. Certainly not as much as the media made it seem. I have never had any trouble talking with women, but as good an athlete as I was, it was still the NFL, which meant a level of competition most people don’t seem to comprehend. In reality, I was just about exactly the opposite of my image. I didn’t party all night during the season, ever. Well, except in the one bye week we got, maybe, back when I’d first started. The truth was, I wouldn’t deny I’d had my share of women, but there were times I’d practically been a monk. I had a real shot at the Hall of Fame. Nobody made it there if they weren’t disciplined.

She pulled on the pajamas. I’d rather have seen her nude in my bed, but these looked soft against her curves, although a little long. She held her wrists out to me, so I rolled up the sleeves for her as if it were something I’d done for her a hundred times.

Still dripping from the shower, I finished drying off. My body was telling me I was good for another round. “Maybe you should just skip the PJs,” I said.

Then I winced. My head. Something about the shower, or my vigorous toweling off, or maybe all the blood rushing around in my body…I wasn’t feeling so hot.

She picked up on it right away, and her brows furrowed in concern. “Look, we’ll have plenty of chances. Maybe later in the week we can go a little crazy, but tonight, you need your rest.” 

I muttered, “Yeah, sure, right,” or something. At the moment, all I could think about was lying under those covers. Which was saying something considering thirty seconds before I was thinking about pulling those blue pajamas back off her.

She pulled the covers back for me, and I closed my eyes. I felt her leaning over, tucking me in. I stretched out all the way and hit that pillow, and dang, I felt a little guilty thinking it was almost better than sex at that point. Her soft lips pressed against my forehead, and before I knew it, I was asleep.

* * * * *

Sunlight peeked through the dark blue curtains Timothy had hung in my bedroom, making them lighter in places where the fabric hadn’t gathered. My room was dim, but not so dim that I couldn’t see Jennifer lying next to me.

I leaned up on an elbow and looked at her. She lay flat on her back, and the curves of her breasts, all natural, pressed against the sides of her soft pajama top. There was something about a woman’s skin after sleeping all night. It was softer than any other time, bar none. I couldn’t figure out what would cause that. I couldn’t remember something quite so unique as that feeling of smoothness when exploring a woman’s body early in the morning under the covers together.

Her face was soft in sleep, but she was starting to stir. Tentatively, I put my hand on her hip and slid it up under the buttoned top. She made a sexy murmuring sound—all the encouragement I needed. I didn’t care what time it was or whether the world needed either of us, I unbuttoned her shirt, and then found all the little places on her I could touch. 

She was so patient. She might have let me touch her that way for hours, rubbing small circles against her skin, finding all of her softer parts. Finally, I got to the point I could barely stand it anymore, and I slid my hand down to her waistband. She moaned in approval. Her eyes only half-open. I was gentle, but not too gentle, and within five seconds she started whimpering.

I pulled back and grinned. “Do I need to take it easy now, Nurse Jennifer?”

She growled, “God no!”

I teased her a little more, reveling in her little gasps, until she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and tugged me closer. Then I pleased her with not just my hands, but everything I had. She wrapped her arms around me and tried to grab my muscles however she could and held on.

I kept up a gentle, sensual rhythm, watching Jennifer’s eyes as I moved. She didn’t close them, which was perfect. After this many years working on my conditioning, I loved watching a woman watch my body. 

Just like the night before—when I’d gone in slowly but all the way without stopping—she wrapped her legs around me and started shuddering again for a long time. Then she stopped and turned those big eyes up to mine, and it was exactly like I had fantasized about in the hospital. 

She looked into my eyes, begging with hers, and said in a husky voice, “Idiot me.” 

I pressed into her, harder and faster. She started moaning over and over, urging me on. I could feel my breath coming harder and faster. Jennifer’s moans got longer and louder, and I lost all sense of everything but her. 

Her breasts were bouncing out of control, and her mouth was open as wide as it could get and perfectly round. This woman is so sexy. I groaned louder than she was shouting, but I couldn’t really hear it—I could only hear the beating of my heart and my ragged breathing. 

I collapsed onto her, just barely remembering to keep my weight on my elbows. We lay that way for a long time, her knees spread out flat against the sheets. We were sweating, and her hair lay in tangled strands. I had a fantastic limber feeling, where every joint in my body felt warm and relaxed. I hadn’t felt so good and loose since high school—I’d been wearing pads and running into people, hard, since Pop Warner. 

Reality had its way of setting in, though. I rolled over, thinking of everything that I had to do. I had to make some calls and find out whether I was supposed to be anywhere or not. Pressing my forehead against Jennifer’s, I looked into her eyes and said, “Thank you. Thank you for letting me know you.”

She grinned. “My pleasure. Really. Yours, too, I guess.”

Cheeky vixen. We dressed and headed down to the kitchen. Before I could dial Smitty, my phone rang. Tristan. While I answered, Jennifer explored the refrigerator and the kitchen cupboards. 

“Drake!” Tristan shouted through the phone. “How you feeling?”

“Frying pan?” Jennifer mouthed.

I pointed to the cupboard by the stove and smiled widely at the sight of her rear stretching those pajama bottoms. 

Tristan was pissing me off. I was fully aware that he was only concerned with how I was doing because making him money depended on it. He really needed to work on his empathy skills. I said a few things to him, and Jennifer turned in alarm. When she saw me staring at her rear, she giggled.

I quickly ended the call with Tristan. I wasn’t in the mood to get into it with him. 

Jennifer started making eggs. I called the coach, letting him know I was alive. He quickly reassured me I didn’t have anywhere to be, and then I proceeded to do what I wanted to do — help Jennifer make breakfast. 

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” I said as I sidled up behind her. “This wasn’t part of the deal.”

She pressed back into me. “I think we did a lot that wasn’t part of the deal.”

“True.” I nuzzled her temple and the tiny wispy hairs along her forehead, then planted a soft kiss there. It just seemed like the natural thing to do.

Once breakfast was made, we ate our eggs and talked about high school friends, and how it’s weird to keep in touch online when we never really see them. We talked about her college experience as a nursing student and how it compared with mine as a football player.

Too soon, she looked at the clock. “I have to get back to my place and get ready for my next shift.”

“I’ll drive you,” I said. I didn’t want her to go so soon.

 “No, you just rest and get better. We’ll have plenty to do together when you’re done with the protocols.”

Contrary to my image, I was not the kind of guy that got some action and then was immediately bored and moved on. And there was something about the way she was just assuming we’d have all this stuff to do together. Technically, we hadn’t even gone on a date, and it was as though she’d skipped all the middle stages and took our relationship up a notch. I felt like a jerk for even thinking about it like that, but I also didn’t want her jumping to conclusions about our relationship. I’d been burned that way before—women expecting too much, too soon, just because they wanted to bag a player. 

I started to protest, but she lifted a hand to stop me and said, “A cab is fine. Really.”

That was trash in my book. If a man could afford it, he sent a lady home in a real car, not a taxi. If he was loaded, a limo was even worse, trashy. In my case, it was even easier, because it always seemed the team had practically a thousand drivers, with perfectly normal, nice big cars, on-call, so I called one for her. 

“The car’s on the way, Mr. Mathison,” the guy on the other end of the line assured  me.

I stared at Jennifer, feeling a little awkward. It was unlike me. I never felt awkward. I was happy in my own skin, content with my body. Still, what did last night mean for her, and did it mean the same for me? I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t feel equipped or eager to discuss it.

Maybe she picked up on what was going on in my head because she stripped out of the silky pajamas. I tried not to ogle her as she pulled on her bra and scrubs.  

“Drake, don’t worry about me,” she said, picking up her medical bag. “You’ve got a lot to do. Just take care of your business. I’ll call you, okay?”

But this wasn’t right, either. Wasn’t there some middle ground? Something between exclusive partners and the brush-off she was giving me now? I opened my mouth, not sure about what I wanted to say. I didn’t want to tell her to come back this week. Even one day off and I was going to be playing catch-up right up until game time on Sunday. And I knew I was going to pass all of the concussion protocols. I’d be playing, and I needed to study film, get the reps in with the offense, catch up on the stretching and cardio I’d be missing, not to mention the weight room. All of these thoughts were going through my head.

With perfect timing, the car pulled up out front and let out a couple of short honks. I finally managed to say, “You better call me, or I’m coming back to the ER.”

She laughed and replied with, “We can’t have that.” 

It sounded dismissive, though, like it was the polite thing to say.

I kissed her, inhaling her minty sweet scent. It still drove me wild, despite the doubts descending on my gut like a ton of linebackers. 

I walked her out, opened the door for her, tipped the driver, and she was gone. 

I went back inside and texted Smitty about the schedule. Either Tristan or the trainer or someone had talked to him, too. Like the head coach, the team just wanted me to take it easy at home, preferably in bed. That was fine by me.

Wandering back into the kitchen, I grabbed the dishes off the counter and put them in the sink for the cleaning service. I tossed empty containers from last night’s barbecue into the trash.

The whole time, something nagged at me. Where was the football, the one I’d scored that winning touchdown with and gotten tackled to within an inch of my life for?

I hurried back into the living room, slowing only when my head pounded dully, and looked on the couch. Not there. I checked under each of the cushions, my hands scrambling between them like a giant searching for his lost treasure. For an absolute fact, concussion or not, I knew I had left that football right on the couch. Maybe it had rolled off onto the floor, but I looked everywhere. The football was gone.

She stole it.


Chapter Two

Tristan

Drake was absolutely right—he was my biggest client, and the way his career was heading, he very well could end up being my biggest ever. 

The catch he made was all over the news. It was on the front page of every local newspaper and made the cover of sports sections in just about every city and town that didn’t have its own team. There was no such thing as too much press, but this was definitely better than the usual coverage of his wild, off-the-field exploits.

I should have been overjoyed, for him and myself, but instead, I was miserable at the idea of reaching my peak with my first big client. It was not something I could swallow. 

At thirty-four-years-old, I already had fifteen agents working for me, and they were the best of the best. These men and women, a lot of them older than me, were not just on commission. They had salaries and benefits and other perks. I didn’t land them because of my looks and charm.  I landed them because I was good, and I was going to be the best.

We were closing in on the billion-dollar mark of negotiated player contracts in the last few years and had raked in over forty million in commissions. Drake’s contract was an essential portion of that, and it was up for negotiation this year.

For days, I had been justifying missing his game to myself. We needed more clients. I needed them, true, but it was as much for Drake as for myself, and all the others. He didn’t understand that, and he didn’t care. He just wanted to get paid and enjoy how much the world loved him, or hated him, as long as it paid attention to him. Simple. I don’t mean that as any kind of indictment, not at all. That’s professional sports. 

The real problem was he needed to trust me, even if he hadn’t figured that out yet. If anything, it was more obvious to me than him that I had to step up and deliver. His contract was going to be massive, that was clear, but my job was to make it massive and then some, and there were so many ways to do that. 

My dream scenario was to close one extremely juicy endorsement, ride the press wave on that right to signing his contract, and then let that reverberate right back the other way again. Let them try to knock our doors down. Them being all the companies with all their products and all the other athletes out there who needed to be represented. The up and coming athletes of all shapes and sizes. 

The ones I had spent some of my time with yesterday instead of being there with Drake.

 If I could just get the big mongrel to shut up for a second on the phone and listen. I called him the morning after he got his bell rung. Better late than never. 

He picked up fast. “You better never hang up on me again.” He laughed while he said it, and I felt a bit of the tension ease from my shoulders.

“Hey, I really am sorry about that. It was a slip of the thumb.”

“Whatever, Thorne, don’t worry about it.”

“So, how you doing?” 

“Heck, I’m fine. Maybe it knocked some sense into me,” he chuckled.

I heard a female giggle in the background. For some reason, it pissed me off a little bit. I tried to be funny about it but probably should have kept my mouth shut. “I guess you really are fine. She sounds lovely.”

“Hey, Tristan, I like you. I think you can do a good job for me. But I’m getting this uncomfortable feeling you aren’t pulling your weight. You hear me? The last thing I need from my agent is an uncomfortable feeling. Things are heating up, and I want to know where the heck I’m going to land.” Then he hung up on me.

Idiot. 

I felt my face redden and my pulse quicken. This was the last thing I needed.

I needed to get him on board with how I was playing things, but there was no talking to him sometimes. I was tempted to drive over to his house. I had this image of interrupting whatever it was he was doing with whomever he was doing it with. 

Instead, I opted to find some solitude and get some work done. Everyone should have a place like that. A place they can go and really clear their head, be at peace, get themselves into that zone where everything really is okay and the best ideas can unstick themselves from wherever they hide. Maybe a favorite coffee shop, or a library, or just a park bench. For me, it was a hockey match.

The few people who knew the ice was my place to go thought I was nuts, and they let me know it. But for those who didn’t, it was the last place they’d ever think to look. Who gets their work done amidst that particular brand of crazy?

I loved all sports, but there was something about the sound of those skates on ice. The violence and grace weren’t even matched by football, at least, not in my mind. Professional hockey players are the toughest people who have ever lived. There were a million stories, things like guys playing on legs so broken the jagged edges of bone were rubbing against each other and the surrounding tissue with every single movement. 

They weren’t lies. It was a whole hockey culture thing. There had to be a player or two who might need a new agent at the game. I was sure of it. Or I just needed an excuse to get out of the office.

 I walked by my assistant’s desk. “Adrienne, I’m going to the match. Send me the latest stats on every free agent in the NHL, would you?”

“I’ll never understand how you can even hear yourself think at those games. You must stand out like a carrot in a pile of peas in that suit.” She shook her head as she continued to type.

I did a double take, not sure how much I liked her little analogy, but it was pretty funny. “You know it helps me relax. Mine is not to reason why. I just go with it.”

Adrienne had been my assistant since the start of it all. She knew nothing about sports and didn’t have the mindset it took to be an agent, but she was organized. Just a few years younger than me, she spent all of her free time with her two kids and husband.

Free time. That was something I didn’t have much of, and that meant she typically didn’t get much either. The job had become more demanding over the last few years, but I compensated her for it. 

Her husband loved the perks she brought home, tickets to games, meeting athletes, but he wasn’t fond of the long hours and stress it put on her. Her perfectly styled blonde hair was usually frazzled by the end of the day, and lately, I was getting the impression it took every ounce of strength in her petite frame to hold back from really telling me what was on her mind at any given moment.

I waggled my phone at her on the way out, and she nodded. “I’ll send them, promise,” she said. 

I barely made it to the elevator before I called her.

She answered with, “Forget your umbrella?”

I had actually but didn’t want to admit it. And it was pouring rain. My driver was right out front anyway.

“Pull the contract for Parker Starr and send it along, too, and if Nike finally gets off their rear about Mathison, don’t stop calling me until I pick up. If we can land them early, all we have to do is watch the dominoes.”

“Will do, boss. Enjoy the hockey. You know, with all this extra time on your hands, have you considered maybe, I don’t know, finding a date? Pretty woman at home ready to put a bun in the oven might be all you need.”

I laughed. “That’s not the plan, Adie. Maybe when I’m thirty-seven, but she’ll have to be an A-lister in Hollywood.” 

She groaned and hung up. I stepped off the elevator and made my way to my car.

Wentworth, my driver, spoke quietly. “Hockey match today, Mr. Thorne?”

“Absolutely.” As I settled into the backseat, I tried to catch his eye in the rearview mirror. “Wentworth, am I ever going to get you to call me Tristan?”

“We’ll see, Mr. Thorne.”

* * * * *

My advice to anyone who ever went to a hockey game for the first time and found they weren’t liking it was to use their ears first. There was no other sound in the world like those skates carving and scraping the ice. Add in the wooden chops the sticks made, and then all the rest with the hard rubber puck, crowd noise, the buzzers, and sound effects. I loved it all. 

The NHL was great, but for me, the minor league matches were where it’s at. The NHL helped pay the bills, but the minors reminded me of why I got into this line of work to begin with. Kids played with passion there. Once they moved up, all too often they played more for the money.

I stared across the ice. For some time, I’d been thinking about Joey Duncan, the goaltender who was already warming up by the time I’d reached my seat. His stats alone guaranteed this was his last season in the minors. It was just a matter of where he was going to land. 

It turned out, Adrienne was right. I looked around and had to smile. I had my navy business suit on, and all I could see were blue jeans, cargo shorts, and t-shirts . . . many of them covered with hockey jerseys. 

I loved it. 

Until I looked through the Plexiglas. Just around the bend from me, close enough to read lips, was Liam Rose wearing a charcoal suit that might have cost as much as mine, if not more. He nodded at me, and I said, “Incredible,” but I did it with enough courtesy to make sure he could actually make out what I was saying. 

He smiled and nodded, and I shot him a grin. 

Liam Rose was my old boss. He and his agency, 360 Sports, were legendary, worldwide. The Aussie mongrel gave me my start and, truth be told, made me who I was.

I still hadn’t forgotten, and I never would. 

We were all lawyers in the business, even then, every one of us. When it came to business, we had hides as thick as battleship armor. This meant when someone shafted us, it was just business. We were conditioned not to start acting like a whiny jerk. Instead, we’d get even.

I worked for Liam until he messed me out of my biggest commission. The money was just too much for him to say goodbye to, and he flat out admitted it. 

It was just as much my fault as it was his.  My employment contract gave him the right to put a cap on the commission on any deal, even after the fact.  That didn’t mean it wasn’t trash. It was, but at least he didn’t try to act surprised when I told him it was the dumbest, greediest, shortsighted move he’d ever made. Then I’d walked out on him. I used it as the kick in the rear I needed to motivate myself even more.

I hated Liam, but I admired him at the same time.

Regardless, seeing him leering behind the glass helped dampen my good mood. Hockey was my thing, and he knew it. I muttered something about the scum sucker from Sydney under my breath.

Someone next to me giggled a little bit. But it wasn’t a rude kind of laugh, so I ignored it and checked my phone. The stats I’d asked for hadn’t come through yet. I texted Adrienne and told her to make sure Duncan’s were at the top of the list. It was a little petty of me—she might have been all set to press send, and there I went adding an extra chore to the mix. But I was already pissed. It wasn’t too much to ask to get me the stats when I asked for them. Considering the salaries I paid, there was no way it was too much to ask.

I couldn’t wait any longer, so I called her. She answered. I had made myself wait a second because I liked Adrienne. She had been loyal to me, and me to her. And I guessed she recognized the pause, because she said, “Boss, sorry, I’m on it.”

“What the heck, Adrienne?” My voice carried a little even inside the noisy arena, and a few people looked at me.

I probably sounded like a huge jerk, but she had been slipping. Her work just hadn’t been the same over the past few weeks.

“I was on the other line. It was a personal call, but I had to take it.”

I settled down, mostly. It wasn’t her fault all this trash was going on at once. The crowd was getting loud, and the game was starting. “I’m sorry! I just need that information. Get it to me as fast as you can, but one more thing.” 

The arena was getting louder as game time approached, and I found myself yelling into the phone while covering my other ear so I could hear her.

“Go ahead,” she said.

“Reach out to the Caps for me and set a meeting. They need a goalie, and I think I have someone for ’em.”

“Okay,” she said. “Stats for goalies, Joey Duncan on top, Caps meeting.”

 “No! Stats for all the free agents!”

“You want me to get the stats for every free agent in America for you?”

I paused for a second, trying to stop seeing red. “Why the heck would I ask for something that would have me waiting until my hair went gray and only grew below my belt?” I took a deep breath and attempted to calm down. “All the stats for free agents in the NHL, don’t you remember? And yes, Duncan’s contract on top of the rest you did just happen to recall. And by the way, I could have sworn I asked you for the same dang free agent stats about a week ago in an email. I bet I could find it in less than ten seconds if I looked.”

Anyone else would have fired her by now. In this business, time is money. For me to be unprepared resulted in missed opportunities for team contracts, endorsements, or even worse—the chance to close the next big player before someone else could. And there was Liam Rose, grinning at me again, while the person who was supposed to be my right hand had me taking her back to Executive Operations 101 for a refresher course during the busiest, most important time of my young company’s existence. 

At times, I was just too nice, but my sweetness could come with a hot sauce chaser. I was definitely a jerk when I didn’t get what I wanted. We’d been together long enough she would have said something if I’d gotten out of line.

“Tristan, I’m sorry.”

That shut me up. She rarely called me Tristan. “Okay,” I said. 

“I’ll get them to you right away. I’m really sorry. I’ve just had—something’s been on my mind, maybe I could tell you about it when you get back?”

“You okay?”

“Yes. It’s nothing like that.”

“Okay, Adie. Sorry. Just blowing off steam.”

“No, you were right. Don’t apologize. Too much important stuff is happening right now. These things shouldn’t be missed.”

“I, uh, all right. We’ll talk later.” I hung up before it got any more awkward. I was feeling bad, but still madder than hell.  “How the heck hard could it be?” I muttered under my breath as I tapped into my email, expecting the stats to immediately appear. 

There was that polite little giggle again, but before I could see where it came from, my eyes locked in on what I needed. There was a vendor with super-sized plastic cups in a gigantic tray. The tray was balanced on his belly while it hung from a set of shoulder straps. Each cup was filled all the way up. I could see the foam shimmying at the top of each one but just barely not spilling over.

“Ice cold beer!” He used two syllables to say beer, and I nearly used two when I said, “Here!”

The cup probably held about three bottles’ worth, and I might have drunk one on my first go. Beer in the middle of the day was not usually my thing, but it was icy cold, and I was thirsty, and right at that moment, I could not care less what time it was. 

I put the cup in the holder on the back of the seat in front of me and let out a big sigh. After about a minute, I forgot all about Adie and Liam, and Drake and Nike, and I listened to those skates. Finally, for a few blissful moments, I could shut the rest of the world out.

I closed my eyes, taking it all in.  The slicing of the ice with the blades, the slapping of the sticks and puck, the crowd cheering. To me, it was all music. Staccato jazz by musicians who knew the real rhythm in life.

“You know, Duncan’s stats aren’t what they’re cracked up to be.”

I didn’t even open my eyes at the comment as I replied, “Yeah? Why’s that?”

Her easygoing voice moved closer to my ear.  “He’s weak on his left side. The shooters haven’t been exploiting it too much yet, but you watch when the game’s on the line; they go for that hole, and it’s been going in more and more lately. His save percentage has already trended down almost a full point, and if you isolate that to games tied in the third period, it’s down almost three . . . and counting. He’s been in the tabloids, too. I don’t think he’s focused. Either that, or his vision is going. You tell me which is worse.”

I opened my eyes slowly and focused on the game and her voice. The data I was hearing was terrible, but the source never sounded sweeter. 

She continued, “You should be looking at Hank Fletcher on the other team. Check him out. Built like a mountain and quick as a mongoose. And he’s a free agent.”

Slowly, I turned my head to see her long blonde hair hanging over her shoulders. Her hazel eyes stared deep into mine, and I was instantly taken back by her beauty. Sports stats and looks. A deadly combination for someone like me.

My trash meter went off as I scanned the crowd around me, wondering who had set me up with this terrible prank. “Mrs. Fletcher, I presume?”

She laughed, “Oh goodness no! Have you heard him talk? I mean, he’s great on the ice, but they don’t pay him for his charm. I’m just a sports addict.”

“Oh, come on. You give me an insider scoop on Joey that’s pro scout stuff, and then just happen to know another free agent in the same match I should be checking out? You working for Liam?”

She gave me a look like she was deciding whether to be angry or not. I could tell she realized she thought about it too much, though, and was cool enough to let it slide. “Liam who?”

I hesitated as I debated whether she was hustling me or being honest. Her look was sincere as she sat and waited for me to explain who Liam was. I shook my head. “Never mind.” 

“I just love sports.” She turned her attention back to the game. I thought she was about to just start ignoring me, but then, like it was almost involuntary, she added, “And you’re making a big mistake if you go after Joey Duncan.”

I laughed. “Okay, okay, my apologies. Can I buy you a beer?”

She surprised the heck out of me by saying yes.

I still thought she was too good to be true, but if I was doing so well that Liam, or anyone else, wanted to try to plant a spy in my office, I could take it as a compliment. They had sure picked the best-looking spy they could find. As I caught the eye of the beer vendor, who was now a few rows away, I sneaked in a closer look at her. She was younger than me. That long blonde hair was so light and soft looking, I couldn’t help the reflexive desire to learn how soft it might be elsewhere on her body. She was dressed a little more appropriately than I was for a hockey game. Her jeans were the kind you couldn’t help but think must be a girl’s absolute favorite pair. Without being stupidly tight, they looked like they’d grown up along with her. Snug and soft on every single curve and slope, departing from the back of her calves just enough to show how perfect they were without losing that look of ultimate comfort. 

It took all of my self-control to just let my eyes do a casual sweep before looking back up. Those hazel eyes were twinkling at me, and of all the things I might have imagined, her lips made me think of strawberries and peaches.

I reached into my jacket, fishing for my wallet as I let my eyes continue their brief scan. She was wearing a low-cut, tight black shirt and light coat that fell soft and expensive down past her hips. It matched her eyes and had a taupe, sharp-looking floral pattern on the sleeves that went up just above one elbow on one arm and all the way to the shoulder on another. 

I normally didn’t notice those kind of things, at least not with that level of detail, but I was pretty sure it was an outfit that managed to look casual and comfortable while costing easily over two grand. Either that or she just made it appear expensive. I didn’t have time to look any longer and was actually impressed with myself that I’d picked up as much as I had. 

“I’m Tristan Thorne, by the way.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” She smiled. Moments later, the crowd roared.

I was too busy paying attention to her to notice the tussle that had broken out on the ice and brought the crowd to its feet.  

She smiled and took a healthy swig of her beer. I wanted to take the foam off her lips and watched helplessly as she licked it away and gave me a quick, wrinkle-nosed smile. She stood and cheered on the fight.

Just then my phone rang. It was Adrienne. “Hey.”  Her muffled voice was barely recognizable on the phone. 

“What?” I put my beer back in the cup holder and held my hand to my ear again.

“Did you get the stats?” she asked.

“I got into a conversation, but thanks.”

“Boss, Nike’s in.”

“In? What do you mean?”

“No counter-offer. They just signed. It’s right here on my screen.”

The crowd had finally settled and started to sit as I let out a whoop that caused about eight sections to turn and look away from the action for a second. My timing was impeccable. I looked through the glass at Liam Rose, who appeared as though he’d swallowed a chicken bone sideways. 

I lifted my beer to him, and he held up one hand flat so he could pretend he was hiding his middle finger just for me to see. Snickering, I held up two in a peace sign, but that was our old game. He was an Aussie, so what I really meant was, “One for you, one for your dog,” which was how it was properly done Down Under. 

He smiled, but he still looked like he needed a pack of Tums.

“Boss?” Adrienne echoed over the phone.

“Are you kidding me, Adie? That’s fantastic.”

“No, boss. Amy just brought everything up from legal. I’m triple-checking every line right now, and so are the lawyers, but it’s the right document. It’s done.”

“Adrienne, I love you. Do you forgive me for being the world’s biggest jerk?”

“Boss, you’re not. I haven’t been pulling my weight.”

“Well, we’re doing something right! Dang! I thought they were going to pick us apart. We just got our client a ten-year guarantee! I’ve got to call Drake.”

“Congratulations, Tristan.”

There she went with my first name again, but I was already hanging up and jamming my thumb on the screen to hurry it up.

Drake answered fast again. “What’s up?”

I tried to be at least a little cool. “Nike signed. Amy just brought up the contract.”

“What do you mean, they signed… and Amy who?”

“Amy from legal and contracts. Never mind. Remember how we agreed there were still about five points with wiggle room? And we figured they’d hammer each one of ’em because they’re, you know, the world’s most powerful sports apparel company and they don’t even get pushed around by the heavens?”

“Yeah?” he said, his voice rising and getting loud. 

“Well, they must’ve been watching replays since yesterday. I’m only pissed because I had those high definition shots of that football stuck in your arm, with you still squeezing the life out of it while your eyes looked like you may as well have been on Mars! They didn’t even let me use ’em.” 

I was getting loud again and there she was standing next to me, grinning and happy. I wanted to kiss her, but instead, I held my hand over the phone and whispered loudly in her ear, “I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

“Peyton,” she whispered back in the same tone, and when I felt her warm breath right in my ear, I was almost certain my feet had left the ground.

“So you’re saying they signed without countering?” Drake asked.

“It’s a done deal. They just need our signatures, and the lawyers can work out the trash in the appendices. Check your email.”

“You at another hockey game?”

“Dang right I am. How do you think I resisted calling them?”

That got him. Maybe he realized right then that I hadn’t been dropping the ball after all. Sometimes it was harder to do nothing, especially when it was exactly the right thing to do. Every top athlete eventually had to learn that, but when it came to football players, the idea of just sitting still, rather than running right through a wall, didn’t come naturally. And that was one huge reason I had a career.

“Idiot, man,” he finally said, and I appreciated the eloquence. “That’s an unbelievable deal.”

“Drake, you earned it. It puts you right in the stratosphere. Now, I’m not going to jinx anything. We have to play every hand right from here on out, but you are in the driver’s seat.”

“I got you.”

“You’re a natural at this stuff, but do you want to go through a few things with the PR team?” I asked him.

“You think I need to?”

I thought for a second. “Nah, you’ve got it down. We’re prepared. How’s your head?”

“It’s better now!”

I laughed. I felt so good it was almost scary. In fact, I didn’t want to say anything else to risk it.

“Congratulations, Drake. And thanks.”

“You too, man. I’ll talk to you later.”

I sat down and enjoyed the accomplishment. The deal meant a lot to the firm and it meant more to Drake. It came at the right time.

I looked at the woman sitting next to me, Peyton, and smiled. Her eyes were bigger than before, shining and filled with a million gorgeous shades of greens and golds. 

“Good news?” she asked, pretending like she hadn’t been listening to the entire conversation.

“You got that right.”

“Look, Mr. Thorne—”

“Oh my goodness! Please, really, call me Tristan, or ‘Hey, you,’ … anything but that.”

She laughed, and I felt my knees get a little jelly-like. I had often heard that expression, but it was the first time in my life I ever actually had such a reaction. I don’t know how to describe the pitch of it other than to say it was a woman’s laugh. Not a little girl’s, not an old lady’s, not a gossipy hag’s or an obnoxious drunk chick’s. It almost sounded like bells, but it didn’t. It almost cascaded down in half-beats with its own kind of rhythm, but it didn’t. It was just a laugh that had tone and timber in a feminine voice. Just from that laugh, I was absolutely interested in her. The Nike deal was done, and I could relax for a few minutes, and I wanted to relax with her.

“Well, Tristan, the truth is I only recently graduated with a marketing degree. I’m a sports junky. You can blame my dad for that. If you told me when I woke up this morning I’d get to be there when a power agent closed a major endorsement for his superstar client, I’d have said, ‘Not a chance, that’s one of those things if I ever get to see, it’s going to take at least ten years.’”

“Ten years? How old do you think I am?”

She laughed again, but I noticed she didn’t answer.

 “I’m going to need your last name, you know,” I said to keep the conversation going.

“It’s Worth, but why?”

“Because it would be rude for me to ask you on a date without even knowing your last name.”

She didn’t miss a beat but looked me right in the eyes as though evaluating, and then she said, “You’re right. If you hadn’t asked, my answer would have been ‘no.’”

Instead of doing the awkward dance of trying to set a day for our date, we sat back and enjoyed the game and our beers. My mind was going at the speed of light, so I started to concentrate on the skating, trying to let my subconscious move some puzzle pieces around for me. I was still very aware of Peyton Worth sitting next to me. In fact, I was having trouble not fantasizing about going somewhere with her and unbuttoning those jeans, but I managed to push those thoughts aside and just focus on the sounds of the rink.

She didn’t initiate conversation, either. Like me, she seemed to be getting into the action, leaning for a long pass to be on target, throwing up her hands when a player went off-sides for no reason other than he must have been tired enough to cough up a lung. Finally, I couldn’t help laughing.

“What?” she said.

“You. You obviously know hockey. What about other sports?”

We talked about football and basketball, and even soccer. I told her about one of my MMA prospects, and it turned out she knew fighting, too.

Finally, I steered us back to hockey. “So, if what you say is true about Fletcher, I’m going to have Scott Hanson talk to him.”

“Who’s that?” she asked.

“One of our agents. Hasn’t made a big name for himself yet, but he’s good. Works his rear off.”

She leaned back in her seat and smiled. “Okay, but you should know Fletcher’s coming off a knee injury.” 

“How bad?”

“He went through a full year of physical therapy.”

“And after the PT?” I rubbed the back of my neck as I listened. She was an encyclopedia of sports knowledge.

She frowned. “It was rocky at first.”

“Always is.”

“Well, I think he looks good today,” she said after a moment. 

She was right. I’d already made up my mind.

“You know,” I said, nudging her shoulder with mine, “if you had the same depth in other sports, you’d be a natural at this. I’d be stupid not to hire you.” 

She laughed, and I loved it when she said, “You couldn’t afford me. ‘Depth in other sports.’ Pshh!”

“Oh, c’mon. Knowing the stars’ names isn’t like the kind of scouting you’ve been doing today.”

“Oh, yeah, Mr. Bigshot Sports Agent?” She leaned into me and gave me a little elbow when she said it, and it was all I could do not to put my arms around her. Then she rattled off a list of stats from the Sunday games that would have made every single one of my other agents a little bit nervous. 

I compared what she said with my mental notes, and she finished with, “And with all the upsets yesterday, I was blown away by that fabulous last-minute catch from Thayer that kept the Broncos from losing their undefeated season! If it weren’t for him and Mathison, all the dogs would have won yesterday.”

“You forgot Seattle.”

“Oh, shoot,” she said. “You’re right!”

But I was still impressed. Seattle had only shifted to a favorite at the last possible second when the bookmakers learned their opponent’s quarterback had cut his hand on a darn soda can.

I was having so much fun, I kept testing her, hoping she enjoyed it as much as I did. “So my MMA guy, it’s Antone Diaz.”

She grabbed a handful of her long hair and pulled it back, wrapping an elastic band around it to keep it in place. I watched, hoping I didn’t look as mesmerized as I felt. “I thought so.”

“What do you think about him?” I asked.

“Oh, what’s not to like?” She pouted her pretty lips. “He’s devastatingly handsome. Marketable, too.”

I caught myself actually getting jealous of my own client. That was a big no-no for agents, but in our world of blimp-sized egos, it wasn’t rare. I sure wasn’t immune, although I did my best to stay professional.

But Peyton continued, “He’s overconfident, though. Cocky’s good, but overconfidence ends careers early. That’s what my dad always says. He needs to work on his technique and slow down a little with all the public appearances and distractions. But I’m not really into all the barbaric sports.”

I muttered just loud enough for her to hear, “Note to self: fire PA, hire PW.”

She laughed, and my knees felt weak yet again. But I had the proverbial load to take care of, and as much as I loved talking to this stunning woman, I was definitely not getting any of that hockey Zen I’d been hoping to find. 

“I’ve got to get back to the office. Can I drive you downtown?” I asked.

“No thanks,” she said, “I’m going the other way.”

“Look, at risk of sounding too eager, I’ve had a blast. Let me take you out to dinner tonight.”

She didn’t give me the same evaluating look that she’d given me when I first talked about asking her out. Perfect. To me, it meant she didn’t do affectations and had already made up her mind. 

“Sure,” she said.

I got her number and excused myself. She stayed in her seat and kept watching the game. 

Later, in my office, I hopped on YouTube and looked up Antone Diaz, my MMA prospect who Peyton Worth thought was overconfident. There were recent videos of him doing about a hundred lame little promos. I frowned and shook my head, clicking on one after the other, stopping each one just a few seconds in since I didn’t need to see this trash. 

I kept searching, though. There were other clips and image collages of him coming out of nightclubs . . . or going in. 

Of the top search engine hits, only a single shot showed him sparring. I couldn’t find a tweet,  a vine, or an Instagram of him actually working a heavy bag, or doing any other drills on his form. Either his security was extremely tight, which I knew it wasn’t, or Peyton had been absolutely right, and someone needed to have a conversation with him. 

One more thing on my list.

I couldn’t be pissed for long, though, because I had a date tonight.


Chapter Three

Peyton

I hated sounding like one of those girls, but at least I waited. I waited until Tristan left the arena. I watched the whole match, got all the way back to my apartment, got inside, closed the door, and then I squealed and actually said out loud, “Oh my goodness!”

It wasn’t just the looks and the success, though I appreciated those things. But a top sports agent? In his shoes, I would have been a little paranoid, too. Talk about coincidence. If you had sat me down my junior year in college and asked me to write down my dream job, it would have been sports marketing. 

I’d told Tristan about my dad, but I hadn’t even gotten around to my three brothers. All lunatics for sports. For them, the worst time of year has always been the short little NBA All-Star break. Football is over, baseball hasn’t started yet, and the NBA is off for three whole days, if that. They would drive me crazy, acting like shipwreck victims sharing the last biscuit, moping and hunting the channels for a good matchup in college hoops.

Unlike my dad and brothers, I’d always loved watching individual athletes more than the team and the plays. Maybe it was because I was a girl, maybe not. The guys in my experience just didn’t have the attention to detail. We would be watching a replay, and the boys would be raving about “ball movement and unselfishness,” and I just tuned them out, enraptured by some beautiful, graceful human being who was doing something breathtaking in the midst of so much danger. 

After my afternoon at the rink, I had to talk to someone. I called my best friend Olivia and told her every detail.

“Oh my goodness, you drank beer in the middle of the day with him?”

“Yeah, but it was a hockey game, Liv. Trust me, it was fine.”

“Speaking of fine. How fine was he?”

“On the Liv scale?” Olivia had taught it to me over several years, keeping me updated on its ever-changing modifications.

“Of course.”

I grinned. “Stomach flip.”

“Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Not soaking?”

“You know me, Liv, I have to get to know someone first.”

“That’s not the way it works, Pey. Someday you’re going to figure that out, and I’ll be your first call.”

Just then I received a text from Tristan. It said, 8 pm, Fusion Bistro, please give me your address, and I’ll send a driver. I have to work until the last minute.

I texted him not to send a driver, but that I would meet him at the restaurant. Then I told Olivia. 

“Fusion,” she said. “It’s very ritzy. Girl, you are getting lucky tonight. Wear something hot.”

“You know I don’t give it up on the first date! Besides, I’m really not sure he’s my type.”

“Honey, you know I’d never tell you to lower your standards, but honestly, I’ve lost track of how long it’s been. It’s okay to have a little fun every once in awhile. Do ’em and dump ’em. Especially when they take you to a place like Fusion.”

“I don’t do jerks, Liv.”

“He probably wants to do yours," she cackled.

“You’re filthy.”

I could hear her smiling through the phone. “But I’m right.”

We kept chatting while I looked up the restaurant online. It was definitely upscale and expensive…not the kind of snappy casual where even the best designer jeans would work.

“Oh, c’mon! He’s a rich sports agent. Who could be more your type?”

“That’s how I felt, but then as I was telling you about it…I don’t know.”

“What’s not to know?”

“I’m just going to figure him out and see what kind of man he is. The way he was yelling at his assistant…you know, the world’s got enough dicks with money, and maybe I’m the kind of girl who likes being with a player instead of his agent.”

“Well, I don’t know what’s gotten into you over the last few months, Peyton. I mean, it’s not like you couldn’t snap your fingers any time. What have you been waiting for?”

I didn’t know the answer to that. So I responded with, “Well, he was super hot in that tailored suit. I just hope there’s more to him than numbers and deals.”

“If you say so. Call me with the details!”

“I will, hon. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Get lucky!” She hung up.

Olivia was great, but now I felt worse about the whole thing. She had these ideas for me, but I wasn’t sure if they were the ideas I had for myself. I dialed home to talk to Dad. My brother, Bill, answered the phone. 

“What are you doing home?” I asked. “Don’t you have school?”

“Chill. It’s a teacher work day. Dad and I are watching yesterday’s game.”

“The one where Mathison scored the winning touchdown and got hurt?” 

“Yeah.” 

I felt a little flip-flop of excitement. I hadn’t let Tristan know, but the Storm are my dad’s favorite team, in all of sports. Dad would never say it out loud, but I knew Drake Mathison was about half a step down from Goodness and higher up than the Pope in his book.

Bill passed the phone to Dad. 

While Dad was busy telling me how Mathison had won them some money on Sunday, something made me decide not to tell him about Tristan yet.

I hadn’t been coy with Tristan earlier—I really was unemployed. That was my choice because I’d had some good offers. I’d been worrying if I didn’t take one of them soon, I might find myself in that limbo that had most recent graduates getting all worked up over how they might not be able to explain the growing gap between the end of college and landing a job. I was going to find something in sports, at the pro level, I just knew it. I wasn’t going to waste my time selling mayonnaise or toothpaste to supermarket chains and working my way up. I knew my looks didn’t hurt, as long as I didn’t let anyone treat me like just another pretty face.

After talking to Dad, I got ready. First, I drank some hot lemon water with fresh mint. That took care of the stale beer breath. Then, I took a shower and brushed my teeth for good measure. I had a theory about makeup—when a woman was twenty-five, kept herself in shape, and lucked out in the gene department in terms of skin, then she could and should go with as little as possible. Maybe it sounded obvious to some, but I had a plan, and part of that was knowing what happened when the forties hit.

One thing was for sure, though, if Tristan turned out to be a little prick, I’d dump his rear or walk right over him to get where I wanted to go. It was amazing to see him get the good news while he was sitting next to me, and then call Drake Mathison right away. But that kind of amazing moment wouldn’t make up for someone being a total jerk.

I looked in the full-length mirror. The LBD was on point; what else would I pick? I had on black heels and gold earrings with a matching necklace. My hair was smooth and wavy, and I didn’t think any straight male alive would be able to tell I had on just enough accents to make my eyes look the tiniest bit greener and brighter. It was just right. 

I checked my phone. I didn’t believe in being late for anything unless it was in California. I got into my SUV, and it took me about fifteen minutes to get to the bistro. The valet took my keys, and I liked that he was professional enough to only check me out with one glance. I knew guys meant it as a compliment, but I hated it when a man did the once-over, then had to go through the whole smoldering stare routine, or practically had to visibly put his tongue back in his mouth. That had been another reason I’d said yes to Tristan. I knew what he was thinking, but he checked me out with a gentlemanly once-over, bought me a fifteen-dollar beer, and talked to me about things he loved, which were things that I loved, too. We had sports in common, and I walked into the restaurant feeling better than I had after my conversation with Olivia. 

Fusion was chic, with black and red accents and dark paneled wood. The atmosphere was cozy but rich, and none of the tables had more than three or four people at them. Most seated two. This was a popular date destination. Tasteful artwork hung from the walls—not so much to be distracting, but enough to highlight the refined ambiance.

Tristan scored a few more points by already being there, waiting for me. He’d changed into a black suit. It looked even better than the blue one from earlier, and I gave him my best smile. He really was hot. With just a few extra touches, he might even be striking. He stood and came over to me, helping me into my chair. He didn’t overdo it, but just said plain and simple, “Peyton, you are beautiful.” 

There was something so much better about hearing “You are beautiful,” than “You look beautiful.” It was as if he thought I was beautiful no matter what I was wearing or how I’d done my hair.

Before anything had a chance to get awkward, he said, “So, tell me. I’ve been dying to know—how do you know all those details and stats? You were throwing them out like a sports announcer during the match today.” 

I grinned and got comfortable in my chair. “Well, I told you, my father was a complete sports nut, but my three brothers are all just as far off the deep end. You could say I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.”

He didn’t ask, which I also liked, but he did kind of pause, so I knew what he was thinking. I answered the question he didn’t ask with, “I grew up without a mother,” and left it at that.

He was smooth about it. He didn’t say, “I’m sorry,” which would have been too much. He just smiled at me with a little bit of a gentle look on his face, and then without missing a beat, glanced at the sommelier, who had been waiting within range.

Tristan watched my face, and I could tell he was waiting to see if I was going to look up to order for myself, or whether I wanted him to do it. I looked into his eyes. His eyes dilated, which made me catch my breath a little. He said in a slightly huskier voice than usual, “Do you have a preference?”

I smiled and said, “White.”

Instead of firing off some name of a wine, which I would have thought was a bit much, he looked up at the sommelier and said, “I’d like that, too. Would you pick something special to start us out?”

“Yes, sir. Would you like to go by the glass and have me make the pairings as you go?”

Tristan just smiled and gave him a nod, like the man had read his mind. 

It was my turn to ask a question. I grinned at Tristan and asked, “So, why do you do business at a minor league hockey match?”

“I know it’s weird, but I’ve found it’s always the best way for me to unwind. When I know I’ve done my job but there’s still that chance everything can fall to perdition around my ears, I don’t know really, but there’s something about those skates.”

I shook my head. “I love going, but I can’t imagine concentrating in all that noise. It’s a madhouse.”

“I know. I love it.”

“Well, to each their own.” I didn’t know why I said that, but after the evening he was showing me, it felt a little blunt as it came out.

A waiter brought out our first glasses of wine. I didn’t ask what it was but lifted the glass to my lips. It tasted crisp and cool, and it reminded me of pears and tears, and it was perfect. 

Instead of looking bothered by my bluntness, he said, “I had to put up with a father and bunch of brothers, too. I think if I didn’t like sports, I might’ve ended up in a basket on the church steps.”

I laughed, but I didn’t have anything to add right then. 

Tristan continued, “My mom’s still around. I feel sorry for her sometimes, putting up with nothing but a bunch of sports junkies all these years.”

I shook my head. “I’m sure she secretly loves it. Or at least, I’m sure she loves you.” 

He gave a wistful smile that told me he really loved his mother, and my heart constricted. Maybe he was a nice guy, after all.

He took a sip of his wine. “This is good. So, you mentioned you weren’t working. I just have to say, I mean, you’re obviously a natural. You could do TV or anything, I bet. You said you studied marketing, right?”

I felt grateful. He’d steered the conversation right back to what we had in common, let me know more about himself, and made sure I knew he’d remembered every word I’d said earlier in the day. It was almost like he was following a play book, but I didn’t feel cynical about it. Instead, I was impressed. I’d been joking with myself about him racking up points, but if there was an actual box with a running count on it, by this time the numbers would have been rolling in a blur.

“I did.” Then I decided on full disclosure, because why not? “The truth I, I don’t think I have to start at the bottom. Everyone I know spent their college summers trying to land internships at these monster corporations, and then they’d actually get them and have to drive from supermarket to supermarket, checking on floor stocks and endcaps. Just so they could say they learned marketing? That’s not the kind of marketing I’m ever going to do.” And then I stopped for a second. I realized I was boring myself, even. “Anyway, the short version is, you could say I’m between gigs.” 

I laughed, and I was relieved when he laughed, too.

 “So, I understand you’re a big time agent,” I said. “I looked you up and read that article about you leaving 360. What really happened?”

“Short version?” he asked, teasing me.

“Medium.”

“Well, I’m grateful to Liam Rose for everything, but I suspect I’m a little bit like you in that I don’t take trash from anyone.”

It sounded a little blustery to me, but I nodded because I wanted to hear more.

“So, I founded Thorne Enterprises. We’ve got the top five floors of the Rockefeller Building downtown, and we’re growing. I started with me, myself, and I, landed Drake as my first big client, and now I’ve got fifty people under me.”

I sat back and sipped my wine, wondering how I should feel about that. On the one hand, I liked a man with confidence and even a little well-placed cockiness, whatever I said about his MMA fighter aside. But then again, with this talk of people “under” him, I was getting close to ignoring his point tally so far and deciding I’d dang well never be one of them, in every sense of being “under” him.

 “I’m sorry, Peyton,” he said.

It did a lot. He said it so simply that it made me immediately back off on my judgment. 

I said, “Don’t be sorry. You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished. How many people can say they’ve done what you have already, by the age of thirty-four?”

He blushed and tried to keep a straight face, but I could tell my approval affected him. He said, “So you know how old I am.”

I used my best raspy, femme-stalker voice and said, “I told you, I looked you up. You can’t escape the Internet.”

He wasn’t expecting that and almost sprayed his wine as he laughed. 

“Well, thanks,” he said. “What you said means a lot to me. I really don’t feel like I’ve accomplished squat, though, not yet. This will all turn out to be trash if I’m not the top agent on the planet within three years. And the way this business goes, the way I walked out on Liam Rose, if I’m not the top, I’ll be out on my rear. I figure I’ve got this one shot. And I don’t know if whatever you found online told you, but I’m not about to let it slip away. I came up from nothing.”

Now he didn't sound pompous at all. He was just telling me who he was and what he believed, and I found it very attractive. I found myself enjoying the way his crisp, blue eyes flashed when he was talking about something important to him. I tried to focus on what he was saying and not how striking they were in contrast to his dark hair.

When it was time to order, Tristan brought the waiter close and muttered something. 

The waiter nodded and said, “Of course, sir.” 

While Tristan and I talked about sports, the waiters kept bringing out different dishes on little, beautiful plates, each time with two glasses containing just about a sip-and-a-half of wine. 

I’d been to fine restaurants, and I knew how a good wine could fit with a specific dish like a painting coming together. But this was a level I hadn’t experienced before. The sommelier was probably dying to tell us the name of each wine, where it came from, why it was such a perfect year for it, and how we were supposed to understand the way it blended with the food, but he controlled himself, and we just enjoyed. It was almost like the feeling I had when I went to a great museum for the first time, except in this case, I was destroying the art while enjoying it, and somehow that made it more special. It all added up to this strange combination of erotic and sad that I had never known could be enjoyed at the same time before.

At the end of the meal, Tristan took care of the check without even looking. He probably could have flown us to London and back for the same price, but I would probably never learn how much our dinner cost. 

While we lingered at our table, there was no snappy conversation. Maybe he was enjoying the aftereffects of the work of art we had just experienced as much as I was. In fact, to sit there in quiet happiness and let him look at me while I looked at him was its own kind of special. He didn’t try to make a move, and after such an incredible evening, I was surprised to find that impressed instead of disappointed me. 

He reached across the table to take my hand, though. “Would you see me again?”

Smiling, I said, “I’d like that. Tristan, this has been the loveliest evening. Of course I want to see you again. Just please, don’t feel like I expect this kind of extravagance. It was amazing. I’ve never experienced anything like it.”

“To tell you the truth, neither have I,” he said, which was the right thing even if it wasn’t true, and after all that wine I was sure he meant it. “Would you do me one favor?”

“Name it,” I said, wondering what he was about to ask.

“Bear with me and my schedule right now? With the college season wrapping up, I’ve got Drake, my other clients, the usual deals that need to get done, and visits to every prospect I can reach before the draft in April. Otherwise, I’d be making a fool of myself and asking you out for tomorrow night, too.”

I laughed, trying not to show my relief. It would have been so male for him to blow the whole evening right there. “Of course. I’m not in a hurry.”

“Great. It’ll be a week or just a little more, but I will call you.”

We walked outside together, and the valet pulled up in my car. Tristan walked me over to my door as the young man stepped aside. I barely caught it because Tristan was so smooth, but he handed the valet a tip, so I put the twenty-dollar bill in my hand back in my purse. 

Tristan opened the door and stood back, and I got the impression he was going a little further than necessary in making it clear he didn’t expect anything, not even a kiss. Didn’t he want to kiss me? I couldn’t know, but I was suddenly determined to plant one on him. 

Stepping forward, I leaned over and touched my lips against his. Firm and gentle. He’d shaved that morning, but I actually liked the coarse feel of his eleven o’clock shadow. 

Trying not to giggle, I climbed into my car and shut the door. Olivia was right. It had been awhile.


Chapter Four

Tristan

 “Tristan, I’m so sorry.” Adrienne’s voice cracked.

I didn’t even have time to get mad, because she was pulling the trump card, with tears already streaking her mascara. I wondered why I hadn’t fired her before all this, but I was glad I couldn’t manage to say anything. This seemed hard enough without me sounding mean.

“Adrienne,” I finally said, “are you sure?”

“Yes, I should have done this sooner, but I promise I won’t leave you in the lurch. I just have to make this change in my life. It’s too stressful. It’s not you, I promise, you’ve been great to me, the best. I knew what this job called for when I signed on. I thought I wasn’t going to be such a cliché about it, but the truth is, I want to spend more time with my children. I’ve been married for years now, and, oh man, everyone talks about the biological clock, but they don’t know anything until they actually have little ones of their own. Tristan, it hit me months ago, and I mean physically. I have to do this.”

I didn’t want to hear any more. She was getting to me. I was sitting there feeling doomed, but even I could see what she was going through.

“It’s all right, Adrienne. It’s fine. Everything’s going to work out fine.”

She burst into tears. Incredible. I didn’t know what to do with a crying person.

She gasped until she could breathe enough to speak. “If I had been younger when you started your own firm,” she said, “it would have been different. I wouldn’t be quitting on you.”

I got a little closer to her, afraid she’d need a hug or something. I had no aversion to hugs, but it wasn’t generally something I did with my employees. “That’s enough of that kind of talk. Look, as of now, you are officially half-time, but you’re keeping your salary and benefits. You’ll help me find a replacement, and if you want, I’ll make sure you land a cushy, no-stress job somewhere in town, for however many hours per week you feel like working.” 

She tried to protest, but I held up my hand. “Please, hear me out, Adie. I’m not talking about charity. You know the ins and outs of this business better than most. I can think of ten people off the top of my head who’d be lucky to have whatever time you could spare them. I can’t keep paying you after that, but you’ll be able to keep your foot in the door until, who knows, when your kids are in school, or whatever.” I was making it up as I went. This kind of thing had never happened to me before. But it felt right as I was talking, and I was determined to make it happen.

“Boss, you don’t owe me that. Why are you doing this?”

“The heck I don’t. Besides, it’s good for business.” I didn’t explain that, and I wasn’t altogether sure it was true, at least not in my field. What was good for business didn’t usually involve tossing money at people like it had no value. Then again, the best sports teams I’d ever followed, year in and year out, were the ones that treated their people right.

For example, some owners decided athletes on their team who had barely missed out on million-dollar bonuses would get paid anyway, and word spread fast. Other players who blew out a knee too early in their careers ended up making paid appearances all throughout the home team’s town, for years and years, and everyone knew it was ownership looking out for their own. Anyone who thinks news of those kindnesses didn’t reach all the way back to the high school ranks doesn’t understand sports.

The amount of people who actually got to make a living playing a game was minuscule. The amount of time athletes got to spend playing was short, not because of injury, but because they just couldn’t keep up with the young players who kept replenishing the ranks. 

Maybe I was being a sap. Maybe my instincts were taking over. I sure wasn’t as good a guy as I was coming across at that moment. No, I was telling the truth at least about one thing—treating Adrienne right was good for business.

As an added benefit, it got her out of my office. She threw her arms around me, and I patted her back. Awkwardly. 

As she left, I had a lump in my stomach that was growing quickly into a void, and it dang sure wasn’t because I’d missed breakfast. Adrienne had been with me since I left 360. She knew my business, and she knew me, my day-to-day work and everything in my growing firm, inside and out. She knew many essential things better than I ever would. Filing alone. 

In my silent office, all I could do was sit there saying inside my head, Goodness.

I couldn’t spend the rest of the day like this. I picked up the phone and called my old buddy, Bryce. 

“Tristan! What’s up?”

Dang, just hearing his voice made me feel a little less empty inside. We’d gone to school together, and we were the same age. He was a lawyer, too, and an agent. He had this huge apartment and a big-rear rescue dog named Lucinda. “Nothing big.”

“Ha, nothing big. Did you call to rub my nose in that Nike deal?”

“It’s public already?” It didn’t matter too much if it was, but I liked to have some control over big announcements, and this was a blasted big announcement.

“Nah. I’ve got connections, same ones you do. Awesome, man.”

“Thanks.” I told him about Adrienne and said, “Bryce, do you have anyone on your radar who can fill her shoes?”

 “Nope. I got jack for you, Tristan. Sorry.” That was Bryce, straight with me as always. Incredible.

“You thought about that, what, a whole second?”

He laughed. “You kidding? The minute you said Adrienne was leaving your sorry rear, I knew why you were calling. Plenty of time for me to think it through.”

“So what else is going on?” I asked. I was only half-interested. My mind was scrambling to come up with a way to keep my office going without Adrienne.

“360,” he said, “that’s what.”

I felt that void in my stomach growing again. “Tell me.”

“Incredible, Tristan, same old deal. We had this running back out of Alabama. I spent months with my nose four feet up his rear. I don’t even want to look at the expense reports. Wining, dining, flying, riding, pussy, candy, rinse, repeat.”

That was the thing about Bryce—he always just assumed that’s how everyone did business. I tried telling him how I saw it so many years before, and he forgot it the same night. I never brought it up again. It’s not that I wasn’t above making sure a prospect had a good time, but the agents who had joined my firm, and the clients we were going after, that wasn’t their style, and it wasn’t ours. Although, there was the occasional discreet exception. I wasn’t a saint by any means.

Bryce was still going on. “And after all of that, we reach a verbal agreement and have a handshake, and get this. The kid pulls the old, ‘My daddy tol’ me a handshake is a man’s bond, better’n any piece o’ paper.’ And you better believe right then a little marble-sized turd escaped right into my tighty-whities, Tristan.”

“Dear God,” I said, but I was trying not to laugh by this time, and Bryce knew it.

“Guess. Just guess how long it was before I got the word.”

“Two days?”

“Bingo! Two dang days. Want to know how I heard?”

“His assistant?”

“Second assistant to Mr. Liam Rose, capital LFR. And guess what the last line of the letter was.”

“I’ve got no clue, Bryce.”

“You’ll love this. I framed it and nailed it on my wall. I’ll read it to you.”

“Blah, blah, ‘is now the client of 360,’ blah, blah, ‘please forward all confidential materials written and/or digital,’ yeah, yeah, and here it is: ‘we sincerely appreciate you giving us a hand, as we shake our client from the bonds of the NCAA and give him and his entire family our solemn word to perform our best for him.’”

I was nearly choking, with actual tears coming out of my eyes. “Dude,” was all I could say. “Dude.”

Bryce let me go on for a few seconds, then said with perfect rue, “I bet Liam was laughing so hard when he dictated that last part, his second assistant had to get him to say it five times.”

“Oh, shoot,” I said, “my sides hurt.”

“It’s not even well written.”

“He’s such a jerk.” I meant it, but I couldn’t completely hide the admiration in my voice. And that was why I’d called Bryce. No matter how nasty everything else was going, he could still make me laugh.

“Yeah,” Bryce said in the same tone, “so what have you been up to outside of digging an early grave?”

I paused. Then I decided what the heck, it was the least I could do after that story. “Bryce, you would not believe the woman I met yesterday.”

I heard him sigh, and he had a point. Between his soiled underwear, his empty apartment, his dog, and the Alabama running back, was that really what he wanted to hear right then? I told him anyway.

After I mentioned her rattling off stats and scouting reports, he said, “Well, Goodness, why don’t you just give her Adrienne’s job? What could be better? If she’s as hot as you claim, you get an eyeful every time you take a leak, and she knows sports, and she’s on your payroll.”

I rolled my eyes. I knew what he meant about being on my payroll. This was exactly why Bryce was going to remain a mid-level agent, bouncing between bottom-feeding and clients who might have some pretty dang fine careers but would never be making any all-star games. He was one funny jerk, and I loved him, but he never knew when or where to turn it off, and that didn’t fly very high in a world where one stupid remark could spread globally in about two minutes and paint an athlete’s entire career.

We hung up, and I was sitting there looking at the phone. Then I said out loud to myself, “Phoo.”

I called her.

“Hi,” she said, and I could hear the amusement in her voice.

“You mean it hasn’t been a week and a half yet?” I asked.

She laughed.

“Hey, I actually do have to head out of town tomorrow. But I thought we could have a drink tonight before I go.”

I hoped she didn’t hear me holding my breath.

“Sure,” she said, and I exhaled silently as snowfall.

“The Winston’s got a beautiful bar right on the top floor,” I said. “Great view of the city.”

“Sounds nice.”

I wondered what she was up to, but it didn’t feel like our relationship was far enough along for me to ask. I wondered if she was wearing her hair down right at that second, if it was skimming over her back… Shaking myself back to reality, I asked, “Shall I pick you up?”

“I’ll meet you there.”

“Nine o’clock?”

“Perfect,” she said.

The rest of my day passed in a Peyton-soaked blur. I made phone calls, checked in on Drake, arranged some meetings, but the entire time I was stewing in my juices. Adrienne admitted she had been slacking on things for weeks, that her mind hadn’t been totally in it. I was only just realizing it, and I had this growing sense of panic that more things had been slipping than I might have realized.

I was almost tempted to start combing through her files, but that would’ve been a black hole, and I recognized it as a symptom of panic. I reminded myself that the Nike deal was done, I’d put all of the pieces in place, spoken with all of the people I needed to, and my whole trip coming up was organized so that I was going to meet new prospects and give them my pitch.

I had my pitch down cold. I was convinced it was the best presentation in the business. I told myself being nervous was nothing new. There was never going to be a day when a problem or twelve wouldn’t come up that needed my attention. And all I had to do was work with Adrienne, so she replaced herself without too much of a hitch.

All of that was true, but I still couldn’t escape that gnawing feeling of things slipping, as though I’d stupidly forgotten a few basics somewhere along the way, like one of those illogical dreams that have their own sets of rules and everyone in it was looking at me like I was a moron.

I had to get out of there. It was already seven o’clock in the evening, pitch black out and cold. I grabbed my overcoat and walked to the Winston. The fresh air didn’t help. I ordered a steak at the bar and had a martini. It went down so good, I almost asked for another one, but the truth was I thought of Peyton. Sometimes I thought about her as a person, but right now, I was picturing her in those jeans, and in that black cocktail dress, and I wondered if I might have a shot at seeing her tonight not in them. But I didn’t want to risk anything. There were a whole lot of reasons I wanted to handle things right with Peyton. She was breathtaking, sure, but she also knew sports cold, she was smart, and she knew what she wanted. I still didn’t know if I wanted to hire her or sleep with her, and unlike Bryce, I was smart enough to know I couldn’t do both and make either work.

It was enough to make a guy wish he smoked. And although I was able to enjoy a fine cigar if one of my clients handed me one after pocketing a ten-million dollar signing bonus, it wasn’t my thing.

So, I called her. Probably a stupid Rookie move.

“Hi,” she said. She could put a lot of meaning into those two little letters. This time it was, “are you standing me up?”

“Hi, uh,” I stammered. Before I could control my stupid mouth, I said, “this is probably a Rookie move, but how close are you to ready?”

“Not very.”

“If I promised to be nothing but a gentleman, could we forget the bar? If you’re up for it, I thought I could come to your place with some gin and tonic or something.”

There was a pause. I figured I’d already blown it. She said, “Are you okay, Tristan?”

Sighing, I said, “I’m great, really. It’s just—” I didn’t know what it was just.

“Oh, come on then. I’ll text you my address.”

Yes. She was going for it. I couldn’t believe my luck. “I’m going to throw on some jeans and stop by the liquor store.”

“Just get the jeans,” she said. “I’ve got gin and tonic.”

I probably broke about fourteen traffic laws on the way, and it wasn’t until I got to her building that I wondered again if I was screwing everything up. I pressed the button, and she buzzed me in.

In my entire life, I had never experienced a woman greeting me at the door with a cold, hard drink. I could definitely get used to it.

There was something touching about her standing there, in those same jeans she’d worn to the match, handing me a glass with a soft little smile on her face as the cold air washed in from the night. She had on a faded blue t-shirt, a little darker than her jeans, and she didn’t shiver as she stood there and let me look at her a moment.

“Hi,” I managed.

She laughed and stood aside, which gave me enough momentum somehow to step through the doorway and into her apartment. I was afraid it was going to be too warm, but it was just right. I took off my jacket, and there we were, in comfortable jeans and t-shirts, and it felt so good. I was closer than I should have been to crying. Instead of shedding tears, I took a drink, grateful she mixed it strong. 

She took a sip of hers and said, “Highlights?”

I smiled at her and said with as much humor as I could muster, “Hell yes.”

We held hands and watched the talking heads on ESPN and sipped gin and tonics. She smiled at me every once in awhile, and I found myself wishing we could just hang like this all night, never saying a single word. I had never had a relationship with a woman where the silences were comfortable—I hadn’t even known it was possible.

After a half hour or so, I broke our companionable silence. “Favorite Olympics—summer or winter?”

She took a sip and considered it. “Summer. Better sports offerings overall. I like watching the snowboarders and hearing their stories, but summer has soccer, wrestling, boxing, swimming. All great sports.”

I smiled. Woman after my own heart. We kept talking sports, and soon we were laughing and talking about different things we remembered, going all the way back to childhood. From the Olympics to baseball. HHell, we even talked about America’s Cup sailing. 

She held up her empty glass and pointed to mine. “Another?”

“Absolutely.” I followed her to the kitchen, where she passed me a lemon.

“Cut this for me, will you?”

I was hopeless in the kitchen. I couldn’t even open a frozen food package for the microwave without screwing it up. Still, I tried.

All of a sudden, Peyton laughed. “What are you doing?”

“Uh, mangling a lemon, it looks like.”

She giggled and grabbed the knife. We were close together, leaning against the counter. I could smell her hair, and before I could think about what I was doing, I pressed my lips to hers. 

She tasted like gin and tonic, but her lips were sweet with some kind of gloss. She made a soft noise in her throat. Not a protest, because I paused to make sure, and she leaned forward slightly to push her mouth against mine again. 

We kissed long enough for it to turn into something more, but we stopped, somehow. She looked a bit surprised when I pulled away, but instead of saying anything about it, she said, “Let me make some twists for our drinks.”

We went back to the couch. Incredible, that hadn’t been the smoothest. The kiss was amazing, but then something had happened. I was trying to figure out if I’d done anything wrong, so I went back to talking about sports. 

“What do you think of the sports agent business?” I started the conversation.

“It’s fascinating. It seems like such a rush, and getting to work with players like that, to help them hone their careers—sounds really interesting.”

I told her all about Adrienne, letting it all spill out. Peyton looked at me as if she finally understood why I’d come over like this and why I’d been in such a bad mood. She leaned back further into the couch. For the first time since I’d arrived, she looked completely relaxed.

She was already sitting there like some kind of beautiful athlete, like she could have rolled off the couch and lit on her feet and done a few perfect, slow cartwheels, just because she felt loose and easy. For the first time since I’d met her, I saw how beautiful she truly was.

I wanted to kiss her again, to pluck at her lips with mine and show her how beautiful I thought she was.

Instead, I blurted, “Let me hire you.”

She sat up straight again and gave me a frank expression. “Look, you’ve got a ton on your mind, Tristan. Let’s wait until you get back from your trip before we start taking any more steps, in any direction.”

I hadn’t wanted to spoil whatever we had just gotten started, but the more I kept looking at her, the more I thought I hadn’t spoiled anything. Once she said her piece, she sank back into the couch again and even lifted her feet up to sit cross-legged and leaned toward me, more at ease than she’d been yet. I realized I was the one with a stick rammed up my rear. 

It struck me that with Peyton, every time I spoke what was on my mind, it had ended up being okay with her, so I went ahead and did it again. “I feel like I’ve been behaving as though I’ve got a stick up my rear.”

“Oh, only about four feet.”

My mouth opened in surprise. She nearly dropped her drink on the floor she started giggling so much. 

I was torn between feeling like an idiot and actually seeing the humor in the whole messed up situation. Still, I managed a weak chuckle.

Peyton sat up on her knees, leaned over, and kissed me again. Her lips pressed against mine, and I felt her soft tongue again, and then I felt her teeth tug gently against my lips. I lifted her up, and she wrapped those jeans around me as I kept one hand on her incredible rear and with my other arm held her against me. Unlike in the kitchen, this time we kissed like we meant it for a long time.

After a few glorious minutes, she finally stopped us. I found myself trying not to say something horrible like, “What is this, high school?”

I guessed she could sense my frustration because she said, “Tristan, I want to, too. Believe me, I do. It’s been a really long time for me.”

“Me, too,” I said, trying not to make it sound petty.

“Good. Because I want this. But not on our second night together. I’m not made of sugar, but I want to be treated like a lady if this is going to turn out to be something real.”

I looked at her and nodded. I got it. At least, I was trying to. My heart was pounding, and at least half my body was still saying, “What? You mean we aren’t going to do this?”

“Third date, okay?” she asked. “When are you free again?”

I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair, trying to calm my body down. “Unfortunately, this time it really will be awhile. I have to head south for a few days to meet with one of my clients.”

She kissed my cheek. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

* * * * *

It was only a fifty-minute flight. Drake had been cleared to practice and it was clear to me I needed to be there. I’d seen it many times with athletes. The mood swings during the waiting game could do a lot of damage to relationships and to my bottom line.

More importantly, or at least more pressing, I was as sick as he was of the team pussy-footing around him. The waves from the Nike signing were reverberating, and the team still hadn’t come up with their offer. I had the sense it wasn’t that they actually wanted to play games or make me “chase” them. Rather, I was betting they wanted to make an offer that would make Drake happier than he expected to be, without coming across like drunken mooches. That was the right move under the circumstances, which had about as much relevance to some teams as pink flamingoes in a bank lobby. 

I had decided not to tell Drake I was even going to be meeting with management. If they wanted to fish for some hints, I’d hit them between the eyes with the exact cursed deal they would be writing. Doing it in person would leave no paper trail, and I’d take the secret that they hadn’t come up with it themselves to my grave. That, at least, was my thinking going in.

Nobody greeted me at the facility. I preferred it that way. Just let me get on the field and see my guys and any other prospect I might nab. Security checked my identity and let me in. I said hello to the woman at the desk. She gave me a tight smile and buzzed me through.

All of the team units were separated on the field in as fine a grain as it could get. O-line, D-line, running backs, although the quarterbacks and receivers were together. I saw Drake running a route almost identical to the one they’d gotten Johnson with, except he was coming out of it flatter, crossing the middle.

He caught the ball and gave me a brief nod as he jogged back to his group.

“Sooner this time, Smitty,” the coach instructed his quarterback.

“You got it.”

The coach just nodded. They ran it again, and Drake was accelerating across the middle but didn’t get to the ball.

“Too much that time, Smitty.”

“Coach, any slower he’s a sitting duck.”

“You worried about me taking a hit? Incredible. Put it up there,” Drake demanded.

“Alright.”

This time, the ball had more touch, a perfect spiral but with the nose up just a bit. I visualized linebackers and safeties licking their chops, slamming a shoulder right into my client’s chest, or his head.

The quarterback echoed my thoughts. “This is trash. I’ll just fire it into him.”

“No, Smitty. Then he’s got to catch and go, and the safety’s got a better angle. It’s got to be on the line I showed you, with touch,” the coach returned.

“Yeah, well I’m not throwing it unless he’s wide the heck open.” 

I almost wanted to kiss Smitty.

“Aw, Smitty, I didn’t know you cared. Don’t worry, no safety can light me up. Just put it in the air,” Drake reassured him. 

I wished I’d remembered the roll of Tums I left in my car.

Drake saw my grimace and laughed. “Hey, Tristan, looks like you just saw a bunch of dollar signs swirl down the drain.”

What the heck was his problem? Did he think there was a single upside in showing up his agent in front of the whole team? I just looked at him like he hadn’t said a word.

They kept running it, with the ball going to Drake and the other receivers who repeated their own patterns. Robert Talton, the head coach, strolled by and muttered a few things to his receivers’ coach, who nodded and called the whole group over.

Talton caught my eye with a brief glance, and I walked with him as he went to another group.

“Seems fine to me,” Talton said.

I shrugged. “Same old Drake with me on the phone.”

He nodded. I think he liked that I didn’t try to confirm his evaluation on the field—as though he’d need me for that—but, instead, shared data from my own realm. Whatever it was, he surprised me by letting me know, “That crossing pattern’s only for a specific defense, when we think they’ve got a strong safety blitzing. He doesn’t blitz; Smitty won’t even look for Drake.”

“Thanks, Coach. Gotta keep my guy around next season, too, right?” I chuckled

He gave me a serious look. “So, I wanted to talk to you. You’re right, we have got to have Mathison back, and I have made that crystal clear. And management has made it clear right back to me that it’s not my call.”

I listened, trying to hide my surprise.

“Thorne, we’ve both been around long enough to know this could be posturing. They might even hope I’m having this conversation with you. For what it’s worth, they told me the organization is looking to cut costs.”

“Thanks, Coach. I appreciate it. Any reason they aren’t telling me this directly?”

“They don’t want to offend Drake. They do want him back. Look, between us, okay?”

“You got it,” I replied.

He looked into my eyes and nodded. Agents and lawyers might not be high on anyone’s list of favorite people, but I’d worked hard to achieve my reputation. If I told someone a conversation was private, I kept my word. Not even my own client would hear what I’d learned from his coach. It was good business. This coach had his own reputation, too. He was a straight shooter, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t getting played a little bit himself.

“There are voices, nobody’s even giving me a name, but they’re talking about Drake already getting up there. Concussions have a way of coming back. Maybe with all his partying, they want to go fewer years and less up front.”

“Coach, that’s trash.”

“I know it is. Drake’s here early and stays late. I’ve never seen him hung over, not once. I think he has a chance of making the Hall, I really do. I told them that. But someone has a stick up their rear upstairs, and it’s up to you to do some kissing and see if it loosens up.”

In my head, I swore up a storm. 

Talton looked at me and smiled.

 “What?” I scowled.

“I’ve seen that face a million times. It’s what I like to see on my players.”

I didn’t want to let him know how good that made me feel. I nodded and said, “Thank you for telling me all this.”

“You’re welcome.” 

“Coach, before I go, do you mind if I speak with Treydawn Williams?”

“He dumping his guy?”

“That’s the word.”

“Yeah, go ahead. Might be better if you don’t go storming up there right after our little stroll anyway.”

He pointed me to the running backs, and I smiled and waved as I walked away like I’d been the one doing the schmoozing.

As I walked, I was saying to myself, idiot idiot idiot idiot, with each step, but I kept smiling as I approached the backs and watched them practice their own timing of the ball.

“Coach, could I have thirty seconds with Treydawn?”

The running backs’ coach stared at me, then looked over my shoulder where I knew he received a subtle nod from his boss off in the distance.

“Treydawn, c’mere a minute.”

“What’s up, Coach?”

“This here’s Drake’s agent.” With that, the coach moved away a few steps and got back to work.

“Treydawn, I’m Tristan Thorne. Sorry to interrupt your practice. I just wanted to introduce myself.”

“Hey.” He shook my hand. He held his limply but looked me in the eyes at least.

“You heard about that Nike deal, right?” I was careful not to say I’d landed it for Drake. That fine dance again. In the players’ minds, players land the deal, and agents just negotiate it.

“Yeah.”

“Am I wrong, or is it true you’ve been considering new representation?”

He looked at me for a few beats. “I’m keeping my options open.”

“Treydawn, it’s bad for business if I try to come between a player and his agent, but if your term with him is up and you’re looking around, that’s another story.” That was complete trash, of course. If a player wanted out, most contracts allowed him or her to terminate on notice. Those contracts that didn’t were unconscionable, meaning I could get them voided, and if they weren’t, what was an agent going to do, kill his reputation by making a habit of suing the fleet of clients trying to leave him? 

I watched Treydawn’s eyes. He was young, but he wasn’t stupid. I knew he got it, and he was letting me talk.

“I’d sure like a chance to show you our client presentation. It’s less than half an hour. I’ll come to your house, or I can show you at the Presidential Suite at the Conrad, and we’ll grab some dinner downstairs after.”

“My house is fine.”

“Which is better for you, seven o’clock or eight?”

“Seven’s good. Need the address?”

“Sure.” I punched it into my phone, and we shook hands again. His grip was better this time. When I looked up, I saw that Drake and his group had been released, and there he was, standing close enough he could have heard every word. And the look on his face told me he hadn’t liked what he heard.


Chapter Five

Drake

I had done some thinking about Tristan Thorne since the day I’d gotten out of the hospital. There was no excuse for him not to be there. If he was too busy for his most important client, then he was too busy to do his job. The Nike deal was good. It was great, but I was starting to feel like I could have gotten it if I’d found a lawyer on the Internet. His line about waiting until they got back to us, and how hard it was to keep from picking up the phone had sounded good at the time, but after about an hour, I stopped buying it.

And to top it off, there he was, talking with Treydawn. I didn’t even have my contract signed, and he was walking all over the practice field like he owned the place, oiling up the coaches—not for me, but so he could give his boring-rear presentation to a different free agent on my own cursed team. 

Tristan saw me glaring at him. He put a big trash-eating grin on his face and walked over to me, whacking me on the shoulder pad. I didn’t even feel it. Then he pulled on the pad. 

I was tempted to ignore the effort, but I leaned down slowly, so his face was in my earhole. 

He whispered, “What the heck is your problem?”

It shocked me so much I couldn’t even say anything.

He continued, “Could you please smile and act like we’re on the same side, at least while the whole team is watching?”

I thought that made a little bit of sense, so I gave it a shot.

“Goodness, stop grimacing like that. You look like you want to kill me.”

We walked off to the side. I took my helmet off. I had to hold onto something because my hands were twitching I was so pissed off. 

Before he could say anything else, I said, “What the heck is going on with my contract?”

“I have no idea why you don’t believe me when I tell you I’m working on it.”

He wanted to say more, but I wasn’t in the mood. “Work faster. This is my future you’re playing games with, and yours.”

He was funny when he was pissed. Suddenly, I almost laughed. Maybe I wasn’t in the best frame of mind at the time. It looked like about fourteen things went through his mind, but he finally said, “Drake, what do you think would happen if Smitty threw a ball as hard as he could at my chest?”

“It would kill you.”

“I know you think I’m a pussy.”

All attitude aside, I actually didn’t. He was no football player, but he was built for a six-footer. I’d just never admit it out loud.

“But what do you think would happen to you if you sat in a room full of lawyers and businessmen to negotiate a player contract? You’ve seen how many pages they are.”

“Oh, c’mon, I’d chew ’em up. I know what I’m worth.”

“Taylor, Hamilton, Ferguson, Upthorn, Crenshaw…” he rattled off.

Everyone knew these were former Hall of Famers, flat-rear broke. Two of them had ended up on the streets before the players’ union stepped in.

“What’s your point, Tristan?”

“You catch Smitty’s passes, I negotiate deals, make you rich, and make sure you stay that way. And you stop getting pissed off when I try to land new clients. I know what the heck I’m doing.”

“It’s all about you, huh, Thorne?”

“Goodness,” he muttered in frustration.

“What were you talking to Coach about?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“Dang it—”

“Why did you sign with me in the first place?” he asked.

“It sure wasn’t that stupid rear presentation.”

“Fine. Then what was it?”

I didn’t want to say. But I had to admit, as annoyed as I was, I liked that he was standing up to me. I respected it. “Jones.” 

He looked surprised, so I explained. “Jones told me you could have screwed him, but you kept your mouth shut about something. He said you were a blasted lawyer and a suit, but you kept your word when it counted.”

Then he looked a little sad, and I’d had enough. 

“Just get this done, okay, Tristan?”

I left him standing there, last one on the practice field. I just wanted to get home and do something that reminded me of anything but football. Instead, I hit the weight room. Then I did the elliptical machine for an hour. Then, I had one of the equipment managers set up a ball machine and kept trying to run that miserable route faster, on tired legs. It pissed me off even more. I knew someone with Johnson’s acceleration could run the route better, even though he was a linebacker, but if I got that extra step or so, I’d be gone . . .  fourth gear, fifth gear, touchdown. I hit the showers.

When I looked at my phone as I headed to the car, I saw a message from Jennifer, the football thief.  I started to pretend like I hadn’t even seen it, but I wanted to at least know why she took it. Even if I wasn’t going to get it back. I’d like to say I hadn’t thought about her since she left that morning, but I had. Seeing her name on the phone made me think of her moving on top of me, and suddenly I had to swallow. No good walking out of the practice facility with a tent-pole poking out the front of your pants.

Maybe it would be better to call someone else. I’d gotten a heck of a lot of numbers from women in this town, and I’d hardly used any. The vision of Jennifer’s little hands wrapped around me won, though. The truth was, it was late, and she’d be less work than someone I’d need to show a good time. I felt like a total douche for thinking about it like that, but I was tired and frustrated, and I needed an escape, not a courtship. Besides, she’d stolen my football. She could at least make up for it.

Her voice came through the car speakers. “Hi!”

“Hi, yourself.”

“Whatcha doing?” her voice beamed through the phone.

“Just got done with practice.”

“You’re probably tired.”

The way she said it got the tent going again like it was a dare. “Me tired is better than me coming off a concussion at the end of a game. But showing is better than talking.”

She giggled.

“So, I just got out of the shower, saw your message on the phone and almost embarrassed myself in front of the janitors. How soon can you be at my place?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know, how about Saturday?”

I couldn’t dignify that with a response.

She laughed at the pause. “Fine,” she said. “An hour.”

“See you then.”

I hung up. I don’t know what it was, but suddenly I was so aroused it made my mouth go dry. I had to readjust while driving. I felt like I’d swallowed a tub of Viagra, and I didn’t do chemical inducements of any kind. I tried to make myself stop thinking about what I wanted to do to her, but I couldn’t. So I made it a game. How horny could I make myself before she showed up?

By the time I pulled into my garage, I’d have sworn I could hear the whines of a beast coming from behind the strained zipper on my pants. This was a stupid game. Maybe I should take care of it myself, so when we finally got to business, I’d last more than a second. The thing was, I liked the feeling of all-encompassing lust. Just walking inside, the air felt like a fire that couldn’t burn me. I saw myself holding her in the air, sucking on one of her belly with one hand on her round rear, lowering her slowly on top of me, letting her feel how diamond hard I was. I thought maybe I should just go get undressed and put on my robe, but I was afraid at that moment if I even unzipped my pants the sensation would be enough to make me lose it right there. I wanted to do that inside of her, twice in a row without stopping. I knew it would be a problem on my part.

I heard voices—plural—coming from the front of the house. I walked carefully over to a window and peeked out. Jennifer stood with two other women, laughing, in outfits so skimpy I could have bent any of them over and had them against the table in the entryway. That’s where my mind was, but whatever people might think about the fantasy lives of athletes, it didn’t work that way.

I rushed to the bathroom, unzipped, and there was the beast, acting like I’d finally come to my senses by letting him out. “No, idiothead,” I said, right to it. I could have sworn I heard it say back in the comically perfect voice of a friend betrayed, “But … why?” I laughed at myself, which started to do the trick, maybe a quarter of the way.

I tried to take a leak, which always works in the morning. But nothing would come out with that erection still resisting. The doorbell rang. It was like the Incredible Hulk refusing to turn back into Bruce Banner, both sides fighting. I laughed again, this time to no effect. I stuffed Hulk Banner back in, zipped up, and got to the front door.

Looking down, my hard-on situation was still ridiculous. I’d been accused of stuffing hiking socks down there even when completely switched off. There was nothing for it. I opened the door and said, “Surprise!”

Their eyes looked me in my face first, but I could actually see the muscles near their cheekbones sink a bit as their attention was drawn downward. 

Still grinning and practically shouting the word, “Hi,” Jennifer’s eyes went first. She knew me, after all. It was an impressive display of embarrassment, amusement, and calculation that went across her face. She moved in to give me a hug and block the view, but I saw the other girls’ eyes find their target and stick.

I suddenly had at least a tiny understanding of what women went through. I almost said, “Um, excuse me, but my eyes are up here.”

Instead, I said, “Hi! I wasn’t expecting company.”

“No kidding,” Jennifer muttered. “Drake, this is—”

I didn’t even listen as she told me their names. I wasn’t interested. These girls were here to party. Each one was carrying a bottle of champagne, including Jennifer. They probably thought I would love it, which was really my own fault. So I played along.

“Hey, you came prepared! Come on in!”

They laughed, and we all headed into the kitchen. Jennifer made a beeline for the champagne flutes, which she must have spotted during her breakfast explorations early Monday morning. It was the first time I’d ever noticed them. Without waiting for me to offer, the girls were already ripping the foil tops off their bottles.

“Oh my goodness, I love this kitchen!”

“Your house is so beautiful!”

They were almost shouting, words pouring out behind grins so wide it made my own cheeks hurt just looking at them. I grinned and said something expected, like,  “Wait until you see the rest of the place.” 

They weren’t going to get to hear my Timothy story, though. 

I grabbed Jennifer’s elbow, acting playful, while the squawking sisters wrestled the wire tops off their bottles. “C’mere for one sec.”

She batted her eyes, and her friends laughed. We went around the corner, and she lifted her mouth up.

“Are you kidding me?”

“Uh, what?” she retorted like she had no clue why I’d be irritated.

“I’ve got practice tomorrow. It’s a game week. Didn’t you think to ask if I was okay with you bringing people I don’t even know?”

She looked confused. “They’re my friends. They just wanted to meet you. Sorry.”

She didn’t sound sorry, but it was either kick them all out or go with it. After the time Jennifer and I had together earlier in the week, I just didn’t want to be that big of a jerk. “I just would have liked a little notice. In case you couldn’t tell, I had something else on my mind.”

There was the smile I liked. She said, “It put something on my mind, too. I wish I hadn’t brought them now.”

She raised her mouth again and this time I kissed her, pulling her against me. She ground her hips into me for an instant, then pulled back with a warm gasp. “Let’s have some fun, then we’ll ditch them. Unless, of course, you don’t want to.”

It took me a minute to comprehend. She meant we didn’t have to ditch them if I wanted to enjoy multiple partners in bed. I was so slow on the uptake because I was busy realizing the concept “ditch them” implied the necessity of being elsewhere for the ditching to happen. She really wanted to go party somewhere. I had no desire to go out.

 “Ladies, you’ll have to forgive me, but I just got done with practice and have to get something to eat.”

One of them put her hand on my bicep and said, “Got to keep these up, right?”

I didn’t even think about it; it was just a reflex from years’ worth of signings and appearances. I would have done the same thing for a little kid. I flexed and felt instantly like an idiot. She gasped. 

The other came over to feel, too. She said, “Incredible! It looks good on TV, but idiot!” 

Behind my grin. I was thinking, These are the friends of a Physician’s Assistant?

Jennifer had been rummaging in my fridge. I hoped she was going to throw a steak in a pan for me, but she pulled out a beer instead.

“Why don’t you drink this and call for a car? We’ll grab something to eat downtown and see what happens!” Jennifer suggested, but it came across more like a command.

Her friends whooped, and as I considered letting them all know they could show themselves out so I could rest up for practice the next day, they whooped some more. I popped the beer. Before I’d given it much thought, I downed the whole thing.

They took it as a sign for the party to start and started saying, “Heyyyy now! Let’s go! Alright!” all together, including Jennifer, while letting out even louder squawks. 

My poor ears.

I let out a big, “Ahhhhh,” as though I’d enjoyed the beer. One light beer was no big deal, especially at 265, but on an empty stomach, I instantly felt a slight warm feeling spread. After the trash with Thorne, worrying about my contract with the team, not to mention a game in the National Football League coming at me like a freight train Sunday, a beer wasn’t the worst idea. A light beer. One. But with food.

I looked up at the girls and saw their thick makeup and their idiot-me dresses. Then I looked at the empty beer in my hand, which Jennifer had handed me after I said I was hungry. I saw a picture in my head of what they wanted. A night on the town. People snapping pictures on their phones and blasting them out all over the world. These women would have those same smiles frozen on their faces the whole night and probably would need surgery to remove them. I saw paparazzi showing up at some overpriced, overly loud night spot, volume turned up even more than usual to try to hide the small mid-week, late autumn crowd. And I saw these three hanging on my biceps, trying to look like some magazine setup shot of Don’t You Wish You Could Party Like These People? 

Jennifer hadn’t asked once about my head. No, she so rudely brought uninvited guests into my home after stealing from me. What the heck was I thinking?

I grinned at the girls, probably with the same expression I had on when Thorne asked me to smile on the practice field. This time it was on purpose. “Get the heck out.”

They blinked at me, waiting for the punch line. I looked at Jennifer. “Sorry, hon. Game week. Time to go.”

“What? Drake?”

“And you want to know something? All you had to do was ask. I’d have given it to you.”

“What are you talk—”

“The football you stole from me. I would have signed it. I would have written something on there you could have been proud of. Now it’s just a piece of pigskin. Get out.”

“Drake, I’m sorry—”

“Last chance before I get upset.”

They left their champagne bottles. Jennifer tried to slam the door, but it closed with a gentle thud I could barely hear as I poured the sweet-smelling booze down the sink.

I was standing there, listening to the fizz settle when I looked over toward the counter that held a notepad and pen. On the same counter stood a framed picture I’d stopped noticing a long time ago. It was me and Tristan from three years before, the day I’d signed my first contract. Him and all his promises. Maybe it was that I just hated waiting even more than I hated linebackers. Because I couldn’t say he’d ever actually broken a specific promise to me. But he sure bent expectations when it suited him. Missing my game to be with a bunch of college recruits who had less than a fifty percent chance of starting a single Sunday in the NFL, much less being on a roster after a year. Those were just the odds, and here I was, set to sign the longest contract of my career. The real one. The big one. I needed my agent to do more than pat my big head and have secret conversations with my coach.

In other words, I was working myself up all over again. If only Jennifer would have shown up alone.

I pulled out my phone. Tristan answered about a millionth of a second before it went to voicemail. It probably took him three and a half rings to un-suction his lips from Treydawn’s rear.

“Hi, Drake.”

“No offer from the team?”

“I spoke with them today. There are, uh, a few points that still need to be ironed out.”

“Tell them I’m not ready to consider any offer.”

“What? Drake, are you home? Let me—”

“No, I’m coming to your office. Next week. We need to talk. Tell them negotiations are on hold.”

“For how long? Drake, I think—”

“Indefinitely.”

I hung up.


Chapter Six

Tristan

Not that I loved the way he told me, but if Drake hadn’t insisted on the moratorium in negotiations, I would have. I’d prefer, vastly, being the one in control, but it was better for us that it was his idea. Had it come from me, in his mood? He probably would have fired me as soon as the suggestion left my mouth.

He was pissed, but it was just one more thing I would have to deal with. I’d handled pissed off, anxious clients as often and easily as I tied my shoes. Besides, Treydawn was on board, and so were two of the recruits I’d met the day Drake got hurt were. One thing Drake still didn’t understand was that I was farming each of them out to my agents, but not him. This did not mean they were getting anything less than the best.

First, my agents didn’t get a job in my firm unless I thought they could teach me something. Second, they reported to me every week, and more often as the situation called for. I rarely spent a waking minute not working, and whether people understood it or not, that included my sanity-saving escapes to hockey matches. 

If there had been a match today, I’d have been at it.

Drake’s idea was the best possible move, to take negotiating power away from the team before they could take it any further away from us. Whether they were serious about cutting costs or not, it didn’t matter. To go through the coach like that had been a huge sign of weakness. At least, that’s how I was reading it, but given my surprise at the coach’s dire news during our little conversation on the field, I thought I’d get a second opinion.

I called Bruce.

“Get down her pants yet?” he asked without saying hello.

“Blue balled.”

“No!”

“Apparently she’s a ‘third date’ kind of gal.”

“Kissy kissy and not even sucky sucky?”

“That’s about as succinct as you could put it while still turning something beautiful into a fresh turd and managing to sound like a second grader at the same time.”

“Oh, you’re breaking my heart, Thorne.”

I laughed. “I didn’t call you to share a sweet sentiment.”

“Lay it on me,” he said.

I gave him the short version of events.

“Incredible,” he said, “they don’t let me near practice.”

“How is that possible with your tact and grace?”

He growled. “Bite me. So, yeah, I think it’s good you took it away. Incredible, Mathison’s the face of their franchise. They couldn’t lose money on him if they tried. They have to know that.”

“Bruce, it never fails to amaze me how some of these multi-billionaires lose sight of the big picture.”

“So spell it out for them.”

“I think I’m going to do more than that,” I said.

“You wanna Costco their rear?”

I thought a few seconds about it, and said, “Yeah.”

He just laughed. “I know that voice. If you’ve made up your mind, you still talkin’ to me for? But I say go for it, and don’t forget to tell your old buddy how it goes, only let’s do it over drinks.” 

“It’s a deal.” 

He hung up, and I marveled at how easy that had been. Thank goodness for good friends.

Years ago, I ran across an in-depth article about how Costco had so much freaking muscle, they did more than just dictate terms to their suppliers. They forced them to hand over their books, all of them. I showed it to Bruce, and as lawyers and businessmen, neither of us could believe anyone would put up with that treatment. The number crunchers in the belly of the beast would take their sweet time sifting through every last entry. Executives made calls, visited farms and warehouses in person, verified anything they didn’t already know. Bruce had called it anal probing with a flagpole, and that was close enough. At long last, Costco would get back to the vendor with their offer, which was more like an edict. “This is what you’ll take. This is how much product you’ll deliver and when. This is the profit your business should be making. If you miss a deadline, we might slap a penalty on you or cancel our agreement. We’ll pay you when we get around to it. Count your lucky stars we’re giving you the privilege of taking up a square inch of shelf space in our unbe-frigging-lievable sales and distribution system.” 

We’d used Costco as a verb to describe certain negotiations ever since.

I already knew most of the numbers for every team in the NFL. It wasn’t that hard, but it was all still educated estimates.

When it came to Drake, the TV ratings alone—not to mention the ticket sales he generated—justified almost any demand I could come up with. By pussyfooting around and making their head coach pull a reverse-shill, they were now inviting me to do the job of estimating the salaries they would have to pay everyone else on their team to fit within the cap and balance of it all so they had enough talent to be contenders every year. We were going to have to extrapolate all of their costs and show how whatever they paid Drake in salary would be flying right back into their coffers, multiplied, commencing from the day they signed. The rest would be massaging the salary cap limit the league imposed upon all teams, which was an art in its own right.

I preferred doing it this way when I could, even if it wasn’t a full-on Costco. Every team’s management thought they knew best, but the few agents like me, who had the desire and capability to really know all of the numbers, and to keep up with them as they changed, brought a league-wide perspective to the table that even a bunch of billionaire egos couldn’t match. It was a heck of a lot of work for me and my staff, and in this case, the team was dang well going to pay extra for it.

Once we got the details as precise as we could make them, I’d inform team management what the deal was, and then I’d give them a choice. If they wanted to make a single change, show me the actual books. Whichever option they chose, I’d be dictating what they’d pay my client, and for how long.

It was one heck of an arrogant move to be attempting on behalf of a tight end. Nike thought Drake was that good. TV ratings confirmed it. The only ones who didn’t want to recognize the facts of life were the owners who had to write the checks. 

As to Drake, if he thought I wasn’t worth every penny he paid me and my firm; he was going to have to grow up. The alternative was absolutely unacceptable to me.

I wished again for a hockey match that day. Drumming my fingers on my desk, there were too many things bouncing around my head. Drake, my new clients, and whom to pair them with among my agents, finding a new assistant, and I was just about to pick up my phone and start firing off instructions to everyone when I thought of Peyton.

I couldn’t be the only male on the planet to have the kind of reaction I had when she entered my head. There was the part of me I was proud of, who saw her face looking at me with understanding and asking for it in return. It was more than just the physical perfection of her features that I found beautiful. She had started opening something for me, and the part of me I was proud of did not mean that kind of opening.

Simultaneous with the image of her face and her eyes, which made me want to become some chivalrous knight and offer her my oath of protection, I also saw her pressing against me, wearing those jeans as my hand lifted her rear up and she wrapped her legs around me. I imagined feeling her tongue, soft, wet, and just the right amount of firm, flicking against mine. I imagined her pressing her chest against me at the same time, knowing what it did to me, telling me she wanted me to feel her belly, to get with the program and free them so I could put my bare hand where it wanted to be and squeeze.

It was good nobody came into my office at that moment. I wasn’t sure what would have shown on my face. I didn’t believe it would have been exclusively lust written there, but also the realization that something more important was missing from my life. 

I couldn’t take it anymore. I called her.

“Hi,” she said. She did it again, with those two letters. 

“Hi, yourself.”

“Are you in town?” she asked.

“I am.”

I could hear her smile in her voice. “Gonzaga’s visiting DePaul tonight, just so you know.”

“College hoops it is. Dinner first?”

“No way. I love hot dogs. My treat.”

“Okay,” I said, “but at least let me pick you up this time.”

“Seven?”

“You got it.”

Just knowing I was going to see her soon settled me down. I buzzed Adrienne, but a different voice answered.

“Mr. Thorne’s off—oh, excuse me, Mr. Thorne, it’s you.”

“Amy?”

“Yes, Adrienne asked me to woman the desk for a bit. Can I do something for you?”

I chuckled, “Yes. Tell Scott I need to see him right now. And I’ll need Derek right after.”

“Yes, sir.”

Two minutes later, she buzzed me back. “Mr. Hanson is here.”

“Send him in.”

Scott worked as hard as me. That’s about as high a compliment as I could give someone. He was twenty-eight, which meant as young as I was to be aspiring to the top, he was absolutely still wet behind the ears. I wasn’t giving him Treydawn.

“Hey, boss,” he said.

“How’s it going, Scott?”

He shook his head. “Trask blew out her knee.”

“What? Why wasn’t I told?”

“Just got off the phone.”

“How bad?”

“Too early to tell, but it doesn’t look good.”

“How old is her boy?” I asked.

“Two.”

“Husband?”

“They seem tight to me.”

“Good, but that might be it for her,” I said. “Dang.”

Michelle Trask was on the US Women’s Soccer team. She had an Olympic gold medal and two world championships under her belt, and she was gorgeous with arguably the best pair of legs in the history of womankind. Her smile was the last piece of the puzzle that allowed us to maintain a long waiting list of potential endorsements. She was smart and picky.

“You know what to say, but when the time is right, let me talk to her. If she’s out, I want to give her my condolences personally.”

He nodded. “Of course.”

“What’s the name of that voice coach we put together with Gueren?” I was referring to our retired tennis player. She’d never made it above ninth in the world, and even then only squeaked into the top ten for less than a month, but she was great on the air and was already making a good living announcing.

“Rosa.”

“If Trask wants to keep a toe in the action, she’s going to need Rosa’s help.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

Without any conversational segue, I said, “I’m giving you Smith.”

“Which Smith?” he asked.

“Georgia Tech.”

He looked pleased and relieved.

“C’mon, you’re moving up, Scott. Besides, I’m not even signing the other Smith.”

“Really? Why not?”

“I was going to give him to Sonny, but he’s being coy. So’s Dunston. Neither of them were in the same league as the other two, and they already signed up.”

“Who’s getting McCann?”

I laughed. “Do you want him?”

“Hell yes.”

“Okay, but one condition.”

“What?”

“No moaning or complaining,” I said, “not even to yourself in private over what I tell you next.”

“How can I promise that?”

“By reminding yourself that your boss thinks you have a chance to be as good as it gets in this business. Because your boss did all the legwork, all the schmoozing, all the face time and just landed you your two hottest prospects of your career, and he’s not even asking to split the commission with you.”

“All good points.”

“We have a deal?”

“Yes,” Scott agreed.

“I’m giving Treydawn to Derek.”

He did an admirable job. I wouldn’t have done as well, especially not six years before when I was his age, but I did catch the littlest bit of a sigh.

I pointed at him and said, loudly, “Ah!”

He laughed. “Sorry. You got Treydawn?”

“Dang right I did.”

“Congratulations, boss.”

When he grinned, I jabbed the intercom. “Get Derek in here.”

He came in, and the two younger guns looked like bookends in my office. Scott had blond hair and was my height; while Derek was a little shorter, thirty years old, and sported slick black hair that one could spot a little too often out in the club scene. But he did his job, and I’m not a babysitter.

I winked at Scott, who understood it for the green light I was giving him. 

“You lucky mongrel,” he said to Derek.

Derek frowned. “Say what?”

“Tristan’s giving you Treydawn.”

Derek grinned broadly. “Of course he is.”

I rolled my eyes, but he was right.

Scott was curious. “What do you mean, of course?”

“Treydawn likes to party. I like to party. I know where to draw the line. We party together, and I keep us both out of trouble.”

I raised my hands, part in surrender to the inevitable and part to say, And that’s how we got that done.

“Got any news for me, Derek?” I asked.

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

I looked at him. He looked happy and calm. If I’d seen any doubt or stress, I would have pressed. “Guys, don’t rub it in to anyone else.”

“Not even Sonny?” Derek asked.

Both of them wore wide grins. 

I shook my head and laughed. “Okay, Derek, you can gloat to Sonny. But nobody else. I need all hands on deck the next couple of weeks. Nobody’s going to have time to get pissy.”

“Why?” Scott asked. “What’s going on?”

I looked at them. “Management got too cute on Mathison. We put a freeze on talks. They haven’t leaked it yet, so I’m going to in ten minutes.”

Derek was about a hundredth of a second faster as they both said, “You want to Costco them?”

I smiled. 

Scott said, “Incredible. My first Costco.”

“Both of you, get the heck out of my office. I have to call a reporter.”

They hooted all the way down the hall and into the elevator, and I knew, for a fact, they were rubbing their shiny new clients in the faces of everyone who would listen. That was fine. I was on a roll. Anyone who had a bit of room on their lineup card was going to be full soon enough.

* * * * *

I decided to drive. It was a mistake, with my phone buzzing like a hive despite the fact it was long after business hours. Reporters never slept. Players never slept. Agents never slept. Ignoring a single call meant dealing with something later or the next day. Things were just too stacked to allow that.

Peyton buzzed me up, and I got to her door, talking on my phone. When she opened it, I wobbled on my knees in my best imitation of vaudeville and put my hand over my heart. I wasn’t hamming it up too much because she looked so good I wanted to throw my phone over the railing and push her inside. She giggled quietly and took my arm as we went back to my car.

I might have missed her jeans, since they had been such a prevalent part of my fantasy life over the preceding few days, but the little black pants she was wearing held her hips in a way that made me think about that part of her every bit as much as I had been thinking about other features before. Strappy heels would have been sexy, too, but I loved that instead, she had on black canvas Chuck Taylors. She wore a gray cashmere sweater under her jacket that was thin enough to make promises I was sure it could keep. I wished I could get off the phone.

The hands-free took over, and the voice of one of my lawyers came out over the car speakers. I muted the call so he couldn’t hear me and gave Peyton a quick kiss before whispering, “I’m so sorry.”

She said, “It’s okay. I like it.”

“…adding the no-trade clause in section 18 obviates the need to repeat it in 23.”

I switched off mute. “You think it’s stronger just to say it once.”

“Doesn’t matter, really,” the lawyer said, “but then you start feeling like you have to emphasize everything. Cleaner this way.”

“Do it. Anything else?”

“Uh, yes. Do you want to do this later?”

“Hang on.” I put him on hold. “Peyton, I’ll try to get this done quickly, but I really don’t want to change our plans.”

“Tristan, if I ever do get into the business, can you think of a better crash course than listening to you work?”

I smiled. “Not really.”

“Then get to work.” She put her chin on her hand and blinked at me. We were stopped at a light so I couldn’t resist stealing a real kiss this time. A horn honked. She giggled as I lurched the big SUV forward and got back with the lawyer.

We pulled up to the stadium. Excellent—even though it was a college game, they had valet parking tonight. 

Once inside, Peyton took my arm and guided us to our seats as I kept working with the lawyer to unknot gnarly bits of contract language. As soon as I hung up with him, I had to check eight voicemails. I also looked through my texts. There were too many. I called Adrienne.

“Yeah, boss.”

“Good, you’re there.”

“Long as you need me tonight.”

I was relieved to hear that. I hadn’t had a chance to ask how the hunt was going for her replacement.

“I’ve been talking with Horshansky for the last hour or so,” I said. “He’ll send the next draft tonight. I’ve got to talk to Sonny. You’ve got my texts on screen?”

“Yes.”

“Answer the ones you can for me. Emails, too. Get Scott to help. Anything you guys think I need to handle, flag for me, will you?”

“You got it. Sonny’s been telling everyone we’re going to lose Mathison.”

I rolled my eyes. “Anyone believing him?”

“No, not with the roll you’re on.”

“I’m still going to rip Sonny a new one.”

“Won’t do any good.” She hung up. I’d given her enough to keep her up past midnight, and there was still more to do. It would be a miracle if I got to see this game.

“Agent man need food, work hard.” Peyton shoved a hot dog forward like a cavewoman offering her man sustenance. With her other hand, she pointed at a cold beer in the cup holder on the back of the seat in front of me. Hers already had about a quarter missing. These beer cups weren’t as gigantic as the ones at the hockey match, but just as cold.

I laughed, took a bite of my hot dog and barely finished chewing before chasing it with a swig of beer. “Oh, dang, that’s good.”

Around a bite of food, Peyton said, “The Zags are up by five.”

I hadn’t even realized the game was going. “Peyton, I’m sorry. This was not my best idea.”

“It’s okay. But it was more interesting when I could hear both sides of the conversation.”

I thought for a second. “So hear both sides.” I pulled out my headphones and unwound them.

“Seriously?”

“Up to you. One of our agents is the worst gossip you’ve ever met. Fifty-seven years old, in over his head, and jerks and whines constantly. I have to chew his rear out for crossing the line.”

She looked dubious. Then it hit me, she was remembering the hockey match when I’d lit into Adie. “I’ll be nice to the old fart. Promise. He just needs a reminder every once in awhile.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, it’s okay. For confidential stuff, I’d have to make you sign your soul over to me. Or at least your body.”

That earned me a cute little punch in the arm, which earned her a peck on the cheek. We were acting like middle-schoolers, but it was fun. I took another bite as she did the honors with the headphones. After another good sip of beer, I got Sonny on the line.

“Hello, Tristan.”

I was too irritated for greetings. “Sonny, you know Mathison’s not going anywhere, right?”

“Oh, I, uh, of course, why would he be going anywhere?”

“Because the last thing any of us need right now is any kind of rumor or innuendo infiltrating the hallowed halls of Thorne Enterprises.”

Peyton rolled her eyes at me. I reached for her knee, and she pulled it away so fast it almost jerked the headphone out of my ear. I looked at her like she was nuts and she mouthed, “I’m sorry! Not my knees!”

I waggled my eyebrows at her like a dastardly villain who had discovered the princess’ weakness. She frowned in mock terror. I really wanted to get off the phone, back in the car, home, and into bed—with her.

“I heard Scott and Derek got new clients.” Sonny’s voice held a pout.

“You mean you heard I handpicked two of our youngest agents for some of the best plums we’ve landed in a long time, and you’re wondering why I didn’t offer any to you.”

“Hey, Tristan, you’re the boss. It’s just. Well, I’ve got seniority.”

“Sonny, do you think I would have hired you if I didn’t appreciate your work?”

“Well, no.”

“Do you want to go out with Treydawn on a Tuesday night until three in the morning, making sure he doesn’t lead himself right into temptation of the white powder variety?”

He got quiet. “No. But that reminds me. You didn’t hear it from me, but Nelson at Florida State got pulled over for dope, and Jessie’s getting on a red eye to see if he can fix it.”

I rolled my eyes. The texts had gone by on my screen, and Scott was handling it just fine. It was the perfect idea to send Jessie to do the kid a favor. “Sonny, don’t say ‘fix’ when you’re talking about anything to do with the law and a potential client. In fact, maybe avoid using that word altogether.”

“I still don’t understand why you didn’t even talk to me about any of these new clients.”

“Sonny, you are the best agent alive,” I paused to let him gobble that up for a moment, “when it comes to a very specific niche of clients.”

He swore. “You mean old people.”

“I mean athletes who are still making hundreds of thousands of dollars per year, who do endorsements and events all over the world without causing a second’s worth of trouble. Pros who already know the business and feel comfortable with you, and not Derek when he’s got hangover breath and is slamming Red Bulls.”

“You know I still like being where the action is.”

“It’s called Thorne Enterprises, Sonny. C’mon, you want me to get you Super Bowl tickets?”

The silence on the line screamed his affirmative. 

“You got it,” I said. “But remember one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Your bonus was the exact same as Scott’s and Derek’s and every other agent’s this year, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. Yes, it was.”

“It was the same bonus I got, too.” I decided to leave out the part about him putting in half the hours as the rest of us, saving it in case he tried to complain about his commissions.

But he surprised me. “I remember.”

“Then can you cut me some slack with the Mathison trash and all the other inter-office nonsense, at least until his contract’s done and I’ve found someone who can pick up Adrienne’s slack?”

“Adrienne’s leaving?”

“You didn’t hear it from me.” I hung up.

Before Peyton could say anything, I eyed her knees.

She glared. “Don’t you dare.”

“All I have to do is look, and you start squirming.”

I lifted my hand a grand total of one single inch, and she squealed and grabbed it. I tried to get it away, but she held on like her life depended on it, laughing and saying, “No! Really, I hate it.”

“But you’re laughing.”

“It’s panic.”

Her hair had fallen over her face, and when I moved my free hand to brush it back, she took in a breath to scream. But then she saw what I was doing, and she let out the breath. 

Her face was flushed, and she was still looking like she was petrified over what I might do to those knees. I kissed her, and there was something about the way she kissed me back, with her laughter and blushing and playful fear still present that made me feel as though she was some kind of secret magic treasure chest. It was like she contained the most unexpected, surprising treasures the world could hold, and when I did something just right, one would be unlocked to delight me, and me alone.

I wanted to tell her she was beautiful again but was afraid it might break the spell. Instead, I turned back to the game and held her hand. The score was tied. The fans were going nuts. My phone rang again.

I looked at Peyton. She was already holding the ear bud dangling from her hand. “I’ve had enough,” she said. “This is a heck of a game.”

I nodded and took the call. It was the lawyer again. We went until half time.

Once the call was over, I said, “That’s it. No more tonight.”

“Don’t stop for me,” she said. “Get your stuff done.”

“No. Second half’s coming up. No phone calls. Just you.”

She smiled and leaned her head against my shoulder. One more little treasure.

We loved the game. The Zags beat the home team by two in overtime.

While we walked out slowly, taking the roundabout way to avoid the post-game crowd, I realized the only thing I’d eaten the whole day was a hot dog and a beer. “I’m hungry again,” I shouted over the clamor.

“Me, too.”

“I know a place.”

The valet took awhile. When we finally got in the car, I drove one short block from the stadium, took a right, and parked. It had taken about eight seconds.

“Here we are,” I said.

She looked around dubiously at the old buildings. A food truck already had a long line in front of it. 

“Coming?” I asked.

While in line, we held hands. Leaning over, I asked her, “If you could pick your absolute dream job, what would it be?”

“Sports broadcasting.”

“You’d be good at it,” I said. “I’m sure I could pull a few strings.”

She grinned. “I’m not above having you do that, but not yet.”

“What are you waiting for?”

“I keep asking myself that. I know exactly what I want, but I also know that once I start, it’s all I’ll think about. I guess something’s been telling me to let life happen a little bit before I obsess.”

“I couldn’t do that. I’d go crazy.”

She feigned surprise. “No! You think?”

I gave her a gentle hip check toward the curb. 

She laughed. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“What happens when you get to the top? What then?” Her face was earnest, curious. 

“I look at it the way the best athletes do. ‘More.’ I want to achieve more. Not out of greed. At least not the way people usually think about that. But to leave whatever mark can be left. It’s one thing to know what you are best at for yourself. It’s another to know you could be the best of all at it, at least in your time. The great ones’ churn through the record books. They pile up numbers so fast, so overwhelmingly, that other people trying to do the same thing start to wonder if these legends are even human. The ones setting the records know the secret is they are a byproduct of commitment. They usually figure it out from day one of their Rookie year. It’s not talent they put in; it’s time. Every minute extra is a minute more than someone else put in.”

I stopped and looked at her. She was watching me, listening.

“Goodness, where was I going with that?” I asked, suddenly embarrassed.

She tucked her hair behind one ear. “I liked it. You were being you.”

“Well, thanks, but I think the whole night’s been about me so far.” She didn’t contradict me. “Except for that knee thing.”

That got me a slit-eyed stare, which made me laugh.

The owner of the food truck looked up from behind the counter. “Tristan! What are you doing in line?”

Before I could answer, he hustled out, leaving two people in the truck crazily filling orders for the mass of people crowded in front.

“Mr. Kalopodous, this is my friend Peyton Worth.”

“Yes, yes, hello, beautiful lady. Tristan! First time you not alone. Come, come.”

The confused look on Peyton’s face was priceless. I nodded and nudged her forward, putting my hands on her shoulders so we could follow single file through the crowd. We went around back. While it couldn’t exactly be called ‘clean,’ it was a lot nicer than one would expect from the backside of a food truck on a rundown street where beered-up fans roamed.

“Sit, sit. Teddy! Bring drinks!”

His grandson came out—who I knew to be twelve but looked not a day older than eight—carrying a tall, thin bottle of chilled Uzo and little glasses. We were bundled up against the cold, but we didn’t complain as we upended quick shots of the frosty clear liquid. Ted the First joined us. It went down almost too cold, then heated up in our bellies and sent blasts of warmth to our toes and fingers.

“Mmmm,” Peyton said.

Mr. Kalopodous smiled. “She likes it, yes?”

Even in the dim light from the back of the truck, Peyton’s eyes were glowing. She smiled and nodded at the old man, who grinned at me like he’d done a wonderful job and slapped me hard on the back.

The little table looked rickety but was actually solid and stable. Mr. Kalopodous wandered back into the truck to help his family, and I poured Peyton and me another couple of shots, which we only sipped.

“What is this place?” Peyton asked.

“I used to come here in college. One month, I happened to be flat rear broke, which wasn’t unusual for a lot of us undergrads. My student ID got me into a game. I walked past this truck after, in the middle of a huge crowd. The old man spotted me, and I guess he could tell I was hungry. He grabbed me like I’d just about insulted him, sat me down right in this same chair, and fed me.”

Her eyes misted over, one more surprise treasure. I gazed back at her tenderly and said, “Oh my goodness, you’re a sap.”

“Shut up!” She whacked me.

“You be nice to that lady, young man,” Mr. Kalopodous shouted as he emerged from the back of the truck. His arms were laden with trays. “She’s a keeper. I can tell.”

I rolled my eyes but knew better than to contradict him. He moved as though he was dumping food right out of his arms, but the little trays miraculously skidded into a perfect, even half circle in front of us, and he was gone.

“Have you ever been to Greece?” I asked Peyton.

She shook her head. 

“Me, neither. But his food makes me want to go. I’m hopeless with the names. Just try it.”

She took a bite of something that must have had lamb in it, with some kind of sauce, and her eyes went round. “This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted!” 

As trays emptied, Teddy the Third would replace them with something different.

“It’s incredible. I’m too full, but I can’t stop.”

“That’s what the Uzo is for.”

She drained the rest of her second glass. I did the same. After a moment, she looked at me and said, “Yep, it worked,” and began to dig in for more.

Suddenly, I had to get her home, and I leaned forward so the old man couldn’t hear me. I had to tell her exactly what was on my mind because honesty seemed like the best thing with Peyton. “Come home with me.”

She said yes with her eyes and her smile, but just to make sure my male brain picked up the signals, she nodded and whispered, “Okay.”

“You give that girl some flowers!” echoed out from inside the busy truck.

“Yes, sir!”

Peyton laughed. Then she licked her fingers and looked at me.

I nodded. We stood up. The old man came out, and we began our usual negotiation. I gave Peyton a quick smile, and she picked up like lightning, just standing behind me, like a queen having the grace to pretend we men didn’t exist.

I knew better than to reach for my wallet just yet.

“You all finished? You hardly ate a thing. Come, come, more Uzo. It’s good for you.”

“Thank you, really, Mr. Kalopodous, but it was so delicious we don’t want to ruin it by getting too full.”

He looked at me like that was just insanity.

“We’ll have a better appetite next time, promise.”

That was slightly better.

“You go home then. I see you next time,” he agreed in his semi-broken accent.

“Okay, but I’m earning a living now. I’m not a student anymore. At least let me give little Teddy something for his work.”

“Why? Work’s good for him. He’s young. He doesn’t need money. You go home.”

“Yes, sir. But I won’t feel right coming back if you don’t let me do at least something.”

“Well, okay, but you should really eat more. Call it ten dollars.”

I looked at him, pulling out my wallet and fishing for the ten-dollar bill I always kept handy. “Yes, sir, but if I don’t tip Teddy, Peyton won’t forgive me.”

The old man leaned over and looked her up and down. She stared at the gutter, managing to look just a bit heartbroken for little Teddy the Third. He took the ten spot and said in all seriousness, “You take care of this one, you hear me?”

“I will.”

He gave me a hug. He hugged Peyton longer. Then he went back inside. The boy hustled out and smooth as olive oil the two Benjamins in the cup of my hand were gone. We walked out front. There were only two customers left. I saw Peyton watching as little Teddy deposited funds in Ted Jr.’s apron pocket. The father looked up at me with a quick smile and gave me a brief salute with his pair of tongs, and winked at Peyton.

She smiled, and the whole street lit up for a second in her light. We walked toward the car, and she let out the softest little gasp. “That…was amazing.”

I opened the door for her. Instead of taking my hand, she pressed up against me and lifted her chin. I leaned down, and we kissed, a little more gently than I expected from her body language. But then in the dark, I felt her hand brush against the front of my pants. In an instant, I was back to the same level of arousal from that night in her apartment. She felt it. She squeezed me, and it was my turn to gasp. Her lips were still pressed against mine, but my mouth had opened just a little wider, and I was frozen, helpless. She squeezed a little harder and breathed into my mouth, “I want you.”

I did not have to be told twice. It was all I could do not to run red lights. Her hand rested on my knee as I drove, and she giggled when I took a turn wrong and bumped the curb.

We parked in my garage and took the private elevator up to my apartment on the top floor of the building. By the time the doors opened, our shoes were off, and my tie was on the floor. I was desperate. Hungrier than I had ever been before in my life. It had been far longer than I’d stopped to consider.

We got to the bedroom, and I barely kept myself from ripping her clothes. She was fumbling for my shirt buttons as I unzipped those black pants. I saw the curve of her from her tummy to the top of her little black panties, and I couldn’t stop myself from putting my hand down the front. I needed to touch her as soon as possible. She was wet, and I was not really in control of my movement anymore.

In my fantasies, I had taken things slow. I wanted to explore her body, to tease her and make it last. But in reality, I was the caveman she had teased earlier in the evening. “Agent man need food, work hard,” she had said. Now it was Agent man hard, need idiot.

She gasped when I pushed inside of her. Just the sound of her breath catching made me want to pull out and do it again. When I felt how wet she was, I strained as deep as I could go. 

Moving together in the dark, delighting each other, we kissed and moaned each other’s names. In a haze of lust, I nipped and kissed her, and tried to slow my rhythm to at least partially resemble the fantasies I’d had. She wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer than I thought was possible and then she let out a long, throaty moan. It was enough to send me over the top. I breathed her name against her neck when I finished and held on to her as long as I could.

We lay there, tangled up together for a while. I’d never really considered myself the type to cuddle afterward, but part of me had to admit it was nice. Just having her next to me put me at ease. But eventually, the moment had to end. 

“Thirsty?” I asked.  Because I was parched, so I thought she might be.

“Yes, water would be great.”

“Coming right up,” I announced and planted a kiss on her forehead before I made my way to the kitchen to grab a couple of bottles.

I thought she’d planned to stay the night. But when I returned a few minutes later, she was coming out of the bathroom fully dressed. The look on my face must have been obvious. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I promised my father I’d come over and make him some breakfast in the morning. I wasn’t thinking. Otherwise, I would have packed a bag.”

“Oh! Are you sure? I can take you early.”

“No. It’s my dad. He has a sixth sense. The only way I’ll defeat it is if I sleep in my own bed.”

“No problem.” I handed her the water and proceeded to get my clothes on.

“Oh, Tristan. You’re so busy. Just call me a cab.”

I wouldn’t have thought twice about driving her, but she had a point. I could definitely use that extra hour of sleep. “Are you positive?”

“Definitely.”

“Then screw the cab. My service has a driver for me on call.”

She smiled. “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

“It’s that, or I’m driving you.” I put on my this isn’t a negotiation face.

“Fine,” she said it gently and with a smile, but something seemed off.

“Is everything okay?”

“Absolutely! I’m just kicking myself over forgetting breakfast with Dad.”

I called the service. The driver was downstairs in less than five minutes. I went down with Peyton and opened the door. She kissed me quickly, embarrassed by the driver standing there.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said.

“Good. But I know you’re busy. Don’t worry about me if you have things to deal with.”

The way she said it sounded final, and it made me pause. “Uh, sure. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Tristan. It was a wonderful evening. Thank you.”

She closed the door, and I watched the car pull away, wishing I had said something that showed how I felt about her.


Chapter Seven

Peyton

That goodbye with Tristan had been awkward. Almost as awkward as me trying to tip the driver. He smiled gently and said, “No, ma’am. I couldn’t do that to Mr. Thorne, but thank you all the same.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll just stand right here until I see you’re safely inside.”

I smiled at him and fished my keys out. I was clumsy at the door and it took about five times as long as it should have for me to unlock the thing. I gave him a wave and went upstairs.

Once I got inside, I locked my door and poured myself a glass of chardonnay. I was a little shaky. I actually wanted to cry. I was trying to figure out what was wrong with him and wondering if something was wrong with me. I had wanted it almost as much as he did. I liked it when a man and a woman lost control if they weren’t faking it. He sure wasn’t. It wasn’t that he was too rough. I could handle that to a point, too, when we were both as hot for it as we had been. 

It was when he had just seemed like he was off on his own during the actual sex. It was like I didn’t even exist. I kept asking myself why that wasn’t okay. Why didn’t I take that as almost an ultimate compliment?

The night had been so perfect. Even better than the fine restaurant. Uzo in the street with a Greek man and his grandson fawning over us. Men taking care of each other, caring about form. It was the most romantic evening I had ever had, and he was a gentleman from the beginning. I didn’t care about the phone calls. When he let me listen in on his call, sharing his headphones with him, watching basketball together and drinking beer, it was comfortable and exciting at the same time.

The sex was just awful. When I finally admitted it to myself bluntly, I let out a little sob.

“Get it together, girl.”

I looked at my phone. It was one in the morning. I risked it and made the phone call.

“Did you do it?” Olivia asked without even saying hello. She didn’t even sound tired.

I poured my guts out. I didn’t stop talking for half an hour. Olivia interjected with noises and commentary the whole time. Her side of the conversation was basically, “Oh!” “Nice!” and “Seriously?” That was about the phone calls, but when I got to us sharing the headphones she said, “That’s so cute!”

When I got done with the part about the boy giving his father the money, and then his salute with the tongs, she choked up.

I told her how I grabbed him while we stood in the nook of his SUV’s door.

“Now we’re talking. So?”

“What?”

“How big?”

“Liv!”

“Spill it,” she demanded.

“I didn’t measure.”

She waited.

“Fine,” I said. “Bigger than usual, definitely.”

“Not a porn star then.”

“Size was not the problem.”

“Uh oh.”

I tried to explain it to her. It had gone too fast, and it was like he wasn’t even there with me.

She said, “It was the first time, you twit!”

“Olivia—” I hated whining, but I didn’t know what to say.

“You should have blown him first,” she said.

“Oh goodness, you’re such a romantic.”

“Fine, I’ll sugarcoat it for you. You should have pushed him firmly down on the bed and told him all these wonderful things about blah, blah, blah, and blown him good. How long has it been for him?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “He mentioned it had been a long time.”

“He probably should have taken care of it himself before picking you up.”

I thought that actually might have been a good idea.

“Why didn’t you blow him?” Olivia asked.

Finally, I laughed, long and loud. I might have woken a neighbor or two, but I didn’t care. “I didn’t even think about it. I just wanted to—”

“You wanted to get laid, baby.”

“Yeah!” I admitted.

“But why didn’t you just go for it again later?”

“I tried to tell you. He just, blanked out when he came. It was like I vanished.”

“So?”

I shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me. “You weren’t there.”

“That’s true. But you said he’s been stressed out at work.”

“He has.”

“Look, everything you’ve said about the guy sounds pretty great if you ask me. Handsome. Well built—”

“Really well built. You can’t tell, but under those suits he wears—”

Olivia groaned. “Look, if you don’t want him, could you introduce him to me? He’s ambitious, successful, stressed, obviously way into you, handsome, built. Why didn’t you try again?”

“It just turned me off so much. I was going to spend the night. I lied and told him I had to go have breakfast with my dad.”

“Ew,” she said. “That probably cooled his jets.”

“Actually, he didn’t act like he wanted to again.”

“Umm . . . Getting dressed and fleeing the building does that to some guys. Just sayin’.”

I giggled. “You’re right about that.”

“But it makes other guys chase you down and do you against the wall.”

“Stop it,” I said. “That’s awful.”

“Only if you don’t want it. Then they better listen if you say no.”

“I’m starting to wish I hadn’t left him,” I said.

“Call him. Go back there. Try again. It’s a male fantasy come true.”

“Not a chance. Not tonight. But you’re right. I have to see if it was a fluke.”

“There you go,” she laughed. “You didn’t even get to finish, did you?”

“Not even close,” I sighed.

She cackled. “Still got that vibrator I gave you for Christmas sophomore year?”

“I’m hanging up now.” I still had it.

“Tell me how it goes with Mr. Thorne. And say hi to Mr. Buuuzzzzzzzyy for me.”

She hung up before I could tell her she was nuts, and that I would certainly do no such thing. It was for the best because Liv had always been able to tell when I was lying.

The next morning, I slept in. No school, no work, and I wasn’t even close to sick of my downtime yet. It would have worried me if I let it.

My phone rang around noon. He’d given me time to have breakfast with my dad and even go shopping. I swallowed the guilt when I answered.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi.” He paused. “I’ve been thinking about last night.”

“Me, too.”

He cleared his throat. “I, uh, well, I probably shouldn’t say—”

I didn’t know what he had in mind, but if it was anything close to what had been bothering me, I needed to hear it. “Please do.”

“I hope this doesn’t sound as horrible to you as it does to me, but the one decision I could have made that might have helped things go differently was, well—”

I couldn’t help myself, and giggled as I said, “A little time with Rosy?”

He laughed, and it sounded nice over the phone. A real genuine, masculine laugh. “Rosy Palms might have saved the night for us if I’d thought ahead. Yes.”

“My friend told me I should have given you a blowjob first. Does that sound awful?”

The way his throat clogged up on him struck me as cute. “Uh, well, ahem, actually, no. What was her name? Do you have her number?”

His timing was good. I laughed, too. The remnants of that awful feeling from the night before seemed to be getting pulled from my apartment, like some helpful, heroic vacuum had come along to suck it all right out under my front door.

“I know how busy you are,” I said.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s going to be this way for a while, though. I don’t mind finding time around it all if you don’t.”

“Not at all. I’m ready when you are.” I almost stopped myself, but something told me he needed to hear what I said next. “If you want, I’ll come down there right now and follow my friend’s suggestion.” 

I could feel my face grow as red as it ever had when I said it, but I could also feel myself getting wet just thinking about it.

He groaned. “I’ve never wanted to cancel a bunch of meetings more in my entire life.”

My face felt like it was on fire. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not something I’ve ever thought of before.”

“That makes it worse! I’ll cancel. I’ll figure it out.”

“No!” I said. “Tonight. I’ll bring dinner. Your place. Late. Whenever you’re done.”

“Write down my entry code. Goodness. I may have to lock my door and visit Rosy Palms right now.”

“Do whatever you have to do.” I swallowed and decided to go for it again. “But when you walk in your door tonight, the first thing I’m doing is taking you in my mouth.”

I hung up, blushing again. I didn’t know why I was so embarrassed. We’d had sex once. We wanted to again. I wanted it to be better, more relaxed, fun. I thought Olivia would be proud of me and was about to call her when my phone rang again.

“Hi.” I almost didn’t get the words out. I was horny and embarrassed and wishing it was ten hours later.

His voice sounded anguished. “I can’t do it tonight.”

“Don’t worry! It’s no problem.” I wanted to laugh, to make it sound like I really meant it, but it wouldn’t come.

“I feel like I’m making the biggest mistake of my life.”

“Why?”

“Look, Peyton, you— what you said on the phone—”

“I shouldn’t have said that. It felt slutty.”

“I was afraid you’d feel that way. No. That’s the last thing in the world from what you are. You’re more than a fantasy come true. After my stellar performance last night, you made me feel like we still have something, like I hadn’t just ruined the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“I think you needed last night.”

“I think so, too, but I needed the chance to make sure you needed last night as well.”

“You’ll get it. Do your work. Get it done right. I’m not going anywhere. We’re taking this a little too seriously. Let’s just have some fun and relax.”

“That sounds great.”

“I really did have fun last night,” I assured him.

“Right up until the end.”

“Sure. So we give it another shot. But you are a special man. I like being with you. I’m not quitting on you.”

He hesitated like he wanted to say something else. His voice was gravelly all of a sudden, but he only said, “I’ll call you.”

“Bye.”

When we hung up, I knew something still wasn’t right. It should have been. I thought we’d said all the right things and meant every word. The way I knew it wasn’t right was because all I felt after we hung up was relief. I decided not to call Olivia.

Instead, I looked at my phone and tapped a name.

He picked up immediately. “How’s my little girl?”

“Daddy, can we have lunch?”


Chapter Eight

Tristan

I skipped the intercom and hollered in my best Balboa, “Yo, Adrienne!”

She came in. “Boy, am I going to miss that.”

That got rid of my grin. 

She smiled kindly at me. “Boss, I’m kidding. What’s up?”

“I want to send some flowers to a Ms. Peyton Worth.”

“Professional or romantic?”

“Er—”

“Romantic it is,” she said, tapping something out on her phone. “At last.”

“Hey.”

She stared at me.

“So, roses?” I asked.

She acted like she was going to stick her finger down her throat, and she made a horrible coughing sound. 

“Charming,” I said.

“More charming than roses,” she deadpanned. “I’ll take care of it and let you know what we pick.”

“We?”

“Me and Rosy.”

I did a double take. Incredible, had my phone been on intercom or…? 

“The florist,” Adrienne said. “She calls herself Rosy. I’ve never known if that’s her real name. Has to be good for business, right? What do you want the card to say?”

“Incredible.” I had no idea what I wanted the card to say.

Adrienne smirked. “That’ll get her right in the heart.”

“Just have it say, Teddy the First made me. And make it a little over the top.”

“No problem.” She typed more into her phone.

“We ready for Drake?” I asked.

“Red Carpet treatment number 1A, version three point oh,” she said. “All set to go.”

“How you holding up?”

“No offense, boss, but I keep reminding myself it’s almost my last week.”

I sighed. “I know. I didn’t mean for it to be such a grind.”

“It’s okay. Larry’s ecstatic I’m going to be home more. If that meant I slept here for the next eight days, he’d be okay with it.”

“Well, nothing quite so drastic.”

“Promises, promises.” She went back to her desk.

I shouted, “What’s that water Drake likes?”

“Voss!”

“And we have some?”

“Bottles are practically spilling out of the elevators.”

“Fantastic.”

She wasn’t kidding about scenario 1A version 3.0. We had a range of scenarios, each one depending upon several variables. I’d learned the trick from an article I’d read on the casino business. The thing that surprised me the most about it was how they’d sometimes give some low roller who just happened to have one lucky evening the same treatment they might give a legitimate billionaire who’d dropped a hundred thousand in the blink of an eye. The variables depended less on pure dollar amount than on personality, expectations, and relative stakes. The relative part was key. The casino didn’t care if a person bets five dollars or five hundred at a time, what they calculated was how big the bet was compared to how many chips a person had bought in the first place. Our scenario was based on several factors: Drake was our number one client, far and away, and he was pissed off, and his contract was in the works, and, and, and…

The one thing I didn’t do was pick him up at the airport myself. This was still a negotiation, not just between Drake and his team, but also between Drake and me. It was my office. He was getting the grandest red carpet we could devise, but he was still going to have to walk his big badass football playing self all the way into my playing field.

The plan was as follows: When he got off the plane a crowd would be there, cheering. I’d arranged for it to be a group of season ticket holders, all whom he had met at various team functions before. He wouldn’t need to sign any autographs for them, but he would definitely recognize their faces and know some of them on a first-name basis.

We wouldn’t put any girls on his arms. I had been getting the sense lately that he thought that kind of stuff was a load of garbage, so I went with my gut. The driver would be the same one he’d gotten used to on every one of his trips to town.

Scott and Derek would ride with him. Scott because he was the kind of guy everyone warmed up to, and Derek because he was ape-rubbish for football even more than the rest of us. I had warned Derek to turn his party dial down to absolute zero.

What I hadn’t told anyone was that I had a listening bug in the car and I could hear everything. My guys did a good job keeping it light. Derek told him about watching the famous play and hit just the right tone. Drake opened up about it and gave them the slow-mo version of what it had been like right up until the lights went out.

I had decided against having all our agents out front to greet him. My absence would have been too conspicuous, and they were too busy for that, anyway. Why hide that? In fact, we’d timed it so Scott and Derek could make their apologies and rush back to work while Jessie—who had recently returned from a successful trip to Florida—took the handoff. 

Instead of the staff lined up, making him uncomfortable, we literally had a red carpet, one side framed along its length by an evenly spaced row of chrome stands, each holding a beautiful framed photo of him in the various stages of his football life. It went all the way back to Pop Warner, and we threw in images of him doing his charity work, which always got swept under the rug in the nationwide press.

A bucket in the elevator held his Voss water, and then he made it to my floor. This time, there were some more people waiting—mostly cute secretaries and a few other staff members he’d gotten along with in the past. Everyone said hello to him, some with “Mr. Mathison,” some with “Drake,” depending on how well he knew them. He was holding a bottle of water and smiling confidently. I could see it on the security cam feed on my laptop.

Finally, he arrived in Adrienne’s office and she buzzed me. “Tristan, Drake is here.”

I didn’t keep him waiting. I walked out with a smile. “Drake, how was the flight? What did you think of the pictures on your way in?”

“They were nice. Very nice, actually.”

We stepped into my office, and I closed the door. We sat on the comfortable chairs over a low card table, away from my desk.

“How was the scenario?” I asked.

“You’ve changed it up a bit.”

“Fewer people. Everyone’s working their rear off, on your contract actually.”

He snorted.

I was waiting for it. I was about to show him everything we had done getting ready for the bomb we were about to drop on his team’s management.

But Drake spoke first. “Tristan, I’ve been thinking about our relationship. I haven’t been giving you the respect you deserve, and that’s wrong. But the reason for that is I just don’t think your firm is right for me anymore. I’m taking the next step up. It’s big time now, and I know I’m going to be in the Hall of Fame, first ballot. I need to know someone’s representing my interests who can play at the same level.”

The big jerk had gotten a taste for the takeaway. He did it to his team, and now he was doing it to me. I let my face turn into my negotiation mask and listened to him go on.

“I wanted to let you know face to face,” he continued, “that while I’m in town, I’m going to be meeting with 360 Sports. I’m going to have a talk with Liam Rose.” He looked at me, gauging my response. 

If it were a done deal, he would have already stood up, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to dump my rear. I stood and went to my desk. A part of me was looking for something hard to throw at him. On my monitor, I saw the last thing I expected—Peyton was in the outer office, talking with Adrienne.

 “Drake, one second, please.”

His eyebrows shot up to his hairline, but I didn’t have time to explain. I stepped out just as Peyton had been turning to go. 

She looked up and saw me. “I am so sorry. I just—I needed to talk to you, but I didn’t know you had such an important meeting.”

I smiled. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Hang on one second—”

But Drake had already walked out. He took one look at her and lit up like any other heterosexual male with a pulse would have. She was so beautiful, gay guys would have enjoyed just looking at her, too.

“Don’t be apologizing on my account,” he said. “I’d kick me out of my office if you were standing out here, too.”

She blushed. Then she blurted, “You’re Drake Mathison. My father thinks you’re the most unstoppable tight end who’s ever played. You’re his favorite player, and he lives for the NFL.”

She had never told me that about her father. I was standing there like an idiot wondering why that was, as they kept talking.

“Is there, do you think, I’m so sorry to ask, but he’d never forgive me if I didn’t try to get an autographed picture,” she said to Drake.

“Heck, does he live in town?” Drake asked.

“Yes. His whole life.”

Drake smiled. “Could I just bring it by in person?”

Her whole face brightened. “Oh my goodness, he’d forgive me for everything I’ve ever done and will do.”

“Well, just give me his address,” he drawled.

There they were, making formal introductions, exchanging contact info, typing into each other’s phones, and I felt like I should try to kick his rear, knowing full well just how flimsy the word ‘try’ sounded in my own mind. My jealousy was competing with the emotion of learning my best, most crucial client was three-quarters out the door. My stomach had dropped somewhere below my belt, and I was having a difficult time keeping my composure.

I moved next to them, but they barely saw me. Adrienne had the grace to leave the office. I didn’t know whether it was because she knew how I felt about Peyton or if she recognized I was trying to recover from a body blow in the meeting.

I walked back into my office, listening to them jabber. There were a few Voss water bottles sitting on every end table in the room. I picked one up and let it drop loudly on the floor. Nothing. I picked it back up, cranked open the top, and had a drink.

She was telling him about her sports marketing experience, which was zero, but Drake was eating it up, giving her names of people he knew. I was starting to hope they’d both get their rears over to Liam’s office. I shook that thought out of my head and vowed never to admit it to Bruce.

Bruce probably would have pulled out an air horn from his desk. I laughed at the idea, a little too loud. Peyton gasped, which was embarrassing because it just put the exclamation point on what a total, abject removal of both of my balls the preceding ten minutes had been. I looked at the half-empty bottle of water in my hand as they walked in, thinking, My balls might just fit in here.

“I’m so sorry I interrupted,” Peyton apologized.

I just smiled at her. Even Drake was looking a little chagrined, which I had not known was even possible before that moment, so the day wasn’t a total loss.

“I’ll just go,” she said. “Call me later.” 

It seemed to me that two things were going on in her mind when she said that. The first was, “Don’t make me go.” The second was a message to both me and Drake—“Call me later.” I couldn’t tell her to stay, and I couldn’t tell her I’d call her. She looked disappointed, as though she’d wanted me to invite her to sit in and watch Drake use those ridiculous gargantuan hands of his to do the old Indian rope burn on my entire career. 

Finally, she left. Drake and I were alone again in my office.


Chapter Nine

Drake

“Goodness, Tristan, well done. I didn’t know you were married.”

He laughed. I’d never seen him not trying to take control of a conversation before. “Not married,” he said. “We just met.”

I knew he wasn’t married to the girl, but that was the only way I knew to get him to divulge exactly what his relationship with her was about. Heck, I felt like I’d just been hit by Johnson again and was still recovering. I wasn’t even sure I was talking out loud. “She’s amazing. Have you ever met anyone that smoking hot before?”

“Nope.”

“She actually knows how to have a conversation, too. Doesn’t make a guy do all the work.”

“You’ve got her pegged, Drake.”

That got my attention back to the here and now. I wanted to get pissed again. Everything had gone the way I intended. But now here I was, obviously hitting on someone who he might have had his eye on right after threatening to take my business to his biggest competitor, and I just couldn’t work up the steam. He was talking, but I wasn’t listening. Something about him working on a relationship with her and that she knew sports so well because she’d grown up with three brothers and her dad. I wasn’t sure, but he might have even come right out and said, “She’s off the table.”

I decided to change the subject and get right back to business. “Look, I’m meeting who I’m meeting, and I am leaving all options open. Everything is up for discussion.” 

I meant to put the fear of God into him, but something about what I said actually seemed to make him perk up. I wasn’t thinking clearly. After that night with Jennifer, I had been down. It’s not that I thought there was going to be anything real with her, but I realized something real was, for the first time, what I really wanted. When Peyton Worth was standing in that outer office, it was a new experience for me. It was like the light in the rest of the room dimmed compared to her. She was standing there, and I sucked in my breath and swore I was seeing a human being shine. She was that gorgeous and there was just something about her.

I had never been the kind of guy to move in on another man’s woman. But she wasn’t acting taken. And the first thing he said was they weren’t married, and they had just met. After that, anything he’d tried to add was too late in my book. So I told him every dang thing was on the table, and I guess what he heard was I might be taking a shot at Peyton, but I definitely hadn’t made up my mind to leave him yet. That was true, too. I didn’t mean to let him off the hook, but he knew he still had a shot to keep me around. I thought, What the heck? My poor negotiating technique aside, it was only fair. 

Besides, I wanted to get the heck out of there. She had to still be in the building.

“That’s really all I came here to say, so . . . I’ll see you around, Tristan.”

He just smiled and nodded. I looked at him again, actually a little worried about him. But it was a nasty week, in a nasty month, and I had been bouncing between pissed off and depressed and feeling this growing hole in my life, and I could feel Peyton getting further away by the minute. So, I left.

When I got off the elevator, I saw her still standing there on the red carpet. I grabbed the nearest picture of me from one of the little stands. One from my Rookie season in the pros. Good enough.

“Peyton!”

She turned around as I caught up with her.

“For your dad.” I handed her the picture. “You have plans tonight?”

“Um, no?” She sounded doubtful. She must have been thinking about Tristan.

“I’m only in town tonight. Practice tomorrow. I thought maybe we could surprise your dad over dinner?”

She lit up. There was no way she was going to say no. 

“What’s his favorite place?” I asked.

“That’s going to be Frank’s Steak House.” She looked at me like I might change my mind.

“Love it.” I wasn’t lying. I still owned a house in town. This was the closest city to my team. I kept a sweet little Porsche in the garage and zipped out to Frank’s every once in awhile during the off-season for a darn big steak. “Ask him, he’s probably seen me there a time or two.”

“Oh, you’d know it. He would have come up to you and told you everything you ever wanted to know about your game.”

I laughed. “I’m not kidding. I really might have met him. I might even have bought him a steak.”

“No chance. He would have told me. He would have saved a bite and framed it, if not the whole thing.”

I laughed again. “That’s a little disgusting.”

She rolled her eyes. I never wanted to kiss someone so much in my life, but I was not going to blow this.

She was so beautiful she made me nervous. Unfortunately, I reverted to my default cockiness when I got nervous. Usually, it served me well—every girl I’d ever gotten together with liked my attitude, liked it when I was the cocky jock. So I went with it, and I was worried right away I was taking it too far.

“What about your brothers? Think they’d like to hang out with Mathison himself?” I immediately wanted to punch myself in the balls. I despised when athletes talked about themselves in the third person. 

She was looking at me as if to say, “How do they make a helmet large enough?” But there was just a little bit of a smile, too.

Relieved, I said, “What? Don’t you like my arrogant rear big shot football playing idiot goon imitation? I think it’s pretty good.”

She laughed, and I thanked heaven right then and there that I hadn’t blown it. I had to quit while I was ahead, though. So, I told her I’d see her and her dad, and any of her brothers, at Frank’s that night.

“7:30?” she said.

“Perfect. Looking forward to meeting your pops. I’ll write whatever he wants on that photo.”

My place in town was only a few blocks away, but I didn’t feel like drawing a crowd by walking. I hopped in a cab, and the driver grimaced at the short fare, but I promised him I would take care of him, and I did.

“Thanks, Mr. Mathison,” he said as I got out of the cab. “Kick some rear on Sunday.”

“You know it.”

I didn’t even go upstairs to check on the place, but pulled out my phone and punched the direct number for Liam Rose.

“Drake, I was hoping you’d call.”

“I’m in town.”

“You name a time and place,” he said.

“Not sure, Liam. I haven’t made up my mind. I’m just exploring my options. I may still stay with Tristan.”

“Well, that’s fine. We’re just talking, but I feel confident you’ll want to join us at 360.” 

He talked smooth, and it sounded like I was the only person in his world at that moment. Unlike Tristan, who’d been dropping my calls, coming after my teammates, and drumming up new clients left and right. 

“We’ll sure as trash find out, won’t we?”

“That we will, Drake.”

Time for the test. Would he drop whatever else he had going on? “You ready for me now?”

I heard the muffled sound of his hand over the phone.

“Yes, I’m ready,” he said. “Do you want to come to my office?”

“Sure. I’m five minutes away.”

Just because I was shopping around didn’t mean I had to make it easy on the old Aussie mongrel. I knew he was a shark. If he wanted a chance to take a bite, I didn’t have to give him time to prepare. I wanted to see what he was made of and get an idea of what it might be like to have him on my side. Also, as pissed as I was at Tristan, I still liked the guy. I just wasn’t sure why anymore, and whether that was a problem with him or me, it didn’t really make a difference.

* * * * *

The 360 offices were impressive. Bigger in every way than Tristan’s. There was deep black wood paneling everywhere, with black marble floors, and ceilings that were three stories high in some places. It was enough to make even me feel a little smaller than I was used to.

It smelled good, too. I hadn’t noticed a single problem with Tristan’s entire building. But when I walked into 360, it made most other places feel too closed in. Something about it actually made me think of being in the mountains. I took a deep breath as I waited for the elevator. Then it hit me—I felt exactly the way I did on the sidelines when someone gave me an oxygen mask. I’d bet a full game check they were pumping it in, just like they do in Vegas.

The elevator door opened, and Liam Rose was standing inside. I was surprised. He was shorter than Tristan but wider, and it wasn’t muscle. His pale blue buggy eyes were kind of watery, but somehow intimidating in their own way.

Rose grinned, and I got the feeling he would have eaten his young for a client, or more precisely, for a client commission. The question was, was that good business? Did I need someone like that in my corner? I smiled right back and shook his hand.

For an old fart, the man had a good grip. I had to remind myself that he’d started as an Aussie cricket player but actually broke into Major League Baseball in the U.S. His grip was good, but not that good. I gave a tiny little squeeze and saw his eyes go wide. My hands were as strong as they were big, and he could pull any power games he wanted with oxygen in the air and what for most people would be a bone-crushing handshake, but if he was going to go that way, he needed to know the truth.

“Well, that’s a first,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“You know what I’m talking about, your grip.”

I smiled again. He played it well. I could have turned his bones to powder, and he was used to having it the other way around.

“That’s a cool accent you’ve got there, Liam.”

“So I’ve been told,” he smiled a slippery smile and nodded back toward the elevator. “Let’s go talk in my office.”

We got off the elevator on the top floor of the building, and even the top floor had an enormously high ceiling. I’d never seen anything like it.

“Sky’s the limit, Drake,” he said with a chuckle.

I followed him down the hall, and instead of pictures of me, there were pictures of legends. Rows and rows of Hall of Famers, and future Hall of Famers, in every sport—current and former players. There was Johnson. I wondered how I could have forgotten that beautiful, miserable monster was a 360 client. I suddenly remembered reading something about him dumping them and representing himself. Interesting that his image was still on the wall. Some of the photographs were life-sized. Some of those linemen were bigger than me. 

I might’ve been impressed, but I wasn’t yet sold. We finally got to his office, and it was the same black wood, tile, and now leather. He sat me in a chair in front of his desk. I didn’t mind. It was big and cushioned, and I reminded myself not to get too comfortable.

“Something to drink, Drake?”

“I’m good.”

He pushed a button. “Cynthia, coffee please.”

The door opened about seven seconds later as a tall, leggy brunette in a sharp-looking black pencil skirt brought in a tray. I stood, which was what my mother taught me to do when a lady entered a room. Liam sat there smirking, like somehow behaving appropriately was a sign of nervousness, or that I was making a move on her.

I held out my hand. “Hello, I’m Drake Mathison. It’s nice to meet you.”

She was smooth and professional, but I still saw the flicker of surprise pass behind her dark eyes.

She smiled and responded, “Of course, Mr. Mathison. I’m Cynthia Tucker, it’s a pleasure to meet you. That was a nice catch and run last week, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

As she left, Liam jumped right in. It was a good thing, too, because I had been formulating something I wanted to let him know about his behavior. Something about if he was going to be this big of a jerk, I’d better be more impressed by his abilities than I was by any little out-of-shape old man in a suit.

“Speaking of catch and run, did you know you’re on pace to set the career YAC record for tight ends?”

I did. “I don’t worry about the stats.”

“Incredible.”

I looked at him. “Okay, that was trash, but receivers who think about Yards After Catch too much can become chronic fumblers. They start coughing it up right on the goal line.”

“You haven’t fumbled once this season.”

“Go outside, turn around, and spit over your left shoulder.” I looked at him like I was waiting for him to do it.

“You have had two drops.”

I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of explaining them to him, because on the first one, a safety’s helmet crashed into my fingers at the same time the ball arrived. It was a miracle both my hands weren’t broken. The second one shouldn’t have even been thrown, either. I was supposed to be sealing off the linebacker on a block when I barely heard Smitty scream, “Shoot! Drake!” At the last second, I turned around as the ball bounced off my ear hole and the linebacker got a free shot. He laid me out good, but I got right up and laughed, seeing double.

“So you know my stats this year. Is that supposed to be impressive?”

“Your freshman year in college you missed the all-time single game reception record for a tight end by a single catch. Seventeen catches by a freshman tight end.”

“The was a fun game.”

“You did it twice your sophomore year.”

“You could have googled that in five minutes.”

“Your Porsche needs a tune up.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed, or change my locks?”

“Actually, we called ahead. The dealership is taking care of it right now.”

Okay, I didn’t really like anyone touching my car, but that was kind of cool, I had to admit. 

He saw it written on my face and grinned. “Drake, if you like, I could have a physician come in here right now, take a blood sample, and tell you before you leave the building whether you need to be eating more meat, or less, and any other custom-tailored dietary advice you might need. He could also, if such a consideration were of any interest to you at all, take you to a private room and let you know whether you would or wouldn’t have passed one of the NFL’s surprise drug tests.”

I gave him a cold stare. “I’ve got no concern on that front.”

“Drake, my point is, we take every level of service we provide for our clients to a level the others can’t match. Tristan doesn’t even have a physician on staff. Ours is the best at what he does in the world. We could be charging a premium on our commissions, but we don’t. We not only conform to the industry standard, we set it. What do you say? Are you ready for your agent to join you in the big time? Because that’s not the kind of representation you’re getting from the kid. Was he even at your last game?”

I stared at him. “Are you in a hurry or something?”

“I don’t believe in waiting. Tristan does. I’ll be at every one of your games. How hard could it be to represent the best tight end alive? Sixteen regular-season games every year. That’s it in the NFL. You couldn’t pay me to miss one. What’s Tristan doing? Meeting with college recruits and going to hockey matches?”

“I won’t deny I’m impressed by some of what you said, Liam. But what is it you think is going to happen here today? Are you expecting me to sign something?”

“Only the same terms and conditions you’ve already signed with Tristan.” He grinned.

“Are you telling me you’ve seen my contract with him? Isn’t that illegal?”

He leaned forward in his chair, “Don’t be naïve, Drake. Do you want the best or not?” Then he actually pulled out a contract. “I’ve even added a clause that says if we don’t get you an even $10 million per year with $25 million guaranteed over six years, then we’ll cut our commission by up to half.”

I was pissed off, and about to say it, when the calculator in my head started taking over for my mouth. Then the obnoxious idiot let that sick grin spread over his face again like he could read my mind.

“Why’s Johnson’s picture still on the wall out there, even though he dumped you?” 

That wiped the smirk off his face.

“Drake, I don’t discuss private client affairs. I won’t discuss yours with anyone, either.”

“That’s not what I asked. He’s no longer your client, but his picture is still hanging on your wall.”

“All of our current and former clients’ pictures represent the proud history of 360 sports. Nobody has represented more winners, more Hall of Famers, than we have.”

“How many of those pictures represent current athletes in their prime?”

“Oh, I have no idea. I’d have to look that up.”

“So your wizardry with stats and numbers doesn’t mean you have a photographic memory.”

I grabbed the contract he’d laid on his desk and flipped through a bunch of pages. I saw the commission they charged was the same as Tristan’s, and everyone else’s, but another twenty pages later I found a section that listed some fees. Fifteen pages after that, there was another longer section for fees.

“Right here—you say you don’t raise your commission, sure—but it says, ‘non-refundable firm-wide physician subscription fees.’ Physician subscription? Is that?”

“Oh, Drake, that’s just our standard fee schedule for our services. We can waive the subscription if you like, and we’ll still let you get blood tests any time you want.”

I held the contract between two fingers like it was a fresh diaper and plopped it back on his desk. “Liam, I told you from the beginning, today’s meeting was just fact finding.”

He sat back in his chair. “That Nike deal Thorne got you was trash.”

“Excuse me? It set a new record.”

“Of course it did,” he said as if he was congratulating a four-year-old about his first catch. Nice catch, Bobby. Of course, you did good! He continued, “In today’s climate, with the kinds of media contracts everyone knows is coming down the pike, it’s going to look small in a year, but you’ll be locked in.”

“That’s how these things go.”

“I would have gotten you twenty-five percent more per year and an out clause.”

“With Nike?”

“I’ve already landed more with them with an out clause for Duane Nelson.”

I scoffed. There was no way I was going to believe it unless Nike announced it themselves. I barely even knew Nelson’s name.

Liam just kept hammering. “Nobody pushes 360 around, and nobody crosses us. Heck, I taught that little trash, Thorne, everything he knows. He thinks he has what it takes to run his own firm? He needed ten more years before even considering it. He’s in over his head, Drake. You can tear this contract up. Heck, I’ll do it for you.” He picked up the contract, ripped it in two, and flung it in his trashcan. 

It had the opposite effect on me than what he probably intended.

The intercom buzzed. “Mr. Rose, I’m sorry to interrupt.”

“What is it, Cynthia?”

“Terrence Walker is on the line. He has some issues he needs to discuss.”

I raised an eyebrow, as if to say, “Really?”

“Cynthia, I’ll have to call him back. Drake and I are doing business.”

I pictured myself in Terrence’s shoes. He was one heck of a wide receiver. I wished we had him on our team. He was in a contract year, just like me. 

I wondered, how was Liam refusing his call any different from what Tristan had been doing to me? Everyone had to prioritize in their jobs, but there were ways of handling any situation. I had been growing less fond of the way Tristan did things, but so far, I wasn’t seeing any improvement in the competition.

“Look, Drake, I can see I haven’t closed the deal with you today. This is how I do things, like it or not. We don’t have to be friends, but I’m there for my clients no matter what. I get it done and max out the value for them, period. Tristan pussyfoots around and acts like everything should be ‘designed.’ He’ll never learn, and that’s why he’ll never be the best. Six years, $10 mill per, $25 million guaranteed. How’s that for design? I’ll get it for you fast. If you’re in a hurry, and I think you are, then call me.”

I shook his hand and left. The miserable little Aussie had made some points, said some things I’d really wanted to hear, and had me convinced he actually could make that deal happen for me. Tristan might have been able to, too, but Liam Rose acted as though he would ramrod it through and have it behind me. I wasn’t sure. It had given me a lot to think about.

I got downstairs to the garage, and there was the same salesman who had sold me my Porsche. Two people were just finishing the interior windows, and a third was polishing the tires.

“Hi, Drake, great to see you. That was a heck of a catch.”

I’d forgotten his name. “Hey, thanks, man. Good to see you.”

“We changed the fluids, but you have so few miles on this beauty we didn’t rotate the tires. How’s it driving?”

“Fine, I think.”

“Great, well, I couldn’t check the suspension, but we installed a firmware update. Nothing you’ll notice. In another five thousand miles, we’ll make sure she’s all tuned.”

“Sounds good. You come down here often?”

“My first time, actually. The girl in customer service said it had been over a year since we did a road service in the 360 garage. Used to be around once a month, I guess.”

Interesting. I wondered if Johnson ever parked here when he was still a client. I tipped the guys cleaning my car a hundred bucks each and asked the salesman if he had any kids.

He gave me a genuine grin. “Baby boy. Logan. Six months.” He showed me the picture.

“Lucky he takes after his mom.”

He laughed. “You got that right.”

“Punch in your address. I’ll send him a signed jersey.” I handed him my phone.

“Hey, Drake, thanks!”

After I got my phone back, I slid in the custom seat and pulled out slowly. The big tires let out squeals on the smooth garage concrete, and it made me wonder if they were trying to tell me something. Let’s get the heck outta here.

Before I even got back to my building, the phone rang.

“Hi.”

I couldn’t believe it. Just the way she said “hi” woke the monster. I suddenly realized after that horrendous evening with Jennifer and her two squawky friends, I had completely forgotten how much in need of release I had been. It had just been too busy to even consider doing the job myself, and in the car right then I had to snap myself out of it.

“Peyton, hi.”

“Drake, I am so sorry, but my dad’s under the weather. I decided not to even bring it up to him because he would have shown up with a fever you could fry an egg on.”

“Hey.” I tried not to stammer, splutter…beg. “No problem at all. Hope he’s okay. We’ll find another time. I’m sure he’s a great guy. We’ll surprise him.”

“Thank you so much. It’s so kind of you to say that.”

“I mean it. Next time I’m in town, we’ll take your pops out. But, look, I’ve got to leave first thing in the morning to be at practice on time. That steak sounded perfect, so I’m going to Frank’s for sure. You’ve got to eat, too, right?”

“Um, well—”

“So join me.”

I found myself holding my breath.

“Well, two of my brothers are taking care of dad today. And steak does sound pretty good.”

“Text me your address, I’ll pick you up.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I’ll meet you there.”

“Nope,” I said. “Not fair.”

“What?”

“I hardly ever get to drive this car. When I get to the city, I remember how much I like it. Look, just dinner. Promise. I need my beauty rest.”

 She laughed. “Fine. I’ll text you.”

“Great. See ya around seven.”

 I didn’t mean to hang up on her right then, but I’d forgotten to program my latest phone to the car and spotted a motorcycle cop staring into passing windows. The picture of innocence, I passed him, then peeked down at the passenger seat. Right then her text came in with her address, and I actually let my fingers thump out a little jig on the steering wheel. “Yes!”

When I got to my place, I took another shower, shaved, and brushed my teeth again. I talked myself out of cologne, checked my email, and realized I still had an hour to kill.

I hit the big shopping mall in the heart of downtown. There was a florist there, which I decided would be my last resort. I took the elevator to the top floor and weaved my way down. Everything looked boring. 

Then I saw something out of place. It was a bookstore, but not a big-name chain. Most of my teammates thought I was always watching stuff on my iPad, but I always had a book going when we were flying someplace. It was usually a thriller or that noir-style, hard-boiled pulp detective stuff, but there was the occasional classic in there, too.

I knew nothing at all about Peyton, except that she affected me more than anyone I’d ever met, she had a father and brothers, and she hadn’t mentioned a mother. She was smart, I could tell from the first moment words came out of her mouth, and from her eyes. I was looking around the independent bookstore and finally approached the counter. 

The little old man behind the counter turned his head up toward me and kept cranking it up until he finally reached my face. His spectacles were polished, and for a moment, they looked like two old-style search lamps from war movies aimed at me, and the reflection flipped away revealing massive, magnified blue eyes, with more than a little surprise in them.

He cleared his throat. “Well, good day, Mr. Mathison. That was a nice catch last Sunday.”

I blinked at least once. Then I laughed and said, “Thanks. Quite a bookstore you’ve got here.”

He nodded and looked around as if seeing it for the first time. “Can I help you find something?”

“Actually, I met this woman.”

He smiled. “That’s how it always begins.”

“Do you happen—would you have—I want to get her To Kill a Mockingbird, but—”

“Interesting choice. Excellent book. You want an early edition, not a run-of-the-mill recent printing?”

“Exactly.”

“You’re in luck, young man.”

I followed him through a few aisles. He took me to a section so narrow I actually couldn’t fit in with him. It made me a little jealous as I saw his relatively small hand flitting across the spines of books and touching them as he went. He looked like he had to resist the urge to pull them out and hold them.

His hand stopped, and he pulled out an old paperback. On the front, I could see the title, but there were no pictures. It was just black text in a square border. There was a recommendation from Truman Capote, and a note from J.B. Lippincott & Co, all in that cool, old-time font. I didn’t know if it was the way the old man held it, or just the book itself, but I realized I had become nervous. I followed him back to his counter.

“Now this one is in as good condition as I have ever seen for a first edition soft cover of this title. And it has been inscribed by the author.”

“Harper Lee signed it?”

“Yes, but an inscription means there is a personal note. Some people like this, others don’t. Steve doesn’t necessarily want a book that was given to Bob.”

“What’s this one say?”

He smiled and showed me. In crisp cursive on the inside flap, it read, For you, sweet child. Yours, Harper Lee. I looked at him. “Incredible.”

“Well said.”

“How much is this?”

“Thirteen thousand.”

I whistled. “I’ll take it.”

He placed the soft cover book into a plain wooden box which was padded on the inside and lined with black fabric. Then he sighed. “I’ll hate to see this one go. She must be quite a lady.  Is this her favorite book?”

I smiled. “I have no clue. It’s just that the story reminds me of her home situation. Raised without her mother.” As I explained my choice to him, I realized this was far too over-the-top for a first whatever-the-demon-we-were-going-to-call-it. I wasn’t going to give it to Peyton that evening. Maybe never. We’d have to see how things went. In the meantime, flowers would have to do.

I zipped through town and hopped on the freeway. A little touch on the gas and I was in the fast lane doing ninety. I forced myself to slow down. I loved driving that machine, but I did not need to be getting speeding tickets in the midst of contract talks. The media would take any morsel they were given and twist it in every direction. 

I shook my head. The last thing I wanted to think about was the contract. Dang management, total jerk Liam Rose, Jennifer and her harpy shrews, and cheap candy rear game-playing trash Tristan Thorne. I gripped the steering wheel and thought I started to feel it bend. It made me wobble the car for a second. The unbelievably responsive Porsche obeyed every twitch, and I just about lost control at sixty-five measly miles an hour. The car behind me honked, but when I flipped it off it backed off about a quarter mile. My middle finger through the little back window must have looked like it belonged to King Kong.

I laughed. “The perditions's the matter with you, Drake?”

My phone’s GPS told me to take the next exit. Once I did, I went through a couple of well-groomed streets. We weren’t so far outside the city that the apartments had that depressing commuter crash pad feel. The buildings looked old and solid, almost historic. I pulled in on the cue of the GPS and buzzed her number.

“Hi, Drake, be right down.”

I watched her coming down the stairs, wearing a skirt that I didn’t know how to describe. It looked like several different materials in layers, but they were all so light and falling in folds together that it may as well have been one. The outer layer was something so delicate I could see through it, with the next layer just a little less transparent, and so on, with too many slight changes of color for me to identify. It was cut so that I could see the shape of her calves, and her ankles being held by the thin, jeweled straps of her sandals. She wore a plain black top that hugged every curve, and I had to force myself to keep control with the same intensity I used at practice. The last thing I needed was the Hulk straining my slacks up to the steering wheel.

I got out and opened the door for her. She smiled and ducked right in.

I glanced at her as I got back in. She smiled again and her fresh, clean, perfect beauty pierced right through whatever things had been going on inside my head over the past weeks, over a lifetime really, if I thought about it. As if in slow motion, I looked down, tore my eyes down really, so I wouldn’t stare too much, but before they pulled away, I saw her eyes, dark green in the low light but still clear and bright. I wanted to suck in a deep gulp of air to catch my breath, and I might have been shaking a little bit, but I got myself under control before she could notice. 

It wasn’t lust that was getting to me. I knew what that felt like and it was still there, no doubt, underneath somewhere, but there was something more. Something woke up in me at that moment. I had never felt anything close to it before. 

I told myself to snap out of it, but it wasn’t easy. I found myself taking the city streets so we would have time to talk in the quiet of the car. We were passing more apartment buildings and some beautiful old houses, front lights giving us a look at trees and lawns. Peyton shivered, so I turned up the heat and switched it to the lower vents, trying not to think about them blowing on her ankles and smooth shins. 

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“You mentioned your dad and brothers—” I let that hang a bit, realizing I was prying too soon.

“We lost Mom when I was little,” she said.

I swallowed, feeling like I had dug myself a hole and managed already to kick off the evening with a thud. Maybe it was that, or just that I couldn’t wait, but I decided.

“I ask because, well—when you told me, it reminded me of a story about a little girl who was raised with her brother and father.”

“Really?” she said.

“Yeah. Older story, in the South.”

“Oh. Are you talking about To Kill a Mockingbird?”

“That’s the one. I didn’t know if—”

She looked surprised, stunned actually. “Yes, I mean, sorry. I didn’t think—this is rude—”

“Didn’t think any football player you knew would have even heard of it?”

“Well, maybe a quarterback or two,” she said with a giggle. 

I rolled my eyes and was thrilled she felt comfortable enough to punch me when I felt her tiny fist connected with my arm. Her eyes went wide as she made contact, but she didn’t comment on it. I was surprised at how grateful I was for that, the sound of one of Jennifer’s friends saying incredible still in my head. 

“What shocks me the most isn’t that you read, but that you brought up that one in particular. To Kill a Mockingbird is my favorite book, by far. My dad got it for me after we lost Mom—I still don’t know how he knew to do that—and I read it when I was very young. I think I’ve read it at least a dozen times.”

She looked a little sheepish, as though I’d think it was crazy. “Sounds like it helped you through.”

“It did. More than I can really say.”

“Well, I am really glad to hear you say that. I just, I was—could you move those flowers in the backseat out of the way and carefully grab that wooden box?” I wasn’t sure until that moment if I was going to give it to her or not. 

She looked at me and then did what I asked.

“I know it’s, well—just open it,” I insisted as I pulled the car to a stop at a red light.

She lifted the lid and didn’t make a sound. Her other hand went to her mouth. Nobody was behind us, so as carefully as I could with my big paw, I lifted the flap so she could see the inscription. 

When I saw a tear fall down her cheek, I thought I’d managed to wreck the best thing that was ever going to happen to me. More gently than I really knew I could, I wiped the tear away with the back of my finger and said, “Peyton, I’m sorry. I—”

“I can’t believe it,” she whispered.

“Look, I—”

“It’s beautiful. Drake, I can’t—”

I let out my breath in a rush. “You do like it?”

“It’s the most amazing thing I’ve—Drake, I can’t take this.”

“But you have to.”

She sniffled and laughed, wiping her other eye. “Why is that?”

“Because I’ve never managed to get just the right gift for anyone in my life. It was meant to be. The odds of me going into that little bookstore had to be a billion to one. Look, Peyton, call it the start of a beautiful friendship. I really want you to have it. It was meant for you.”

She kept trying to interrupt and protest, but I just kept telling her how I felt about it. She’d stopped before I finished, though, and just sat there with those eyes shining back at me.

I nodded. “That’s settled then. I’m starving.” 

I drove us toward the restaurant, and I wasn’t lying, I really was looking forward to a huge steak.

She opened the box again and just stared at the book. When we parked, she closed the lid. “We’re locking this in the trunk.”

I laughed, “You got it.”

She got out of the car before I could open the door for her, which I thought was kind of cool. We locked her present away, and I found myself wishing she would put her arm in mine as we walked to the front door of the restaurant. Frank’s was the kind of place where suits and ties were as common as jeans. Working men and women of all stripes knocked off work and went straight to eat. You’d often see some men get halfway through their first martini and sigh, un-cinch the tie, and stuff it in a pocket. The food was so good, though, that reservations were usually a smart idea. I opened the door for her, and we walked in. It turned out, in there, she was a bigger celebrity than me.

Four old men at the bar shouted in unison, “Peyton!” The bartenders, one male and one female, could have been straight out of a black and white movie. Both having black hair and white button-down shirts. The male bartender had a three-day scruff working and as I glanced around, I could see female eyes in the restaurant checking him out, then checking me out, then going back and forth like pinballs stuck between rails. He nodded and smiled at Peyton. The female bartender flowed fluently behind the bar in a long, narrow skirt, which somehow did not hinder her movement. It must have been the slit that managed to be discreet while going halfway up her thigh. The same thing that was going on with female eyes in the place was more than doubled by the men, but they definitely settled on the woman standing next to me. I caught myself standing taller and holding my shoulders back. The eyes stopped, the male ones, that is.

“Where’s your old man?” the man at the bar asked.

Before she could respond, another voice chimed in. “Hey, check it out, it’s Drake.”

“Nice catch, Drake. Got your bell rung by Johnson, huh?” the guy at the end of the bar asked. 

“Better be careful,” someone else warned, “going out with Artie’s little girl.”

“Yeah, she ain’t no linebacker, bub. You got your hands full!”

Laughter ensued. Mine along with it. We spent some time at the bar talking with her “fans.” Peyton made it clear to them—too clear for my taste—that this was just an aborted attempt to surprise her dad, Art. She made them promise not to tell so we could try again another time. I’d talked a little trash with some of the old farts before, but didn’t let it fly with Peyton right next to me. I think it made them smile. She picked up on it, too, and I wondered if I was being too timid.

Listening and laughing to the barflies, it hit me that I’d never experienced this kind of doubt with anyone before. My cocksure attitude from earlier in the day missed by about a mile, and I had no desire to repeat that. Now I was reining it in too much, maybe, and the problem was really that I could not wait to be at a table alone with her.

She kept telling them about how things were going for her, and it was clear these men had known her since she was a baby. I moved away and found the maître d’.

“Hey, Antone, how’s it going?”

“Very well, Mr. Mathison. You made a lot of people in here some extra cash last week. I think one of the TVs gave up the ghost replaying that catch so frequently.”

“Maybe you can do me a favor then?”

“Certainly.”

“You don’t have an out-of-the-way table, do you?”

“I do,” he flashed me a knowing grin.

“Thanks, Antone.”

It turned out the table was in a nook in a quiet part of the kitchen. Peyton looked excited. “Dad took me back here once when I was a little girl. We haven’t done it since.”

I asked her to tell me more about her father and brothers. She beamed as she talked about them. The way she described them, they sounded like good guys, every one of them hard working, sports loving, occasionally too rowdy, but always with their hearts in the right place. I listened as she told stories about how they were always there for her, one time having to rough up a creep who was basically stalking her in high school, and nobody messing with her after that for fear of having to deal with all three Worth boys, not to mention the old man.

We talked football for awhile. She knew more about every team than I did, but then she shut up completely and just listened when I talked about how we break down film every week, how we work with our coaches to identify the smallest of advantages we might be able to exploit over an opponent.

“Oh, I wish I could be a fly on the wall in those meetings. I wish Dad was here. He’d be eating this up.”

I was so glad her dad wasn’t with us. “Don’t worry. I promise we’ll do this again soon. We can bring your brothers, too, if you like.”

“Well, they wouldn’t forgive me for saying this, but it would be insane. I think Dad’s earned a chance to get a word in edgewise for an evening.”

I grinned. “Then we’ll do it again with them.” 

She smiled, as though hoping it was exactly what I’d say.

“You know,” she said, “you have a different image than the kind of man who would somehow figure out a girl’s favorite book from a single sentence.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s all it is…an image.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s like this. Take the players like Johnson out of the equation. He’s a battering ram with a ridiculous IQ.”

She giggled, which helped me loosen up a little bit. I watched her take a sip of beer, and I forced myself to ignore the touch of foam on her upper lip as she licked it off.

“Guys like Johnson can’t be taken out of their game. Not even by a tenth of a percent. But even in the NFL, there are other guys you can get to, just a little bit. It’s an emotional game. You get some Rookie linebacker who’s either offended by your very existence, or jealous, or just aware of the trash a little bit, and it can add up to an edge.”

“You know, I’ve seen it,” she stated.

“Yeah?”

“In that game against the Tigers last year. You had that one run they couldn’t bring you down. None of them even tried to wrap up.”

I laughed, impressed. “Yeah, I’ll never forget that one. You’re right. They just kept launching themselves. If one of them used the technique they’d known since they were kids, they could have gotten me down.”

“You looked like you were out of your mind.”

“Well, I kinda was, but some of it was hamming it up,” I admitted.

“What about all the partying?”

“Never during the season. Except maybe in bye weeks.”

“Oh, c’mon.” Her voice was teasing but skeptical at the same time. “All those photos?”

“Don’t believe everything you see in the tabloids.”

She shrugged like she wasn’t sure she believed me but would give me the benefit of the doubt. Our steaks arrived as we were still talking. I’d ordered the large Porterhouse and was impressed she’d skipped the usual girl’s filet and went for the New York Strip. There were delicious little matchsticks of vegetables cooked in butter and a copper dish filled with creamed spinach. We gave ourselves up to the delights on our plates and didn’t talk for awhile.

Eventually, I looked over at her as she popped the last bite into her mouth, leaving her plate spotless. I gave her my best google eyes. She blushed, and I wanted to kiss her for about the hundredth time.

“What?” she said.

“We’ve got running backs who eat less than you,” I teased.

“No, you don’t.”

“I mean how is that even possible?”

She laughed, then stifled a burp and blushed even more, hiding her mouth with one hand. It made me want to invade an enemy kingdom.

“There’s always room for dessert,” I said.

“Oh no. Not a ch—”

The arrival of the dessert cart shut her up. 

I felt a smug smile grow on my face as I said, “Something chocolate?”

I took her silence as a yes and ordered the thing that looked like impossibly moist chocolate cake, with chocolate frosting, and thin planks of actual chocolate in a delicate pattern. We would destroy it. Antone took the liberty of adding scoops of sorbet and some kind of sauce that tasted like a million raspberries gave their souls for us.

When it was over, we sat back in our seats, stunned.

“I think I’m going to die,” Peyton said.

Antone showed up, bearing a tray. “Ms. Worth, this will help.” 

He gave us both small shooters of grappa. I hated the stuff. I looked up at him. “Antone, I hate the stuff.”

“Trust me, sir.”

I gave him the look that said whatever happened next was his fault. We drank the rank, bitter liquid down. Antone stood patiently, reminding me of the Monty Python waiter ready to signal for the buckets. I half expected him to offer me a wafer thin wafer.

Then suddenly, the pain in my stomach vanished. Peyton looked even more relieved than I was. “Oh, thank goodness.”

Antone nodded and walked away. He’d be receiving his largest tip ever tonight.

“I couldn’t stop myself,” Peyton said. “That cake!” she gushed.

“I can’t believe you ate as much as me.”

She snorted. “Your steak was twice the size of mine, at least.”

“Yeah, but still!”

We both sighed at the same time, feeling better but unwilling to get up just yet.

“So what about you?” Peyton said, almost lazily. “I don’t know anything about you before football. Let me guess, rich prep school? Girls in checked skirts hooking up with you at parties in mansions?”

I laughed. “Hardly.”

“Oh? So spill.”

“Actually, I grew up smack in the middle of Colburn Heights.”

She looked surprised to learn I was from one of the roughest neighborhoods in the city.

“Seems like a long time ago,” I said.

“But you— I mean—”

“Football definitely saved me. My mom’s never told me much about the jerk who was my father, but he was out of the picture before I can remember. She had to make a choice early on. Work two or three jobs so we could live in a nicer area, but then hardly be able to see me, or get by with shifts that allowed her to drop me off and pick me up from school, cook for me and tuck me in at night, be there to wake me up in the morning. I wouldn’t have changed it, except for how hard she had to work. The neighborhood was a hellhole, but she made friends with the neighbors she could and established a truce with those she couldn’t, mostly. She paid rent, kept the lights and the heat on. We didn’t bother with a phone. She fed me nothing but mountains of healthy food, and pretty much never let me out of her sight except for school until I was big enough that most kids wouldn’t even think about messing with me.”

I stopped. Peyton was staring at me. The look in her eyes made me wish I could put my head in her lap. I was actually a little embarrassed. I hadn’t meant to go into so much detail. My hands had bunched up the tablecloth, and we were at risk of seeing plates and glasses crash to the floor around my feet. I smoothed it out, and the busboys came by like nothing had happened and cleared the table for us.

“Is she still…?”

“Oh, yeah. No. She’s good. She still works for the same cursed school district, trying to make sure cafeteria food is nutritious and tastes better than old leaves. Refuses to quit. But at least it’s part-time now. I begged her to move in with me, but instead, we compromised. She let me buy her a little house in Woodland Hills. It was like pulling teeth. I wanted to buy her a mansion with a security fence around it, but she was seriously pissed off when I showed it to her, I mean . . . you have no idea. I had to hire a lawyer to get me out of escrow.”

“So do you see her a lot?”

“Every chance I get. She won’t come to my games, but sometimes I get her to go to a giveaway.”

“Wait, why won’t she come to your games?”

“She never has, even when I was a kid. After my first Pop Warner game, she just dropped me off and went somewhere close or just waited in the car. She’s never said a word about it, but I think it’s because she doesn’t like seeing me get hit.” I paused for a moment, shocked at how easily I was divulging information. “Goodness. I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone any of this.”

“Am I prying too much?”

“God no, I like it. Long as I’m not boring you.”

“Absolutely not.” She smiled at me. 

I took a deep breath and relaxed. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me lately.”

“Let’s see, you’re an NFL player about to make the playoffs. You’re in a contract year. Everywhere you go, someone wants a piece of you. You’ve just recovered from a concussion. Heck, you’re not much older than I am, and I get tense sometimes because I’m lazing around too much and haven’t gotten myself a job since I graduated college. I can’t imagine the pressure you deal with.”

“Well, that’s nice of you to say, but life is pretty good. I can’t complain.”

“You know, you can. If you want. But tell me about the giveaways.”

“Oh, it’s just the charity I like to do. You know what, instead of me talking more about myself, why don’t you come? I have to zip back up here Saturday for a few hours for one of our giveaways. I could introduce you to some people on the TV side. You might even make a few connections. If you want, of course.”

“Let me think about it, okay?”

“Uh, sure. Of course. I have to ask . . . is it Tristan?”

“No. We really just met, actually. I mean, we did go on a couple of dates, but it’s…not serious. We’re very casual right now.”

I got the sense she was protesting a bit much, but I wasn’t about to argue.

“I think the more serious relationship isn’t Tristan and me,” she said, “but the two of you. Do you mind me asking what’s going on there?”

I thought about it. For some reason, every time he entered my mind lately my blood began to boil. “He’s just an agent.”

“If you don’t mind my saying, you sound pretty pissed at him.”

“The honest truth is, I am, but I can’t put my finger on why. I think he should be doing more for me, but when he explains what’s going on it sounds reasonable, good even…for about ten minutes. Then I think he’s fast-talking me and is just kidding his way through everything, and I start to see red. Anyway, I figure if I’m this sick of him, it’s probably a sign we need to part ways.”

She looked uncomfortable.

“What?” I asked.

“Well, it’s really none of my business. But from the little I’ve gotten to know, I’ve never met anyone who works harder.”

“Yeah, well, I just don’t see him working hard enough for his biggest client, that’s all.” It sounded bad coming out of my mouth. I actually winced. 

She saw it and giggled. “Arrogant rear big shot—”

“—football playing idiot goon,” I finished for her. We laughed. “That’s it, I’m getting the check.”

“Thank you for dinner,” she said. “It’s been an amazing evening.”

“I assure you, it has been my pleasure,” I replied.

I drove her home. We talked about sports the whole way. Well, I mostly listened. She was one seriously impressive encyclopedia of stats and history.

When we arrived at her place, I popped the trunk and got out. I picked up the box and placed it firmly in her arms so she had to hold it. She looked nervous. “Drake, I’ve been thinking—”

“If you try to give back that book, I will never speak to you again.”

“But—”

“I mean it,” I lied. “It was meant for you before I ever picked it out. I’m just glad I could have something to do with it.”

Either she believed me or just folded. I noticed as soon as she took it from me, she held it close like she couldn’t let it go even if she wanted to. It may have been over the top, too extravagant and all that. I’m really not that big a spender. After I bought my house, my city apartment with the car, and my mom’s house, I hardly spent a dime. Those are all assets. The Nike deal alone meant I didn’t have to flinch. Beyond all of that, this was one of the few things that I had done in a long time that really meant something to me, personally, outside of football. I’d have paid double for that book after learning what it meant to her and still would have considered it a bargain.

She was still hesitating.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said.

She laughed softly. “What?”

“You keep the book, and I get one kiss, right…about…here.” I’d been moving my finger toward my lips, but at the last second planted it on my cheek. 

She didn’t say anything, so I put my arm around her and leaned sideways. I could smell her just enough to wish I could bury my face in her thick blonde hair. Then I felt her tilt her head up and lean back a little in my arm, and I let her plant the softest little kiss on my cheek. Her lips were cold from the night, which I liked because it meant I could feel them just press against my skin for that heartbeat. Lately, I’d been a wreck, but in that moment, I felt like that kiss would hold me together.

I didn’t even look at her again. When her lips left my cheek, I felt incredible, and I also felt like I was on the ledge of a cliff and had not the slightest clue why. I let her go, made sure she was safely inside, and got in my car and drove away, hoping she would understand. Maybe she’d even think it was somehow romantic. I couldn’t even let myself look in the rearview mirror.


Chapter Ten

Peyton

“I’m the world’s biggest jerk,” I whined into the phone.

“So tell me something I don’t know. No job, rich lover, perfect body…blond”

“Okay . . . maybe I shouldn’t tell you.”

Liv growled. “Start talking or I’m coming over.”

I told her every single detail about Drake and what we’d done the night before.

“You’re right; you’re the world’s biggest jerk,” she deadpanned. “My hero.”

“Liv, I told Tristan I wouldn’t quit on him.”

“And then you went to his office, and he practically kicked you out, and you met a god. Tough luck, chump. Move on.”

“That’s just so… so—”

“True?” she said. “Do you want the sugar-coated version again?”

“Pass.”

“Do ’em both, then.”

I gasped. “I couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

I sighed. “Because all I can think about is Drake.”

“He got you with that book.”

“Yeah, he did. But have you ever seen him play football? He’s incredible.”

“Ew. I hate football.”

“Google him and tell me you hate football.”

It was quiet on her end of the phone, except the quick tapping of computer keys. “Incredible. I love football.”

“See the picture with his shirt off?” I teased.

“Shut up, I’m busy.”

“Gross.”

“Says you. I want a bigger monitor.”

“Liv, I can’t stop thinking about him. I mean, in detail.”

She laughed. “I haven’t even met him, and I feel the same way. Seriously, Pey, there’s your answer. It’s not like you married the agent guy. Nobody’s coming around to sew a big red ‘A’ on all your clothes. Besides, it sounds like as much as Tristan has going for him, he’s got a jerk streak.”

“Drake does, too. He was on his absolute best behavior, and his head still got so big it could hardly fit in the car.”

“The Porsche. Not just a car, Pey.”

“I wouldn’t care if he was driving a rusted pickup truck.” 

“Okay,” Liv said. “All kidding aside. You’re my friend. The way you described it, it sounds like Drake is a little messed up.”

“Who wouldn’t be after what he’s been through? That concussion. But there’s just— It’s just that he’s—”

“What?”

“He’s got so much potential,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“I know that sounds awful. I don’t mean it that way. I mean, he’s a good human being. He could be so much more than just a football player. I think he wants to be, but all he has time to think about is practice and games. Making the Hall of Fame. You know, he did invite me to his charity giveaway Saturday.”

“Yawn,” she said. “I like his shaved head.”

“I never thought it could be such a turn on. You should see his smile.”

“How do you want him to do you first? Don’t you dare say missionary. From behind?”

“Liv!”

She drawled, “He could probably pick you up like a kitten.”

I let out a little gasp.

“I heard that! I knew it! You want to have that big stud lift you up, put your belly in his face, and take you right against the wall.”

I snorted. “He wouldn’t need a wall.”

“Hussy.”

“Learned from the best.”

“I was talking about me,” she said. “Couldn’t help it, I’m visualizing. So what are you going tell Tristan?”

I sighed and looked around my apartment as if I’d find the answer written on one of the walls. “The truth, that it’s just not working out for me. If he pushes, I’ll tell him I met someone else. I’ll tell him I never meant to hurt him, but this happened on a whim.”

“Yeah, good luck with that. I’m going to start learning more about football and the men who play it. I think I want one. Let me know how it goes.”

I laughed as she hung up. The fantasy wouldn’t get out of my head, though. I saw myself holding on to Drake’s rocklike shoulders, putting my hand on the back of his head and pulling his mouth toward one of my nipples as he held me in the air and settled me on top of him, and then…my phone rang. It was Tristan. 

If my face wasn’t already flushed, a rush of guilt made it that way.

 Tristan said, “Turns out I have a little more time on my hands than I thought.”

“Oh? Why is that?” I asked.

“Let’s just say some things are in a holding pattern. I have to wait to find out where I stand before pulling the trigger on something.”

I knew he was talking about Drake. I bit my lip.

“Up for dinner tonight?” he asked.

I tried to squash the guilt. “I’d love to, but something’s come up, and I can’t tonight.”

“Oh. That’s too bad. I made our reservations. No problem, though, I’ll just cancel.”

Maybe it was the guilt, but I was thinking fast and had the urge to try to do anything I could to be on his side, or I just didn’t know how to tell him we were finished. “Didn’t you tell me it was your assistant’s last week? Adrienne, isn’t it? Why don’t you take her out to say thank you for all the years she’s been with you?”

“You know, Peyton, I should have thought of that myself. Thanks. That’s a great idea.”

“Glad I could help.”

“So, I’ll, uh…”

“Call me.” I wished I hadn’t said it. It felt like stringing him along, but I couldn’t figure out how to take it back.

“All right, then.” He sounded deflated.

* * * * *

I was there in my apartment, sitting at the little table by the kitchen, thinking about the men in my life. My brothers worked hard. So did my dad. So did Drake and Tristan. Whatever their problems were, they probably didn’t even have a spare minute to think about them.

I thought about what Liv had said, teasing me about not having a job. I couldn’t blame her. There I was, whining about two handsome men showing me the time of my life. Liv worked full time. She had a ton going on in the looks department, too, but either didn’t have time for dating or hadn’t found a man who could handle her sense of humor. My face went red once again as I realized my dad had bought me my SUV and was still paying my rent. I was pretty sure my brothers helped out, too. When I was growing up, the one thing my father never let me be was a brat. He and my brothers treated me like a princess, just so long as I didn’t act like I deserved it. Why hadn’t they told me how spoiled I’d gotten?

Sitting there, thinking about it all, I knew I’d had enough. I realized the reason they didn’t call to snap some sense into me was because I was a grown woman. Then it hit me with crystal certainty—I could actually see them laughing together and placing the bets. I called my youngest brother. He was the one who couldn’t get away with lying to me.

“Bill, how much is the pool?”

“Hey, Peyton. We haven’t started one for the playoffs.”

“Not that pool, the other one.”

“Uh, what other one?” he stammered.

“The one on me.”

He was quiet. That was all I needed.

“Well, whichever one of you hilarious Worth boys had this month, wins. I’m not sitting on my rear anymore. Goodness, I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out sooner.”

“Don’t be mad, Peyton, we don’t mind. We knew you’d get there.”

“You lunkheads never let me get away with garbage like this before. What the heck, Billy?”

“Well, we just figured you needed a little time. Look, Pey, you’re the smartest one in the whole family. We’re happy punching a time clock, happy as freakin’ clams. You know that. That’s not for you.”

“Yeah, well, I love you for saying that, Billy. But sitting around on my rear isn’t for me either. Not anymore.”

“Well, I gotta say, it is pretty good timing.”

Smug mongrel. I frowned at the phone. “Spend it wisely.”

* * * * *

“We normally do these at a local field or in a park, but the organizers shift them indoors when the weather turns.”

Drake was wearing one of his game jerseys and dark gray jeans. He pulled it off better than anyone else could, but I couldn’t help wishing he’d put on a blue button down, or even just a fitted polo or rugby shirt. He had introduced me to the reporter, who was actually more of a PR contractor. She had been a news anchor for a local affiliate for a few years, and I recognized her.

“How much time before it starts?” I asked her.

“A few minutes, why?”

“It’s really none of my business,” I said, “but I just had the urge to take him downstairs to Armani for a shirt.”

“Honey, I’ve been telling him for over a year. He just laughs. If you can get him out of that jersey, I’ll stall for as long as you need.”

“Thanks.”

I hurried over to him. Drake was jawing with the cameraman about football, but the reporter must have given her guy some kind of signal because he looked up and gave a quick nod. Drake turned to me as the cameraman excused himself.

“Sorry to interrupt.”

“Oh, you’re not. Probably time to get started anyway.”

“Not yet.”

“Huh?”

“Come with me.”

“But—”

I pulled on his arm and felt like I was trying to heave a redwood tree down a forest path. I must have looked a little silly, too, so he took a step, and I just kept leaning with the momentum. “Would you come on, you mountain of muscle? I cleared it, you’ve got ten minutes.”

I wondered if he thought he was going to have a little fantasy-come-true moment because he finally shrugged and walked with me toward the escalator. When we got down a level, and he realized I was pulling him into a men’s clothing store, he acted like a dog about to get a bath. Not just any dog—a double-sized Great Dane. I wished I’d had a pinch collar and a leash.

He shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m just fine. Thanks.”

“Drake, you can burn it if you want, but after that book, the least you can do is let me get you a shirt.”

“No way.”

“I’m giving the book back then.”

“You wouldn’t.” He stared at me. 

All I could think about was the betting pool my brothers had going. He must have seen the determination on my face because he looked a little doubtful. 

I poked his chest, maybe a little harder than I meant to. “Drake, all I ask is you look at yourself in the mirror for five seconds. I won’t even buy it if you tell me not to.”

I couldn’t believe he had to seriously ponder it. But then he said, “Five seconds.”

Growing up in my house, I’d learned the maddening male endurance for shopping, as in, there wasn’t any. Still practically having to pull Drake by his arm, I led him into one of the most beautiful men’s stores I had ever seen. About two steps inside, I felt him slow. I just let go of him so I could make a beeline for the shirts. 

Almost immediately, I found a rack with exactly what I wanted. There were black, dark brown, navy, and a much lighter, almost electric blue, snappy, gorgeous, slick, hot, perfect men’s button-down shirts. I wanted to get him one in every color. I went to the brighter blue ones and found an extra-large, holding it up. No chance. I realized I might be out of luck. I flipped through like a mad woman, the sounds of the hangers clanking across the metal rod filling the store. I was afraid if I looked up and caught Drake’s eye it would break whatever spell I’d managed to cast to get him in the shop in the first place, but I wanted a clerk to come help. 

Finally, a clerk must have read my mind, and he sauntered over. “May I help you, miss?”

“Don’t look, but did you see that giant who came in with me?”

“The one who looks like he wants to flee?” The clerk tried to hide a smile. “Yes.”

I tried not to whine. “Tell me you have one of these shirts in his size.”

“Of course. We always stock a few in this brand for our big and tall section.”

“This blue?” I asked.

He whispered, “You keep fishing, I’ll check.”

I slowed down, pretending I was reading a label to analyze the fabric blends or some other mysterious and confusing thing men think we do every time we go shopping. I peered at it as though it held the secrets to a fantasy world. Almost like the gravity shifted, Drake took a step back.

“Stay right there, mister!”

“But—”

“Here we are.” The clerk moved like Michael Jackson moonwalking, except he was going forward toward Drake. “Just try this on, and don’t bother with the fitting room if you’re in a hurry. Nobody’s here.”

I hid a grin behind my hand. The clerk wanted to see him as much as I did.

Drake sighed. He even huffed a bit. Then he pulled his football jersey off, and I felt a stirring I didn’t recognize. The clerk actually said, “Oh my.”

He put on the shirt with a bit of a struggle. I thought it was on purpose, but I didn’t say anything. A lesser fabric might have even ripped the way he was handling it, but then he shrugged it on, and I moved closer. His hands looked like they could take a block of bronze and mold it into a sculpture like warm, wet clay. The buttons must have seemed like sequins to him, but I was impressed he got the first one done. Still, I couldn’t resist putting my hands on his. “Let me.”

He stopped. I expected him to sigh again. But instead, he watched me and smiled. I pretended to look at the buttons, but instead, I saw the little line of hair coming up toward his navel, between blocks of muscle covered by taut skin. I was sad when it disappeared. I wanted to reopen the shirt to see his chest again, but the line in the middle was fascinating, too. I had never been this near a human body that so closely resembled the statues of ancient heroes. I got to the second to last button and held it together without fastening it, standing back and looking.

“Oh, honey, leave it open. He won’t look like a mob boss.”

He was right, it was designed perfectly. Just low enough to make all the mothers upstairs go weak at the knees, not to mention me, but high enough that he wouldn’t look like he was trying.

“So, five seconds, right?” Drake said.

I gave him a reprimanding finger. “The deal was, you look in the mirror.”

Then he did that sigh again, but he was smiling at me. “Fine.”

He walked over to the mirror, buttoning the cuffs, which managed to contain his wrists loosely enough. Then he looked up at himself. “Idiot.”

I giggled. The clerk smiled at me. The shirt would have made even an out-of-shape man show off the hint of an inverted pyramid. That was one reason it was so expensive. He raised his arms high over his head, and I saw just the barest hint of that trail of hair again. If Drake knew what he was doing to me, we might have ended up in the dressing room after all. I wanted to squirm. He moved his arms and bent them, but whatever position he tried, the shirt seemed to go with him, fitting his form without constricting. He looked like those cartoons my brothers used to watch of Bruce Wayne at one of his parties, before the bat signal went off—shoulders twice the size of most mortal men, snug in an expensive tux, the width of his back leading on hard diagonals toward a waist so slim it could only belong to someone whose life depended on being as fit as a human could get. 

In my entire life, I had never actually wanted to sink my teeth into a man, but at that moment, I had a powerful urge to take a bite out of Drake. I wanted to see him jump in reaction, to feel those hands grab me and pull me away with a surprised look on his face, to see his chest heave with a little pain and watch it turn into desire, as he realized my bite gave him permission to do anything to me.

“I said I guess I’ll take it,” he said, trying to sound sullen.

“What?” I squawked. “Oh, dang right you will.”

I opened my purse.

He put his hands out like he was trying to stop me. “Oh, no. I’ve got it.”

“Not a chance. This was my idea.”

“And I appreciate it,” he said, “but I’m buying one of every color they’ve got.”

The truth was, the price tag had already taken my breath away once. “I’m buying the one you’re wearing. Whatever you do after that is up to you.” 

I snapped my arm out toward the clerk, credit card right in front of him so he had to take it. Drake’s arm reached out gently and kept reaching until it reached the man’s hands. 

“Drake, don’t you da—”

He plucked my credit card and did something with those fingers of his, and I heard a little snap. “Oops.”

It was now in two pieces, sitting in his hand like a torn postage stamp. Part of me registered that I should be upset. I’d never had to call and get a card replaced before, but I figured it was probably a pain in the rear. The problem was, his timing was so perfect. The clerk looked relieved that the hand hadn’t grabbed him by the collar, and he had a bit of a smile trying to work its way through the surprise.

I wanted to say something, but instead, I laughed. It was like a dam bursting, and I might have gotten embarrassed by how loud I was, except the clerk busted up too, and Drake started chuckling as he pulled out his own credit card. “Seriously, one of every color you’ve got in this size. If you have another blue one like this, I’ll take it, too. If you’ve got a business card, please put it in the bag. We have to go upstairs.”

“Of course, Mr. Mathison. We’ll bring your shirts up right away.”

“Thank you.”

I smiled my thanks to the clerk, and he nodded. As we walked out, I couldn’t resist putting my arm in Drake’s. The smooth fabric of his new shirt somehow made me feel like we were about to go out for a night in Paris, and underneath, even relaxed, his forearm felt like tightly wound, differently sized steel cables with narrow seams between them. I wanted him so badly it was affecting me in strange ways, like the taste of heated metal in my mouth and that urge to bite, and my legs felt like they wanted to run like I hadn’t done since my soccer days. I heard Liv in my head, telling me that was my legs wanting to wrap around him, wanting to flex my hamstrings to pull myself against him. She would have been right.

We got back up to the venue, and I saw the journalist’s eyes go wide as we approached. A bunch of kids ran at Drake, shouting his name, and while he was distracted she mouthed to me, “Fantastic!”

I nodded. The mothers didn’t even try to hide their stares. Some of them elbowed those next to them or even pinched them. A few of the ones I hoped weren’t single even had a very particular sly, wistful look on their faces, and I knew precisely what they were imagining in shocking detail.

“Here’s a bunch o’ little skull crackers!”

I winced, staring at Drake. Some of the boys tried to show him just how much they could actually crack skulls by hollering and running into him. He picked four of them up under his arms, two on each side, gently enough, but when he growled, I saw two of them stop laughing. He set them all down again and tussled their hair. It was as though their heads vanished. I finally got my feet moving, and he must have known something was up by the enormous, strained smile on my face.

“Drake, they aren’t in the NFL yet.”

He looked down, and it was adorable how his face went from the friendly, too-rough bear, to completely mortified. He squatted down, and I swear one of the moms had a mini-orgasm when the muscles of his legs stretched his pants right to the edge. She sat down in a chair so suddenly and casually leaned forward, elbows on her knees as though she just wanted to see the kids having fun, but I could swear she did it to keep them from scrunching together after an unexpected climax. Somehow, it actually made me a little jealous. Not because of her little personal moment, but I wanted Drake all to myself.

He was busy looking at the little boys who were trying to show they hadn’t been scared, and I was afraid he was going to start apologizing. Instead, now nearly face to face with them, he said, “You know what my mom did when I played too rough?”

They looked at him with big eyes.

He acted like he was pouting and in a big crybaby voice he said, “She took my broccoli away!” Then he goof-sobbed, and the boys all giggled.

One called out, “No she didn’t.”

“What? She didn’t?” he feigned shock.

“She made you eat broccoli, ewwwww!”

“But I like broccoli,” Drake said. “I swear.”

“Nooooooo.”

“You know the secret to good broccoli?” he said in a conspiratorial whisper.

“What?”

“Sugar.”

“Ewwwwww!”

“Just kidding,” Drake said with a laugh. “It’s butter. Melted butter. Don’t tell your moms I told you.”

“Do you really like broccoli?” one boy asked.

“I love it. I eat everything. How do you think I got this big?”

The kids moved with him over to the mountain of boxes of new shoes. As he went, I saw a few of the trained volunteers mingling in with the group.

One slender young man with a beard and thick, full hair walked next to a skinny little boy. “I’ve seen Drake eat a bowl of broccoli bigger than my head.”

“Really?” the little boy asked in wonder.

“Uh huh. One time, he ate all the asparagus in a big pot, too. Have you ever tried asparagus?”

“Nope. I like cheeseburgers.”

Drake was listening to their conversation, and he came to squat next to the boy. “Me, too.”

“I’m sick of noodles.” The boy pouted.

“I ate way too many noodles in college,” Drake said, nodding at him in sympathy.

“Why?” the boy asked.

“They were easy to cook and inexpensive.”

The kid dug his toe into the ground. “Yeah.”

My heart twisted. Poor kid—by the looks of his worn clothes, his family probably didn’t have a lot of money.

“Hey, get up close!” the assistant called out. “Drake wants to make sure you get the right shoes.”

When the boy left, the journalist leaned over to me and said, “If Drake can talk to the boy’s mother today, he will. Drake’s foundation will pay for all the fresh fruit and vegetables they can eat for at least a year. But some of the parents get embarrassed, so the hard part is starting the conversation outright. Drake and the others have gotten really good at it.”

“Why haven’t I ever heard of this?” I ask.

“Drake lets us use the footage for direct fundraising, but he won’t let us get it out there. He says it conflicts with his image, and he doesn’t want to brag about it anyway.”

I rolled my eyes, and she gave me a nod that said, Tell me about it.

“What does his agent say?” I asked.

“Oh, Mr. Thorne agreed with me. He wanted to get some stories on prime time, but that made Drake angry.”

“I’ve never heard of using a shoe giveaway to get to talk to kids and parents about nutrition. It’s like—like the most beautiful Trojan Horse in history.”

“That’s a great way to put it. Wish I could use it.” She shook her head in regret. “But that’s the part that can’t get out too much. People will take advantage, or they won’t show up.”

I felt stupid for not picking up on that sooner. “That makes sense. But still, with the right marketing, he could be helping a lot more people. He could have other athletes in other sports show up at events. It wouldn’t take any more time out of his schedule than it already does.”

“That’s actually a great idea. You should tell him.” She laughed. “Hey, you got him in that shirt. I think you can do anything.”

We watched him giving away shoes. Every child received a pair matching every sport he or she played…soccer, football, and baseball cleats, basketball high tops, even track spikes. And they each got one extra all-purpose pair for, as Drake put it, “Goofing off and cross-training.”

As things were winding down, the public relations consultant-slash-journalist gave me her card and told me to keep in touch. Drake and I walked alone together toward the parking garage.

“Thanks again, Peyton. You pretty much saved the day, in more ways than one.”

“Drake, this charity work is amazing. I had no idea so much more was going into it than just giving away shoes.”

“Yeah, I love doing it when I can spare the time. I just wish I didn’t have to get back right away.”

“You’ve got a game tomorrow.”

“Will you come?” His blue eyes were earnest.

“I— I’d love to, but—”

“What is it?”

This was terrible, but I had to spit it out. Finally, I mumbled, “I’ll go if Tristan isn’t there.”

He stopped. “Okay, look. It’s time to get this on the table. What is going on between the two of you?”

“Nothing, really,” I said. “I just haven’t told him yet that I want to be with someone else.”

He grinned while I just looked at him. “Hey, Peyton, that’s all I wanted to hear. Look, I’m tired of getting into it with him, but I don’t care if he’s at the game or not, okay? Please come. I’ll wait for you to say whatever it is you have to say to him before we take it to the next level.”

His confidence turned me on. He didn’t go all gooey after I let him know I wanted to be with him—he just took it as confirmation. He knew it meant taking it to the next level and didn’t dance around it. I wanted to take it about fifteen levels further right in the backseat of my car, but instead, I said, “Okay, I’ll be there.”

He opened my door for me. I wanted him to lean down and kiss me, but I didn’t trust myself. I had been aroused since the moment I’d seen him in Tristan’s office, and that arousal had only been growing in his presence ever since. 

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one. He said, “I have to get away from you.”

“How romantic.” To let him know I was teasing, I put on a silly grin and batted my eyes.

He groaned. “I’ll have your tickets delivered.”

“Plural?”

He flashed the kindest smile. “Don’t you want to bring your pops?”

“You’re amazing.” 

He winked and turned on his heel then walked away so fast he almost started to jog. I understood whatever it was he’d been doing to me, it was even more difficult on the male of the species to suffer that kind of delay.

I got into my car and realized I wasn’t ready to drive yet. I had to calm down. I looked at my phone, half wishing it had a long-playing vibrate mode. There must be an app for that. Instead, I saw a text from Tristan, and I knew I should respond.

Dang it, still I chickened out. I called my dad and told him about the tickets. He was thrilled. We made plans for him to pick me up early enough to take the three-hour drive to the game.

When I got home less than an hour later, the tickets were already in my mailbox, along with instructions to get to a helipad on the top of a building downtown, about fifteen minutes away from my apartment. My first reaction was that it was too much, and I’d have to explain more than I wanted to my dad. Then I thought about everything he’d done for me, and that was that. We were going to take a helicopter there and back, and it was going to be the time of my dad’s life. If I had to explain that his favorite football player and his daughter might be at the start of something special, well, he could swallow that along with the hot dog and beer I’d buy for him at the game.

My phone rang. It was Tristan, and I was in too good a mood to pick up.

* * * * *

 The next morning, Tristan called again. I was already in too much of a hurry knowing my dad was on his way. I would have gone to pick up Dad, but he never let anyone drive him anywhere if he could help it. I managed to make it downstairs by the time he pulled up.

I gave him the short version of events, leaving Tristan out completely, and by the time we got to the roof of the building where the helicopter was already warmed up and waiting, all we had left to catch up on was football.

Neither of us had ever ridden in a helicopter before. Lifting off was like a ride at an amusement park, and then flying lower than we ever had over the city, laughing at traffic, seeing the fields and farms along the way, and arriving too soon at the platform that was just walking distance from the stadium. I didn’t think either of us would ever forget it.

I hadn’t paid close enough attention to the tickets. When we went in the entrance we’d always used since I was a little girl, the person who scanned them looked surprised. “Oh! You didn’t use the VIP entrance.” 

She flagged someone in a uniform like hers, and we were taken up the escalator and over to a private door. The box section was still close enough to the field and outdoors, otherwise, it wouldn’t have been football, but the level of comfort and service was definitely a new experience for us. We both would have been happy in any seats, but Dad told me he was looking forward to telling the boys at Frank’s all about it.

Watching Drake was something I realized I was going to have to get used to all over again. He didn’t look up during the national anthem, and I had forgotten all those times I’d seen him in the past with his game face on. His jaw was set, and he looked angry. His first play was a run. He slammed into the end of the line, blocking and sealing it off for the back, who streaked behind him so low Drake could have sat on him. I gasped and my dad looked at me and rolled his eyes. 

Drake looked amazing. He was awesome out there. But the other men were even bigger than him, many of them. They slammed into him in ways I’d seen a thousand times, but now my stomach flipped with every hit. The first time the quarterback, Smith, dropped back and launched a ball and I realized it was meant for Drake on a long out pattern, I screamed like the most insane fans in the stadium.

“Aaaaaahhhh! Go! Go! GO!” My throat would be raw by the end of the game, I could already tell.

He caught it so smoothly and in stride that I panicked at first, thinking the ball might have slipped through his arms and was about to land on the field, but then he tucked it and accelerated into that next level of speed we all knew he had. Or at least, the logical, rational side of me must have somewhere remembered it, but the insane girlfriend fan chick in my seat couldn’t believe what she was seeing. He was so fast. I couldn’t understand how such a massive wall of a human being could move like that, no matter how fit and strong. He flew. I heard myself pick up where I left off. “GO! GO! GO, DRAKE! YEAH!” It was a sixty-five-yard touchdown catch and run by the best tight end in the game. Even Dad was going bonkers, which came as a relief, as I’d half expected him to be looking at me like I’d grown horns and a pointed tail.

After the extra point, he said, “Baby girl, I want to check out the VIP lounge a bit.”

“Go ahead, Daddy. I’ll catch up.”

“Want a beer?”

“Sure.”

I didn’t know if it was good timing, or if Tristan was waiting, but as soon as my dad left, he sat down right in his seat. It pissed me off, partly because I just wanted to watch the game and mostly because I felt like I’d been justifiably caught red handed.

“Having fun?”

“You bet your rear.” I felt bad, but I was in football craze mode, and that was his tough luck.

He rubbed a hand over his stubbly chin. “Hey, uh, look. I need to talk about us for a second.”

I shook my head. “My dad’s about to come back.”

“I’d love to meet him, but would there even be a reason?”

I looked at him and forgot all about the game. Here was this handsome man who had treated me like a jewel in his life, and all I was doing was messing with his heart in the middle of an already tough time.

“Tristan, I’ve been avoiding you because you do not deserve the way I’ve treated you. Not at all. You’ve been…amazing. But I don’t know how to say this other than to just say it. I met someone. I thought you and I might have had a chance for something special, and I wanted to give it all the time we needed. That was my plan. But it was just out of the blue that I met this person, and I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you it felt real, effortless. I—the truth is I’m infatuated, and I know he feels the same way.”

He’d been listening, staring at the field like he couldn’t look at me. When I waited a full minute, and he still hadn’t said anything, I became afraid I had really broken his heart. “Tristan, I’m so sorry.”

“No. It’s—I don’t know what it is, but you’re being honest with me. Can I ask you something, and you’ll keep being just as honest?”

“Of course,” I said. “But first, are you okay?”

“I’m not sure what I am. My head is stuck in a loop. I’ve just never thought these things through before, but after the evenings we had together, I thought I’d found something that I’d been missing. I really can’t imagine having a more special time with another person than we had. Except for, you know.”

I smiled. “Look at me. That was not you. None of this is you. It’s me. You are an amazing man. You want me to tell the truth? The truth is, everyone is a jerk every once in awhile. In your business? I don’t know how you’ve been able to remain such a decent, thoughtful guy. If we weren’t the perfect fit, that’s my problem as much as anyone’s. If you just be you, treat people the way I’ve seen you do from your heart, you are going to find someone perfect and make her the luckiest girl in the world.”

“I just—it’s just, after working this hard, I’m starting to realize all the stuff, all the nice things, they don’t mean anything to me. Having someone to share them with makes them special. I just had a taste of that, and now I’m having a difficult time accepting it’s gone.”

“Tristan, it’s awful, because I was hoping the same thing. You took me into a dream, and I was loving it. I’m so sorry. You may not want to hear this right now, but I would never have thrown this away if—if this person I met didn’t make me feel something I hadn’t known was even possible. I have to go with my heart and my gut, and I just hope I didn’t make a huge mistake.”

Then he looked at me, and in spite of everything I’d done to him, he smiled. “Peyton, you are beautiful. And I don’t mean your looks. Trust me, I’ve never met anyone who deserves more confidence in what their heart or their gut tells them. You ever need anything, just from a friend, you don’t worry for one second about calling me, okay?”

“Same here.”

He smiled at me one more time. Then, just like that, he was gone before my dad got back. 


Chapter Eleven

Tristan

I couldn’t tell if I’d left Peyton feeling as though I were a pretty cool guy after all, or just some twisted, broken, pathetic wretch. The thought of her with another man made a part of me want to punch a wall. The thought that the other man was likely Drake Mathison made me feel murderous. But that thought quickly left. There was no way Drake would hold the attention of a woman like Peyton. And no way a woman like her would stand for the cavalier attitude Drake had toward relationships. There was only room for one full-time lover in his life — football. He wasn’t about to let any one woman take its place.

I didn’t even want to admit to myself that part of me was most upset over the idea I wouldn’t have that second chance I had been counting on, ever again. I wasn’t proud of that. My mind kept coming back to just how physically beautiful she was and how the first time was such a poor performance on my part. Then, when we had talked about it,  she let me know what I could expect in such a way that it hadn’t left my head for days. It’s not easy to accept when a fantasy that was assured to come true was suddenly even more certain to never have a chance of happening. 

Then there was the part I could be proud of. The part that wanted to see if what we had was real…if we were compatible not just as friends but as something more. They were sad, bitter regrets. But they seemed reasonable to me. They made me feel like I was normal, at least.

But the jealous, impotent rage that kept lurking just below the surface, emerging in different places barely above the water line, embarrassed and frightened me. That part of me didn’t want her to be happy, or to have anyone else, and it definitely did not want to allow anyone else to have her. I think what scared me the most was the possibility that I would never be able to fully get rid of that disgusting creature in the depths, and the harder I might try, the more chances I would give it to take over.

These discomforting thoughts were playing around inside of my head, and I suddenly realized my feet had carried me to the field. Not many agents are given the privilege to hang out on the sidelines, and I wasn’t one to abuse it, but I wanted to be far away from Peyton. My mission that day, before I’d been so surprised to see her sitting right there near my usual seat in the VIP section, was to prove to Drake that I was there for him after all, that I was his agent.

I stood back away from the benches where the team operated. I thought I finally managed to get in Drake’s sight line for a moment when he came off the field, so at least he knew I was there. He didn’t nod or acknowledge me in any way, but that was normal for him. He was in game mode, and I had no desire to infringe.

I turned to head back to the seats and just about collided with Liam Rose. If Drake saw me, he dang sure saw him, too, standing there with that smarmy grin on his face. He’d had the exact same intention as I did.

Liam smirked harder. “I see you’re still interested in my new client.”

“What? You think your lame rear ritual of changing the oil in his Porsche is going to impress Drake Mathison?” I shook my head. “You idiot, Liam. Call up Johnson and see how far your shtick still plays.”

It was the first time I’d ever wiped that smile off his face, and it felt great. I was the one smiling, and maybe it was the mood I was in, but even though I gave him plenty of time to think up a clever, equally offensive response—as our courtesies required—he didn’t say anything. I turned to leave, and he grabbed my arm and squeezed with those claws of his. That was so far out of bounds I could have decked him. Instead, I flexed my arm so he couldn’t dig further into the pressure point he’d found, and I turned back to him. He looked a little surprised.

“Your grip’s slipping, Liam.”

“Have you been talking to Johnson?”

I hadn’t. “So what if I have? He dumped your rear over a year ago.”

“He’s mine, and if you communicate with him in any way, I will sue your rear back to the Stone Age.”

“What’d he catch you doing, Liam? More backdoor deals using your own clients as pawns?” 

His watery eyes twitched, and I knew I had him. 

“Same old bag of tricks, huh?” I said. “You dirtbag. Wouldn’t cost you an extra nickel to actually try and look out for some kid who’d never had more than twenty bucks in his pocket before signing.”

I wanted to say more, but we’d had the argument before. He just didn’t get it, or worse, I realized for the first time, he probably did, and just didn’t care. “You ever threaten me again, I’ll bring you down in court or in the alley.” 

I used my free hand and grabbed the one he still had on my other arm, and then I squeezed. His face went white, and he let go. We had kept our conversation quiet and a semblance of professionalism on our faces, but I caught one of the team executives eyeing us and gave him a little nod. Liam picked up on it, and we both smiled and acted like we’d been just playing around.

As I walked away, Drake surprised the heck out of me. He trotted over and gave me a thump on the back. I smiled and whacked his shoulder pad, and he went to grab a towel from a young man who was holding about twenty of them. It felt so good for a second I wanted to laugh until I saw him look up at Peyton and her father and give them a wave. I reminded myself that Drake had probably just given them tickets since he was that kind of guy. But then my mind flashed to the way they were chatting it up in my office the other night. As my stomach felt like it was coiling up to get out of the way of my falling heart, the big jerk turned back, and I could have sworn he gave a little nod to Liam.

I acted like I hadn’t noticed, but as I walked toward the tunnel, I knew without having to look that the miserable Aussie mongrel’s smile was already back. 

Just before halftime, I called Bruce. He answered quickly, “You here at the game?” 

“Yeah, but I could use a drink.”

“I’m done here. Why don’t we go downtown, hit Lucky’s?”

“I’ll get us a driver,” I said.

“I’ll buy the beer.”

Twenty minutes later, we walked in, and a cheer went up.

“Tristan! Drake’s got two already!”

I smiled and shot the trash for awhile as Bruce found us a table in the back. Lucky’s was one of my favorite places on the planet. I’d celebrated some of my best moments there, including the day I landed Drake as a client, and shortly after that, the inking of his first contract.

There wasn’t a person at the crowded bar who wasn’t a fan of the home team’s hero. Therefore, they knew me or, at least, about me. All of the bartenders even had my cell phone number and knew to call me first if any of my clients were getting out of hand. Several times they had helped me defuse a bad situation. But in spite of his reputation, I’d never had to do that with Drake. Like I said before, football was his love and he wasn’t about to let anything get in the way of that.

I didn’t have time to ponder that in any detail as I was busy getting tussled by a bunch of beered-up fans who wanted to know when Drake was going to get it over with and sign a new deal with the team.

“Fellas, you know I can’t talk about it.”

“Aw, c’mon, man. What’s the problem? Incredible, if he needs the pot sweetened, we’ll start a collection right now! Whole town’ll chip in!”

Cheers of support rolled through the bar. I held out my hand like it was as good a place as any to start stacking bills. That got me a few laughs. I nodded and waved and made my way back to Bruce. He already had four frosted mugs of beer on the table and two shots of Jameson.

“What, is it closing time in Ireland?”

“You see that crowd?” he said, gesturing at the crowded tables. “Waitress won’t be back here for another hour. Just good planning on my part.”

We belted our shots and chased them down.

I grimaced. “Dang, I gotta admit, that hits the spot.”

“So, your buddy Bruce is here,” he said. “I charge a nickel an hour, just like Lucy. What’s up?”

I spilled my guts. If there’s a masculine way to do that, I tried to take that approach, but I couldn’t help wondering if Bruce was about to hand me a doily for my tears. Instead, he just worked his way through the two beers in front of him and managed to successfully signal for a couple more shots of Jameson. By the time I was finished, we were both feeling the effects.

I propped my chin in my hand. “Incredible, listen to me. Goodness, I definitely needed to get trashfaced.”

“You think? So here’s your five cents worth of advice. First, idiot Liam. I wish I’d have been there to see that, by the way. And idiot Drake Mathison, too. You know how many athletes from both of those teams on the field today I represent? Two. 360 has ten or more. You’re right in between. Every one of your clients has got the kind of representation I would want for my future child if the gods of athleticism reached down and managed to erase every one of my genes from the poor little brat. Liam’s clients better watch their rears every day. Either we’re messed, or someday he’s going to get his. And either way, I’ll take my two little bench warmers and cash my checks and go home and pet my dog. I sleep just fine at night. I’m sure Liam does, too, but that just proves what a sick idiot he is.”

“You’re drunk and monologuing.”

“And about to get drunker. You got that driver still, right?”

“He’ll take us all the way home.”

“Idiot. That’s nice.”

“So what’s your point?”

“My point is, life is good. Look at you. If you want women, in case you haven’t noticed, they’ve been in a line that’s stretched around the block for a few years now.”

“Not like Peyton.” I could feel myself getting morose.

“Yeah, that whole deal sounded so great I’m tempted to send you a call girl so you can see what you missed.”

“What does that mean?”

“Oh, don’t get worked up. I’m not talking about her. I’m saying you’d be doing yourself a favor if you just took that four-foot stick out of your rear and got your rocks off about five times in a single night. When was the last time you got together with a real woman and just messed until the sun came up?”

“Incredible. I never knew you were such a romantic.”

He laughed. “Well, I am. Hey, at least she told you to your face, right? Everyone just texts nowadays. Got to respect her, and that means acting like a man and moving on. Wish her well, like you did, and mean it. You’ll feel better soon enough. Look, if you’re feeling lonely, I’ll let you have Lucinda for a few days.”

I just about sprayed my beer on the table.

“You’re offering me your 240-pound mongrel to cheer me up?”

“She’ll wag that tail until she’s knocked over every loose object in the house. Better’n any Prozac. You don’t know until you try.”

“Tempting as that is, I’m pretty sure this Irish medicine you’ve helped me imbibe is working wonders.”

“Yeah.” He signaled for another round. “Until we wake up in the morning.”

A cheer exploded through the bar. A fan, even more intoxicated than we were, rushed by shouting, “Three! Mathison’s got three touchdowns! Game over!”

We looked up and saw it was true. The visiting team was going to get the ball back fourteen points behind with twenty seconds on the clock. They tried a Hail Mary, which was promptly picked off, and we cheered along with the rest of the bar when the offense came out to run out the clock. Smitty knelt on the ball, the teams shook hands, and the camera zoomed in as the quarterback flipped the ball to Drake.

Before they even made it to the tunnel, a reporter managed to get a hold of him.

“Drake! Three touchdowns today, what a performance!”

“Thanks. We were clicking, that’s for sure. The whole team came through, gave Smitty time, great running game, too. Defense was strong. Special teams got the job done.”

“You’re in a contract year, Drake. How many teams have shown interest?”

“You kidding?” He flashed that smile of his that nobody could get mad at, except perhaps the one person who really should have still been right there on the sidelines for him. “All of ’em.”

A few of the bar flies turned to look at me, trying to hide growing smiles. “Yo, Thorne!”

“Yeah?”

“Drake goes, you go!” They laughed, and someone bought us a round.

* * * * *

I had the driver stop at Bruce’s first. I poured him onto his couch, and learned that he was absolutely right. Lucinda actually knocked over two dining room chairs in greeting and sent a newspaper flying off the coffee table. She licked Bruce until he started petting her, and I checked a note on the counter from someone who wrote that the big dog had been fed and walked.

I gave Lucinda a tummy rub for a minute, and I’d be darned if it didn’t cheer me up a little. The amount of bliss she managed to express simply by holding herself frozen, gargantuan paws folded daintily in the air, hind legs spread wide in total rejection of anything resembling ladylike behavior, was enough to get me laughing.

Bruce rolled to face me and cracked open one eye. “See, told ya.”

“G’night, Bruce.”

I left as Lucinda moved back to licking his face. “Oh, get off me, you big mutt. Stop! Fine, fine, I’ll pet you, lemme just turn on the highlights.”

When I got home, I did the same thing. The scores were rolling by, and I meant to be listening for any news about my clients, but I was zoning out. My mind flashed to Peyton’s face, looking at me from her seat in the stadium. I shook my head. I was not going to dwell on her, or her jeans, or that sexual favor she’d promised that I was never going to get.

I thought about what Bruce had told me and switched from email to my contacts. There were still quite a few names in there who I knew I could call if I wanted to go the rebound route. I hadn’t been a work hermit my entire career. It had only been since I started my own business that I’d taken such a long break from romance. I thought maybe an evening out and a night in the best hotel downtown was just what I needed. 

I tried to visualize one blonde, in particular, sitting on top of me, naked, rocking, and the thought nearly bored me to sleep. Then I thought of Peyton’s eyes again, and my heart squeezed while I somehow simultaneously became so aroused I actually had to draw a deep breath. Then I took a darn cold shower and vowed to throw myself into work with redoubled focus. I’d been kicking rear before Peyton came along, and it was time I got back to doing that. Women were off the table for the foreseeable future and for the first time in days, my mind felt clear.


Chapter Twelve

Drake

It wasn’t the first time I’d been the MVP of a game. I’d won player of the week three times in my career, and my performance in that game gave me a good shot of making it a fourth. The celebrations began in the locker room. We’d secured a spot in the playoffs and although we’d expected that, there were teams and players who spent many years never even getting a sniff of the post-season. The timing was all the better because of my contract situation. When the beer and champagne started to flow, I had my share. Teams that didn’t know when to celebrate missed a critical piece of the puzzle.

After the interviews and the shower, though, I just wanted to be with Peyton. Coach canceled practice, film study, everything. 

“Drake! You heading up to the city tonight? C’mon, team’s flying,” one of the guys shouted back to me.

“Be right there!” The team jet would get us there faster than the usual commuter flights. It wouldn’t even reach altitude before descending back down to my home turf. I called Peyton.

She answered on the second ring. “Hi.”

I decided right then I was not going out with the boys that night. “Hi, yourself. I’m coming up to the city. Day off tomorrow.”

“What’s this got to do with me?” she asked with a giggle.

“Come over tonight.”

Silence. I was glad the locker room had cleared out because I actually looked up to the ceiling and raised my free hand in a cupped prayer.

Her voice sounded a little husky when she said, “Okay.” 

I couldn’t resist the typical monster fist pump. I even mouthed, “YES!”

I caught up with my teammates before the shuttle left the stadium. It was a rocking short ride to the private airstrip, and an equally loud, quick flight. As a team, we hadn’t cut loose all season long, and I caught myself wondering if the clubs in the city had learned to bump up their insurance whenever we clinched a playoff berth.

“Drake, where you wanna head, Mr. MVP?”

I tried to keep a straight face. “You guys go scouting, I’ll catch up. I’m meeting someone.”

They hooted and hollered at that. 

“Mathison’s gettin’ some, you know that!”

“Hope she knows what she’s getting into—I mean—what’s getting into her!”

“HOOOOooo! Poor girl, might just get broken in two!”

I grinned and made my way to the exit. “Yeah, yeah. You guys let me know where you are.”

I picked one of the waiting drivers. As I climbed into the car, I settled in and asked him, “Who’s the most beautiful woman you ever met in your life?”

“My wife.”

“Well, the most beautiful one I ever met is about to be at my house.”

He grinned. “Understood.”

He got me there in record time. I folded an extra bill in my hand for the handshake before I got out.

“Thank you, sir,” he said.

“I’m Drake. Thanks for breaking about fourteen traffic laws.”

“You got it, Drake.”

I got inside and popped a beer from the fridge, flipped on sports, and the doorbell rang. I switched the TV off, wishing I’d held off on the beer, already getting nervous because I knew I was going to kiss her. I went downstairs and opened the door, only to find some dude in a black suit.

“Compliments of Mr. Rose.” The man handed over a box, and I reached in my pocket for a tip. “Oh, no sir, I can’t, but thank you.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Inside the box was a note. 

Congratulations Mr. MVP. Great game! Good to see you on the sidelines today. Hope this helps with the celebration, and I can’t wait to work together. –Liam

Inside was a bottle of bourbon that looked like it could have come from the cellar of some old castle. The doorbell went off again. This time it was her. She gave me a hug, and before I could even think about what I wanted to do, she’d started telling me all about the fun she and her dad had.

We walked upstairs. 

“I think he’s already at Frank’s,” she said. “Probably telling the story all over again for the third time. I can’t wait to see how his story evolves. By next week, we’ll be hearing how he was on the sidelines helping the coach send in that play for your last touchdown. My goodness, Drake, watching you in the game, do you know what it’s like?”

“Well, I’d be lying my rear off if I pretended I didn’t want to hear.” Every player loved hearing it, but I was telling the truth times two. I wanted to hear her tell me.

It was better than any highlights, than any announcer making wisecracks. She told me she turned into a crazy woman, that when the ball was in the air she felt a sensation moving up inside her and back down again, along with its trajectory, and when I caught it, she lost her breath every time.

I wanted her, and just as I was about to basically grab her and lift her up so I could shut her up with my mouth and make her mine, she pointed to the box in my hand and said, “Oh, what’s that?” 

“Uh, gift from Liam Rose. Some kind of bourbon.”

“Oh! Are you still thinking about working with him? What’s he like?”

“He’s a miserable mongrel, but dang good at closing deals.”

Her mouth twisted in a wry grin. “Well, you know what you’re doing, but I am a little surprised you’d seriously consider leaving Tristan. You should see him light up when he talks about what he’s going to do for you.”

That stopped me. Nobody had ever said that before. I guessed it was something I kept pressing Tristan to tell me himself, which made it mean that much more all of a sudden to hear it from her. He’d kept telling me to be patient, that he was working on it, that I had done everything necessary to set the dominoes in place. Not once had he really talked about himself, and I had spent weeks, if not months, working myself up into believing Tristan thought it was all about him. I cracked the bottle open and went to the kitchen.

“Want to try? I bet it’s pretty special.”

“Sure.”

She took a sip of the bourbon while I slammed down two fingers of it. Two of my fingers.

“You okay?” she asked.

I looked at her, staring up at me. I almost broke my glass setting it down, and I didn’t give her time to do anything with hers. I couldn’t stand another minute.

I kissed her, finally. It was just like a darn movie. Perfect. We started slow and gently and then I felt her lips push hard into mine and she opened her mouth, pressing her tongue against mine. I put my hand around her waist and pulled her against me. Her glass slipped from her grip and shattered on the floor, so I picked her up and took her away from the shards. She wrapped her legs around me, and I would have been happy standing there in my living room, holding this perfect woman in the air and kissing until we went out of our minds. But . . .

The doorbell went off again. I ignored it. Until it started going off like a fire alarm. I only knew one set of people who would do that.

I rested my forehead against Peyton’s. “Idiot. It’s the guys.”

“Who?”

“Probably Smitty and the entire offensive line.”

“Oh.” She looked disappointed.

I gave her a helpless grin. “They’ll break down the door. No joke.”

“It’s okay.”

“It is,” I said, “but they’re my teammates.”

“Drake, I get it, I think. It’s okay. I’d like to meet them.”

“Careful what you wish for.”

I went downstairs and the instant I opened the door, a roar went up. They poured in, picking my big rear up and carrying me right back up the stairs like flood waters. They didn’t notice Peyton, at first, and I was afraid one of them might squash her.

“Yo! Guys, meet Peyton Worth. She’s a friend of mine, so don’t break her, all right?”

They shut up so fast when they looked at her, it was priceless. Smitty tried to be Joe Quarterback and stepped forward to lay a smooth line on her, but Bubba stepped in front of him like a darn eclipse.

“Ms. Worth, it’s mighty nice to meet you.” Bubba’s voice came out somewhere between bass drum and the core of the earth. He made me look like the ninety-pound weakling getting sand kicked in his face at the beach. 

Peyton looked up at him and held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

The other guys followed Bubba’s lead like a bunch of schoolboys in a manners lesson. These were NFL players. They couldn’t turn around without a beautiful woman trying to get a piece of them. I’d already known she was special, but maybe it was the way she stood there in that room full of trees, or because I made sure to let them know she was my friend, but I couldn’t help laughing hard at how she’d turned them into a pack of shuffling kids.

I guess my laughter broke the spell because, introductions over, they got loud again. “Drake, time to celebrate. They got the VIP lounge at the Capricorn ready for us.”

I hoped Peyton understood. There was nothing for it. It wasn’t like peer pressure in school. Celebration was something winning teams did because it helped them keep the right mindset. Confidence was as important as preparation, as important as physical gifts, and there was individual confidence and team confidence.

“Incredible,” I said. “Nobody’s ready for us!”

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Smitty echoed.

“Let’s get it on!” Bubba boomed.

We started hooting and hollering, and Peyton was backing her way into the kitchen. I went over to her. “Hey, sorry. Come with us?”

“Uh, no. Thanks, Drake, but it looks like you boys need to blow off some steam.”

“Look, I—”

She smiled, but it didn’t look right. “It’s okay, really.” 

It didn’t seem like it was. I wanted to explain it to her, but there was no way I was going to start doing that in front of my teammates. 

“Honestly, I really wanted to celebrate here with you,” I said, feeling helpless.

She nodded and smiled. We all went downstairs together, and I insisted on walking Peyton to her car.  “You sure you won’t come with us?” I asked again. A last-ditch effort to spend time with her in some way.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Go have fun with your team. Seriously, you all earned it.”

I kissed her discreetly so the team couldn’t see then shut her door and turned back to the guys who were piling into two black SUVs with tinted windows. Smitty waved me into the back of his, and when I climbed in, the hollering started again.

* * * * *

The VIP lounge overlooked the main dance floor. It being Sunday night, the club was almost empty when we got there, but the groupies always kept tabs on us. Texts had gone out starting with guys on the team, and as soon as we got comfortable, the crowd started pouring in down below.

Bouncers gave passes to the hottest women, and before I could barely blink, our lounge was filled. The supply of top-shelf booze and champagne was limitless. We had six large tables, huge comfortable couches, our own dance floor, four bartenders, and cocktail waitresses who looked like they’d come from a Victoria’s Secret photo shoot. At the ends of every couch were huge buckets of ice filled with chilled Grey Goose and Cristal.

In these settings, we were outnumbered three-to-one by smoking hot women on the prowl for NFL meat and money. It was impossible to stand up and go take a leak without girls coming up and hanging on each arm. Sometimes two or three would be reaching, and it was pretty comical when they tried to act casual and excited, doing the high heel shuffle step, trying not to trip on each other, grasping onto whatever part of our arms they could reach. With my turn on the highlight reels that day, I couldn’t make a move without five of them smiling ear-to-ear and squawking in my face. Being sober in the midst of this was never an option, but I found myself drinking hard and fast, trying to stop seeing images of Jennifer and her two friends in my mind. This was exactly what they had wanted that night, and I still didn’t have the first clue as to why. 

On the way back from the restroom, I saw one of our Rookie fullbacks stumble on the dance floor. He had been a surprise this season, a totally unselfish blocker with dang good hands. He would have made a great tight end, but he was only six-feet-tall and wider than me, all pure battering ram muscle. The kid worked his rear off, and if he kept it up, he was going to have a real career on his hands. 

I reached out to him. “Yo, Dave.”

“Drake! Incredible, man, you were freakin’ awesome today. Awesome!”

He was swaying. The girl he was with had a hold of his arm so tightly a crowbar wouldn’t have pried her loose. She was wasted, too, and was trying to hold herself steady against him, which was not a good strategy because he kept swinging his elbows to the music. She bounced back and forth like an empty canoe in the wrong part of the surf.

I extracted my arm from the three girls who were clinging to it. One actually refused to let go and stumbled around behind Dave as I put my arm around our young fullback.

“You’re trashfaced,” I said.

“You’re right!”

I looked around. The veterans on the team were either dancing or having a ball on the couches. Some of them had girls in their laps and were making out. Others were shouting at each other over the music, reliving plays from that day. It looked like my turn to make sure the star Rookie didn’t do something stupid. Nights like this could go from bad, to worse, to insane. Hard booze, desperate strange women, hormones, and the idiocy of kids who just got rich while still not even twenty-three-years-old was just bad odds. I’d had my rear saved my Rookie year by men who knew what to look out for.

I leaned in close to him. “You’re coming home with me.”

“Anything you say, Drake.”

He wasn’t that dumb after all. His girl wouldn’t let go, and he seemed to be happy with her, so I wasn’t going to get in the way of that. Smitty saw me herding our fullback toward the door and knew exactly what was going on.

“Drake! Hold up!”

He and Bubba and a few others fell in behind me, and a gaggle of groupies went into desperation mode, shuffling to grab hold of whichever player they’d snagged a dance with that night. The doorway created a bottleneck, and I saw one make a last-ditch lunge for Dave’s arm, knocking his girl back. I caught her and kept moving forward, letting the exit shed the obnoxious gold-digger without actually making contact with her. The club did a great job inside keeping the paparazzi off us, but they had little control over the sidewalk and street outside. There I was carrying the Rookie’s catch for the night, her miniature dress dangling off her sideways as she noticed the flashes at last.

“Whoooo! Yeah!” she hollered, stretching her smile out for the cameras. She held up an empty bottle of Cristal and waved it around.

We made our way into the SUVs. This was the point where most of the men actually made their selections. One or two, or maybe even three women made it into the SUVs with each player, squeezing in, piling onto laps, even sitting on the floor. Those who got left behind tried to recover as though they had decided not to come. The ones who were newer to the game, or drunker, let out some slurred curses and tried to stumble back inside. Unfortunately for them, the doors to the club were closed, and so were the doors of the SUVs. We pulled out, and I guessed everyone thought my place was as good as any.

My house could take it. I’d been having quadruple XL teammates hanging out with me as long as I could remember. Anything that got broken hadn’t cost too much in the first place and didn’t deserve to be there. I had chosen the home as my getaway, but it also meant privacy. We got loud, rowdy, and blew off steam in a way that probably would have frightened most people. Nothing but inanimate objects got hurt. Once I resigned myself to the whole thing, I had a blast. People were hooking up all over the place, but some of the married guys were just shooting the trash with each other. Some weren’t. To each their own. We were teammates.

I thought about sneaking out to see Peyton. It was well past midnight, and I was fine with whoever wanted to stay. I pulled out my phone and started to text her when one of our linemen bumped into me. The phone dropped.

“Oh, hey Drake.” He turned around and stepped on my phone. When he moved again, I saw it on the floor, flattened to the width of a credit card. “Shoot! Man, I’m sorry.”

“No problem, bro. You havin’ fun yet?”

“Hell yes!”

Someone handed me a shot, and I thought, what the heck. 

The party kept going, and I ended up passing out in the little room I called my office, on a couch that was way more comfortable than it looked.


Chapter Thirteen

Tristan

It was Adrienne’s going away party. She looked as happy as I had ever seen her, which wasn’t exactly the best thing for my ego, considering the state it was in.

Most of my agents were too busy to do more than stop by and have a cupcake. I hung out, thinking it was good form, until Adie came over. “Would you get the heck out of here? None of the secretaries can have any fun with you brooding in the corner.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what the heck I’m going to do without you.”

“Yeah. I don’t either. Just kidding, boss. You’ll be fine. Amy will take care of you until you can hire someone.”

“You don’t have to call me boss anymore.”

“That’s a very good point.” She gave me a grin and said, “Seriously, shoo. I want to have fun with these people before I go.”

I smiled. She’d begged me not to give any speeches or do anything formal at all. Her exact words had been, “Can I just have a quiet little party with the group? Nothing embarrassing?”

Ha. Now she’d wish she hadn’t said anything at all because those words had just given me ideas. I gave a nod to a man I had waiting at the doors. He nodded back and opened them. 

Ten students from the nearby college’s marching band in full uniform started playing and scared the heck out of everyone. They entered in a line. Two young, strapping male cheerleaders threw confetti and then came over to stand on either side of Adie, fawning over her theatrically as people laughed. The tuba player high-stepped in front of the drummer, and behind them entered the drum major with his long baton. He marched with high knees right up in front of Adrienne, whipped his baton under one arm, and snapped out a scroll that had been tucked in his waistband. 

I’d written his little proclamation a few days before and hired a professional to transform it into a comedy routine. It was long. It started from the day I’d met Adrienne and went through a highlight reel of her career with me. I’d thrown in a little fiction along the way, and the writer had turned it into comedy gold. The drum major’s delivery was perfect, too, and everyone in the room was laughing so hard there wasn’t a dry cheek anywhere to be seen.

I made my way toward the back, wiping my eyes. Adrienne gave me a look that for just the briefest instant said thank you in a way that I would always remember.

When I got back to the office, Amy, the staff member who’d been manning Adie’s desk from time to time, was there. I’d never really had long to stop and look at her until now. She wasn’t some fresh out of college intern like I guess I’d always assumed and then I remembered Adrienne telling me about her background, about how she put herself through college after her parents’ died, all while taking care of her little sister. Adrienne had never had anything but praise for Amy, personally and professionally.  

“Why aren’t you at the party?” I asked.

She looked up at me and pushed aside the brunette bangs that fell in front of her glasses. “I’m sorry, should I be? I didn’t want to miss it, but there are some contracts and interviews for Adrienne’s replacement, and—”

“It’s okay, great in fact. Just sorry you missed the show. I had it videoed, though. I’ll make sure you get to see it.”

“Oh, thanks. Me, too. But could you look at this?”

She showed me one of the appendices to Drake’s Nike deal. 

“Lawyers sign off on this?” I asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“I don’t see any clinkers. Approved.”

“Thanks.”

I stared out at the party beyond the doorway. “Amy, how’s it looking on the search for Adie’s replacement?”

“Well, I thought that woman last week was the best candidate so far.”

“The one with the orange hair?”

“Yes.”

I was discouraged. It hadn’t been the lady’s fault, but I’d wanted to get out of the room as fast as I could once I’d asked her my first question. She’d been plenty qualified, but had turned out to be water to my oil.

“Nobody else?”

“A few candidates. They’re going through the gauntlet tomorrow, and if any of them make it, we’ll have them in front of you as soon as possible.”

“How are you with schedule and organization?”

“That’s my job, Mr. Thorne, along with contracts.”

“Can you fill in for Adie until we pick a replacement?”

We both looked at the stack of resumes, contract drafts, and other documents already growing over two feet tall in my, now-former, PA’s inbox. I saw her gulp, but then underneath her bangs, I saw her eyebrows come together in determination. “I can.”

“All right then. I’m behind already. No time to waste. Let’s get to it. We have to stay on top of everything and have a replacement on this desk, full time, within one week.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Amy?”

“Sir?”

“If you’re up to this, I’m going to be working you so hard it’s all you’re going to be able to handle not to call me a jerk.” She giggled, which I thought was a good sign. “So at the very least, you don’t have to call me ‘sir’ or ‘Mr. Thorne.’”

“Okay, Tristan. I’m on it. Your first call is with the GM for the Portland Tide. A Mr. Basher. His dossier is already on your desk.”

* * * * *

The one thing about the position Drake had put my firm in, was I didn’t have to spend any time on him. He knew I was dangling on the end of a meat hook. The team hadn’t budged. I assumed Liam was doing a full court press, but I decided that the only thing I was going to do was wait. It was a risk. People say they don’t need to be schmoozed and see right through all the gifts and creative little attention-getting ploys, and it’s trash. Everyone eats it up to one extent or another. My calculation was simple. Liam was such a miserable mongrel, and he’d sense a vacuum. The less I tried, the more he’d need to fill in the empty space. I was counting on him to overplay his hand, and I knew my odds weren’t good. But maybe the truth was that I was hurt and making bad business decisions, then justifying it by calling it a strategy. Maybe.

In the meantime, I was using the extra time to go all out for new clients. It had been a madhouse. The whole team had shifted from our Costco ploy—which was all seeming painfully silly to me—to pitching new business. I was riding them hard.

Adrienne had been gone a few days, and I was feeling like we had found ourselves in the middle of the ocean with a broken rudder. There was a new face at the desk, some temp answering the phone. “Mr. Tristan’s office.”

I just about blew my top. I reached over and pressed hold.

“Did you just say Mr. Tristan’s office?”

“Oh! I did, didn’t I?” She giggled. 

I inhaled and was about to shout her name when Amy appeared at my side. “Sorry. I’ll take care of it.” She handed me a short stack of resumes and turned to the temp. “Up. Up.” she motioned to the girl in the chair and pointed sternly when the temp finally stood. “Sort that pile on my desk by date.”

She picked up the phone to retrieve the call I’d placed on hold. “I’m so sorry. This is Mr. Thorne’s office. May I help you?”

The temp still didn’t notice the lightning bolts I was trying to shoot out of my eyes at her and strolled off to Amy’s desk. I marched into my office and let the door swing shut so I could rant out a few choice words, but Amy came in behind me.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Those resumes. They’re the only ones qualified, but you won’t hire any of them.”

“Why’s that?”

“They’re not right for you, and I’ve found the perfect person for the job.”

“Oh yeah? So who is it?”

“She’s hard working, devoted to the job, and knows the business. She knows sports cold and won’t be intimidated by famous clients.” She handed me another resume, and I found myself wondering if it was going to have Peyton’s name on it.

Instead, it had Amy Nolan written across the top in bold letters. I chuckled, looking at her over the top of her resume to let her know it wasn’t a good try.

She looked right back into my eyes, her glasses and bangs not getting in the way of her frank, direct demeanor. She was serious.

“I’ll give you thirty seconds,” I said.

She didn’t hesitate. “I’ve been here over a year. Adie used me a lot. I’ve gotten to know how you like to get things done through working alongside her. I thought I wasn’t ready, but for the last two days I have not missed a beat.”

I nodded. She was right so far.

“You don’t know me, but I know sports like nobody you’ve ever met. Try me.”

I hesitated. Taken back a little at her confidence. It wasn’t at all what I’d expected from her. Then I fired. “Who scored the winning goal in game seven of the Stanley Cup last year?”

She scoffed, “Tyler. Too easy.”

“Who were the gold gloves in the American League last year?”

She looked at the ceiling and began to recite names. She got the outfield and all the infield until the third baseman, and I was about to cut her off when she said, “Oh, and Smith.” 

She was right.

I asked, “When’s the trade deadline for the NBA?”

“Which deadline? Summer or during the season?”

She wasn’t bad at all. “I’m not done quizzing you yet, but do you have any idea what you’re getting into?”

“Tristan, this is my dream job. I’m single. I’m young. I signed on with your firm because this is what I’m good at, and I love sports. You won’t regret it if you give me a chance.”

“Listen,” I said. “You’re not just signing on to be my PA but to keep track of everyone. All the big names for all our agents, and especially mine. You’ve got to be on top of everything…schedules, documents, deadlines, potential clients, and sports news, globally—what are you grinning at?”

“You gave me the job.”

I smiled back. “You didn’t even ask what it pays.”

“I don’t renegotiate. There are nine months left on my existing employment agreement.”

I frowned.

“What?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Not another free agent.”

She laughed. “You’re supposed to be calling Thompson in New York in thirty-five seconds.” She started to walk back to her desk, then turned and added with a smile, “and you’ll give me a raise when my nine months are up.” 

We got down to work.

Over the course of the next days, I kept my office door open more than usual. If this wasn’t going to work, I needed to know, fast. She didn’t have the sense of humor Adrienne did on the phone, but I was glad for that. Adie had earned the right to be funny and knew everyone in the sports world, including those who liked a little banter now and then and those who never did. Amy was keeping it strictly professional, but if someone on the other end of the line cracked a joke, she laughed without sounding freaked out. She was natural and understood when to bring things to my attention and when to handle it, at least for the most part. The few times I stepped in to question her decision, she either adjusted to me or explained to my satisfaction why she’d made it. 

I walked into the office early Wednesday morning. Amy was already there, nodding while talking on the phone. I smiled, got to my desk, and realized for the first time in a long time, since even before Adrienne dropped the bomb on me that she was leaving—maybe even since she had started missing things I sensed but couldn’t quite peg—I actually relaxed. A bit. 

I still had an empty ache, which seemed to enjoy moving around my chest whenever my brain disobeyed orders and thought about Peyton. I still wondered whether my young empire was about to take its first, possibly fatal, blow by losing its one absolutely legitimate superstar. But for the first time in a long time, I felt like I was doing all that I should be doing, all that I could be doing, and it came as a surprise and a relief. 

Amy switched to another call, and I got up and closed my door.

* * * * *

We did our company-wide meeting with all hands on deck on Thursday mornings. They were my favorite part of the entire business, usually. 

Liam had always done the meetings on Mondays, after noon, before Monday Night Football. I always thought it was a mistake. One of the best ways to gauge prospects is to see how they perform each week. If you have your meetings before you’ve watched them perform, you’re just doing double the work by having to meeat again after the Monday night games. Of course, that was one of the ideas I had kept to myself.

When I had our offices built out, I focused on the main conference room first and let the architect know I believed everything about our operation would be flowing from those Thursday meetings. The first thing anyone would notice about the room was its size. We could fit not only every single agent in the company at the main conference table, but their support staff, too. 

Today, we went around the table, talked about players, deals, whatever was going on in the industry. Scott and Derek were keeping things light as usual. Sonny wanted to talk about the seniors’ tennis league and kept getting interrupted just as he was trying to make a point. It wasn’t very nice, but I was impressed with all the other agents’ timing. Grins were spreading, and I thought I might have to step in.

Jessie, the one who’d worked a little magic in Florida, started talking about soccer. I had never met anyone less self-aware than Jessie, and that included me. He was tall, slim, had dark hair and light blue eyes, and he got into the business literally for the sole reason that he thought it would land him trophy women. I only hired him because he was so much better at the job than he could comprehend.

Women would have beat down Jessie’s door whatever career he chose, but he could never pick up on the obvious signs. I once saw a beautiful young brunette temp in the office smiling and nodding at him, getting closer and closer, and then he said something, and she laughed so hard she just had to lean her tide-shifting cleavage against him and wrap an arm around him. He finished whatever he was saying and walked away, with her expression an unmistakable, “What do I have to do, bash him over the head with a club and drag him home?”

The part that really killed me was literally five minutes later, right in my office, he was complaining once again about never landing a date. His obliviousness was compounded by the fact that his favorite thing to do every single night was race home, throw on his headset, and play video games.

Jessie was telling us the sales numbers for the latest FIFA soccer video game, and it was staggering. They had been knocking them dead in Europe for years, but now kids in the States were lining up outside of the stores on launch day. It was a multi-billion-dollar franchise, for a single sports game alone. Jessie had his team doing a whole new study on the soccer demographics, and he felt like he was onto something. He suspected there was a wrinkle in a few numbers that might make it worthwhile for us to try representing a few Premiere League and German Bundesliga players. There were nods around the table, and I gave him the green light to pursue it as far as he wanted to take it.

Sonny couldn’t resist. “I think there might be a tie in with some retired soccer players and the tennis circuit. Some of our senior tennis players grew up playing soccer in Europe. What if I put my head together with Jessie and—”

Someone said, “Let’s not forget the other continents if we’re looking at international soccer.”

Interrupted again, Sonny faltered. I was about to glare at the latest perpetrator of that evening’s running gag and be forced to give Sonny the floor for whatever agonizing amount of time he needed to get his seniors tennis theories out of his mouth and done with when Amy walked in.

She was late. It was the first time, but it was not acceptable. The one thing she’d never been involved with before, at least not in any way I had ever really noticed, was the Thursday meeting. Adie had always there been with me, right at the start of every meeting, unless there was a blasted good reason not to be. I looked at it as an opportunity.

“For anyone who wasn’t aware, I’ve given Amy Nolan Adie’s job.”

Before the polite applause could go any further, I continued, “As she’s new to it, I’m letting it slide, but,” I turned to her and looked up, “we never show up late to this meeting, all right?”

She nodded, and right as the last words left my mouth I noticed her clutching a stack of magazines. She was holding the cover of one so only I could see it. The partial headline read, Night on the town for Mathis— I recognized the gossip rag and noted the date. 

Somehow Amy had gotten a copy of the issue that wasn’t going to be hitting the stands until the wee hours of Friday morning. 

I appreciated that she made sure to show me first, but I didn’t hide things from my crew. With everyone watching, I waved my hand for her to hand it over and read the whole front section aloud.

“‘Drake was spotted earlier in the week at his favorite chop house with a lovely bit of arm candy whose name we are frantically seeking. The same mysterious beauty was caught on camera at a weekend charity shoe giveaway when the couple took time to do a little shirtless shopping. Well, Drake was shirtless and we wish she was, too. Even more intriguing was her presence at the game in the players’ reserve VIP seats, and this snapshot from one of our intrepid photogs that clearly shows Mr. Mathison waving to her in the stands. So, we found it more and more curious when the same rascal of a free agent tight end was spotted carrying this clearly different young strumpet in his arms, just outside the Capricorn club that very same night. Our sources on the Internet brought to our attention practically half the team exposed on social media, partying into the wee hours, severely outnumbered by female groupies at what we believe to be Drake’s own, hidden, private bachelor pad in the city. Is this young lady actually serious about our well-known carouser? Does she know, or care, that Drake appears to be cheating flagrantly on her? Does Mr. Mathison understand the term ‘free agent’ is only supposed to apply to contract negotiations?  And most importantly, just who is this gorgeous young woman he appears to be jilting…and could we possibly get her number?’”

I looked up at my team. There were amused smiles and some rolling eyes. Either none of them knew, or weren’t letting on, that they remembered me and my brief excursions with Peyton Worth. This was not the kind of story that would hurt Drake once our professionals got done spinning it. Not, at least, in terms of dollars and cents. Worse pictures of him had been taken before. But it wasn’t Drake I found myself worried about.

“Amy, good work. How’d you get this before it hit the stands?”

“Old college friend.”

“Any chance of stopping it?”

“Sorry, Tristan. I asked, but he’s got nowhere near that kind of clout, and he’s not sure anyone does. It’s been printed and is on the trucks already.”

“Soon as we’re done, get me on with PR.”

She nodded.

“Anything else?” I said it so that everyone knew ‘anything’ had better be good at that moment. Sonny looked like he was close to bringing up his senior tennis idea one last time, but even he was able to see by the look on my face it would be the last thing he said as one of my agents. 

I nodded. “Thank you. Let’s get back to work.”

Everyone left rapidly leaving just me and Amy in the room.

“Hey, sorry I showed you up in front of the whole crowd. You didn’t deserve that. Were you getting that advanced copy?” I apologized.

“Actually, no, my friend dropped it off while I was on the phone with Adidas. They screwed up on the schedule of payments for DeShawn Tedford’s account. I was taking care of that.”

“What do you mean?”

“One of their accountants thought payments were supposed to be biannual, but they’re quarterly. I told them we’d waive the penalty as long as it didn’t count against our right to audit if they paid immediately. They promised to initiate a wire transfer before the end of day.”

“How much would the penalty have been?”

“Fifty.”

“And if we hadn’t caught the error, how much would we have lost?”

“Five hundred over two years.”

“We, not DeShawn.”

“Right, five hundred over two years.”

“And you thought I’d be fine with letting them get away with this? Missing out on a fifty-thousand-dollar penalty we have the right to charge…why?”

She didn’t hesitate or look scared. “Because it’s Adidas. Most of my work has been in contracts, so I know you’ve foregone bigger penalties in the past. You’d rather clear up the mistake with no hard feelings, get paid what they owe without a hassle, and keep a strong relationship. The fifty thousand is nothing in the big picture.” 

I looked at her. Not even the corner of her mouth twitched. I’d called her out in front of the entire staff and every agent in the firm, and she took it like a soldier. She’d gotten me an advance copy of a story on the firm’s top client, giving PR an entire day to prepare before it hit, and giving me a chance to help at least one friend out, all while saving the firm half a million dollars and making the exact right decisions in the process. I was impressed.

“By the way, you’ve got a meeting this afternoon. Three hours blocked off for a T.J.” She looked at me, about to ask who it was.

“Right. I’m aware. Hey, have you called me a jerk yet in the privacy of your own, er, wherever?”

She laughed. “No, not yet.”

“Well, when you do tonight, you’ll be doing it with a raise.”

“Oh. I, uh—”

“You’ve earned it. Keep it up, okay?”

“Thanks. I will.”


Chapter Fourteen

Peyton

I felt like I may as well have ripped my shirt off in the middle of the stadium and showed my boobs to the whole world. The memories of shouting for Drake as he was catching those balls, and telling him later how I actually felt—my heart rising and falling—made me so embarrassed and angry I almost started throwing things against the wall of my apartment. 

I made myself take a few deep breaths. I would not be that kind of helpless, hysterical jerk. The heat was still piping in my cheeks, but I forced myself to calm down. I still wanted to kill him, though.

My phone rang. It was a relief to see it was Olivia. I answered, but realized I couldn’t quite speak yet.

Not that it mattered if I couldn’t talk, because Olivia was already talking. “Men are pigs, which means we can bury them in the sand with hot coals overnight and pick their roasted bones in the morning.”

I grinned in spite of my mood. “Nice to know you still remember Hawaii.”

“Tommy still calls me up every once in awhile with that adorable accent. Did I ever tell you he wouldn’t even take those pookah shells off when we—”

“Yes, you told me.” I giggled. “I love you, Liv. You always make me laugh even when I think I can’t.”

“Love you, too, babe. Hey, harass them, you’re gonna be famous now.”

I groaned. “Oh goodness, my dad.”

“You kidding? Your dad, your brothers, all their friends…”

“Gee, thanks.”

“No, I mean, I’d be more worried about Drake,” she said. “He may be a stud and all, but he can’t take ’em all on. They’ll kick his rear.”

I fantasized briefly about seeing Drake getting pummeled by a crowd of men intent on protecting my honor. It wasn’t as satisfying as I might have expected. But it was a start.

“I haven’t even heard his side yet, but now I know why he stopped calling. Goodness, Olivia, what was I thinking?”

“Did you idiot him?”

“No. We were about to. His team barged in and interrupted us.”

“Do you think he harassed her?”

“I—”

“You got the picture on screen?” she asked.

I didn’t say anything.

“Take a close look. She’s practically unconscious, and he just looks grim. I don’t know. I mean they’re all pigs, but he doesn’t look like he’s about to stick it in her.”

I groaned.

“What?” She sounded impatient.

 “Nothing. I’m just wondering if I made a huge mistake.”

“Ah,” she said. “You mean Dear Mr. Thorne?”

“Uh huh.”

“You could always call him.”

“Not going to happen.” I meant it when I said it but could feel myself doubting my own sincerity, which surprised me.

“Then can I have his number?” she asked.

“Sure.”

“Oh, come on. I’m kidding. Look, I think you might just need a break from all males. Mr. Buzzzzzy is faithful and true.”

“You’re right. Uh, about the first part, that is. A break from guys.”

“Uh huh. Bzzz.” she teased.

It didn’t matter what she thought. I really was done with guys. Ditching Tristan for Drake had obviously been a stupid move, but there was no going back.


Chapter Fifteen

Tristan

Drake hadn’t been answering his phone. I knew the practice schedule was light on Thursdays, but he never missed the chance for an hour on the elliptical and then film study with an assistant coach. I checked my watch and hopped on a flight.

Less than an hour later, I was in a cab. I called the practice facility. Drake had left, much earlier than usual for him. I redirected the driver and went to Drake’s house and beat him there. The taxi was pulling out of the drive as the Town Car arrived on the street.

I was standing at the front door as Drake tipped his driver. We were out of sight of the car’s mirrors by the time he got to the steps.

He looked surprised to see me. “Tristan.”

“What the heck are you doing?” I asked.

He took a step up, making me have to look skyward once he got to the level I was on. Whether it was his little routine or just a factor of his size, I no longer gave a trash.

“I used to think it was all just a good act,” I said. “Your image. But now I’m thinking I might have been wrong about you. You’re not some smart guy hiding in Baby Huey’s body, you really are just as dumb, and I’m starting to realize something worse. You’re a mean jerk, too.”

I thought he was about to knock me down into the driveway, but I forced myself not to flinch. Instead, he reached beyond me and opened his door.

“You comin’ in?” he asked.

Something in his voice made me finally look a little closer. There were circles under his eyes, and his forehead looked like it might have been pinched together for days.

Still, as we went inside, I couldn’t help myself. “You’re blowing it, Mathison. Goodness. Everything you could ever want right in the palm of your hand. Is the pressure getting to you? Goodness.”

“Hey, I’m not worried about my contract right now, all right, Tristan?”

I clenched my hands into fists. “Neither the heck am I!”

“Fu— wait. What?”

“She’s perfect!” I shouted, feeling like a ranting lunatic. “You lucked out and hit the biggest jackpot of your life, and how many hours went by before you decided to piss it all away?”

“But, I thought you and she—”

“I thought so, too, you jerk.”

“Then what—”

“She yanked my heart out of my chest and stomped it on the ground just so you could do the same dang thing to her, I guess. But that doesn’t mean I want to see her get treated like trash by some jerk football player.”

“Would you cut it out, Tristan? I’m dying here.”

“What?”

“It’s all trash. C’mon. You know me better than this. You think that passed out little groupie is my type? She got shoved into me. All those other pictures? Incredible, the team was celebrating. We ended up at my place, which was not my first option. You know how this stuff happens. I got drunk, did not lay my hands on a woman, and passed out on the couch with my office door locked. Incredible, I even tried to call Peyton before Moe stepped on my phone.”

“Goodness.” I was thinking I wouldn’t mind seeing what happened to that phone but shook it off. “Are you telling me you do care about her?”

“Of course I do. You said it, she’s perfect. But now she won’t even take my calls. She won’t have anything to do with me. Goodness, what her father must be thinking. If only I—”

Then like a darn turret on a tank, I saw his eyes sweep back toward me and his expression changed from agony to rage so smoothly and quickly I was not prepared.

“And where the heck were you? I see you on the sidelines for two seconds and poof! Gone!” He clapped his hands, and it sounded like a teakwood table had fallen from the ceiling and landed on the tile floor.

“Drake, what the heck—”

“And then you come to my house to chew my rear out like you’ve got the first right. You dang suit. You’ve never looked out for me. If you’d have been there just one time that whole day, none of this would’ve happened. Am I paying you for? Get the heck out of my house. I think I’m done with you. I’ve got some thinking to do.”

Just like that, his rage seemed to dissipate into a thoughtful expression. I wanted to call a blasted doctor to get his head checked, but before I could do a thing, he picked me up with both of those backhoe scoops by my arms and deposited me on his front step. 

As his door closed, I heard him say, “I’ll call you a car, Tristan. Just leave me the heck alone.”

I stood on his front porch wondering what to do. I wanted to tell him to shove his driver up his rear, but then I’d be walking through residential streets calling for a cab. I was running late as it was. I hadn’t seen Jones in too long, and I wasn’t going to miss him again. Besides, I had a question for him, based on what I’d just witnessed.

The same Town Car must have done a U-turn somewhere because it arrived in less than five minutes. I had the driver take me to the airport and was back in the city fast. The whole trip had taken under four hours, but it felt like I had weeks’ worth of information to process.

It was good to get back in my own car. Wentworth, my driver, drove to the English Oaks GCCF, which stood for Gated Community Care Facility. They recognized me and waved us through the gate without making me sign in. 

We pulled up at Jones’ condo. His wife was out front digging in a flower bed.

“Well, hi, Tristan. It’s been awhile.” She stood to greet me and the moment after she hugged me, she pulled back and glared at me. “You look tired, honey. You hungry?”

“Shanelle, you look beautiful as ever. I’m fine, but thanks.”

“Mmmm-hmm. You just grab yourself some of that chicken soup from the pot on the stove, you hear me?”

“Thanks.”

Just then, Wentworth surprised me. “Mrs. Jones, are you planting tulip bulbs?”

“Daffodils.”

“Would you mind if I dig a few?”

“There’s another spade over on the porch.”

I went inside. T.J. was sitting on his chair in the living room. I recognized the classic boxing match he was watching immediately.

“Dang. You look tired, Tristan. Why don’t you grab us some of Shanelle’s soup. Then we’ll talk.”

I wasn’t hungry, but I went into the kitchen. There was a tall stock pot warm on the stove with a ladle hooked on the side, and a stack of white bowls next to it on the counter, with spoons and napkins. It looked like the whole neighborhood could just stop on in and help themselves.

I came back in and handed him a bowl, then took a seat in the other easy chair. I was about to say something, but T.J. interrupted.

“Now, just enjoy that soup while it’s hot,” he said. “Watch a round of the best boxing match in history.”

I really wasn’t hungry, but I’d learned how fast T.J.’s mood could swing, and I knew he was proud of his wife’s cooking. One spoonful later, and I didn’t want to say anything anyway. The broth found its way down to my stomach, and I felt like it did something magic that reached my fingers and toes.

“Mmm-hmmm. That’s the ticket.” He nodded and began to eat too, and commentated on the show between bites. “See those body blows? Thing people always forgot about Ali, behind all his floating and stinging and rhyming, he took a punch good as anybody in the business.”

“I didn’t know you were a fan.”

“My dad. He worshiped the man. He made me watch this fight after I told him I thought Tyson was the greatest ever.”

“Did he change your mind?” I asked.

He laughed. “I lied and told him he did. Would have been nice to see Tyson mix it up with real competition, though.”

“Ali, Frasier, Norton, Big George Foreman.”

“Yeah. Crazy bunch o’ tough mothers. Dang.”

We finished our little bowls, and he gave me a look. Understanding the unspoken request, I refilled us both. It really was the best soup I’d ever had.

After another spoonful, T.J. said, “So, you got that look like you need to spill your guts to your old client.”

I set down my spoon. “I’m worried about Mathison.”

“That fool’s got everyone eating outta his hand. I don’t think you got any worries with him.”

“I don’t know. I think he’s going to fire me and go with 360.”

He glared at his soup bowl. “Might be they deserve each other.”

I looked at T.J carefully. “You sure you don’t mind me talking about this?”

“Me? You the one all worked up. You can talk, or you can just sit there and watch the fight. I’m good.”

I wished I hadn’t brought it up. In spite of his words, he sounded angry, and the last thing I could live with was bringing my sack of problems in to the Jones’ home to trigger an episode.

I sat back and watched the fight. 

Shanelle walked in. “You gonna do him like that?”

I could feel the blood run from my cheeks. Incredible, what had I done? Then I saw she was looking at T.J. instead of me, which didn’t bring any actual relief in the moment, but at least I realized I was likely to survive.

“What’s that?” he asked.

Shanelle put a hand on her hip. “After all he’s done for you?”

I wanted to say something, to protest…to do anything I could to stop the conversation right there, but my sense of self-preservation prevented me from speaking. This was her house. I could hear Wentworth out front, digging holes and enjoying the free air, and I knew the lucky mongrel was glad he wasn’t with us in the living room.

T.J. grunted. “What do I care about some multi-millionaire bald rear tattooed white motherf—”

She held up a hand. “You really gonna say that to me?”

“What you want from me, Shanelle?”

“Just let him talk,” she said. “It winds you up, I’ll settle you down like I always do. This is Tristan.”

T.J. pouted. “Incredible, I told him he could go ahead.”

“Yeah, sure you did.”

She looked at me. So did he. Then she gave me a look that said, Well, get with it.

I stuttered at first, just talking about the Nike deal and how the team had stalled Drake’s contract talks, but when Shanelle went to the kitchen to get herself and Wentworth some soup, the rest of my story poured out. I couldn’t look at T.J., afraid of what his expression might say. From the hockey game and meeting Peyton, to working my team through the nights on that pathetic Costco strategy, to getting my rear dumped by the woman of my dreams so she could date the client who was about to dump me, to my confrontation with Liam, and to losing Adie. I just talked as Smokin’ Joe Frasier and Muhammad Ali beat each other within an inch of their lives, as they had done twice before.

When I finished, there was silence. The fight was over.

T.J. looked over at me, as if surprised I was finished at last. He waited a moment as if pondering all I had told him.

“Boy, are you some kinda pussy?”

Shanelle yelled from the front of the house. “T.J.!”

“Oh, I’m just messin’ with him, woman! Keep digging those plants.” Then he laughed. “Incredible. You shoulda seen the look on your face. Like I kicked a puppy.”

I could only manage a smile. He got serious. “All that trash don’t mean nothing, Tristan. You don’t need that Peyton girl. She knows what she wants, Lord help her, and it ain’t you. Good riddance. Sounds like Adrienne’s happy, and this Nolan girl might be even better. I’d like to hear more about her sometime. Heck with Drake’s owners and heck with Liam Rose. Tristan, you know what happened between me and him, between me and my team. So believe me, life is too short to let the motherfu—”

He looked toward the front window where we heard a muffled, “Mmm hmm.”

He cleared his throat. “…to let the craven spoil your good life.”

I looked at him. In all the years’ we had known each other, I had never heard Jones talk this way. It surprised me, given what his brain had been through, that he even could. It made me feel good…actually, it made me feel fantastic. 

“Can I ask you something?”

“Is it gonna take an hour?” he asked.

I laughed. “No. It’s just, Drake told me you called me a suit and a lawyer, but said at least I came through for you.”

“Any of that a lie?”

“No.”

He stared me down. “You gonna stop wearing suits and give back that law degree?”

“No.”

“Think Drake back then woulda paid attention if I started acting like some shill?” he asked.

“Definitely not.”

“Then I just told the boy what he needed to hear, didn’t I?”

I smiled. He was exactly right. “You closed my first big deal for me.”

“Nah, Tristan, you did. But the thing you got to worry about, the only thing far as I can tell from all that whiny trash—”

We both looked toward the front window but heard nothing. Either Shanelle wasn’t listening, or she didn’t care. Yet.

“…is the way Drake went psycho on you today. That ain’t normal. You need to get him checked.”

“You don’t think it could just be the pressure?”

“Incredible. It’s the NFL, Tristan. You don’t play the game like Mathison does unless you love the pressure. No. It’s something else.”

“From one concussion?”

“It’s possible,” T.J. said. “Heck, it could be anything, but it ain’t that contract trash.”

“He’s as good as I think he is, on the field, isn’t he?”

“Tristan, you got no clue. He’s better.”

“He reminds me of you.” I wished right then I hadn’t said it. T.J.’s face got a faraway look for a second. Then he shook himself and noticed my concern.

He leaned forward to me and whispered, “Want to know something?”

“Sure.”

“If I had to pick between the Hall of Fame and a woman like the one diggin’ those holes in the dirt out front, I’d make the same dang decision ten times out of every ten.”

Then he leaned back and put his finger to his lips. “Shhhhh.”

I nodded. We talked for a little while more, about football, about boxing. Shanelle gave me a hug when I left with Wentworth. It felt good. It was what I needed.

Back in the car, I looked up at Wentworth studiously ignoring me, which meant he’d heard every word that was spoken in that house. 

I cleared my throat. “I didn’t know you liked to garden.”

“You should try it sometime, Tristan.”

I was about to speak, then stopped. It was the first time he’d ever used my first name. I looked again at the rearview mirror and this time saw his eyes looking back. 

“Hard to visualize me doing that,” I said.

“That’s true,” he laughed. It might have been the first time I’d heard him laugh. He looked back at the road. 

The Community Care facility wasn’t huge, and I realized I could maybe get a question answered here, from a doctor who specialized in brain injury. It was worth a shot.

Once we reached the front of the compound, I said to Wentworth, “Hey, stop at the front, I need to check something.”

I walked into the main office of the facility. “Is the doctor available for a quick question?”

“Let me check for you, Mr. Thorne.” She went back through a door and came back a moment later. “Go right in, please.”

I went into the doctor’s office, and he got up and came around his desk to shake my hand. “Mr. Thorne, how was your visit?”

“Good. Great in fact. T.J. seems to be doing better than ever.”

“I agree. It’s a good environment for him.”

“I’m glad they’re here.”

“What can I help you with?” he asked.

“Can I describe something a friend of mine’s been going through? He’s a football player. I think he might need, well, a consultation with someone outside the team.”

“I can’t offer a diagnosis from a third-party description, but go ahead.”

I told him the details of Drake’s behavior and the results of his MRI from the weeks before.

“Well, I’d say he definitely needs to see someone. It could certainly be post-concussion symptoms, but that may have nothing to do with it.”

“Really?”

“You say he’s been having relationship issues?”

“Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far. They were together for barely a week, I think.”

“That could be less relevant than you might think. And I seem to remember a story about him being raised in a rough neighborhood, by a single parent?”

“That’s true.”

“Well, all of that could actually be good news if you look at it one way.”

“How’s that?” I inquired.

“This may just be a nervous breakdown. Not wonderful to experience, but sometimes necessary for many people. Preferable to long-term brain damage.”

“He seems pretty cursed brain damaged to me.” 

I realized I must have muttered it out loud, as the doctor responded, “Yes, well, nevertheless, I’d definitely want him to have more tests done. But he’s lucky to have a friend like you looking out for him.”

The way he said it made me look at him. This doctor was as familiar as anyone with the events that had lost T.J. his NFL career. Concussions were not to be taken lightly. I nodded.


Chapter Sixteen

Tristan

I didn’t want to go home. It wasn’t that I was feeling bad, although I sure wasn’t feeling good. I just knew there was no way I would relax, and I wanted to be in my office. It had a couch, and we had some private bathrooms with showers for those of us in all-nighter mode.

I was about to tell Amy to go home. She’d been pulling more hours than me. I didn’t want to burn her out in her first two weeks. My schedule was filled up nicely. I had trips coming up to visit clients who’d just signed, and more we were trying to land. I was seriously considering a trip to Europe to sit down with a few counterparts over there and meet with some upcoming soccer—futbol—players who might give a hungry American-based operation a shot at representing them. But Jessie was hunting down the right path, and I wanted to wait to give him a chance to figure it out on his own.

I looked at the large pad I kept on the surface of my desk—a huge calendar that didn’t actually keep my schedule, but my favorite thing for random ideas that weren’t formed enough yet to get stored digitally. I looked at tomorrow’s date and saw one word. Drake.

I’d written it earlier while on the phone, and then circled it so many times the pen had started eating through to the next month’s sheet. I’d been going back and forth in my mind over whether I was a part of the solution or had become the problem. I was concerned and pissed off. He’d treated me like trash, but then again not everything he’d said had been one hundred percent unfair. I admit, I was also grinding my guts over the loss of revenue and cachet that was about to hit my company. Could I fix things with him? Was I a phony, miserable lawyer in a suit only pretending to care? Did he deserve to be my client, and did I deserve to be his agent? Was the best thing to just get out of his way?

That last thought had me nearly convinced it was time to do what he’d been doing to me, and just take it all away, but I knew if I played that card it had better not be a bluff because Drake would call it and never look back. Besides, after what he’d said earlier in the day, it was too late for me to try some pathetic ploy at saving face. You can’t take a deal away from someone if they beat you to it. The more I replayed our strange confrontation at his house earlier that morning, the more I was sure it was already over.

Then my intercom let out a beep. “Tristan, a Ms. Worth for you.”

Peyton? My heart rate picked up. I looked at my phone. “I don’t see a line flashing.”

“Sorry, I mean she’s here.”

“Oh.” What did it mean? It didn’t mean anything. I needed to chill the heck out.

I must have waited a little too long because Amy tried to play it off. “If you’re still on with Mr. Saxon—”

“No, I’m coming, thanks.”

I opened the door to find Peyton standing by Amy’s desk in a pair of skinny jeans and a black long-sleeved shirt, her hair up in a ponytail. She looked good, as always.

Seeing Peyton did something to me I truly did not expect. I must have convinced myself after digging deep into work over the previous week that I had successfully gotten over what really was nothing less than a broken heart. I won’t deny her physical beauty was a factor, but it was more than that. My vision narrowed. I could no longer see the office pool through the glass, or Amy sitting at her desk. I could only see Peyton.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m sorry to stop by like this.”

“It’s okay, uh, come in.”

I was too flustered to even close the door. I actually clasped my hands behind my back because the urge to touch her was suddenly so strong. She walked by me, and I followed. We stood together in the middle of the room.

“Tristan, I’m sorry. I’m sorry about how I let things end, and how I treated you.”

“It’s—you don’t have to apologize. You gave me the respect of honesty. It wasn’t—it’s not easy, but I could appreciate it. Well, a little.” We laughed.

“I probably made the worst decision of my life. If I’m being honest, I should tell you that part, too.”

“You’re talking about the tabloid.”

“I never thought I’d be the kind of woman to get fooled by such a…such a player. And he sure played me. He reeled me in and if it wasn’t for his team showing up that night…”

When she trailed off, I realized what she was trying to say to me, and my spirits soared a bit, but I didn’t know what to say.

She looked down at her feet and shifted from side to side. “Look, can we, can I take you out to lunch tomorrow? I’d like to talk, to see if I can at least make it up to you, how I handled things. Maybe we can, I don’t know…”

I looked up and saw Amy trying to stay busy, looking at some papers on her desk a little too intently. The emotions I was experiencing at that moment were too numerous and crossed up together for me to have any hope of figuring out. There was desire, and even a sense of triumph, or at least vindication, but there was sadness and pain, too. Loyalty, duty, and friendship. With a clarity that made me furious with myself and yet somehow at peace, I knew what I had to do.

“Peyton, everything you read in that article is a lie. I flew down and saw Drake today.”

She spun around and walked to my window, looking out over the city, holding her elbows tightly with each hand. “Tristan, one of the things I love about you is the way emotions run across your face like a ticker tape. Did you just decide to protect a client over a personal relationship? Is this … business to you?”

“No, I decided that what I want isn’t as important as what two of my friends need.”

“What does that mean?”

“When we were at the game, I saw the way you looked when you told me it was over. You didn’t want to hurt me, but as happy as I made you those few nights we had together, it was nothing to how happy you were with him. You looked like you had found a kind of joy I just don’t have to offer you. He tried to call you that night.  But a 360-pound lineman stepped on his phone.”

“He couldn’t have borrowed one?”

“He didn’t have your number memorized. It was toast.”

She giggled, then sniffed.

“That girl in the photo had been pushed toward him. He kept her from falling. The party at his house was one of those things you can’t control sometimes. He’s a team leader; he was taking care of people. And the thing is, Peyton, I’m worried about him. He wasn’t himself today and hasn’t been for awhile. He’s broken into pieces and trying to get ready for the playoffs. He picked me up like a toy doll and physically removed me from his house. I don’t even think I’m his agent anymore, but I promise you this: he’s absolutely, completely enamored with you. I know the look. I probably had it on my own face about five minutes ago when I saw you again.”

“You did. It’s the nicest compliment I’ve ever been given, and I don’t deserve it,” she sighed.

“Why not? You haven’t done a single thing wrong. Are you telling me you don’t deserve to be happy?”

She didn’t say anything, and I was about to go on, but she must have come up with the answer. “No, I’m not saying that.”

“Then go see him. Give him a chance to explain.”

“Why are you trying to help him so much if he fired you? All he does is talk about how you don’t do enough for him. He’s been telling me he’s going to sign with Liam Rose.”

“Heck, I don’t know. I can’t help it. Drake’s hurting. He’s not making good decisions. If going to 360 turns out to be one of them, then I’m afraid he’s going to learn some pretty hard lessons. He can handle Liam, though. Drake Mathison is as tough as they come, and he’ll be fine in the long run, I’m sure of that. It’s the next days and weeks for him I’m really worried about. I think he needs you, but if I didn’t think you needed him, too, I wouldn’t be saying a word.”

She came over and put her arms around me, kissed me firmly right on my lips, and said, “Thanks, Tristan.”

I stood there wanting to kick myself after she was gone.

Amy walked in just after Peyton disappeared into the elevator. “I’m sorry for eavesdropping.”

“I should have closed the door. Sorry you had to witness that personal stuff.”

“I’m not.” Her eyes were shining as she looked at me. “That must have been difficult.”

I didn’t say anything.

She continued, “I hope you don’t mind me saying, I’m proud to be working for you.” 

I smiled at that. “Why on earth would I mind that?”

“’Cause it’s sappy.”

I laughed. “Have you been getting enough sleep?”

“Absolutely not,” she grinned. And I had to admit, she had a great smile.

“I want you to clock out for the night. No arguing.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Thorne, sir,” she joked and saluted. “Anything you need before I go?”

“No. I think I’m good.” I watched her walk out of the room, and I wondered how I’d gotten so lucky to find someone who could not only fill Adrienne’s very large shoes, but someone who I actually felt comfortable enough with to let the lines of professionalism blur into friendship so easily. I thought I’d lost that when Adrienne quit.


Chapter Seventeen

Drake

I couldn’t sleep. I wasn’t hungry, so I forced myself to chug a protein shake. Then I hit my gym, which takes up the entire basement of my house. Every time I’d threatened to fire Tristan, I thought I hadn’t really meant it…until today. It wasn’t even his fault. I knew that much. He just set me off, and that’s all there was to it. I wasn’t asking myself whether Liam Rose would set me off even worse, or why I’d been so quick to get so angry.

I practically broke the elliptical thinking about it. I didn’t really even care about the game coming up. I was still young. My recovery time was still a matter of two days, compared with the veterans on our team who, if they were lucky, only started to feel good after the previous game on the same day they had to face another team again. My turn was coming. All our turns would come. But tonight, I was going to slam the weights, beat them, giving myself exactly forty-five seconds off between every repetition.

I could feel the burn of having every muscle pumped to its maximum, and was nowhere close to calming down enough to get rid of the feeling that was—there was no other way to put it—frightening me. I was doing standing rows, over and over again, forgetting to stop when images of my mom working herself into exhaustion popped into my head. I saw her coming home, hair in strands around her face, seeing me and then smiling, getting to work in the kitchen to feed just the two of us. She’d help me with homework and then read to me in bed.

My shoulders and arms were on fire, sheets of sweat hiding the tears that had started flowing freely and against my wishes, and with all the things that could have happened in the world at that moment, Peyton Worth walked into my exercise room .

She looked better than any contract—her jeans hugged her long legs, and the long-sleeved shirt she wore gave me the briefest glimpse of cleavage. Her hair was up off her neck, and I found myself wanting to touch the soft skin behind her ears.

I dropped the barbell with a crash, and she flinched.

“Sorry. Peyton, what are you—how did you —”

“Someone was making a delivery. They were putting stuff in your fridge, and I just walked in. I’m sorry, Drake. I had to see you, talk to you.”

“Peyton, I’m the one who’s sorry. I should have kicked the team out that night. I didn’t do anyth—”

“I know you didn’t. I just—I didn’t expect the tabloids, my pictures. I should have known it could happen.”

“I’m so sorry. Your father must want to kill me.”

“He’ll live.”

“Should I—do you want me to talk to him?”

“Oh goodness no. Not yet, at least.”

“I half expected your brothers to show up at my door.”

She giggled. “Me, too.”

“I tried to call you that night.”

Nodding, she said, “I know. Tristan told me.”

“Tristan? When did you speak to him?”

“Just a little while ago. I went to his office.”

Suddenly I felt exactly as I had when he was here earlier. “Maybe you should leave.”

But she didn’t. Instead, she came over to me and looked in my eyes. Suddenly, I felt claustrophobic. I looked toward the door. She grabbed my chin, and guided my face until I looked back at her. The look of concern on her eyes was mixed with curiosity. She grabbed my t-shirt, pulled me toward her, and kissed me.

I wanted to run. My arms were spent because of all the lifting, but I reached forward to pick her up the same way I’d picked up Tristan. My plan was to move her somewhere so I could think, but whatever part inside of me that could be reached, realized at last what she was doing. I felt her lips on mine and kissed her back, finally. 

She opened her mouth for me. My whole being turned inside out. That part that had wanted to run and find air was deeply put away and the part that had forgotten what desire was like had unfolded outward, magnified a thousand times over, all in an instant. I groaned. She must have sensed what had happened inside of me because she reached down and gripped me through my shorts. 

She gasped, and so did I.

She removed my clothes faster than I removed hers. She had less to work with, but I was ripping. I wanted to touch her, but before I could get to her bra, she dropped to her knees. I was about to stop her because I didn’t want that. I wanted her, all of her. I wanted to be inside of her and see her face. But she didn’t do what I expected. She did take me in her mouth as gently as I could imagine, just for a moment, and held me with both of her hands, as though she needed to. I balled up my hands to keep myself from putting them on the back of her head. 

Then she came up for air and stood up, pressing against me. “I don’t know why I did that. I just—I’ve wanted to touch you, to feel you, since that night at Frank’s. I don’t want to wait any longer. Don’t make me wait, Drake.”

I couldn’t speak. My hands were shaking right up until I lifted her. She put her knees on either side of my ribs, and she watched my eyes as I pressed the tip of me against her. Without looking away, she shifted a little and sat low, and I moaned when I felt how wet she was, suddenly sliding down.

She let out a whimper, and I stopped. “Am I hurting you?”

Gasping, she said, “It hurts, but it’s good. Don’t stop.”

As slowly as I could, I let her slide down further. I was afraid she couldn’t take it all the way, but her whimpers turned to moans, and she sat further on her own. “Oh goodness, Drake, I’m com—”

I groaned as she pressed herself all the way down and held onto my shoulders. Suddenly, I could feel the inside of her pulsing around me in soft, quick, gentle squeezes, shudders, and ripples that started from the base of my shaft and went deeper inside of her. She moaned again, and her pulses came much harder and more distinct, and she bucked against me. That’s when I lost control and came along with her. I managed to keep us from falling, and it was either because that small bit of extra concentration came with a bonus, or it had just been so long, but it seemed to last more than twice as long as any time I had ever experienced. We stood there shuddering, and I could feel her bouncing on me as she continued to moan.

I didn’t even soften. I covered her moans with my mouth, kissing her as I carried us to the shower next to the gym. I was still inside her, and she gripped me with her knees and kept teasing me with her tongue, letting her nipples brush against me. I reached in and turned on the water. When it was just warm enough to be comfortable, I stepped in, letting it hit my back. She flicked her tongue against mine. 

She was perfect. This was perfect. I grabbed one of her breasts. Her nipples were not as pink as I’d imagined, but a soft shade of peach that responded when my fingers brushed against them. She moaned and ground against me again, and we were so slick from before that I’d grown even harder than I had been the first time.

With her movements and that repetitive flicking of her tongue, and just seeing her writhing on top of me, it all built up at once. I couldn’t believe it was possible, but I was suddenly even more desperate than I had been moments before in the gym. I inhaled and grabbed her hips. If we weren’t so completely out of our minds in heat, I might have felt like I was mistreating her, just completely taking control of her body and lifting her up and down on me, harder and faster, needing to feel that impossible slickness as her muscles kept working to take me all the way inside of her.

Her moans morphed into a different noise with every thrust and grew louder. Her eyes were closed, and her head was down as she tugged on her bottom lip with her teeth. I felt her spasming again, and this time she leaned her head back and didn’t make a sound. 

I tried to hold off. I didn’t want it to end, but then she let out a satisfied whimper,  and reached her hand down and cupped my balls. I felt them lift and shift as she purred and smiled. My whole back arched. I came so hard that, for the first time in my life, I actually roared, in the most involuntary total release beyond anything I had ever imagined.

It was good the shower was narrow because the next thing I was aware of was Peyton giggling as my back slid down, pressed against one wall and my feet were pressed against the other, knees bent. I’d carried her with me as I descended. As she stood, we both moaned. I didn’t want to be outside of her, but she was off me and stepped over, grabbing the soap. When I stood, she began to wash me.  While she gently moved her hands over my body and between my legs, I managed to grab the soap and started returning the favor.

“My goodness, I love your hands.” She reached and held on to one, feeling my knuckles and gripping the back of it like it was some magic thing. I never wanted to leave that shower. Peyton was naked in my arms, and that was about the only thing in the entire universe that held any interest for me.

We explored each other’s bodies until I noticed her fingers starting to wrinkle.

“I’ve kinda worked up an appetite. Are you hungry?” I asked.

“Starved. I think I saw that man delivering some yummy things. Let me cook you something.”

I wasn’t going to argue with that.

We went upstairs, and I realized on the way up that I had finally found someone I could tell my Timothy story to who might actually appreciate it—the decorator who’d put women’s clothes in the dresser for all of my “conquests.” We were using white terrycloth towels I kept downstairs. They were the same size, but mine looked like a loincloth while hers could have been an ad for a luxury spa, the way it wrapped around her in big, soft folds, covering her far too much for my taste.

She was laughing at my description of the designer and how he’d pegged me in no more than two seconds and just took over. I was able to finish right as we got to the drawer itself. “So, that is why I have women’s pajamas in my dresser.”

I’d thrown away the ones Jennifer had worn. 

She rummaged through. “Oh, well . . . Timothy definitely knows where to shop.” Then she pulled out a pair of extremely comfortable-looking blue and white striped pajamas. I put on some gray sweatpants and a white t-shirt, and we went down to the kitchen.

She asked me where things were and after I kept shrugging, she gave me a look, went to the fridge, and grabbed a couple of beers. She handed me one and began to rummage. Pans came out. She found a big chopping board I didn’t know I owned, and when I offered to help she said, “Let’s just keep those hands cut-free for Sunday.”

The doorbell rang just as she was getting everything arranged on the counter.

She tensed. I put my hands on her shoulders. “Not on Thursday night. Besides, the whole team could show up, and I’d call SWAT if I had to. You and me tonight.”

She followed me through the living room. When I opened the door to a young woman in a business suit with glasses, Peyton surprised me by saying, “You’re Amy, from Tristan’s office.”

She pushed her glasses higher up on her nose and gave us a sheepish smile. “I am so sorry to bother you both.”

“What are you doing here?” Peyton asked. “Did Tristan send you?”

It’s exactly what I wanted to ask, so I just looked at her and waited for her response.

“No,” she said. “He has no idea I’m here.”

I was tempted not to let her in. I looked at Peyton, and she gave me a little look that I figured meant, Let’s get it over with.

Sighing inwardly, I said, “Come on in. Now, who are you?”

“I’m Amy Nolan. I took over for Adrienne. I used to be in contracts. I worked on your Nike deal.”

We moved to the living room and sat down. Peyton sat on the couch with her, an empty space between them. I sat in my chair, elbows on my knees.

“Is something wrong with the Nike contract?” I demanded. “Thorne. Did he mess up the only good thing he accomplished over the last six months?”

“Excuse me,” she said in a stern voice, “but that contract is ironclad, and I’d appreciate you not talking about my boss like that. Apparently, you have precisely zero understanding of what we’ve been doing for you.”

I felt my fists clench. “Look, you can just turn around and go if you want to get into an argument about what I decide to say or not say about the people who are earning millions off me.”

Peyton looked between us as if she wasn’t sure whether or not to get involved. I was glad she was keeping quiet for the time being.

“I’m sorry,” Amy said, backpedaling gracefully. “I actually don’t know Tristan very well yet. I’ve helped Adrienne off and on for the last year and only started working with him full-time the last couple of weeks. How long have you known him?”

“As long as I’ve been a pro.”

She peered at me curiously. “Why did you sign with him?”

“He snowed me. Or if he didn’t, then he used to actually care.”

She looked at me curiously. “Why do you think he stopped caring?”

I thought she was trying to analyze me or something. Amy’s expression was just inquisitive, though, so I went ahead and played along. “He stopped showing up at my games. We used to shoot the trash all the time, and that stopped, too. I started feeling like I was just one more cow in a pen.”

“I didn’t know that,” she said, “but I do know he still cares.”

I scoffed. What did she know? 

Peyton said, “Drake, I was in the office just a few hours ago, with Amy right there.”

“The office. You mean Tristan’s office.” I knew I was getting mad again, that same way it had been coming over me more and more lately. I looked at this girl who seemed like she could have been in her thirties or in high school, for all I could tell, behind that suit and the bangs that reached down to the top of her glasses. She was sitting there politely. “Are you a lawyer?” I asked her.

She didn’t hesitate. “God no.”

I glanced over at Peyton sitting there comfortably, and my brain flashed to what we had just done in the shower, and I realized with just a little bit of chagrin that the only reason I hadn’t blown my stack already was because I was as typical as any male who had ever walked the earth. I thought in a caveman voice, sex good, man happy. It made me laugh, which made both the women in the room look a little nervous.

“Sorry, look,” I said, “I don’t know what is going on here—”

Peyton interrupted me. “Drake, I don’t either, but I think you should listen to her. She came down here alone.”

I focused my attention on Amy, and so did Peyton. Amy cleared her throat softly and put her hands in her lap. “Do you know Thomas Jones?”

“Sure. I knew him well enough to ask him about Tristan before I signed. Heisman Trophy winner. Great receiver. Number one pick in the draft. Signed with Liam Rose. Played two seasons before injuries ended his career. Unlucky.”

“What was unlucky was him signing with Mr. Rose. I checked the contracts today when I got suspicious about something. I even saw a stack of memos in the file Tristan must have saved. Liam told Jones he could get him more money if he skipped the team-funded insurance. He said Jones could self-insure and net hundreds of thousands of dollars. Liam pushed it through. Tristan insisted 360 at least handle the insurance logistics and bill Jones for it, but Liam refused to bring it up. He told Tristan to ‘move on and get the next one.’”

“So? What happened?”

“Jones let his insurance payments lapse. Then he got injured.”

“Idiot. So? The agents got paid, right? Tristan pocketed the money and said a lot of pretty words. Sounds like you’re proving my point. I’d rather someone just be honest with me.”

“I had to call Adrienne today because there’s an account that is split between Tristan’s drawdown and company funds. I thought it was some kind of shady stuff that agents and lawyers pull. She refused to tell me about it. She said Tristan made her promise to keep it private.”

“And?”

“On the books, it’s labeled T.J. So is a block in his schedule that he takes at least every two weeks.”

“Thomas Jones. Everyone called him T.J.,” I stated.

“Tristan’s probably going to fire me for this, but I know now he’s been paying for everything Mr. Jones doesn’t cover at the permanent care facility where he and his wife live. I think Tristan left 360 because of how Liam handled Jones.”

“I thought it was because of a commission.”

“I think it was the same deal. Tristan pushed back on everything Liam did, so Liam cut his commission. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it was just the money. That’s all Tristan ever says it was when he’s asked why he left. But he’s paying the bills out of money he could be pocketing, and he spends at least six hours a month visiting the Joneses in their home, and he has never told a soul about it except Adrienne, who he swore to secrecy.” Then this girl, who was even smaller than Peyton, looked me right in the eyes, and I think behind the shine from the lights on her glasses I might have even seen tears pooling up, and then her mouth got all determined, and she said to me, “You figure it out, Mr. Mathison.”

Before I could say anything, she stood. Peyton and I did, too.

Peyton said, “Stay for dinner, please.”

“Thank you, Ms. Worth. I’m afraid I can’t.”

I couldn’t believe anything that had just happened. Was this Amy woman for real? “Are you telling me Tristan didn’t send you?”

She turned to me and walked right up to my face, and I leaned back a little.

Her voice was passionate, and her eyes flashed. “I came here because I just found out that I’m lucky enough to work for a boss who has a heart. If I still have a job after he finds out what I did, I’ll be even luckier. I came here because you ought to know that some people are still willing to fight for their own clients when they think it will save them later on in life. Some people care more about you than about money. You’ll do whatever you want, obviously.” 

I did not like the way she said that, but she wasn’t done. 

She looked like she wanted to poke me in the chest. “But I just thought you should know the truth before you actually sign a contract with that disgusting man and walk away from one who does actually have your best interest at heart.”

She turned and marched out the front door. I sat there, mouth open to say something, but it was too late. I turned back to Peyton. She had the same look on her face like she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 

“Well, that was interesting.” I broke the silence. Not sure what else to say. What I did know was that Amy had given me a lot to think about, but I didn’t want to think about it tonight. For the rest of that night, at least, there was only one person on my mind—Peyton.


Chapter Eighteen

Tristan

Last night, I slept better than I had in months. I was still worried about what was going to happen to my business, but telling T.J. about everything and actually having the man respond to me without slipping into one of his poorly timed silences, or worse, one of his unstoppable rages, had buoyed me. That, and just enjoying Shanelle’s homemade magic soup while watching the old-time boxing made me realize something that people always forget in this business: life moves on.

Or maybe that was all garbage, and I was every bit as screwed up and out of my mind as Drake. Either way, I showed up early to work the next day, in the best mood I’d enjoyed in a long time.

The first thing I did was find Jessie. I was pleasantly surprised to see he’d brought Scott in to work with him on the soccer numbers.

“Tristan! Glad you’re here,” Scott said, gesturing me into his office. “Did you see these numbers?”

“Are they the same as the ones from yesterday around six p.m.?”

“Oh, hell no. Jessie and his team have been up all night. Those are ancient.”

I glanced at the computer monitor over his shoulder. “So, still as good?”

“Better. The thing is, we’re clueless on the cable rights over there. We’d get eaten alive without a partner. But that’s not what blew our minds.”

“Oh?”

“It’s just like back in the day, the old superstars over there are trying to squeeze out a few more years in the U.S.”

I nodded. “Well, yeah. But like you said, that’s nothing new.”

“But the pro league here is growing like never before, and over there they’re starting to sign U.S. players in numbers that are doubling every year. It might be a sustainable system at last. The first true global sport.”

“When are you going to tell me something I don’t know?” I asked, giving him a mock glare.

“Well,” Jessie said, “that’s where we need Sonny.”

I tried not to laugh. “You two? Working with Sonny? Where am I and what have you done with my young agents?”

Scott nodded along as Jessie spoke. “It was his senior league idea. If we start with one European legend who’s done over there but can fill the seats for one or two seasons over here, then his name alone can help us land two or three key young American kids who we can get into the UK or Germany.”

I finished for them. “And then we have relationships on both ends, and maybe we actually do start a partnership with a firm in Europe, so we don’t get eaten alive by the local rules. But what’s this got to do with Sonny’s senior league?”

“You know; Bauman is one of his tennis players.”

“Of course.”

“Bauman is godfather to Daniel Burnham’s children.”

At last, they’d figured it out. I finally got to spring what I’d been waiting for. “You’re kidding me! You guys are going to have to fly to England with Sonny and Frank Bauman!”

They both looked at me with the most priceless Oh, shoot! expressions on their faces I’d ever seen.

“Uh, yeah, I guess we will.” It was Scott who figured it out first. He pointed an accusing finger at me. “You knew we were going to bring this to you yesterday, right after the meeting was over, didn’t you?”

I looked at them both. “Do you think when I closed Bauman for Sonny that I somehow did not know he was little Paul Burnham’s godfather? Why do you think I signed the old fart?”

The look of wonder spreading on their faces was one of the top five reasons I loved my job. Maybe one of the top three. The gears were whirring, and I could see them catching up to the big picture at lightning speed. Why I hired an old man who couldn’t stop whining and gossiping, but who could still represent a certain demographic of clients. Why I thought a young video gamer who only wanted the job to land chicks—and couldn’t even do that—should get a shot at the big time. Why I picked and chose specific clients for specific agents and didn’t take a cut of their commissions, and why I researched, day and night, for any little piece of information that could give us an edge. 

They looked at me, and I just smiled.

Scott was the first to ask. “Boss, how many years ago were you planning this?”

I shook my head. I’d never tell. “Don’t forget to compliment Daniel on his son’s left foot.”

I held off on my trash-eating grin until I got out of sight, then almost danced my way back to my office. I wanted to be cool, but it had been awhile since I’d had a moment like that, so I was still smiling like a maniac when the elevator doors opened. Amy looked up before I even got halfway through the office pool. If she saw my Cheshire cat impression, she didn’t seem to react.

We exchanged greetings, and I went into my office.

I had my jacket on the rack, briefcase open, and my laptop on my desk before I even got to the chair. I sat and leaned back, stretching, letting both of my arms go up like Joe Montana celebrating a touchdown. Amy came in with coffee, and I realized I hadn’t even had my first cup yet. I took one sip, and then another. 

“Dang,” I said, “that’s good. What—”

“French press. Last night I remembered seeing Adie make it that way every once in awhile. I think it coincided with those times she wasn’t calling you a jerk in the privacy of her, er, wherever.”

I laughed at the wry grin on her face. “So what’s the special occasion?”

“I told you.” She smiled and put a stack of things on my desk. 

I glanced at the stack and saw several articles and a few sheets of stats. Then I remembered her telling me about being proud to work for me, and I stopped grinning like a jerk and just smiled. “You know, more than ever, it does mean a lot to me, what you said. Thank you.”

The smile dropped from her face. “You might not be wanting to thank me for anything after I tell you what I have to.”

I knew it had all been too good to be true. She must have gotten an offer she couldn’t refuse. Heck, she’d probably decided to work for Liam Rose.

She took a breath and started to speak, but before she could get a word out, Drake Mathison literally blocked out the light from the outer office as he passed through the doorway and reached my desk in about two and a half strides.

My mind was being whipsawed. It went from pondering losing the PA who had filled in like a miracle for the one I didn’t think could be replaced, to realizing my time was up with the one true superstar I had ever represented. “Well, incredible. I guess this is it. Amy, please give us a minute.”

She sputtered, “I have to let you know something—”

I held up a hand. “Understood, but it will have to wait. Please close the door.”

Drake smiled at her as she left. I think he even winked. At least he looked happy.

I took a breath. I’d made up my mind. If I had the chance, I’d take one last shot before giving up with whatever grace I could muster.

Before he could talk, I blurted, “Drake, dump me if you have to, but please don’t sign with that jerk. Or better yet, give me one last chance to tell you why you should stick with me. No presentation, no red carpet, just me telling you exactly what we are ready to do and how. Did I ever tell you about what I call a Costco? Sounds strange, I know, but I had the people here working around the clock on it. Drake, it’s all ready to go. We can walk into the team’s headquarters and drop it on their desk. We’ll get you your contract and save them money doing it. The numbers all check out.”

He was standing there, saying nothing, just smiling. “You done?”

“Well, I guess that’s up to you.”

“’Cause I’m sure done.”

I sighed. Then I took another breath and stood reaching my hand out to shake his. “Drake, I’m sorry—”

“For what?” He took my hand and gently put his other hand on my shoulder, pushing me back into my seat, with a big grin on his face. “I said I’m done, Tristan. Done being an idiot. Well, at least for now. I’m staying with you. I want someone who’s going to save me from stupid, even when it means he might risk his business. Someone who has my back. I’m staying.”

I was dumbfounded, but I finally managed to ask the only thing I could think of. “What changed your mind?”

“Oh, I had a revelation last night. Look, Tristan, I’m sorry about all the trash.”

I couldn’t believe what was happening. I’d thought he was dumping my rear. Finally, I responded, “I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you as much as I should have.”

“I’m not sure that’s even true,” he said, “but hey, any time you can make it to the sidelines, okay? It’s good to see you there.”

“But I hate football.”

He did a perfect double take at that. 

“Gotcha,” I said.

He laughed, and then suddenly grew serious. “Hey, I’m going to be in town more often. Those commuter flights get me to practice on time. This place is good for me.”

“I doubt your mom will complain.”

He took a breath. I hoped I hadn’t put my foot in my mouth, but he grinned again. “No, she won’t at that. So look, I want to stick around, no moving trucks. Could you get to work and get that contract done?”

“I’m going to Costco their rear. Don’t worry. We’ll get it done.”

He shook my hand, and this time it didn’t feel like a goodbye. “Tell me about it over dinner. Soon. I’ll see you.”

I watched the big, graceful Hall of Fame lock roll out of my office, and I was surprised to see him lean over and give Amy a hug like he was her big brother. When the elevator doors closed, I tried to catch her eye. No dice. I buzzed her.

“Yes?”

“Ms. Nolan, a minute of your time?”

She walked in, not looking me in the eyes, but smiling. 

I stood and walked over until I was only a couple of feet in front of her. “Wasn’t there some kind of terrible news you had to tell me?”

“Oh, yes.” She blinked at me through her glasses.

“And what is it?” I prompted.

“Well, that was the last of the coffee.”

I held my hands up like a drama queen. “The horror.”

She dragged the heel of her stilettos across the carpet. “How did the meeting with Mr. Mathison go?”

“I knew it!” I announced. “What was that all about? You had something to do with this. Didn’t you?”

She just smiled and reminded me what a great smile she had. 

 “Well, whatever you did. Thank you.”

She looked up at me and simply said, “You’re welcome.”

Being this close to her, there was no glare on her glasses to hide the color of her eyes. I’d never noticed how green they were. Suddenly, I didn’t know what it was. The mood I was in or the way we had just run out of things to say, or maybe because I’d just seen Drake do it, but before I could think, the reflex took over and I reached to give her a hug. I must have surprised the heck out of her because she almost stepped back and lost her balance a little bit. I reached out to steady her so she stepped forward again too far and bumped right into me, trying to hug me back. 

We pressed together for an instant, our noses about to collide. We both tried to tilt our heads out of the way, only in the same direction. I couldn’t really tell you what came over me, but I didn’t fight the urge to press my lips against her soft, pink mouth. If anyone had walked in right then, there would have been some explaining to do. The snapshot would have been undeniable, but in reality, it was over as quickly as it began, almost. It may have lasted a heartbeat too long, or two. I couldn’t deny it felt nice, to just have a woman kiss me on the lips in a way that wasn’t a fraternal goodbye.

She pulled back slowly, almost as if she wasn’t sure she should. 

“I—Amy, I’m really sorry, I did not mean to do that.”

“Oh, umm. Me either. I’m sorry, too. Let’s, uh, let’s just pretend that didn’t happen, shall we?”

“Of course. I, uh, look, it’s been a great day. A great week. But we’ve got tons of work to do.”

She smiled up at me, her grin infectious, and even sweeter than it had seemed two minutes before. “I’m ready.”

Why had I never noticed how attractive she was? Clearing my throat, I responded, “I know you are. Amy, listen, if you think I haven’t noticed how much you’ve already improved everything since you took over, then you don’t know me yet. I truly do not know what I’d do without you.”

“Good, then I’m doing my job. I’ll get back to it.”

I smiled and nodded, and I watched her walk out of my office, her brown hair bouncing and my mind trying to fill in some blanks about what was behind the glasses and her suit. I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to start fantasizing about my personal assistant—I’d been in enough cursed trouble for the season.

What I did need to focus on was exactly what Amy had just left my office to do . . . focus on my job. And thanks to her and Drake Mathison, I still had one to focus on.

Follow Tristan and Amy’s store in the follow-up book, Parker, Volume 2 of The Player Card Series. Click here.
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Chapter One

Parker

I looked from the weights to the other football players assembled around me on the field. I pointed to Shawn Grogan and said, “Let’s go at ’em side by side. Hundred bucks to the winner, due after we sign.”

“Parker, man, you’re crazy,” Shawn Grogan said. The 320-pound lineman wasn’t taller, but he stood like a planet next to me.

I punched him on his shoulder. “What’s wrong, Grogan? Think you can’t keep up?”

Grogan glanced at the journalists that had been herded off to one end of the track near the yawning tunnel. He looked from them to me, and back to them. “Incredible,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

Journalists weren’t allowed on the field at the moment. Even in the distance, the crowd of dressed-for-the-cameras reporters and their crews only helped increase our motivation in the midst of we all knew as the NFL combine. I knew for a fact there’d be at least a few beautiful women among those reporters, and I couldn’t wait to meet them.

Our spotters were ready. A row of four bench press stations rested right in front of us on the infield of the track, where all the coaches could see, along with many of the other 298 players who weren’t performing their own drills. At least it was late February. The sun was bright, but there was just enough chill in the air to keep us motivated. The players who’d crowded around were all stretching various muscle groups, keeping loose as they took a short breather.

Each bar weighed forty pounds and held exactly ninety-two-and-a-half pounds on either side, in the form of a fifty-pound plate, a twenty-five, a ten, a five, and a baby little two-and-a-half. The drill was as painful as it was simple: bench press 225 pounds as many times as we could in a single go.

I watched big Shawn Grogan bend down and roll himself gracefully onto the bench. He made the barbell and its weights look like something some bored kid at a wedding might make. I suddenly had a flash of memory, me at exactly such an event years ago on the Cape, sitting alone at my table, wearing an uncomfortable tux as the older crowd had reached at least their fifth glass of Krug and were leaving me to my own devices. My cute cousin in her miniature bridesmaid dress had ditched me, and there I was sticking two little toast rounds on either end of a toothpick. 

I chuckled to myself at the memory just as Grogan settled in. I’m sure he thought I was chuckling at him. I pushed a hand through my hair. Coach had told me more than once that my hair was getting too long. I’d cut it eventually. Right now, I focused on what I was about to do. 

When I got under my bar, I was sure the weights looked to the crowd like exactly what they were, iron and steel, enjoying gravity, seeking the ground. I tried to envision the bar and weights as toast rounds on a toothpick. You know, for the mental edge.

We started, and Grogan actually laughed. Guys like him had to try not to cheat by bouncing the bar off their two-barrel chests. His arms were long, but so were mine. However, his torso was so massive, he had about half the distance to push as me.

I was ten reps behind in about twenty seconds. People laughed, not at me, I knew, but just at Grogan’s arms moving like pistons in a car, short quick strokes that seemed like they could go on forever, right next to my long, slower cadence.

We continued like that for what seemed like several minutes, but was probably only about forty-five seconds. That’s when, out of the corner of my eye, I could see his tempo cut in half. Without moving my head, I glanced over. Sweat was pouring from his face.

“What’s a’matter? Gettin’ heavy?” I tried to keep my voice normal, but it gasped out. I was playing him like a second-hand fiddle, and it worked.

Grogan did what I hoped. He roared and increased his tempo again, but it slowed again just as quickly. I knew he was almost done. “Don’t you give up now! Can’t let a little wide receiver like me beat your big rear!”

We both started letting out grunts as the barbells raised. More and more players had crowded around at the commotion. Finally, Grogan bellowed and pressed out two more repetitions before the barbell went down and wouldn’t go back up. The spotters stepped in and lifted it away from his chest. He got up and stood over me.

Then he got right by my face and yelled like a drill sergeant. “C’mon now, Parker! Show me what you got!”

It was my turn to growl. I couldn’t hold it in with him pushing me like that, but I just kept letting it come out in what felt like a slow roar. I pushed it up two more times. It seemed like I had to push for a mile. I let it go down again and began back up, refusing to let my arms shake. It started back up, but I thought it was going slower than seemed possible. When it got to the top people started to cheer. Grogan let out a, “Good job, Starr.”

But I wasn’t done. I let it down again and snatched a breath at the bottom. I heard someone in the back say, “No chance.” I told myself it was Hickman, even though he was one of the only draft prospects in the nation who hadn’t even bothered showing up for the combines.

I thought of all those reporters. They couldn’t see me from where they were, and maybe I was just imagining things, but I caught a whiff of something soft and flowery. Was one of the players wearing perfume? Maybe the strain of the weights was causing me to imagine things.

The bar rose a bit. A couple of coaches got so close they could look in my eyes. As far as they could tell, I may as well have been counting the moons of Jupiter. Behind the deep, stabbing burn from my triceps, shoulders, and chest, I could feel my tendons. Even though I was pushing, they felt like cables trying to hold up the dangling end of a broken bridge, like they were that close to snapping.

Someone said, “Dang, man, that’s enough.”

One of the coaches close to my face held up a hand for him to shut up. I still wasn’t shaking, but the barbell stopped moving, and the spotters moved in.

“No!” I didn’t want them yet. But my shout almost did me in. The barbell dipped an inch, and I sucked in every little bit of oxygen I could as fast as possible, and then my vision went all white. I blinked and looked. The barbell was at the top. I put that idiot right in the hooks without help from anyone.

Players cheered and slapped me on the back as I stood. Coaches scribbled notes, and I even saw one pull out his phone and make a call.

I surprised a lot of people by declaring for the draft while still in my junior year in college. But it still felt like the right decision for me. Already agents were interested in me. This would be my last year of college.

One of the attendants called out the count. “Forty-eight and twenty-five.” Another cheer broke out, but it wasn’t as loud because I knew what Grogan and I had done. A few other lineman and wide receivers were shaking their heads and already hunting somewhere in the open grass for the extra spoonful of motivation they were going to be needing.

Grogan wore the sad frown of a kid who’d been told the ice cream man had just run out of his favorite treat. “Incredible, I didn’t even double you up,” he muttered.

I laughed. “Forget you.”

That’s when I learned he was just messing with me, the frown unable to hold itself as he grinned. Linemen were almost always smarter than people assumed, and a lot of them were more than happy to milk it if it meant making someone look like an idiot later. Grogan gave me a gentle thump on the shoulder that might have knocked most men over. Then he smiled at me and nodded. “Seriously, bro, thanks. I never did more than forty-one before.”

I could still feel my chest, triceps, and shoulders aching. “Yeah, well, that’s the first time I’ve done that drill and the last,” I assured him.

“No way.” He just shook his head at me.

We didn’t stick around to watch the others. There was a schedule to keep for everyone at the combines. It had to be entertaining for other people to watch a group of football players, I know it was for me. We all have to train so much it means we take our bodies to their maximum, and that’s when you really see the difference in types of players. I think receivers look the best, of course, long and lean but still packed with muscles…and then we walk next to linemen like Grogan and feel like skinny little beanpoles. Then there are the shorter, squat types who usually find their way as linebackers or running backs. Kickers, well, they don’t count.

 “I’m tellin’ you, first time,” I repeated.

“Rubbish man, that might be a record for a wide receiver.”

“Well, the worst part’s still coming.”

“What’s that?” he asked, grabbing a towel from a cart to wipe the sweat from his head. I had too much hair to just run a towel over my noggin like Grogan. But, then again, that could be why he kept his hair cut so short.

“Wonderlick,” I announced. Wonderlick was an annoying, often humiliating IQ test.

Grogan grunted. “Maybe they’ll just let us lift some more.”

We laughed and talked trash on our way off the field. Then I saw a group of hot women. The NFL had been making a bigger show out of the combine every year. Three hundred rookie prospects were invited and put through a meat grinder, both mentally and physically. From drills to drugs tests, psych evaluations, IQ tests, injury checks, and just plain old interviews. The only ones who could get away with skipping the combine were a lock for a top ten draft pick, like Hickman, but even most of those guys showed up. The addition of NFL cheerleader tryouts was a recent bonus. The fact remains, when a bunch of women with bodies like that are put into a sea of testosterone, certain things cannot be avoided.

“Hey, cheerleaders.” I nudged Grogan and nodded to be smooth. 

Grogan took notice and stood up straighter, sticking his ridiculously pumped up chest out even further.

I shook my head and laughed at how quickly his posture improved.

“Look at those legs,” I mumbled.

Grogan nodded. “Uh-huh.”

The girls went by, smiling at us. A few gave us that come hither look and there were a couple, “Hi, boys. Lookin’ good!” thrown in as well.

Grogan said, “We’re not lookin’ as good as you.”

“I need numbers,” I told them.  I wasn’t joking, but we got a few laughs and headed toward the tunnel with the ladies. They smelled like makeup and perfume. I actually made myself stop noticing and could see the other guys doing the same. Wearing athletic shorts with the media around while examining a bunch of bouncing cheerleaders in skimpy uniforms could be a recipe for disaster: public boners. I could see the cheesy bait lines: “A bunch of cheerleaders and football players got together, and you won’t believe what happened next!”

A gaggle of reporters bottlenecked our progress in the tunnel. There were cameras and microphones, and enough college-age football players in prime physical condition that I’d be willing to bet we were making the cheerleaders grit their teeth over us as much as we were over them. Well, almost. 

Getting through the tunnel was slow going, but we were in no hurry. All that awaited was a torturous test that had nothing to do with how well we could play football. It wasn’t our fault the reporters were there holding us up from reaching our destination. In fact, I was rather enjoying the moment. The day was gorgeous, a breeze was blowing through the tunnel, and the cheerleaders just did not seem capable of stopping themselves from bouncing. I was half tempted to start bouncing with them.

Grogan let one petite blonde try to wrap both of her hands around his bicep, and he laughed when it became clear she would have needed two more hands at least. Then he flexed, which earned him a genuine gasp. 

I looked to the right and did a double take that may have seemed on purpose, but really wasn’t. There was a girl — a woman — she was absolutely polished ebony, standing next to me. I suddenly realized I wished she’d put her hands on my arms. But what really got my attention was her natural beauty.

“You’re not wearing any makeup.”

“Don’t need it,” she said with a wink and then strolled on ahead of me.

“No, you don’t,” I muttered as she looked back at me.

She smiled at me and I swear it lit up the tunnel. That’s when the reporters started throwing questions at me.

“Parker, why didn’t you decide to get one more year of experience at the Division One level?”

It was a woman’s voice, a reporter’s. She sounded insistent, and compared to what I was just seeing and thinking, it sounded like a blasted middle school teacher trying to snap me back to attention in Latin class. The tone was matter-of-fact and all business. I couldn’t quite make out her face in the lights—I could only see the outline of brunette hair coiffed for the cameras. It was a question I had answered thoroughly in my statement more than a month earlier, and I wasn’t in the mood to get cranky.

Just then the cheerleader—my cheerleader—strolled toward the right, her long legs creating the perfect figure-eight motion underneath her barely-there shorts, as she and her friends tried to form a line at the right of the tunnel.

“Hey, at least tell me your name,” I called out to the cheerleader

Without looking back, she said, “Amber. I’m a West Coast girl.”

“Is that really the best coast?” I teased.

“You know it,” her voice echoed as she disappeared into her flock of cheerleaders, leaving me at the mercy of the reporters.

“Parker, what about my quest—” the school teacher voice was cut off by a louder, more demanding male reporter.

“Hey, Park, just heard you put up twenty-five reps on the bench. No wide receiver in the last five seasons has done that.”

The guy had gray at the temples and a beer gut, and he was helping a bro out by saving me from the school teacher question. I vowed to remember the favor as a few cheerleaders passing by let out some woo-hoos for me. A redhead came right back over from their line and gave my arm a squeeze. Then she was the one doing a double take, looking at her friends and saying softly, “Whoa.”

I just kept looking at Amber, who had lifted an eyebrow at me.

“Parker, some are saying you should have taken that last year to gain some maturity. What’s your response?” It was the teacher’s voice again. I looked toward the reporters but didn’t answer. There were so many people asking questions at once, I wasn’t sure where to start.

“What about that ninety-eight yarder in the bowl game?”

Another one of the men was bailing me out, which made me grin. That was an easy one. “I wish it had been for the National Championship, but that was a good day,” I responded. 

“You demonstrated break-away speed on that one, but what about short yardage. Some think you could show some improvement in the first ten yards.”

“After what I just saw Grogan do on the bench, I think I’d better plan on improving everything in my game for as long as I get to play it.”

Flashes went off, and video cameras pressed closer as though approving my canned response. Then they turned their questions to Grogan, the Nebraska farm boy who had shown me up on the bench just a few minutes earlier.

“Grogan, you came close to a combine record on the bench. Is that your personal best?” one of the reporters fired off.

“Oh, yeah. Parker here knows how to get under the big guys’ skin. It’s good motivation when the little fellas try to show you up,” Grogan said with a sideways grin at me.

The school teacher spoke up again. “Parker, you’ve got a reputation as someone who likes to party, perhaps a bit more than for your own good.”

The cheerleaders laughed. That lady just wouldn’t let up. I squinted. She was silhouetted, and one of the men leaned forward and got in front of her as I was trying to get a look. She dodged to the left, but another man closed the gap. I felt like a running back behind our offensive line.

“What about it, Park? You going out tonight?” a male voice called out.

“Well, I wasn’t planning on it, but you never know.” I grinned to let them know I was joking but winked at Amber. She gave me a crooked grin that was sexy. I was sure it meant, you might not be able to handle this, and just as sure I wanted to try.

The person in charge of the cheerleaders must have finally decided the cameras had gotten everything they deserved, not to mention us players. She waved the girls forward and they started making their way past the clogged mass. More football players had filed in behind us and our voices joined a few of the middle-aged reporters in protest…

“Awwwww,” a mass of male voices echoed together.

“Where they goin’?” one guy asked loudly.

“Stick around!” Grogan added.

“Why the rush?” I pointed my question toward Amber.

The girls giggled and began to bounce and flounce as the line started slowly. Except for Amber who just walked, which is about like saying the Sistine Chapel was just painted.

Once she passed out of view behind the lights, the reporter’s heads turned back.

“Seriously, Parker, you going to settle down now that it’s time for the NFL?”

It was one of the men. I couldn’t even see the brunette anymore.

“Oh, I don’t know about that, but I got my job done in college, right? That’s not going to stop.”

“The only wide receiver slated to go higher than you in the draft is Damon Hickman, you think that’s right?”

“Hey, those guys won two national championships in a row with him starting. You’re not going catch me disrespecting the guy. Doesn’t mean I’m not using it as a little motivation, though.”

My delivery must have been good because they laughed.

One of the organizers called out from behind. “Okay, gentlemen. Wonderlick time. Those IQ tests aren’t going to take themselves.”

Groans echoed all the way down the long tunnel, mine as loud as any. 


Chapter Two

Lily

I walked faster than every man in our skyrise in my four-inch heels, the ones that clacked like gunfire on the hard floors all the way into my private office.

Parker Starr had looked right at me and didn’t even acknowledge my existence. Maybe it was because of the way the whole boys’ club was behaving in that tunnel. It was nothing new, and I may not have liked it, but I was used to it. Still, he looked right at me without a drop of recognition. He didn’t remember me. It surprised me how much it stung.

Not that I let it show. Those who don’t learn fast in the media business to cover their pain with a long stride, a fast pace, and an even quicker wit, end up finding other careers and correcting their friends’ grammar whenever they get the chance. 

I interviewed Parker Starr when he was a college freshman, and I was a senior. The university newspaper was a daily publication, but I had just started working for a local weekly, a startup that lasted another whole month after my interview with Parker Starr, before it folded. Had I run the article on him in the university paper, it might have been picked up by the AP. Stranger things have happened in the world of journalism, especially sports journalism.

The weekly had run it on page three. Maybe twelve people on the planet read the article, including myself and the editor, but I had it clipped and saved in one of my journals and, to this day, I know it was some of my best work. Parker had opened up to me. There were facts about him in that article that would blow people’s minds if they were to read it now, especially in comparison to the wild thing he had become.

Maybe that was why I sounded so harsh in the tunnel, even to my own ears. Parker had brains . . . somewhere in there. I had seen them, once, and could never forget it. He had more going for him than people knew, than even he knew. Stuff I think he may only have opened up about to one person on the whole planet — me.

If I wanted to, I could re-publish that old article, and there is no doubt it would give my career a huge boost. His name was already getting that big. Combine insane plays that have made the national highlights practically every week during the college football season with images of him shirtless, frolicking with girls so gorgeous even other women couldn’t help but stare…it made for automatic coverage. 

I’d held onto that old article long enough. I could time a re-release for the day he was drafted. I even fantasized about it, especially after this recent detestable moment in the tunnel.

But I couldn’t do it. Somehow, against everything I knew about this cutthroat business, and even against what some people would call my ethical responsibility to get the truth out as a journalist, I had decided long ago to keep that piece a secret. He probably never even read it, much less remembered some college nerd hiding behind her thick glasses asking him questions when all he could think about was settling into his dorm room and making practices on time.

Now in my office near the top floor, I slumped into my chair. My cheeks were still burning. And, in retrospect,  the sight of him smiling and getting close to that breathtaking cheerleader in the tunnel might have added a little extra bite to my voice. 

I let my head fall to bang down on my desk. I’d sounded like a harpy.

Of course, the other reporters didn’t help my tone. Those buddies of his who called themselves journalists physically shoving me out of the way…just once I’d like to have them all handcuffed to their chairs in a lecture hall, maybe even some clamps attached to their most prized possessions between their legs, emphasizing the lesson with electric current. Because protecting an interview subject the way they had was purely unethical. Not to mention sexist.

I may have banned myself from resurrecting my old article that actually made him seem human, but I would be darned if I was going to keep from teaching Parker Starr, and everyone else for that matter, a lesson.

With that motivation, I began to type. I don’t think I stopped until midnight. Everyone else had left the office. I opened a bottle of chardonnay from my mini fridge and poured a glass, taking sips as I re-read my work slowly, correcting typos here and there, but surprised at how clean it had come out on the first try. I didn’t even cut half a paragraph. I saved the file in my private archive and shared a working version with my editor. Then I headed home and slept like a baby.

Back at the office the next morning, before anyone showed up, I read the article again and was even happier with it. I started making calls on another piece I’d been contemplating. An hour later, my editor walked in.

“Lily, that was some good writing.”

I just about threw my stapler at him. Every journalist knows when her editor starts with that line, he’s about to dustbin your article, or at least carve the trash out of it.

“Yeah, Dan? How the heck would you know?”

“Whoa.” He threw his hands up like he was about to take a few steps backward.

“I swear to heaven if you try to cut a single word, I’m going over your head.”

“Goodness, Lily, you’ve never pulled that card before. What happened yesterday?” Dan questioned.

“Did you even read it?”

“Yeah, some kid who’s not even a rookie yet didn’t answer your questions, and a bunch of middle aged men did something totally unacceptable and just as totally common. This trash happens every day, and you want to drop a nuke on it all of a sudden.”

“Are you– you can’t be ser– did you just—”

He waited until I took a breath. Finally, all I could manage was, “All of a sudden?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Dan said, “and you know it.”

“Then what did you mean?”

He sighed, then started talking to me like I was in fifth grade. “Lily, when you want to get people to listen to you—OW!”

My stapler had gone sailing through the air, arcing like a vertical boomerang until it smacked into his knee.

“What the heck?” he sputtered.

It was his own fault. That voice, absorbed in his own words. He could have dodged at any moment, but he’d been so absorbed in his own words, he didn’t register that I’d snatched my stapler from the top of my desk and flung it at him backhanded, with a flick of my wrist. 

I felt no guilt. “Dan, not a word.”

“What the heck? I think I’m bleeding!” He reached down and rubbed his knee where not even a spec of blood was seeping through his slacks.

“Don’t be a baby. You are not cutting a single word of that article, do you hear me?”

 “You know, technically I’m your boss—”

“Not a word.” I raised my eyebrows and reached for my letter opener, and he scurried the heck out. The article went online twenty minutes later, right on our homepage. They double-bolded my byline, which some might think was to show me some respect, but I knew it was their way of saying, “We didn’t write it, she did!” Editors could be such candy-rears.

It got picked up on Yahoo!, Drudge, and the AP, all in about ten minutes, then it spread socially. It was only then that I had a second thought.

What had gotten into me? Was Dan right? I would never admit it out loud, but did I suddenly think I was going to change a bunch of potbellied, permanently single, sloppy bearded jerks with keyboards in a single, scathing article? Well, apparently I must have, because I sure tried.

The thing that had me blushing, though, was not that my name was plastered all over the world for a screed that, in context, might hardly have been worth a five-minute jerk session with my girlfriends in a downtown bar. What really had me wanting to hop on a plane for Melbourne and hitch a ride to the outback like one of those “Want to get away?” commercials, was that I was a freakin’ cliché. I had gotten so volcanically angry at Parker Starr for exactly the reason most of those middle-aged male jerks probably claimed a woman would lose it and fly off the handle like I did. 

The reason was: I was still crushing like a crazy woman over him and had been since the day I interviewed the tall, skinny, beautiful freshman two-and-a-half years before.

Yeah. Believe it or not, I had something for this guy, and he hadn’t even remembered me. So, I did what any woman in my position would do. I wrote an article about how sexist he, the world of sports, and all men across the universe were, and always had been. And then I published it all over the globe after throwing a stapler at my editor who had only been trying to save me from myself.

Tickets to Melbourne weren’t that pricey, I was surprised to learn, and I got a little too close to clicking “buy now” as I browsed.


Chapter Three

Tristan

I whistled as I pulled into the parking lot at Frank’s. Coming to Frank’s is almost as good as watching minor league hockey, but since the season was over, that wasn’t even an option. Besides, I was taking Amy, my PA who had taken Adrienne’s place, out to lunch and you can never go wrong with a steak from Frank’s.

As much as I had loved working with Adrienne for so many years, the truth was that Amy was so good at the job, it would have been better had she started a few months earlier.

In fact, though I had no clue about the details, I was sure she’d pulled off a last-minute coup barely a week after she’d taken over the job, somehow helping us keep my firm’s top client in the fold after he had already seemed to be out the door. Drake Mathison, the NFL’s best tight end and a guaranteed first ballot Hall of Famer, was still with Thorne Enterprises, and it was because of Amy. I just knew it.

In the meantime, I had to keep my mind on work and that meant focusing on my team. And, I owed Amy a lunch. Maybe she’d spill about what went down with Drake, maybe not. I wasn’t going to press. I was still basking in the relief of her unexpected competence in the job. She was my new right-hand.

As I helped Amy out of the car, I couldn’t help but notice through the fog of whatever whipsawed emotions I’d been going through, that she more than held her own in the looks department. To this day, I still can’t figure out how I didn’t notice it sooner. All the times she’d filled in at Adrienne’s desk for sick days or long lunches, I really should have noticed. I admit, having someone who can turn a few heads was good for business, at least in our sector. 

Everyone had loved Adrienne, but she was like the favorite aunt who helped you out when you had nowhere else to turn. I’m not knocking her, she was attractive in a motherly way, but nobody ever accused her of stopping traffic. 

But Amy, well . . . I was fully aware there had been a few heads turned since she’d begun manning the bullpen outside my office door. Mine being one of them. 

I still found myself thinking about what had happened a few weeks back in my office after Amy had somehow saved my rear and convinced Drake to stay with Thorne Enterprises instead of signing with my arch competitor and former boss, Liam Rose.  I’d tried to give Amy a hug. It was one of those we-both-turned-our-heads-the-same-way moments. Next thing I knew, I was kissing her, and I didn’t pull back right away. She didn’t, either. Then after my embarrassed apology and our agreement to forget it ever happened, I sure hadn't been able to forget, and I wasn’t that sorry.

Along with her promotion, she’d started wearing clothes more fitting for her new position in a more high profile area. We represented superstars — athletes who mingled with pop stars and Oscar nominees. Amy’s attire had gone from a little conservative to sharp and hip but still professional…and certainly a little more form fitting. 

As her boss, I completely approved.

As a red-blooded, recently ditched, possibly broken hearted male, I couldn’t help but enjoy the distraction.

That’s what it was, though—a distraction. Out of nowhere, I would find myself looking at her perfectly shaped lips and thinking about that kiss. It was very distracting. But the last thing I needed was to risk losing someone who was keeping the office running like a darn Super Bowl team. Amy had told me this was a dream job for her, and I respected that. Taking her to lunch wasn’t for me to make a move. It was work. We were here because she’d saved my bacon, professionally, and I’d promised her a steak from Frank’s.

Frank’s was a phenomenal restaurant just outside of downtown with a classy sports bar smack in the middle of the main dining room. Drake’s team was a little under an hour flying time to the south, but this is where he was born and raised, and he was the very definition of a hometown hero.

The permanent denizens of the bar, a bunch of retired old coots, worshipped Drake, and by proxy, I was reasonably popular in the establishment, too.

I tried not to think about the evening Peyton and I had spent, before she’d become Drake’s girlfriend. That wasn’t a memory I could allow myself to dwell on. 

Forcing myself back to the present moment, I held the door open for Amy and walked in behind her.

“Mr. Thorne, so good to see you.” Antone greeted us in his perfectly tailored white dress shirt and black jacket. He never wore a tie.

“Thanks, Antone, good to see you, too. This is Amy Nolan. She’s taken over for Adrienne.”

“Ms. Nolan, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Antone, and if there is ever anything I can do for you, please ask.” He reached out to shake her hand, but pulled it to his lips and kissed the back instead. I smirked a little. Already, Antone was charmed by my new right-hand.

She smiled. “Nice to meet you, Antone. Thank you. I’m excited to be here.”

“Have you never been to Frank’s before?” he asked.

She grinned. “First time.”

“Then what will it be?”

Maybe it was her smile that got me. “We’ll take a private room, thanks.”

Antone turned to signal something to his staff. Three busboys in white shirts and black slacks began to move.

“Wait, sorry, Antone. I don’t know what I was thinking. For Amy’s first time she should be getting the real experience. Let’s take a booth in the main room instead, if you have one.”

“Of course.” The maître d’ let out the slightest little whistle through his teeth and the busboys stopped almost as though shock collars had gone off. They pivoted and saw Antone’s new gesture and in zero point two seconds, without a single clatter, fresh settings, including a single giant red rose and bread still steaming from the oven, appeared on the table before we’d even started moving. 

I watched that infectious smile of hers spread over her face as they worked and caught the aroma of her perfume as she glided in front of me, following Antone to our booth. The way she looked back over her shoulder at me with those excited blue eyes made me wish I hadn’t suggested we sit in the main room after all. The urge to hold her hand, to kiss her again, for real this time, to take her away with me was as strong as it had ever been. Of course, my wishy-washy emotions made me one heck of a pathetic mess and Amy didn’t need nor deserve to see it. So, on third thought, a private room would have been a disaster.

“Tristan!” The barstool residents sent up the call like a bunch of ahoys from a pirate ship. It made Amy grin and I introduced her around.

“He gives you any trouble young lady, you just call us. We know where he lives,” a bearded older gentleman at the end assured her.

That wasn’t a lie. Many of them had been over a time or two after Drake’s games.

“You sure you ready to put up with this mutt? I hear Adie’s happier’n a freakin’ clam to be done with it,” the man next to him added.

The ribbing continued. Amy took it well. She smiled and gave the old mongrels that perfect mix of shocked and delighted, her hand going to her cheek and red lips forming a perfect oh before laughing at their terrible jokes. Their gooses were cooked.

“Alright, alright. Leave her alone. This is a business lunch for chrissake!” I said with a hint of seriousness.

“Ah, Tristan, you’re a slave driver. Pull up a seat at the bar.”

I just grinned, and Amy took my arm while managing to act disappointed at being dragged away from such impeccable entertainment. Her hand on my forearm made me feel taller, which was both extremely welcome and made me think I was an idiot.

After we were seated, I said, “I could use a beer. You?” 

“Love one.”

I saw Antone glance over in our direction. I smiled and let my head dip about a twentieth of an inch. From across the room, Antone repeated the gesture, and within five seconds two perfectly poured amber beers in frosted mugs were set in front of us.

Amy grinned. “Show-off.”

“I’m just trying to make Antone look good.”

“I don’t think he needs much help in that department.”

We laughed. 

“Want to see another one?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“Mind if we let Antone decide our meal?”

“Not at all, long as I get that steak you promised me,” she said.

I liked that game, but still knowing exactly what she wanted. “Oh, you will. Lean over so you can see.”

She obliged, and while it was truly the last thing I had intended, I got a sudden glimpse at the top of her black bra down her black button-down shirt.

“What am I looking for?” she asked.

I finished gulping. Then I let my hand fall to my side and in the smallest little circle gave my index finger a twirl. She sat back up and watched Antone. The man turned his head an inch to the side, and a waiter was at his arm, no pen or paper in sight. We couldn’t even see Antone’s lips move, but the waiter nodded as he muttered and left for the kitchen.

“This is fantastic!” she said with her smile lit up.

“Old school.”

“What’s he going to give us?”

“He mixes it up. Could be New Yorks or rib eyes. He won’t give anyone a filet unless they ask.”

“Good, boring,” she said.

I laughed. “You won’t get a better steak; I’ll promise you that. But he’ll give us some classic sides along with a few surprises.”

“My mouth is watering already,” she said.

“So, I feel like I’ve been rude to you,” I said, changing the subject.

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know exactly, other than it’s like you just appeared in my office in a flash. What’s that old mythological story? Born whole right from a god’s thigh or something?” I tried to remember the tale.

She looked at me curiously. “You mean Dionysus. Zeus had to stitch the baby into his thigh after he burnt his mother to a crisp, just by showing himself to her.”

Something about the expression on my face made her blush. 

“I think I’m in over my head,” I said.

“Oh, I’m such a nerd.” Her blush deepened.

“Are you kidding? I love that. Nerds are some of my favorite people.” I nodded in encouragement. “Tell me more.”

“Well, it was Hera, Zeus’ wife. She spent pretty much every minute of her immortal life in a state of hysterical jealousy over Dionysus’ mother, Semele. Hera was sneaky and disguised herself and convinced Semele to make Zeus promise to show her his true form, which Hera knew no mortal could survive. Semele asked Zeus to promise to grant her one wish, which he did because he was in love with her. When she announced that she wanted to see his true form, Zeus was devastated because he knew it meant her death, but he had given his oath. Zeus stitched the premature infant she was pregnant with into his thigh and carried him there until the baby was ready to be born. It was tragically romantic.” She sighed heavily and picked up her beer. “On a side note, Dionysus is said to have invented the process of growing grapes and making wine. Can’t blame him. Who wouldn't need a drink after all he'd been through!” 

“We could switch to wine if you like?” I said, raising my mug. 

“No, beer’s good. Great, actually.”

We toasted and drank. I remembered the first time I’d had a beer with Peyton. The foam on her lip had turned me on, and then when she had licked it off…

Amy managed to not have to bother. She didn’t even have to wipe her lip. It made me wonder just how accidental Peyton’s mustache had been.

“You’d think he would have broken that promise for the woman he loved,” she said. “Typical male. But he couldn’t go back on his promise. All the stories say the one thing gods were bound by was their word.”

“How do you know so much about it?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Some things just stick like glue in my memory. I never forget a great story.”

“Speaking of… are you ever going to tell me what went on that day Drake changed his mind?” I was smiling when I asked it, but she was blushing again. It really was rather attractive. “No pressure. Someday when you feel like it. I just wanted to say thanks.”

There was that smile again. I tried not to gulp, again, but I don’t know whether I succeeded. She looked down at the table. 

I suddenly realized I’d better shift gears, if not stomp on the breaks and throw it in reverse. “So, the draft. Who do you think’s going first?”

She didn’t even have to pause to think. “Well, New York’s got the pick, and Stuecey retired at the end of the season.”

“So you don’t think they’re trading?”

“Not with Ben Gregor coming out,” she said.

“I agree. So, first pick’s a defensive lineman this year?”

“That’s what I’m putting my money on.”

She was full of pleasant surprises. 

“You’re betting in the pool?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said it like I’d be ridiculous to think she wouldn’t be.

“Can I see your picks?” I raised an eyebrow. It was a bold question. I pulled out my phone. “C’mon, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” 

She laughed, reaching for her phone. “Fine.”

We both saw the alert on our screens at the same time. New sports stories scrolled across my phone at all hours, but big ones got flagged by anyone in the office bullpen. We both stopped talking and to read the alert.

I let out a few grunts of disbelief, while Amy just looked a little grim as she read. Finally, I said, “What a bunch of trash!”

“What do you mean?” she asked. “The double-standard for women in media or the part where those jerks got physical with her for asking real questions?”

I blinked. Part of my brain was acting like a flagman on an old aircraft carrier, Emergency! Coming in too low! Wave off, wave off!

I cleared my throat and spoke my mind anyway. “I mean the part where she asked Parker questions he couldn’t have answered more thoroughly than he did when he announced he was coming out for the draft, and then acted offended when he decided not to take her bait.”

We stared at each other. With perfect timing, our food arrived. She broke eye contact first, but that may have been only because she was a virgin at Frank’s and it’s hard not to stare at the plates when they arrive. They are practically a work of art. The steak sizzled on its crust from super-heated clarified butter. 

I laughed. “You can get pissed at me later. Let’s enjoy the food.”

She was already carving. With her first bite, the noises she began to produce were almost obscene.

“Uh, need a little privacy?” I joked.

“Oh my goodness. Maybe,” she mumbled. Her mouth was still full, but I couldn’t blame her. Everyone had the same reaction. “Oh my goodness.”

Just as I peered at the plate in front of me, our waiter materialized at the table with the side dishes. “Whole white buttons, seared brown on top until they give up their liquid, then finished with lemon juice and zest, toasted garlic, and parsley. May I?” he asked.

“Thanks,” I said as he spooned the food onto our plates.

He vanished as quietly as he appeared and all I could do was look at Amy.

I’d seen the expression before. Everyone who’d ever had their first bite of a steak at Frank’s wore it. 

We ate in silence for a while, guzzling our beer and shoveling food into our mouths. I half suspected she wouldn’t have heard me even if I did try to say something.

Toward the end of the meal, I noticed she did what most regulars do. Her final four bites were steak only. When there was only one left on the plate, she took one more swig of beer then popped the steak in her mouth, closed her eyes, and savored the last bite.

Whe the waiter arrived with the dessert cart, she smiled and shook her head. “If the last thing I ever ate was that steak, I’d die happy.”

I couldn’t help but smile. She wasn’t acting like she was so full she was going to die, although she’d matched me bite for bite and I sure felt like taking a two-hour nap. She didn’t moon over the chocolates and sorbets like she wished she could have some if only there were room. 

“What?” she questioned, seeing my smirk.

“Oh, nothing. Just thinking about that article,” I lied. I was being a sap, and I hated myself for it. She was my personal assistant. She worked for me. Part of me was trying to fall for her, and I wondered if whatever that part was didn’t actually care who I was falling for — Peyton, Amy, some other woman who could come into my life when I was about as needy as a soggy puppy wandering a busy freeway. Then again, that might not be it at all.

“Well, you’ve got a meeting with Parker tomorrow,” she said.

“Yeah, and I feel like this could be an opportunity to help him out.”

“Before he even signs?” 

“Especially then,” I said. “But, even if he doesn’t sign, nothing wrong with helping the kid out. I think we need to see what Peyton thinks.”

I wasn’t sure if it was her or me, but I thought I saw her flinch. I know when Peyton’s name came out of my mouth it felt like something clanked inside my head, so it was definitely possible I had just been projecting. Nonetheless, I tilted my head and gave Amy a look that must have questioned her reaction because she responded to my curiosity without me even asking.

“It’s not for me to say,” she replied with a tight-lipped expression.

“Sure it is. I definitely want your opinion,” I told her. And I did.

“Well, she’s just signed on. Has she ever managed a crisis before?”

“Oh, you’re right, definitely. But I want to talk it over with her. She’s got excellent instincts. At the very least, she’ll be a good sounding board.” 

Amy smiled and didn’t challenge me further. She took in a deep breath, and for a second I wondered if it was because she was full or because she was trying to keep calm.

“Thank you for the most amazing lunch I’ve ever had,” she said.

One corner of my mouth crooked up and I couldn’t help the teasing tone in my response. “I’m just glad I could be here to witness your first time.”

She shook her head, smiled, and blushed. “If Antone weren’t watching, I’d throw my fork at you.”

There went that hole in my chest again. “Let’s get back to work. I want to get moving on this Parker Starr thing.”


Chapter Four

Amy

I felt like a little girl leaving Disneyland for the first time, wondering if she’d ever get to go back, wondering why the whole world couldn’t just be magic all the time. I tried to rid my thougths of how comfortable and casual the past hour had been. So, while Tristan was on his phone talking with some of the other agents in the firm, I started going through emails, pretending to be extremely busy and efficient when all I was really doing was trying to keep the emotions from showing on my face.

Wentworth sat silent and focused in the driver’s seat ahead of us, professional up there in the front like I should have been in the back sitting next to our boss. There I was, tapping on my phone and out of the corner of my eye, looking at his knee — of all things. His expensive dark slacks fell off it into their crease like the sail of Sinbad’s ship. A hint of hard muscle pushed against the fabric, bunched yet relaxed, curving hard against his kneecap. I don’t even want to admit what suddenly flashed in my head, but it might have been worthy of a modern Kama Sutra illustration. I took a deep breath and shook my head, like something in my email frustrated me, and was thankful he didn’t notice.

We made it back to the office without me climbing on top of him, but if there had been a tinted glass divide between us and Wentworth, I might actually have lost control and seen about making that stereotypical limo fantasy come true for the both of us. It probably would have cost me my job, either immediately or soon after, and that’s one reason I was feeling so messed up inside.

It was maddening and wonderful all at the same time. Every time he dropped his guard and let the warmth inside of him show a little bit, I felt more warmth blossom in my chest. Until he’d realized he was opening up and stopped himself. Then he was suddenly back to all-business. I wanted to tell him it was okay to be himself and open up to me. We were going to be working together, I hoped for years, and professionalism was fine, but there didn’t need to be walls between us.

Part of me knew I was being unrealistic, but that’s how I felt. I thanked Tristan again as we exited the elevator and he nodded, still on the phone. I took a detour before reaching our office to freshen up. And by freshen up, I meant get a grip on myself. 

The reflection staring back at me in the bathroom mirror would have been amusing, had it not been so disturbing.  Hands gripping the marble counter, trying to steady the shaky knees beneath me, heaving chest, flushed skin. In my entire life, I had never been like this — so hot and bothered I thought I might need to satisfy myself just to be able to focus. It was uncomfortable, to say the least. If this is what men deal with when they get all worked up, I feel for them.

I splashed cold water on my face. It helped. Getting angry also helped. 

“Amy,” I said into the mirror. “We’re going to have to spend most of our waking hours with that man, so you might try keeping your panties on.”

The attitude helped as much as the cold water. It was unfair, at least a bit, but it was the only thing I could think of. I knew my earlier Disneyland mood was the little girl in me who still wanted to believe in fairytales, but she should know better by now. I was a grown woman not even a full month into the job she had dreamed of landing for years. I needed to snap out of it.

 “Get a hold of yourself, Amy.” I stared into my own eyes, vowing  not to let my little Disneyland fantasy ruin my life. Tristan was my boss and my co-worker. We were on the same team, but we weren’t friends, and we absolutely were not lovers. I nodded firmly. The instant I broke eye contact with the face in the mirror, I found myself wishing for a Fairy Godmother  so I could reinforce my promise. I was going to need all the help I could get.

I got to my desk and heard him on the phone through the open door of his office. “Peyton, I’m meeting with Parker tomorrow. I know you weren’t planning on being in until the morning, but I thought we should put our heads together. Oh. You’re here already? Great. Fifteen minutes is perfect.”

Jerk. 

Where did that thought come from? I wondered.

Peyton had been right there with Drake in his living room in that cookie cutter McMansion of his, down near the team’s stadium. More than that, she actually helped me talk him into staying with Tristan. If you asked me, it was the least she could do, and she had seemed sincere at the time, not like someone who was just trying to assuage a little guilt at the way she’d thrown Tristan over at light friggin’ speed.

Goodness, Amy. Get it together. 

I am not the kind of woman that fits the stereotype of being jealously infatuated with someone. Scratch that. I prayed I wasn’t. I’d really never been in the situation before. Peyton was beautiful, smart, knew sports . . . maybe even as well as I did, but not better. Not that Tristan knew that about me. I’d heard him talking about Peyton being some kind of encyclopedia of sports statistics, and I found myself wishing he would set up an office competition. I’d kick her rear so hard she’d be afraid to talk about YAC, WHIP, or DReb% for the rest of her life. I’d shove the stat sheets so far down her throat—

I just about smacked myself and then pretended to look at something on my screen. What on earth was happening to me? I forced myself to look at just the facts, like the old TV show. Peyton was about the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I didn’t think I cared about that stuff, but if I wasn’t squarely in the straight camp, she could have tempted me to experiment. She was smart and, I hated to admit it, seemed kind, in spite of the way she’d handled her short relationship with Tristan. I don’t think she’d ever worked a day in her life. That widened my eyes. Even more than her looks, I felt my temper rise at that fact, fast.

I’d put myself through college, all while paying for my little sister to attend boarding school, and I’d spent every penny of the inheritance our parents had left us to do it before I even took my first college class.

It wasn’t how I’d wanted life to go — her in boarding school instead of with me — but with both of our parents gone, it was the only choice I had if I was going to make anything of myself and be able to take care of her.. 

Putting yourself through college is not that big of a deal, really. Lots of people have done that. Men do it and people just give them the big thumbs up, Proud of ya, Ace, you’re gonna kick booty for sure. Women do it and people get this whiny, concerned look of abject pity on their faces, like oh, you poor lamb. It’s a wonder nobody had ever actually come right out and said to me, “Couldn’t you find a husband?”

I worked hard, bought cheap clothes, tried not to eat too much ramen, and graduated magna cum laude in business administration with a minor in English. Sitting there at my desk analyzing the situation, I realized two things: One, the dark side of me was the green-eyed monster, oozing a flaming black tar of jealousy wherever I roamed. And two, the mousy, good side of me hiding in a corner was sincerely concerned that Tristan was going to get his sorely wounded heart stomped on again. What was he thinking, hiring her?

I forced myself to let go of the jealousy. I’d do whatever I could to help Tristan because we were on the same team, and I considered it my job. But I was not going to overstep my bounds or act like some catty, jealous, queen bee jerk. They call it All-Pro in football. A player made the All-Pro team when he was voted one of the best at his position in the entire sport. I was going to be Tristan’s All-Pro even if that meant locking my emotions up.

A shadow fell over my computer screen.

“Phew, I’m half tempted to take a nap,” Tristan said from his doorway.

“Sissy,” I responded.

In the sports world, talking trash was considered professional, but he still looked surprised. Then he laughed. “Aren’t you tired?”

“Actually, I was thinking about sneaking back for another steak for dinner.”

“Careful, you might turn into a cow.”

“Mooooo,” I joked, just as Peyton was walking in. 

Tristan stifled his laughter and shook his head.

“Hey, Peyton. Come on in,” he SAID, still smiling at my cow impression.

She looked at me for just an instant as though I might have been directing the noise at her, which wasn’t very fair considering I was turned toward Tristan at the moment, but there was no point in trying to explain. They had already gone in and shut the door which pissed me off for an entirely different reason. I was part of the team. I knew he couldn’t, and shouldn’t, include me on every meeting, but this was virtually a training session for Peyton. It could have been for me, too. It would have been smart for Tristan to have me in there. That’s what I told myself, anyway.


Chapter Five

Parker

Grogan and I went up to the city to celebrate that night. The combines were over and I’d managed to get word to one of the cheerleaders who I knew was married with children to get word to Amber and some of her single friends that we were going to be out and about. If you can’t blow off a little steam after voluntarily getting your butt kicked by a bunch of people who held your future in their hands, then what was the point? Players who don’t have fun don’t last long, that’s how I saw it. Now, that doesn’t mean everyone has fun the same way. I knew a couple of offensive linemen who admitted to me they’d rather stay home with a book than go dancing and more power to them, but I love the noise, the night, the way women move…all of it.

The bouncer took one look at Grogan and didn’t even card us. I was twenty-one. The only thing I couldn’t do, apparently, was rent a blasted car, but soon enough I was going to be buying myself an Audi R8 V10 Plus, Mythos black, with the 20-inch wheels and Bang & Olufsen sound system. The first thing I was going to do after signing my rookie contract was place the order.

Once we were inside, we didn’t even go to the bar, but straight to the dance floor. People looked at Grogan with what the heck? expressions, like someone that big wasn’t going to be able to do anything but break through the wood of the floor. Then he started to roll those shoulders and move those size sixteen feet, and I had to laugh. If we didn’t know better, everyone watching would have thought he was filled up with helium. Graceful, smooth, precise…not every offensive lineman could dance like Grogan, but every one of them that had a chance to make the NFL had footwork most human beings didn’t understand. People began to laugh and join in as Grogan’s fun was contagious. Two skinny little girls were dancing with him at the same time and laughing. I took the chance to grab a beer and text my inside contact within the cheerleader camp where we were.

Thirty seconds later I checked and saw her response. We’ll be there in ten minutes, then I’m going home. You owe me, Parker. XOXOX

I found the manager and got him to set up a table for us in the main room, no VIP lounge for us. For one, we wanted to be with the crowd and, more importantly, we hadn’t even signed our contracts yet. People think I’m a rich kid, considering where I’m from, but the truth was, Grogan and I would be splurging tonight, and paying for the girls’ drinks alone was going to make a noticeable dent in our meager accounts. It was worth it.

The girls arrived, and Grogan and I laughed at the effect it had in the club. Men’s heads snapped around so hard they might have needed ultrasounds the next day, and this did not sit well with many of the other ladies. Their posture actually changed. They went from casual, I’ve-got-this-guy-completely-wrapped to kind of lifting themselves up a bit, almost as though someone invisible had slowly goosed them. Legs straightened, butts shifted outward and higher, chests pushed forward, hair started getting tossed and played with more, smiles got that extra stretch in them … I doubted we would have even noticed the transformation if we didn’t have such a wide angle and knew the cheerleaders were coming to meet us.

Four of them showed up. My cheerleader friend gave me a peck on the cheek, and I nodded, letting her know I’d pay her back. I figured on sending her some awesome tickets so she and her fiancé could have some fun, once I’d signed my contract, of course.

Once Amber got on the dance floor, as much as we had turned heads before, nobody was watching me or Grogan anymore. Even the women couldn’t take their eyes off her. 

It was too loud to talk. I just kept moving to the music while watching Amber. She smiled at me and used two fingers to nudge me on the shoulder, then kind of rolled her fingers toward herself on the sides, watch me. No problem there.

She made a couple of steps that I realized suddenly were more masculine than the way she’d been dancing. Not stiffer, still with all the form and grace she couldn’t help having in every move she made, but just different. It almost seemed stronger, but that wasn’t quite right either. I copied her, and the two girls dancing with Shawn said, “Oh! You got it.”

Amber smiled and nodded, and showed me a few more moves. It’s not like I didn’t already know how to dance, but these were new steps and turns, little moves with the shoulders that must have been the latest, filtering down from the pro levels. I picked up quick, and started putting them together. Amber lifted an eyebrow like she was impressed, and then went back to her own still, which I could not describe adequately if you gave me a thousand years and a thesaurus.

Grogan and I were drenched, while the girls just had a little sheen going.

“How ‘bout drinks?” I asked Amber.

She stared at me like she could read my mind, which admittedly wasn’t hard. “Later, babe. We’re letting ourselves have two drinks each tonight, and we don’t want to waste them early.”

She laughed. I felt my stomach do a little flip at what I hoped were the implications of the strategy. I think I caught Grogan try to stifle a gulp, too.

My cheerleader friend begged off, which made it three to two. I leaned over to Amber at the table, still having to shout but in a way the others could hear. “Should I see if I can find a friend to even out our group? I’m sure there’re a few packs of us out tonight around town.”

“Don’t worry, they look happy, and neither of those two has any trouble.”

I hadn’t noticed yet. Without the slightest effort, Amber had captured my full attention, but her words had me look over and check the other two cheerleaders out. One sat on either side of Grogan, each had a hand up high on his arms just gently laying on his biceps. One was a redhead and the other a blonde, and if it hadn’t been for Amber, those two would have had my tongue hanging out. 

“I see your point,” I acknowledged.

“So, how’d you swing us our own table, Mr. Football?”

“Told the manager I’d be back once I signed.”

She laughed. Her shoulders moved, her knees shifted slightly, one of her feet tucked back, her torso just angled a bit, and somehow everything her body did was more graceful than I had ever seen in person before, all because she had a nice laugh. I checked her out up and down, but not like a creeper would. I was just showing her I appreciated her appearance. 

“How do you do it?” I asked her.

She didn’t even try to act like she didn’t know what I was talking about. “Parker, I was born this way.” Suddenly the music changed, “This is a good one.”

That’s all I needed. I slid out of the booth and held out my hand. She took it and didn’t let go until we got out to the floor again. I forced myself to just enjoy. Whether anything was going to happen later or not, I felt like I was watching something I would be able to appreciate for the rest of my life. It was the only way I could keep myself from saying or doing something stupid that might ruin the mood, like dancing close and putting my hand on that perfect rear.

Next time we got back to the table, the ladies let us buy them some drinks. I’d been expecting them to ask for some kind of spritzer or sweet mixed drink, but they just wanted cold beer. Grogan was being a gentleman, but I noticed his arm around the redhead. It didn’t seem to bother the blonde in the slightest. She was sitting on the far side of the booth, and Amber and I were watching as she turned her head toward a guy at the bar who’d been dancing with a different partner just about every other song. The blonde’s head turned, and he must have been looking in the mirror behind the bar because he turned too. The dude was older, looked like he was made out of granite blocks, at least when it came to chin, shoulders, cheek bones, and hands. His scruff looked like it could have sanded wood.

Our blonde turned to us and said, “You guys are fun. Hope we get to party again sometime.”

By the time the last word left her mouth, Joe Concrete was at the side of our booth, right next to her. He ignored the rest of us and didn’t bother trying to shout. He just held out his hand. Grogan and I grinned, impressed. She was still smiling at us, putting her hand in his and standing as we hoisted our drinks to them both.

Amber also had a little smile on her face, and I knew it was now or never. No more dancing. No more drinks, not here at least. I took a page from what I’d just witnessed and cocked my head toward the exit. She lifted that eyebrow again, and I took it as a ‘yes.’

When I stood up, Grogan looked at the redhead, and it was his turn to lift an eyebrow. She giggled and nodded. I was still wondering what was going to happen for me that night, but Grogan had just found out he was all set, the lucky mongrel.

We all headed out of the club and paired off into separate cabs. We didn’t waste time with goodbyes, although I had no idea when I might see Grogan again. Other than playing against each other once in college, we’d only actually socialized at the combines earlier today.

“You still have one drink before you reach your limit tonight,” I reminded Amber once we were cozied up in the backseat of the cab.

“Mmmm hmmm.”

I grinned and told the driver to take us to the Ivy, a boutique hotel that was way out of my price range, but just happened to be half a block from where I was staying. They had a rooftop garden bar with a view and a dance floor. They also had a deck with heaters where a couple could hear themselves think.

We made short work of the Ivy. The music wasn’t our style, I didn’t even notice the view, and it didn’t seem to me that Amber was paying too much attention to anything else but me, either.

“How ‘bout one shot before we get the heck out?” I suggested.

“I’m in a tequila mood,” she said with a saucy smile.

I nodded to the bartender.

“Mr. Starr.”

I grinned. “How’s it going?”

“Slower than usual tonight, actually, but I’m not complaining.”

There wasn’t an empty table in the place. I’d hate to see what he considered busy. “We just stopped by for a couple shots of tequila.”

“We’ve got the best selection in town,” the bartender said.

“I’ll bet, but I’m not the world’s biggest connoisseur. Amber?”

She smiled. “I don’t care.”

The bartender was smooth. He looked at me for just a second and said, “I’ve got just the thing.”

I wasn’t about to ask him not to break the bank. My checking account had a $200 overdraft protection, and I’d rather go negative than be a broke-rear college kid in front of Amber. He brought us our shots. In spite of my reputation, I had absolutely zero expertise when it comes to liquor. In high school, it was whatever we could get our hands on, which when it came to our parents’ liquor cabinets was probably pretty good. Through college, it had been a keg of whatever someone had brought, or whatever they were serving at the frat parties. Some of our players talked about what they were going to do once they made it, parties with Cristal and Grey Goose. 

We tossed our shots down, and I’d never had hard alcohol not even do anything but whisper on the back of my throat. I looked up in surprise. Amber just smiled again. “He poured us the good stuff. You ain't even signed yet. I’ll buy mine.”

“Nah, don’t worry about it. Thanks, though.”

She was about to pay anyway when the bartender said, “On me. Just come back sometime when you’re playing on Sundays, all right?”

I grinned. A warm feeling spreading from…not even from my stomach, which surprised me, but from my muscles themselves, all over. “I’ve got to ask, what was that?”

I was surprised when Amber answered. “That was AsomBroso, baby.”

The bartender looked impressed. “She’s right.”

“Thanks. I’ll definitely be back here to celebrate, you can count on it.”

He nodded and grinned and we went to the elevator.

“That bartender just gave us two hundred dollars’ worth of tequila,” she told me.

I whistled. “It’s like, dang…”

“Like a sauna from the inside?” she said. 

I nodded. The elevator door opened. We got in and right as the door closed I realized how much I’d been controlling myself around her, and how much more I wanted her because of it. I didn’t want to lose my cool, but suddenly I was so desperate for her I could feel my temples start to sweat. I clenched my fists so I wouldn’t make an idiot of myself, but I turned to her, with my head down, looking at her strappy little shoes.

I opened my mouth to say something, but she pressed up against me, right against me. There was no hiding what was on my mind, not that she could have possibly ever had any doubt. She looked up at me, and I could smell the faint floral scent of that amazing tequila on her breath as my hand, against my will, found her rear and pulled her just a little harder against me.

“My room’s half a block away,” I muttered.

“Think you can handle me?”

“Hell yes.”

She laughed. “I appreciate the offer,” she said, “but there’s a reason we limit ourselves to two drinks a night, you know.”

“And what’s that?” I asked, suddenly aware that there was more to Amber than I’d given her credit for. 

“So we don’t do anything we might regret down the road,” she paused. “Like finding ourselves in some hot, college football star’s hotel room the morning after going out partying.” She winked at me, and I knew the next stop on tonight’s tour wasn’t going to be my hotel room.

* * * * * 

I wasn’t going back to school that week. The truth was, I could have probably skipped every class for the rest of the semester, but I didn’t want to. Knowing I was leaving for the NFL had brought the realization that I’d never be back in college again to the front of my mind in a way I had not expected. Suddenly, that degree I never really cared about was already leaving a blank space I wished I could fill. Some NFL players studied enough in their off seasons to finish out their degrees. I’d never thought that sounded appealing until I declared for the draft. Even then, my college experience would never be the same. No more sitting in huge classrooms, trying to pay just enough attention while still scoping out coeds, who were scoping me out right back.

I made a commitment to myself that I would use the time I had left wisely, but this week was for meeting with potential agents and laying the groundwork for getting drafted as high as possible. Millions of dollars were on the line. 

I woke up the next morning with one full, free day on my hands before the rest of the week was filled with meetings. The following afternoon I would be meeting with an agent at Thorne Enterprises, then the next morning with one at 360, and a few other agents were flying in to see me instead of making me go out to New York, Boston, or San Francisco.

I stretched, grabbed a shower, decided not to shave. I was about to go downstairs and have a nice, big breakfast when my phone buzzed. Then it buzzed again. Next thing I know, the thing acted like it was broken. Practically every player I knew in Division 1 football was sending me a link to some article and asking if I’d seen it.

I stopped in the doorway of my room and just stood there like an idiot reading.

The party boy of the NCAA falls right into the fold with the portly middle-aged men who somehow manage to simultaneously take these young athletes under their wing while firmly inserting their noses in their overdeveloped rear ends.

Okay, that was funny, but why was she taking it out on me?

…cheerleaders huddling together, under the layer of testosterone filling the tunnel as men’s eyes not only undressed them but likely played out pornographic fantasies so vivid they could not contain their open-mouthed, dripping leers.

I played it back in my head. Only two of the guys actually leered, and they were both reporters. The rest of us were just having fun.

…and in the center of it all stood Parker Starr, eating it up. The quintessential demonstration that the NCAA is decades behind the image it constantly tries to project, and the NFL even further than that. One can only hope team ownership and the fan base wakes up enough to send such Neanderthals further down the draft boards, which is every bit as likely as seeing these apes stand up straight, wipe their chins, and begin to treat more than half the world’s population like human beings.

I stopped reading and looked back at the name of the reporter, wanting to know who had such a low opinion of me. Lily Morgan. It took a second to process, but then it hit me. Lily Morgan. How had I not recognized her in the tunnel the day before? Surely she hadn’t changed that much in the short time since she’d interviewed me during my freshman year. I felt like I’d been attacked, blindsided. But it was more than that, it felt like a piece of my heart had been ripped out by talons and fed to a pack of wolves. I remembered Lily all too well. Heck, I’d had a crush on her since that interview. I was just too timid back then to ask an older girl out, but still . . . she hadn’t seemed like the kind of person to write something like this. Why the heck would she do this to me? 

I fell back into a chair in the corner of my hotel room. I’d learned in my three years of college football how a person’s mood affected everything. Sometimes after winning a game, instead of getting straight to the bus and the plane, we’d end up back in the hotel for a night. Whatever wings of the building the team was taking up felt alive, thrumming with energy. It changed everything. The rooms smelled clean, the beds there for us when we were ready, the carpet comfortable under our feet. Even the ugly paintings on the walls that looked like they were rejected leftovers from Hallmark seemed like a pleasant part of the background of our victory.

Losses were a whole other story. We’d drag our rears into the elevators and feel them stutter their way up a few miserable floors, feeling the antiseptic chemicals the cleaning staff used infecting our insides just us much as the crappy fluorescent lighting. Cheap throwaway plastic keys made annoying, flimsy sounds and then there were the rooms. How could someone deliberately design something so depressing? From the dribbling shower heads to those paintings that made us contemplate mortality to those little bottles of green mouthwash sitting under mirrors, accusing us of foulness.

Same cursed rooms. The only difference was our mood. I sat there in a room  just like those. A room where, only minutes before, I’d felt like I was about to begin a new journey, and now I felt that gloom of depression literally chasing me out.

If someone really wanted to know what had changed me that freshman year, that was it. It had hit me one night early on in college, mood . . . confidence . . . it was everything. Nobody coached me on that. No senior took me aside. I didn’t have a Bull Durham moment with an old mentor telling me to find that mixture of fear and ignorance to be just the right amount of cocky. I thought that was garbage. That was “fake it ‘til you make it.” After our first loss my freshman year, when I didn’t even get a chance to make a single catch in the game, I realized the only way to make it was to make it.

That was true for practice. It was true for my classes. It was also true when it came to having fun. I’d learned that same year in Logic 101 about the concept of corollary. It’s a proposition that follows from one already proved. I learned the corollary to giving my all in school and football was that the same amount of effort needed to be applied to having fun when it was time. It was the answer to the question: what makes it all worth it?

At least, it was for me. 

Lily was wrong—I didn’t hate or degrade women. I loved them, but I didn’t let anyone distract me. Her article made me sound like I went out of my way to offend her. More than that, it made me sound like I had been eager to single her out for some kind of abuse. It went all the way to saying that because I liked to party, have a good time, was confident, and didn’t give a hoot what people thought, it all somehow equated to being a hater, to making life miserable for women in particular.

By that point, I was getting angrier by the second. I didn’t stop to think that part of not caring what other people thought meant not caring what they wrote. Even when they were dead wrong about me.

It was clear she thought I didn’t remember her. How could I not remember the woman who visited me in my dorm who, after she had left, I visualized taking those glasses of hers off, not to mention her dark blue jeans and that sweater that showed her off in ways that would drive any freshman wild. 

Sometimes, strange memories still come back to me, of telling her things like how much I hated my rich, private high school. How I’d felt like the world’s biggest phony in preppy clothes showing up at parties where sixteen-year-olds drank Grey Goose and Cristal and did lines like they were rap stars instead of spoiled brats flushing daddy’s money and their futures down the drains.

One of my best friends was one of those guys, but he was funny. Every time he did something horrible, he’d turn it into a story that had the rest of us in tears. Jason did some crazy trash and a lot of cocaine. After I met his parents once during one of our away games when half the team slept in their mansion, I understood a little better why he acted out. The short version of the story was that Jason ended up not coming back to campus after a Christmas break my senior year…because he was dead.

If even half the vague flashes of memory of Lily’s interview were real, then I told her all about Jason, and more, and none of it went into her article. I still have a copy of it. I’ve read it more times than I want to admit. I still don’t know how she managed to make me sound smart and decent without it being the kind of article that inspired all the veterans on the team to give me trash . If anything, some of them treated me with just the tiniest bit of respect after it came out. She wrote about me as the kind of person I hoped I could be. 

I’m not saying I fell in love with her that day, but what she came to be in my mind as the next couple of years went by was an idea of something feminine that I didn’t know high school girls could become until I’d met Lily.

For her not to be able to see I was still me, to not be able to recognize I could be confident and cocky, blow off steam, be with good-looking women, and still be decent, worthwhile, even smart…it hurt. 

I tapped on my phone. I still had her number in my contacts from freshman year . . . that is if she hadn’t changed it. I was going to call her. I was going to call her and then go enjoy my cursed breakfast . . . until I saw the address of her magazine. Right the heck in town. I tapped on my phone and switched to a map. She was less than four blocks away if she was there. I didn’t even remember getting on the elevator.


Chapter Six

Tristan

She made a bee-line, like most people did, to check out the view from the long window in my office. 

I wasn’t checking out the view. At least, not the one from my window. It’s not like mortal men could help it. I was just glad she wasn’t wearing those jeans of hers. The way she was dressed that day, staring out my window, it reminded me of my parents’ favorite old movies. She had her blond hair pulled straight back and tied, a plain white blouse cinched by a shiny black belt right at her waist, leading perfectly down to a black pencil skirt and black heels. A perfect hourglass modified into slightly sharper, almost severe lines that did the exact opposite of hiding her femininity.

My conscious brain knew full well she was Drake’s now. I had tried to be happy for them, and I kinda sorta was. Kinda. As a businessman, I pride myself on having a mixture of realism and humanity that works for the young men and women I represent and makes me feel more than halfway decent about myself, for the most part. That’s not to say I got here the easy way. I’d done things I wasn’t all that proud of, and that included how I handled my relationship with Peyton.

Which gets me to the caveman part of my brain. I wouldn’t let it actually send up real, coherent thoughts because I knew they’d involve hitting Drake upside the cranium with a knobby club. If I let those thoughts modernize themselves, I’d end up spending what few moments I had each day in fantasy land constructing murder mystery plots barely fit to achieve pulp fiction status. The caveman part still wanted Peyton. And as far as the caveman was concerned, if that meant emptying a cement mixer over the corpse of my friend and top client, small price to pay.

I’m not a psychoanalyst, but I’m pretty sure what all that means is I, me, the whole ball of id, ego, and superego, still wanted her on some level. 

“Shall we?” I gestured toward one of the couches, and as she sat, I took the one across the coffee table from her.

“Lily Morgan is one pissed-off woman,” she started with.

“You think?”

“No, I mean, she has a point.”

I don’t think I completely hid the roll of my eyes, as she paused and looked at me for a moment.

“Look, if there’s one thing women could do to help themselves, it would be to look out for each other a whole lot more than they do, just like men do,” she stated.

“You can’t seriously think men don’t kick the trash out of each other all the time. We live for that stuff.”

“Yes, but once you’ve settled into some kind of pecking order, or at least drawn up your battle lines, you tend to go for it and let the chips fall. It’s like that old cartoon my brothers used to watch with the sheepdog and the wolf. As soon as the whistle blows for the end of their shift, they stop trying to kill one another and go have a beer together.”

I chuckled. “I love that cartoon.”

“Of course you do. Well, for women, especially ones who didn’t have a bunch of lunkhead brothers, it’s like a joke with no punch line. They’re sitting there watching and going ‘What just happened?’”

I laughed as Peyton continued.

“But the flip side is the good ol’ boys club. And that’s what I mean by her having a point. I’m sure men all over the country are thinking, ‘If she can’t hack it in the tunnel, what’s she doing there?’ And I’m telling you, women all over the country are reading this article and nodding, knowing exactly what happened when they muscled her to the back.”

“Okay, I’ll buy that,” I said.

“There’s more,” she added.

This time, I really did roll my eyes.

“Not like that. I’m done with the man v. woman lesson.” She leaned back and crossed her legs, which made me force myself to keep my eyes off her perfect calves, sculpted by four years of women’s NCAA soccer. I’d spent the night with Peyton once, before she and Drake got together, and dang, I’d never forget her legs.

Focus, Tristan, I reminded myself.

Peyton continued, “There’s something more going on here. I guarantee you this Morgan woman is pissed off for reasons beyond what’s written in her article.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“Call it intuition.”

“Okay, I’m not even going to try to argue with that. I’m just wondering how it even ran.”

“What do you mean?” She wasn’t challenging me, only curious.

“Well, sports journalism has its politics, too. We barter access, just like the teams do. Heck, sports franchises own a heck of a lot of radio stations that not only employ their own talent, but give every writer who wants to make a name for themselves an avenue to reach more readers. It’s not like they aren’t willing to go for the jugular, but they usually wait for a real smoking gun. They’ll kill each other for a scoop so they can fire the first bullet, but only on something big enough that everyone else is going to dig the hole and bury the body.”

She thought about that. “You’re right. You would have thought her editor would have reined her in.”

“Unless?” I prodded.

“Unless they’re making a move with her. She’s a blasted good writer. She’s also beautiful and has a good voice, good camera presence.”

“I hadn’t noticed.” I was actually being serious, but Peyton must have read it as my droll bit.

“Riiiight.” She rolled her eyes and smiled in a way that made my stomach flip the same way it had when we first met at the hockey arena. “She’s been making a name for herself, but I’d be willing to bet they’re grooming her for the big time. She needs some scalps on the wall, and Starr is going to be her first. And Goodness, with her poison pen, and tongue, well, I hate to contradict everything I said before about women looking out for each other, but she’s, well, a—” Peyton paused.

“Pit viper?” I interjected.

“That’s not bad,” she admitted.

“Harpy?”

“Yes. That’s it.”

“Shrew?” I couldn’t resist.

She looked around for something to throw at me, so I raised my hands. “Just kidding.”

“So, I want to help Parker out whether he signs with us or not,” I informed her.

“Give him a taste of what we can offer?” she asked.

“Exactly.”

“Well, I don’t see there’s much we can do with the magazine. I think we have to keep our eyes on Lily Morgan, but I have a feeling she’d sniff right through any contact we attempt to make,” she stated.

“Tongue flicking, fangs dripping?” 

She stared at me, teasing. 

I smiled, and then she smiled too and looked down, and I think she even blushed a bit. That last part was probably my imagination, but there went my stomach again, this time right under my heart, pushing the wounded organ up into my throat. I needed to stop cracking jokes. “Go on.”

“I think young Parker needs to learn the facts of life. You could lay down the law to him,” she suggested.

I looked at her. She was serious. I had to remind myself she was brand new at this whole business. “I get your point, Peyton, but we want to represent him, not act like lawyers saving some criminal from himself or a drill sergeant breaking recruits down before building them up. This kid’s been broken down and built up, now he’s ready for the pros. He’s got enough blows to his confidence coming up as a rookie in the NFL to need an agent that does anything but boost it. You know, we need more than one superstar if we’re going to take this agency to the top and stay there.”

She looked down, and I saw her shoulders start to hunch. She must have thought I was accusing her of trying to protect Drake’s turf. Maybe I was, if only accidentally. 

“Don’t get me wrong. Your instinct is spot on,” I reassured her. “We have to take control, and we will. He’s a kid, he needs us, but we are agents. It’s not our job to tell him to stop partying, stop doing stupid stuff, lecture him. He’s got to be himself, and whatever he does to be ‘the best’ has to be his own idea. We might have to crassly manipulate him to come up with those ideas, that’s all.” I smiled again, and then we both laughed.

“I feel like an idiot,” she told me.

“Why?”

“Because I played enough sports, watched enough athletes my whole life, what you just said is so obvious.”

“Goodness, I hope not. It took me years to figure this trash out.”

She giggled again, and I’d had enough of being alone in a room with her for one day.

“So, we’ll figure it out. He’s going to be here this afternoon. You’re helping with the red carpet treatment, right?”

“Scenario 1D, right?”

“Right.” We stood, and I went to open the door for her.

As I did, she stopped in front of me. She was in the perfect position for me to have put my free arm around her waist and pulled her in for a k—

“Tristan,” she said.

“Yes?”

“You really are amazing. I’m lucky to have you as a mentor.”

I glanced toward Amy at her desk who was typing away at something.

“We’re the lucky ones. I’ll see you when Parker gets here.”

“See you then,” she agreed.

I hurried to my desk before I had to see her walking away, and began to bury myself in work.


Chapter Seven

Lily

Our magazine’s offices were housed in those of our parent company — a media conglomerate which, like all the others, was still trying to figure out how to gather the right kind of material and deliver it in all the different possible ways they could. If I had my way, it would be me, a keyboard, and a press pass. But the dreams I had of being a gonzo journalist growing up were replaced by an understanding as I watched some of my favorite writers either get crushed by social media or succumb to it. We were all free agents now, responsible for a relationship with our own fan base, something that, in the not so recent old days, would have been considered completely unethical. 

I knew how to work it. Discuss the philosophy of ethics all you want, what mattered was eyeballs, especially those that kept coming back. If they came back to my words, on an actual paper page or a screen, or on VR goggles for all I cared, that was fine. But a pretty face often trumped good writing. I wasn’t going to apologize for being born with a pretty face, because women in this business have a shorter window than men. It did mean, though, that I needed to retreat to my office occasionally. My male co-workers could be brutal.

Still, it was a mistake to get isolated. The whole point of the open office craze was collaboration, team, no place to hide and get complacent. I could agree with that to a point, which is why the morning my article hit, I made sure to get out in the open floor. Anyone who worked in the building could come and go, picking a work station, finding one of several roughly circular spaces with chairs facing each other over a few scattered low tables, getting their jobs done either with noise-canceling headphones or by barking questions and answers to each other as they fact-checked and raced deadlines.

That morning it was my turn in the crosshairs. One of the young, good looking men in the office who hadn’t had a chance yet to let his sides spread into the usual pillowy rolls, took the first shot.

“Hey, double-u squared! Why didn’t you use your golden lasso of truth on Starr?” he called to me.

I got the Wonder Woman reference. “Don’t you remember? You asked to borrow my lasso to tie up your girlfriend and ask if she’d been the one who trashed your article last week on the message boards. And rightly so, might I add.”

He laughed, but his cheeks were glowing, and he didn’t try again. When dealing with an insecure straight male, the ego card works every time. The trash talk game is a thousand times more challenging amongst women. I’m not saying it’s because we’re smarter, though I’d be happy to get into that debate. For us, it’s operating on about four hundred emotional levels at once, and half of them risk going overboard, creating hurt feelings that can’t be solved by handing them a beer, which often ends with creating enemies. I made a mental note to have a six-pack sent to this guy’s desk. He did call me Wonder Woman, after all.

“Honey, more power to you, but you could have given us some warning. We might have had time to get some talking points out!” It came from Dolores’s shrill voice.

The fake, squawking laughter that followed hurt my ears, even as I joined in. Dolores had come over with three female coworkers … the office’s wannabe queen bee with that week’s trio of sycophantic suck-ups trailing behind her.

 I kept the full-teeth smile stretched across my face, just like hers. “Oh, Dolores, you haven’t gotten so slow you need a memo yet, right?”

We all squawked again, and I watched as all of the men in the office spread further away from us, some basic instinct not telling them why, but telling them just to go.

“Definitely not so slow I’d let a bunch of sweaty walruses block me out of my interview, Lily!” Dolores fired back.

I kept my teeth showing and added an oh stop flop of my wrist, as her friends kept laughing and tossing nervous looks at each other. “Oh, it’s lucky you weren’t there, sweetie—they’d have tried to mate with one of their own!”

The pitch of her friends’ laughter hit fire alarm status, and I saw the corner of her mouth twitch at my jab while she winced at their noise. She actually raised a hand to shut them up. It was like a movie. They reduced to a titter on command as Dolores raised the white flag. “Well, good job, honey. I almost wish I’d have written it myself.”

I almost let her escape, but followed up with, “Thanks, Dolores. If you’d have written it, people might be talking reasonably instead of acting like I nuked the Eastern seaboard.”

She put a gentle hand on my forearm then, and it was the first sincere moment I think I’d ever seen from the woman. “I mean it, Lily. I was jealous when I read it. It’s impressive writing. You okay?”

“I’m fine, now, thanks.”

We smiled at each other, claws retracted, and they wandered off. A familiar voice behind me said cheerfully, “Jeez, you’re a jerk.”

“Thank you.” I turned and my friend, Alicia, gave me a hug. She was one of our best photographers. She could go from getting a superb action shot on the field to making a studio portrait of an athlete for one of our in-depth exposés, and the prints would sell like beer during a playoff game.

“Want coffee?” she asked.

“Sure.”

“Hey, intern! Coffee!” she demanded.

I put my hand to my mouth to stifle my amusement. Alicia was almost a foot shorter than me and skinnier than a ballerina, but I swear her voice boomed enough to make laptops rattle and turn sideways all the way across the gigantic room.

A college boy hustled over to us with a pair of cappuccinos and Alicia scoped him out from stem to stern. “Thanks. You’re cute.”

He smiled and blushed a little. Still looking at him, she leaned toward me. “I could spread him on a cracker and eat him.”

I laughed and said to him, “Go away before she tries.”

We watched his little butt hustling away in his jeans.

Alicia pouted. “Too baggy. I want to see more.”

“That’s the style,” I said.

“It’s a stupid style. So, that was a heck of an article.” 

“Yeah.”

“You know what I think?” she asked.

“Don’t keep me in suspense.” 

“You need to come out with me more. We used to blow off steam together. What happened to that?”

“Oh, you know,” I muttered.

“Right, your five-year plan. But it’s not going to work if you burn out.”

“I know. I take my time off. Just not so much in the clubs and bars.”

“What else is there?” she questioned, sipping her cappuccino.

“Even photographers can read a book every once in a while.”

“No way. Attention deficit disorder isn’t just a male condition. Besides, I’m a visual girl,” she retorted.

“Want to hit a museum together?”

She made snoring sounds. I laughed.

“Seriously, Lily, you need to get out.” Her voice dropped to a croak. “Get drunk. Have some fun. Meet some guys.”

“After that article, does it seem that’s what I’m interested in doing?”

“Yes,” she stated matter-of-factly.

I gave her a wincing, squinty look.

“Ha, I knew it. How long has it been since you went out? Since George, right?”

“No comment.”

“Jeez, Lily, that’s what, a whole year?”

“Look, I don’t care about being a monk for awhile. I’m a journalist, like my dad was, and right now the only thing I’m thinking about is my career. It’s important to me,” I reminded her.

“Look, your dad was a giant. I get it. Incredible, I still read his old stuff, and I hate reading. Four Pulitzers? Nobody does that. Those are some shoes to fill, Lil.”

“I’m not trying to compete with him, but there’s nothing wrong with making your parents proud, right?” I asked.

“I’m not saying there is. Just, look, we may not be the same, but I know my work suffers when I let things get out of whack.”

“You think my work’s suffering?”

“Goodness, no. I love that article. It might be the best thing you’ve ever written. Just don’t tell me there’s not something else going on, ‘cause I know you, Lily.”

Just then Parker Starr burst through the outer door, the same intern following behind him. The intern shouted, “You can’t just come in here! Look, I’m going to have to call security. You have to get cleared.” 

“Do what you gotta do,” Parker said over his shoulder.

“Parker?” I said.

He stared at me. I walked over to him. In my heels, I was still a few inches shorter, but I did my best to stare him right in the eyes and I didn’t back down.

“It’s okay, uh—” I directed toward the intern.

“Jeff.” He reminded me of his name, for the gazillionth time.

“Jeff, thanks, I’ve got it handled.”

“Oh, do you?” Parker questioned with a condescending tone.

I gave him my best Oh, big man trying to intimidate a lady look, and he closed his mouth and folded his arms.

“Follow.” I pointed at the ground behind me, acting a lot more pissed than I really was, as though he’d violated the inner sanctum of our secret society, and I strode away toward my office, four-inch stilettos not slowing me down. I got to the hallway and told the security guard at the desk, “He’s with me.”

We got into my office.

“What the heck was—” he started.

“Would you mind closing the door?”

“I’m not going to be here long enough for it to matter.”

I stared at him. He glared back at me and balled his fists. I didn’t take a step back, though part of me wanted to. Instead, I lifted my chin, as though daring him to try.

He turned and closed the door with a slight click, then returned to his question.

“Why in the hell—”

I cut him off.

“Come, sit,” I commanded.

I went over to one of the couches in my office and sat. He looked like the top of his head might fly off with a jet of steam shooting straight up underneath. Then he walked over and sat opposite me.

“I—”

“Want something to drink?” I asked.

He took a deep breath, then it was like everything let out at once, and he fell back into the couch and laughed. “Are you trying to drive me crazy?”

I smiled my best innocent smile at him, and he looked into my eyes and grinned at me. Whatever effect I thought I might have been trying to make on him was nothing compared to what I felt at that moment. It was Parker. He wasn’t the same boy I’d interviewed years before, the one I’d fallen for. He was a man now, but it was still Parker.


Chapter Eight

Parker

Seeing her, this close, no lights or reporters blocking my view, it was the first time I’d seen her since I was a freshman. 

It fried my circuits. I’d learned early on in college that when something throws you for a loop, cover it up with cockiness, not confidence.

It was a lesson I had to fall back on, standing there in Lily’s office, a bunch of people from her world staring at me. I was feeling like turning some tables into kindling, and she walked up. I reverted to the same survival instincts that had gotten me to the level of being a first round lock for the NFL draft. Everyone called it cockiness, but I still like to think of it as just having a darn sense of humor.

That doesn’t mean I wasn’t still pissed off. I was . . . until she kept interrupting me and smiling at me, and at that point, as the anger left, I realized what it was all along. I still had a thing for Lily Morgan and instead of arguing with her, I wanted to be in front of her, on my knees, putting my arms around her and kissing her as she sat there on that couch. But like I said, cockiness is a shield. I wasn’t feeling that confident.

“No, I’m not trying to drive you crazy. Well, maybe a little. Is it working?” she asked with a smile that I wasn’t sure was real, or a ploy to defuse the situation.

“Look, I don’t understand why you didn’t even give me a chance to talk with you.”

“We’re talking now,” she declared.

“It’s a little late for that now,” I explained.

“Why?”

“Because you– I–, the article. Goodness!” I rambled.

She laughed. It got to me. 

I pulled in a deep breath and settled my gaze on hers. “You know I never forgot you,” I said quietly. 

That shut her up. “In the tunnel, I– it sure seemed like you had.”

“I couldn’t even see you. And, I mean, your voice—”

“What about my voice?”

I laughed, “Well, the last time I heard a tone like that, it was after my brother and me lit my mattress on fire and nearly burned down the house. My mom used that tone of voice.”

“You lit your mattress on fire?” she asked in disbelief.

“He dared me.” 

“Oh, that explains it.” She smirked.

“After reading your article this morning, I know how the mattress felt. We barely got that thing outside in time. It burst into flames and sent black smoke up over the whole neighborhood.”

She laughed. “So, you really couldn’t see me in the tunnel?” 

“No. The lights were in my eyes just right. I couldn’t see half the people standing there.”

She seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Well, look, I’m sorry. I can’t really retract it at this point, but I can make you a deal.”

“What kind of deal?” I raised an eyebrow.

“If you really aren’t like all those other jerks I’ve run into since I started this career. If you aren’t just some bad boy who’s getting set to flame out, heading straight toward headlines that will scream about drugs and women, maybe even jail or worse. If you are, in fact, a good guy, then prove it. If you can, give me a chance to write about it. I’ll write a real apology and set the world straight.”

“Why do you care?” I asked.

She stopped for a second, and I saw that girl who’d interviewed me in my dorm room. With a soft smile, she responded, “Because I never forgot you, either.”

Right then, if someone would have held up a magazine called Parker’s Messed Up Brain and flipped the pages, it would have gone right through images in high school of me and Jason laughing, then suddenly his funeral, then Lily interviewing me, and right to one of our senior linebackers on our college team slamming into me, the first time I’d ever really been hit hard in my life. It would have flashed through the years of sweat and girls I never really got to know, just to come full circle back to the present with Lily sitting across from me.

She was studying me, and I guess whatever was going on inside was right there on my face because she looked concerned. I didn’t know what to say and the walls I was used to hiding behind immediately went up. I pushed back on the memories of opening up to Lily during that interview those years ago. I hadn’t done that with anyone since. That’s what had kept me focused on football. I didn’t need to change that now.

“I’ve got a meeting at Thorne Enterprises,” I declared in a very business-like tone.

She nodded and stood from her seat across from me, went to her desk, and brought back her business card. “Look, don’t worry about any deal with me. You’ve got enough on your plate. You be careful with those sharks, okay? Just…call me if need anything.”

I took the card and then she surprised me again. She hugged me. I wrapped my arms around her and felt her perfect body, how soft she was. I was about to try to breathe in her hair when I realized I had to let go. I didn’t even trust myself to look in her eyes again, so I turned around and got out of there before making an even bigger idiot of myself.

* * * * *

I still had a couple of hours to kill. I spent them walking. I wished I could have been somewhere, maybe a thousand years before, in the middle of the kind of woods that don’t really exist anymore, just me and the quiet. 

So I walked through the city streets, not a clue where I was going. I let myself get nice and deep into feeling sorry for myself, not something I’ve ever done before. Instead of being happy that I was about to be rich, on my own, with no help from Daddy’s bank account, I kept thinking money wasn’t all that big a deal in the real picture. It never made Jason happy, and it sure wasn’t bringing him back.

Snap out of it, Parker, I told myself. I had no reasons to be unhappy.

A phenomenally well-tuned wolf whistle brought me out of my self-scolding. A group of college-aged girls outside of a boutique were pushing a rack of clothes from the ramp of a delivery truck into the front doors. The sound had come from them. They giggled when I looked up.

“Nice whistle!” I acknowledged.

“If you want, I’ll teach you how,” a blonde responded.

She wore a shirt with such a wide neck it fell all the way off one shoulder, showing a tattoo I couldn’t quite make out that trailed under her bra strap and down. I’m not against piercings as a rule or anything, but usually, I don’t go for quite the amount she had working. Nose, lip, and when she’d spoken I could see a stud in her tongue. She made it work.

“Would I have to get my tongue pierced?” I asked.

“Actually, it helps,” she admitted. 

“Do it again,” I demanded with amusement.

She made a cute shape with her lips, and I could see her tongue bend, with the gold stud right in the middle. She whistled again.

I told her what I thought. “Goodness, you’re perfect.”

She stepped back and considered me. “You look like you fell off the cover of a magazine. Do you have any tats?”

“Not yet.”

“Oh, baby, blank canvas,” she purred.

“I’ve got to be somewhere, but I’m not going to be happy if I don’t get to hear that whistle one more time.”

“Give me your phone,” she said, holding her hand out.

I grinned and handed it over.

“I’m Delilah.”

When she said it, her tongue stud flashed, and I laughed. “You sure are. I’m Parker.”

“See you, Parker.”

I don’t even know why I did it — got her number, I mean. Just habit, I guess. Seeing her again certainly could have been a hoot, but the second I walked away, my mind went right back to Lily.

I checked the time. Then I checked the map. I was too far away to make it to Thorne Enterprises on foot without being late, so I flagged down a cab. 

Less than ten minutes later, I was out front of Thorne Enterprises, right on time. A valet opened the door. I reached for my wallet, but the valet just grinned and said to the driver, “We’ve got it.”

The man grunted and pulled away.

I squinted and watched the cabbie pulling away without any cash in hand. I turned a curious eye to the valet. “How’s that work?” I asked.

“They invoice us through email. I spotted the meter and will let accounting know. We’ll tip him twenty percent.”

“Cool. I’m Parker.”

“Nice to meet you, I’m Oscar. If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you up to Tristan’s office.”

“Right behind you.”

When I walked into the lobby a pair of gorgeous girls behind a huge, curved desk near the entrance smiled at me. Before I could even say “hi,” I noticed a projection taking up an entire wall down near the elevators. It was a highlight reel of me. There was a commentator superimposed on the screen, talking about me.

“In Parker’s first year after red-shirting, he set an all SEC record for receptions exceeding twenty yards, and most of those yards were gained after the catch.”

The screen showed a collage of me in four equal panels, making catches and pulling four different moves on the closing tacklers. I remembered every single play and stood there watching as the elevator doors opened. I was about to ask Oscar to hold on. I wanted to see the rest of it. Then I noticed it was also playing on a screen inside the elevator, synched in perfect time, so all we had to do was step in and keep watching.

“Even more impressive, his quarterback that year went undrafted, and the offensive line consisted of two freshmen and two sophomores. It was a rebuilding year. Here’s what his head coach had to say.”

Coach’s face came up on the screen. “Parker was more than a surprise. It wasn’t that we didn’t know he was special—after all, we gave him a full ride. But when we put him on the field the first time, I’ll never forget the way the other coaches and I looked at each other. Some of our seniors, too. Now, I have a reputation. I look out for my players, but that doesn’t mean I tell anything other than the truth. NFL teams know that. And I am telling you, when you think of Parker Starr, there’s only one word you’ve got to understand: quality.”

I think my jaw was nearly on the floor by this point. The most Coach had ever said to me was, “Good job, Parker.” And that’s when he wasn’t chewing my rear out.

When the elevator doors opened again, there was another projection screen, still in sync.

Tristan Thorne was standing there. He grinned, shook my hand, and said quietly, “Parker, this just came out of the editing room. I haven’t seen the final cut either. Let’s watch in the conference room.”

I walked with him down the hall. He opened the door, and we stepped into a room with a very cool circular table, hollow in the middle, with a bunch of panels that seemed to grow inward from the outside ring. People had these panels pulled out so they could work and eat and watch the projection that was playing on both of the end walls. A couple of people looked up and started to greet me, but the others shushed them and bounced French fries right off their heads. It made me laugh.

We sat at one of the ends, people smiling and nodding at me, giving me thumbs up, but just as interested in the video about my college career. I was shocked when, at the end, they’d even managed to get footage of me and Grogan bench pressing together at the combines.

When it was done, the room applauded.

Tristan stood up, grinning at the room. “Good job, everyone. Parker, should we agree to work together, this our team. We all have clients, but we also watch each other’s backs and help out whenever one of the firm’s clients needs anything.”

Then he waved an arm wide, holding an open hand toward me. “Parker Starr.”

I stood, feeling like I should say something. “I sure didn’t expect something like that video. Thank you.” And because I felt like I needed to add something, I said, “It would be great to work with you.”

I was wondering what was about to come next, but Tristan didn’t let it get awkward. “Alright, back to work.”

Most of the people gave me a smile as they left. A few stayed where they were, inside that weird, cool table, with sections that I could now see actually folded out from beneath the middle, and seemed to be made of enough layers to keep folding, in any direction the group wanted. Not that I’d say it out loud, but it made me feel like a kid looking at some kind of wooden puzzle toy. I wanted to play with the thing.

“Parker, that video is yours, whether we come to any kind of agreement or not. If you decide to work with another firm, take it with you, and we’ll be happy to sign off on it. They can use it.”

I laughed. “Thanks, I noticed your logo on the screen the whole time.”

“Well, it is translucent. Subtle, don’t you think?”

I grinned because he was. I followed him farther across the room until we reached a desk where a knockout brunette stood to greet us.

“This is Amy Nolan,” Tristan said. “She’s well, indispensable.” 

“Nice to meet you, Amy. If I sign with Thorne Enterprises, are you going to be my agent?”

She smiled and let out a chuckle. “Well, no, I’m Tristan’s PA.”

“Oh, I get it. Well, I mean this as a compliment when I say that’s too bad.” I gave her a little wink to let her know I was joking, and she just smiled bigger, maybe even blushed, but I didn’t try to lay it on any thicker. Tristan’s jaw tightened and I couldn’t really get a read on what it meant. I wasn’t sure if he might have been annoyed with the flirting or if he just wanted to get on with business. He sure wasn’t trying to lay on the kind of charm I was used to getting from all kinds of people who wanted a piece of me. I respected that, but I also wondered if maybe there was something more going on between him and the pretty brunette. None of my business, but I cut the garbage just in case.

“Parker, you hungry?” he asked.

“You know, after leaving the Sports Digest offices this morning, I never even thought about eating. I’m starved.”

He cocked his head a notch and looked at me with an unchanging expression. “You went to their offices?”

“Sure did. Sat down with Lily Morgan and gave her a piece of my mind.”

He had a good poker face. Even at college I had enough PR people in my grill all the time to know when I had done something to set them walking around like someone slid an unexpected pole up their rear. As unpleasant a visual as that is, it’s how they’d walk around if someone snapped a photo of me coming out of a frat house at two a.m…or a sorority for that matter. Then they’d start in with the, “We’re not in a position to tell you how to live your life, but…”

It always made me think they stayed up at nights wishing they were in exactly that kind of position. As though their perfect athlete had a slot in the back of their skull where they could insert a hand and move our mouths for us, and maybe even put in the ideas and decisions they’d pre-approved and sanitized for public consumption. I was always tempted to act just as freaked out as they’d get sometimes, and demand they come do some suicide sprints on the field with us before acting like they knew what made up the right kind of football player.

That’s why I was even more impressed as Tristan gave me a smile that had nothing but respect in it. I could see he was thinking, but he wasn’t freaking out.

“Amy—” he turned to his PA and didn’t have to say another word.

“I’ll have them send something right up,” she assured him immediately

“Thanks.”

We walked back down the hall, through another room that was filled with people on phones and typing at their keyboards.

“We call it the bullpen. Staff here supports the agents. Anytime anyone isn’t available directly, the call goes to their PA. If the PA is also unavailable, it comes in here. Every person in here is qualified and keeps up on the important things going on with our clients. They all have a calendar of events and any other dates of note that could in any way be important, right down to dry cleaning schedules if that’s the kind of assistance you want,” Tristan explained.

“Really?”

“Yes. Some of our clients prefer to handle that kind of stuff themselves, especially after a couple of years in the pros. Others just let us do it. Some services do come at a cost, but because we handle a large enough volume, in some areas we can even save you money compared to contracting directly. It depends a bit on which city you end up in, and where you keep your homes. But when it comes to cleaning services, drivers, personal secretary kind of stuff, just about anything that allows you to keep your life as simple and focused, or as busy and packed as you choose, we make a point of finding the best and getting you the best price. We don’t make any profit on those kinds of services, but you do have to pay costs.”

I glanced at him. It was smooth the way he went from talking in terms of might and would, to “you do.” If I wasn’t already impressed, I might have minded, but I didn’t completely let him get away with it.

“Other agencies do the same, I’m guessing. I’ll learn that when I explore my options, won’t I?”

What he said next surprised me. “Not one of them does the same. Every other agency makes a profit off their menu of services. Some of them are pretty up front about it, others pencil you to death in the contract and through the accounting department. One reason I started Thorne Enterprises was so that athletes could count on simple, straightforward contracts. I’m the lawyer and their agent. I make my money when my clients are at their best. And they’re at their best when they are totally focused and know they have absolute trust.”

“Is there any such thing as absolute trust?” I asked as he opened the door to his office and ushered me in.

I had to admit, he had one heck of a view. We stood there staring out over the city while I waited for his response. “Parker, that’s dang good question. I think anything I could say to answer it would be just words. I’d mean them, and they’d be real, but still just words. Would you like to have a conversation with Drake Mathison?”

“He’d shill for you?” I grinned when I said it and felt relieved when Thorne smiled back.

“You never know with Drake, but yeah, I think he’d have good things to say about me, otherwise I wouldn’t have suggested it. But he’ll be blunt.” He laughed as he finished the sentence. 

So far, I was more than impressed. I knew this must all have been part of his routine, but it was a pretty dang good routine.

Amy appeared in the doorway and announced that our food had arrived. We sat on the couches as the young delivery guy opened up a big brown paper bag and the smell hit me, making my mouth start flooding like a dog who hears the can opener.

“Dang! Barbecue?” I looked at Tristan suspiciously.

“Your wide receiver coach told me. I send him tickets every once in awhile in exchange for completely benign information on potential clients, like, for example, their favorite food. Dig in. It’s the best in the city. They’ve got this tiny little counter that looks like a child’s toy next to a brick oven the size of a building. Never driven by without seeing a line halfway down the block.”

“But we’ve been in here like ten minutes.”

Tristan shrugged and grinned. “I might know a guy.” 

I started eating and must have lost my bearings for a while. Tristan was there on the couch across from me, his jacket somewhere, sleeves rolled up, barbecue sauce all over his hands. Every little tinfoil-wrapped package that came out of the bags held another mound of bliss: pork ribs, chicken, potato salad, garlic bread, brisket with a black peppery crust and dark pink smoke line that went so deep, it almost touched in the middle. There were two kinds of sauce, one spicy, and I couldn’t tell what I liked better. When I finally started coming back to my surroundings I saw sticky barbecue up to my wrist, crusty bits included. I might have been embarrassed except if anything, Tristan was worse. With his mouth full he looked up and called out, “Amy! Help!”

“Coming.” I didn’t even want to look up as she giggled, but I couldn’t help checking out her calves as she handed over a steamy, wet towel to each of us. An actual hand towel. As Tristan and I used most of the square footage of the cloth to clean ourselves, Amy left and came back with a lined trash can. Tristan dumped all the carnage from the table in front of us in first, then we tossed in our towels.

I started to stand to help her carry it out, but she put a surprisingly firm hand on my shoulder and said, “You men talk.”

As she pushed me back down, I grinned up at her. She gave my shoulder a little squeeze. I’m used to that. Since my sophomore year in high school, people have always done that extra little test, like “Is it real, or does he wear his pads around?”

“Thanks,” I said. “That was the best barbecue I’ve ever had. Don’t tell anyone I said that. There’d be a lot of hurt feelings at Loui’s.” I am dead serious when I say one huge deciding factor in choosing my school was that barbecue joint and the same is true for a whole lot of the guys who played there.

“That’s one thing you’ll learn about me, Parker—I keep my clients’ secrets, even if it would be in their interests to leak them,” he assured me.

“For example?”

“Well, hang on.” He pulled out his phone, set it to speaker, and made a call. He set it on the table, and I could hear it ringing.

“Yo, I’m working out,” the voice on the other end announced.

“Sorry, Drake, I’ve got Parker here,” Tristan stated.

“Starr, that you?” Drake asked.

“Uh, yeah.” There are not many people that can actually make me nervous. That is deliberate on my part, the whole confident and cocky line I’d been straddling since that first week in college. But I wasn’t prepared to be on the phone with Drake Mathison.

“Nice catch and run kid,” Drake said to me.

I knew the play he was talking about. “Thanks. You too.”

He laughed. “Oh yeah? Which one?”

I actually panicked and looked up at Tristan, but Drake continued, “Just messin’ with you. Thanks, kid. So, why am I being interrupted when I should be lifting?”

Tristan broke in. “Drake, I’m trying to brag about myself a bit—”

“Oh, shoot, not your ‘presentation,’” he grumbled.

“It’s gotten better. Ask the kid, am I showing you charts, laying it on thick, right?” Tristan petitioned.

I grinned and said, “Welllll…”

“Idiot, Parker, run while you can,” Drake said.

Tristan looked like some kind of abused, yet infinitely patient, dorm assistant dealing with a bunch of freshmen after their first party away from home.

“Does he have that Saint-Tristan-the-Long-Suffering look on his face?” Drake asked me.

I lost it. Laughing hard and letting it out along with the last bit of nervousness I’d been feeling that day, I said, “Definitely.”

“Good. Okay, Tristan, what is it? I really gotta get back to my set,” Drake told him.

“I just want to tell him about your sneaker drives,” Tristan declared.

There was silence, then Drake asked, “Why?”

“Because I managed to brag that I keep my clients’ secrets even when it’s not in their best interests, at least not when it comes to image, contracts, expanding their charity. And since this is a secret—”

“I get it, I get it,” Drake moaned. There was another pause. “Kid, you’re going to keep it to yourself, right?”

“Yes, Drake, definitely,” I assured him.

“You signed yet?” Drake asked.

“Uh, not yet.”

“So, even if you go somewhere else, this doesn’t leave Tristan’s office, got it?” Drake demanded. 

“Got it,” I agreed. 

“Fine, Thorne. Go ahead and tell him. Take it easy, Parker. See you.”

“Thanks, Drake.” He’d already hung up.

Tristan waited until I looked up. “You’ve seen those pictures of Drake handing out shoes, right?”

“Uh, I think, yeah. Usually a bunch of kids around.”

“Well, what you don’t know, what he won’t let us talk about with anyone, in spite of my urging and his fiancée’s, is that when Drake is hanging out with all those kids and goofing off, there’s more to it than just that. He’s paying a whole staff of phenomenal people — child psychologists, people who spent years in social services working with the young, nutritionists — they attract kids from the poorest neighborhoods and whenever they find one in real need, showing any signs of just needing that extra hand in the family to keep from falling through the cracks, Drake makes sure they get whatever help they need. Whether it’s food, help with transportation, maybe even relocating to a place where they won’t get evicted, or worse.”

“Wait, what?” It wasn’t that I wasn’t listening, well, I guess it was, but I was still enjoying the fact I had just gotten off the phone with Drake Mathison. 

Tristan waited as I replayed what he’d said in my mind. Then I looked at him. “That must cost him, what?”

“Over a million dollars last year. His staff works full time. If he let us run one single advertisement, we could raise enough money for the charity and he wouldn’t need to pay even a tenth of the overheads from his own pocket. Considering all he’s done to get it off the ground, it would be more than fair.”

“Why won’t he advertise?” I asked.

“Well, I believe part of it is that it’s personal for him. He doesn’t want kids to think someday he’s doing it for the attention. But what he told me is also very true. If word gets out he’s doing more than giving away a bunch of shoes, then some people who don’t really need the help will try to take advantage. It’d make the jobs of all those people doing such great work much more difficult.”

I had to process it. I knew professional athletes, almost all of them, gave back. Whether they were working off relatively small salaries compared to the superstars or had hit it big with tens of millions of dollars of guaranteed money coming in, most gave either time or money, or both. College teams even offered lectures for their players who were going into the draft about how to pick the right kind of charity, how not to get taken advantage of, but it was all something I’d kind of filed away for later.

“How long’s he been doing this?” I asked.

“He started his rookie year, but then it was just giveaways. He hasn’t told me the details, and I haven’t asked, but I think he saw a kid who was hungry at one of the first ones and it went from there.”

Mathison’s rookie contract was big, no doubt, but he hadn’t signed the monster deal until just this year when it made the headlines he was staying with his team long term. 

“You’ve got that look I’ve seen before,” Tristan proclaimed.

“What’s that?”

“Like someone who just realized it’s time to start thinking about the big picture.”

“I guess that’s true,” I admitted.

“You know what Drake did?”

“What’s that?”

“I had just started out on my own after a few years at 360. I gave him my presentation, the one he never fails to give me trash about, but there must have been something worthwhile in there. He gave me a shot. But he also laid down the law for me. He said he wanted to focus on nothing but football, and he didn’t want to be handled. If he decided to go goof around with a bunch of kids in the park, he didn’t want me telling him to wait for a photographer or call reporters. If any of our PR people had a problem with his image, it was their problem. Look, Parker, Drake’s different from others, but you might have some similarities, too. He had a better sense of what worked for him when it comes to public perception than anyone else. A lot of players don’t have that. They want the coaching, and a little help learning how not to step in a seven-foot pile of trash.”

“I like the idea of being able to focus,” I told him.

“Good. After Drake gave me his directions, in that particular style he has,” Tristan rolled his eyes, “I came up with a plan. It was forty cursed pages long. Then me and my team boiled it all down to a single page, and gave it to Drake.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, for example, you know he’s got a place here in town?” Tristan asked.

“I didn’t.”

“Yeah, he grew up here. He handled all of that. Hands off for us. But his home down near the stadium? We hired the realtor, the designer…we made it so all he had to do was move in and be ten minutes from the team’s facilities. The trick for us was to spend his money so that the home was ideal for him, but would also be a smart investment. Some players know exactly what they want in their home, right down to the brands of furniture, and how they’re going to build out their entertainment center, from the speakers to the acoustic wall covering, to the square inch. Drake wanted all that, so when his teammates came over they’d have a blast, but he didn’t spend a second figuring it out. Our designer did it all. And if he sold the place right now, along with everything in it, his profit would definitely exceed what he would have earned from a savings account.”

“And this is the kind of service you were talking about before, that others charge for, but which you only pass on cost?” I asked.

“Yes. We make our money on your contract. That means we negotiate all of your deals as a player, which is basically just your team contract and your endorsements. It’s a lot of work, but we’re good at it. The rest? Help with PR, keeping all the nagging details off your plate when it comes to the daily trash that piles up, everything we can do to make your life simple, straightforward, and cost effective, so you know you have your back covered while you go play a sport that requires everything you can give…all that is what we consider protecting and maximizing our investment.”

“But I heard Drake almost dumped you guys before he signed his big contract,” I said.

“That’s true.”

“Why? I mean, why’d he almost dump you, and if you’re saying you put this long term investment into your clients, why didn’t you have him locked up for that negotiation?”

Tristan smiled. “Well, to answer your second question first, Drake’s smart. He wouldn’t let us lock him in beyond his rookie contract. It’s not like I wouldn’t have wanted to. I wanted to represent him badly enough that I didn’t try to press too hard on an issue I knew was going to be a non-starter with him. And as to why he almost dumped me, he thought I wasn’t doing my job. He was wrong, but I refused to tell him why.”

“Mind if I ask what you mean? Why?”

He sighed and looked at the ceiling. “I wish I could say for sure. Maybe it was ego. My feelings were hurt. I shouldn’t admit that in this cutthroat business, but there it is. Drake is my friend. The truth, Parker, is I think we were both half nuts.”

He took a breath like he was going to say more, but then stopped and smiled, and just shrugged. I liked it. I don’t know why. Maybe I should have pressed for more, or been worried about an agent who—even if he admitted it—let his emotions and ego get in the way of business. My job was going to be emotional, it had to be. Maybe I should have been looking for someone who knew how to check that at the door so I could rely on him to keep a clear head when I most needed it, but that wasn’t what I was feeling at the moment.

“So, do you have a proposal for me?” I pressed.

“Standard industry percentage for our commission plus actual costs invoiced for services you select. We give you a one page letter of intent to examine, and the full contract is twenty pages. It’s the shortest, by far, of any agency’s in the business. The appendices are where it gets longer, but not much. They contain the last five years of average costs for services, the names of the providers we use depending on your residences, and there’s one other thing,” he added.

“I figured.”

“Anyone that signs with us who is younger than twenty-five, we insist you take at least 20% of your income to one of fifty financial advisors in the US with instruction to invest with maximum security for your retirement years.”

“Harass that,” I announced.

He didn’t even blink. Actually, he smiled. “That’s just what Drake said. And yes, I do have his permission to tell my prospective clients.”

“I don’t need to be babysat,” I argued.

“I know. And I would feel the same way in your shoes. But I started my business because I knew I could do a better job taking care of my clients’ interests than the others. Actually, several of the other top agents in the business have a very similar clause, except they have a shorter list of financial advisors. Some of them have in-house financial advisors. That’s too chummy, in my book.”

“Hey, I’m going to invest more than that anyway. I’m not going to be one of those guys who’s broke in their early thirties and wondering what to do with the rest of their lives.”

“Not if you’re my client you’re not. Look, I’m glad to hear it, but I’ve been doing this for a while now, Parker. I’ve seen too many athletes receive bad advice. What seems secure, even to some experts, ends up having a hidden risk they never see coming. That’s just life. But the best advisors know how to spread the wealth, literally. So, if there’s a market crash or large fluctuation in interest rates and inflation, runs on banks, the whole ball of wax we thought used to only happen in the old days, you’re protected. I don’t think you want to go get a graduate degree in economics and international finance just to be able to speak the language. Heck, I’m a lawyer and a businessman, and I use one of the advisors on that list for twenty percent of my income, too.”

“Which one?” I questioned.

“I’ll tell you if you really want, but I’d prefer not to. The whole list was compiled based on industry performance, independent ratings agencies, reports in top business publications, and more direct, personal references than I can remember. Which reminds me, you’ve heard of the big bash we throw every year, right?”

“Uh, no. Maybe. I think I saw some pictures.”

His expression fell slightly. 

“It’s only become the biggest party of the year outside of televised events. Instead of scattering a lot of promotions throughout the year, we do one major event. Four years ago, it was just clients, some main sponsors, and journalists. Now, it’s got all the top sports media, a ton of entertainment press. A-listers from Hollywood, top pop stars—I mean the ones not performing would pay to just get in—you really haven’t heard of it?” he asked.

“I’m just yanking your chain. Every player in college would give their left nut to go to the Thorne Enterprises party.”

  He smiled. At least he had a sense of humor. “Look, Parker, don’t make up your mind today. I’m not saying I wouldn’t love to sign you right now, but I think picking your agent is even more important than your rookie contract. Look around. I’ll even give you a list of who I think my top competitors are, the ones I know are reputable who at least try to take care of their clients as much as we do.”

“Is Liam Rose on that list?” I wondered how he was going to react to me bringing up his old boss at 360 Sports. Everyone in football knew there was some bad blood between the two.

“No.”

“I hear 360’s turning things around.”

“I’ve heard that, too,” he said in a way that clearly conveyed he didn’t believe it.

“Is your problem with them personal or professional?” 

“Both. Anyone who tells you there’s a difference is lying.”

“That doesn’t sound like a business approach to me,” I said.

Tristan’s expression transformed from thoughtful to grim. It suddenly seemed like his eyes could melt sand. “Parker, you ever hear the phrase, ‘treat man as man?’”

“Uh, maybe.”

“How about ‘business is business?’” he asked.

“Of course.”

“There are too many people in this world who think the latter gives them an excuse not to do the former. Do me a favor, will you?”

“Sure.”

“Think about it. If you’re someone who doesn’t get or doesn’t agree with that philosophy, then I promise you, I don’t have the slightest bit of hard feelings, but you’re not for me, and I’m not for you.”

My stomach knotted a little and something caught in my throat. It shocked me. I’d gone from thinking of myself going through lists of services like a menu, letting people who knew what they were doing taking care of things I didn’t even want to think about, concentrating on cashing my checks and training, practicing, focusing…to being out in the cold, heading off to some room full of suits who were going to smooth talk my rookie rear into something I’d hate for the rest of my life.

“What the heck?” I muttered.

“Excuse me?”

“I want to know what just happened,” I declared.

Tristan pursed his lips and squinted at me like he was guessing my weight. 

“Parker, what I just did was the classic salesman’s takeaway. But the difference between me and a whole lot of others is, I didn’t set you up for it, I really meant every word. I’m a blasted good businessman. One of the best you’ll ever meet. I make hard business decisions without looking back, but business is not business. There are a lot of billionaires on this planet who disagree with me, probably would laugh at me for being naïve. So be it. I started my business to run it my way, based on the experiences I’ve been through and the philosophy I bring to my life. I think it’s the best way, but it’s certainly not the only way.”

I thought for a bit. “Takeaway, huh?”

“That’s what they call it,” he stated.

“You’re right, I’ve got a lot to think about.” I thought I meant it, but as the words came out of my mouth, I regretted them. I was sold. I wanted to sign right then and there. 

He nodded and stood up, extending his hand. I didn’t even want to leave, but what else was I going to do? I got up and shook his hand.

“The party’s next week, Thursday night. Whatever you decide, will you come?”

I thought maybe I should act like I’d have to think about that, too, but whatever I am, I’m not some phony jerk. I didn’t even hesitate. “Hell yes, I’ll be there.”

“Great. Amy will get you an invitation. You’ll need it to get in the door, but hey, so will the Commissioner. Bring a friend if you like.”

“The Commissioner? As in of the NFL?” I said in amazement.

“Of course. Half the owners will be there, too.”

We walked to his door, which he opened. “Amy, would you mind taking Parker down?”

“Not at all,” she said with a smile.

“Parker, it was great meeting you. I’ll see you at the party,” Tristan said.

“Nice meeting you, too, Tristan.”

Amy walked with me to the elevator. “Parker, I’ve emailed you Tristan’s and my contact information along with a link to your video online. It’s already gotten a thousand hits today, by the way.”

“You guys put it up?”

“We figured you wouldn’t mind,” she replied.

“Hell no, that thing looks like a blasted Under Armour ad!”

She laughed, and I couldn’t help noticing how great her laugh was. I made a few flirtatious comments because, I’m a guy, that’s what we do around beautiful women. But it was pretty clear pretty quickly that Amy wasn’t interested in me. And considering the glances I’d caught sight of between her and Tristan, my guess was there was something there. Even if neither of them wanted to admit it. Yet.

 “So, I take it I’d better not be calling socially. Strictly professional?”

She blushed, which was cute. The doors opened, and we walked out before she answered.

“Parker Starr!” a young boy in the lobby cried out.

Amy spoke as the boy ran up to me. “That’s one of our client’s children. She must be meeting with her agent.”

“Can I have your autograph, Park?” the boy asked enthusiastically.

“Sure. Think I can get your mom’s?” I replied.

“Really? You want her autograph?” the boy questioned me.

“You kidding me? Your mom is awesome!” I proclaimed, even though I had no idea who his mom was.

The boy’s chest puffed up, and he put his shoulders back. Amy stepped over to the welcome desk and handed me a Sharpie. She was smiling obviously at me, and then she wouldn’t let go of the pen as I grabbed it. I glanced down and saw her finger pointing to the wall, so I played it smooth and turned a little as I took a step toward the kid, catching a glimpse of the soccer player that must have been his mom. Thankfully, I recognized her from watching the Olympics.

“What’s your name?” I asked the kid.

“Thomas.”

“You play sports, too?”

“Yeah.”

“Let me guess, all of ‘em, right?” I smiled.

“Yeah, but I’m not going to be big enough for football. I’m best at soccer.”

“Like your mom. Me and my buddies went crazy when she got that hat trick in the gold-medal game.”

He nodded. It looked like he grew another inch right there, and I’m not sure he could speak. It felt dang cool.

“Think she’d mind if I signed your shirt?”

“Nope,” he stated proudly.

“Back okay?” I asked.

“Sure.” He turned around and hunched his shoulders over. 

Amy leaned over and watched as I wrote out a personal message and signed my name. She whispered, “Awesome,” as she took the pen back. I guess it was my usual reflex because I was tempted to ask her out that night, and just as quickly saw Lily’s face the way she looked that morning in her office. I blinked and shook my head.

“You okay?” Amy asked.

“Oh, sure, it’s just, actually it’s already been kind of a long day,” I told her.

Thomas was tugging on his shirt and twisting around like he might somehow get a chance to read it. Then, before we could say anything, he just pulled it off, standing shirtless right there in the lobby.

The elevator door dinged behind us and opened. “Thomas, what are you doing?”

“Mom, Mom! Parker Starr just signed my shirt.”

She was shorter than I imagined. I couldn’t help grinning as she came up. It was the truth, what I’d told Thomas about a bunch of us watching her in the Olympics.

“I am a huge fan of yours,” I announced.

“Mom, he said his whole team watched you in the Olympics!”

She smiled. “Thanks. We’re looking forward to watching you on Sundays, huh, Thomas?”

“Oh yeah! Gonna watch you get some touchdowns! Mom, he said he wants your autograph.”

“Oh, Thomas, he’s being nice.”

“You kidding?” I claimed.

Amy already had the Sharpie ready. I reached and passed it over, then turned around and hunched my shoulders just like her boy had. Everyone laughed as I felt the soft tip of the pen looping and scrawling across my back.

“There you go,” she said with a smile in her voice.

“Awesome.” I held my hand up and Thomas high-fived it. “If you ever need tickets, just say the word.”

Amy nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”

We said our goodbyes and then Amy walked me out. 

I asked, “You going to be at the party?”

“Definitely. All hands on deck,” she said.

“Is it any fun for you guys, or all work?”

“I hope it’s fun. I’m sure it will be, but I’ve never gone before.”

As we arrive at the car she had called to take me back to my hotel, I was tempted to ask if she and Tristan had something going on. Even though I only really had Lily on my mind, I was curious, but in the end something told me it would have been way too awkward, so I just grinned. “Thanks, Amy. It was nice meeting you.”

“Nice to meet you, too, Parker. Call me if you need anything.”

I found myself hoping there was a little more meaning there, but she held her hand out and had a tight, professional smile. We shook, and I got in the car and gave the driver the address of my hotel.


Chapter Nine

Amy

I got back in the elevator and fanned myself with my hand. Nobody, not even other men, could deny Parker was movie-hero good looking. Unlike actors, Parker didn’t have to spend two days dehydrating himself, then pumping himself up with fifty pushups and a bunch of arm curls to have a camera ready body. Not to mention having no need for a hair stylist or professional makeup artist and all the lighting effects and post-production stuff they did in Hollywood to make people look better than real life. Parker walked into a room, and everyone in it half expected him to say, “Excuse me a moment,” before ripping off his shirt to reveal brightly colored tights and proceed to fly out the window.

I didn’t know him and had no desire to date him, but I still had to catch my breath. On top of that, the way he behaved with that little boy and his mother was adorable. It wasn’t just how he charmed them, and the perfect personal note he wrote on the boy’s shirt that made both he and his mother feel special, but his quick thinking. Parker Starr was smarter than I’d expected, given what the tabloids had already started saying about him even while he was still in college.

By the time the elevator reached the top, I’d also realized something else. In spite of my vow to stick with total professionalism, my ego had been taking some blows in recent days with Peyton and Tristan spending so much time together. Having a slightly younger man, with Parker’s obvious magnetism, flirt with me had lifted my spirits, probably more than it should have.

I headed back toward my desk and Tristan’s office, thinking I would tell him about the touching scene I’d just witnessed downstairs, when he called out from his desk.

“Amy!”

I walked in, peering at a blank area on the wall behind him and near his desk. I hammed it up, squinting and leaning forward. “What’s the name of that movie where they get into a knife throwing contest at the end?” I asked him, still studying the wall.

“Expendables. Statham and Mickey Rourke,” he said.

“That’s the one. I think we should put up a big wooden target right here, so if I’m busy when you bark out my name like that I can just send a knife flying.”

“Think you can hit the target?” he joked.

“Might miss about two feet low and three to the right,” I said, pointing to his head.

I saw his eye trail down from the imaginary target and over, looking up in the middle of his forehead, cross-eyed. I couldn’t help laughing.

“Can I do something for you?” I asked.

“Reservations for a late lunch. I need to pick Peyton’s brain again about the Parker situation with that reporter. And I want to go over some of the party stuff.”

I just about ground my teeth. “I can do that. But about the party stuff, don’t you want me in on that?”

It had nothing to do with Peyton other than my concern he was looking for any excuse to be with her and starting to let other things slide, including his own emotional well-being. My problem was that I was juggling about four hundred things having to do with the party, and without even having to check, I knew a woman like Peyton would have a thousand ideas she thought would make it better. There’s an old truism about cooks-in-the-kitchen. 

I could see Tristan opening the door for event planning and then the great ideas start pouring out. We’d already had the great ideas. Before she even started, we had the meetings with a ton of brilliant minds in the office who’d been here to see the previous parties. We’d been planning this event as a firm since before I’d even gotten promoted to Tristan’s PA.

He’d listen to her and then start tapping on his phone, and then after her second or third fantastic thought, he’d tell her to write it all down and send it to me. Then I’d be scrambling with designers, decorators, musicians, entertainers, caterers, florists, drivers, valet parkers, travel agents, ice sculptors, other agents, invitation designers, advertisers, sponsors, and probably even politicians, God help me, to accommodate Peyton Worth’s brilliant, creative, last-minute ideas.

“Oh, no, you’ve got more than enough to do. I need you here. We’re just going to kick around some ideas.”

I groaned.

“What?” he asked.

“If you guys try to revise the plans we’ve already put in action for the party, there’s a gift you have to get me!”

“Oh, really? And what is this ‘gift’ I ‘have’ to get you?”

He had the grace to not actually make air quotes with his fingers, but his voice put them there just fine. 

“A gun. So I can shoot myself,” I retorted.

I walked out, leaving him to chuckle and chew on it.

“Don’t forget the reservation,” he called after me.

The only reason I didn’t reach to slam his door was because I knew it was heavy and on a shock absorbing lever. I’d have looked like as big of an idiot as I felt.

* * * * *

Less than an hour later, Peyton stood in front of me. I tried to give her a genuine smile, but if my smile was anywhere near as strained as hers, we’d probably have frightened off any males of the species within sight.

“Hi, Amy. How’s it going?” she asked politely.

“Great. It’s been the best day. Remind me to tell you and Tristan about this sweet little moment I got to see between Parker and one of our client’s kids in the lobby.”

“Oh, can’t you tell me now?”

“You guys are going to be late for your reservation as it is,” I countered.

“What reservation?”

I rolled my eyes. I meant it as a kind of commiseration, but the look on her face made me wonder if she thought I had directed it at her. Goodness. If she was going to be that sensitive, I couldn’t help her out. I decided to just be blunt with her.

“Peyton, please do me one favor.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Remember when Tristan starts getting excited about your ideas, we’ve been planning this party for a year, starting before the last one was even half over.”

“Amy, I’m just here to talk with him about Parker and his PR issues,” she assured me. 

“Right. Just please remember,” I said.

“Uh, sure. Will do.”

I smiled again, and it’s just one of those things I guess when a girl knows she’s already come across as exactly the kind of snippy jerk she was trying not to be. I’m sure my expression looked curt and dismissive. If I were her, I’d probably have wanted to smack it right off my face. If her gritted teeth were any indication, I was right on the mark.

If I were a guy, all I’d have to do is offer to buy her a beer, and all would be just fine. 

Right as she put her hand out for the door, I said, “Pey.”

She paused. I’d never called her that before. It had just slipped out, but I guess it was okay because she just waited.

“Later, or whenever, soon though, can I take you out for a glass of wine. Just to relax. I’ve been, well, it just—”

“A load going on in a brand new job that has you doing the work of about three top professionals?” She turned and smiled. She really was a beautiful woman.

I laughed. “Nail on the head.”

“Sure. Maybe tonight, late, when we get a chance to get out of here?”

“That would be great,” I said.

She smiled, nodded, and went in.

The phone rang. It was from the bullpen. I picked up. “Amy.”

“I’ve got Zack Brighton on the line.”

I sat down. Brighton was a potential top twenty draft pick, like Parker Starr. He had also made a big impression during the combines. The only problem for Zack was that he was a fullback, an absolute battering ram and undeniably gifted athlete. But the NFL had been relegating fullbacks to permanent run blocking duty. Few of them got carries, and even fewer the occasional short pass. They were still extremely valuable in many circumstances, but the reduced utility of the position had come with smaller contracts, and people of Zack’s caliber were often being shifted to linebacker or even tight end. Even then, some people were betting he’d go high in the first round.

“Put him through,” I replied.

“Hello?” the voice sounded confused.

“Mr. Brighton?” I asked.

“Zack.”

“Zack, I’m Amy, Tristan’s personal assistant. He’s in a meeting, but I am sure he’ll pick up for you. Would you like to speak with him?”

“Not yet,” he said, surprising me.

“How can I help you?”

“Well—” I heard him take a breath, then he chuckled. 

I had a moment of inspiration and decided to go with it. “I bet right now you’re wishing there were agents to help you deal with agents.”

He laughed. “Yeah, that’s about right.”

“Look, Tristan’s very easy to talk with. I’m new on the job. His old PA just resigned to spend more time with her kids. But I’ve seen him work with a few potential new clients in your shoes already. There’s no pressure. We’ll answer any question you have. You can pick our brains and go right to some other agency and compare notes. Don’t let anyone rush you.”

“Well, the draft is coming up,” he stated.

“That’s true.”

“Here’s the thing, Amy. I probably shouldn’t say this if I knew the first thing about negotiating, but I’m already a fan of Mr. Th– er, Tristan’s. I’ve read and heard really good things about him. The truth is, I’m already pretty much sold, I just don’t want to, well—”

“Let your enthusiasm make you end up taking a worse deal than you should have worked out?”

He laughed again. “Are you sure you’re new at this?”

“Oh, definitely. But I used to work in contracts, so I know what I’m saying when I say Tristan gives every one of our clients the same exact rate, and all the same clauses. If there is any special treatment, it happens naturally, not in the contracts. I shouldn’t try to explain more, though. Then I’d be getting into agent territory.”

“No, I get it. That makes sense. Like if Drake Mathison gets some star treatment it’s because he’s closed that Nike deal that everyone was talking about last season.”

“Right. Pretty much. But you should really talk with Tristan.”

“Okay. Don’t interrupt him, please. I still want to do a little research, come up with some smart questions. Can you call me back tomorrow and set up a time?” he asked.

“Of course. Do you want me to send you a list of some of the questions I’d ask in your shoes?”

“Would you? That’d be great!” he said.

“No problem.”

I got his email address, and he thanked me like a gentleman. About ten seconds after we hung up, I sent him a nice follow-up with my contact info. Then, I went to Tristan’s door. I heard laughter before I knocked.

“Come in!”

There they were, him at his desk, her sitting across, both grinning ear to ear. I felt like an intruder.

“We were just talking about that time Drake picked up the paparazzo like a sack of flour,” Tristan said.

Peyton giggled, wiping the corner of her eye.

“I never knew he did that,” I said, trying to keep my expression from giving me away.

“Yeah, he realized right as he had him in the air it was a huge mistake, so he, uh, improvised,” Tristan continued.

Peyton chimed in. “He acted like he was doing a waltz with him, so the other photographers started getting pictures of one of their own with a superstar.”

“I remember that photo. That was hilarious. I thought that was on purpose,” I said.

“No, he was about to shake the guy like Tommy Lee Jones did to that Pug in Men in Black!” Tristan started laughing again. 

I giggled. “The man’s feet were about a foot off the ground.”

After the laughter died, Peyton must have picked up on me wanting to tell Tristan something. “Should I meet you downstairs?”

Before I could say anything, Tristan jumped in. “Nonsense. There are no secrets from you in my office.”

Why that suddenly made me angry, I mean really angry, I had no idea. I maintained my poker face which meant Tristan was oblivious, but Peyton must have picked up on it. She gave me a look that could have meant, “Oh, well, I tried,” but at the moment it seemed more like, “Deal with it.”

That’s when the fear kicked in. I had thought I’d gotten a handle on myself. I’d even been proud of my analytical maturity, identifying the problems, separating them, setting my own ego aside, looking out for my boss as best I could, and sticking to work, as a professional. What a laugh.

I was jealous. That’s all there was to it. And if I couldn’t handle it, I’d lose my job. 

“Uh, Amy?” Tristan called to me.

“Oh, right, sorry. Zack Brighton just called. He’s beyond excited about meeting you.”

“Why didn’t you put him through?” He wasn’t chewing me out, he was just excited, as he stood up from his desk.

“I told him you’d want me to, but he asked me to hold off. He wanted to think of some good questions, but he told me he was already a big fan. Honestly, Tristan, I got the impression he’d made up his mind. He as much as said so, he just doesn’t want to let his enthusiasm make him a pushover.”

“Wow. Incredible. Brighton. I was hoping he’d reach out. Something about him made me think I should just hang way back and wait. It’s gotten so late in the game, I thought I was being an idiot.”

“You’ve got great instincts, Tristan,” Peyton said with a proud mama look on her face. “It’s good you trusted them.”

I resisted the urge to stick my finger in my mouth and do the barf pantomime. Then I realized, if Peyton hadn’t said it, I might have.

“Uh, yeah, thanks,” he said. It seemed like he didn’t realize he’d been talking out loud. I thought it was cute, seriously adorable, and wanted to kick myself for it.

Peyton must have been thinking the same thing because she giggled.

I said, “Mr. Brighton asked me to call him back tomorrow and set up a meeting.”

“Fantastic. Soon as possible, before the party. Maybe he’d like to go,” Tristan said enthusiastically.

“Shouldn’t you be thinking about Parker?” Peyton said.

Silence in the office. Peyton seemed to realize as soon as she’d said it, that she shouldn’t have. I couldn’t help but think serves you right!

Tristan looked at her and said in a very gentle voice, “We can walk and chew gum around here, Pey.”

I turned to leave and glanced over. I still couldn’t believe she had actually said that out loud to the man whose name was the firm’s, former girlfriend or not. She looked at me, miserably, and I only hoped my expression didn’t say exactly what was going through my mind—What were you thinking?

Well, part of me hoped I didn’t give away my thoughts. The part I’m not proud of wanted to do a fist pump and an electric slide right out the door and back to my desk.

As I sat down, trying to sort out everything that was going on inside, I decided right then to re-confirm my vow, to keep everything strictly professional from here on out. If that meant cutting back on the fun little banter I’d been enjoying with Tristan, so be it. 

I took a deep breath and got back to work.

Tristan and Peyton came out, and if they even smiled at me, I wouldn’t have known, being so very, very busy at my screen. As the elevator doors closed, I felt myself getting angry again, and then sad again. I had no idea what was wrong with me, but I figured with a little snort that my wine date with Peyton was off, indefinitely.


Chapter Ten

Tristan

I sat there with Peyton, the cavity in my chest sounding like two broken boards whacking together in an empty cellar, or at least feeling like that’s how it should sound, as she spilled her guts about things that had to do with marketing, and sports, and fashion, and social media, and shopping, and fathers and brothers…

We finished lunch, and I was antsy to get back to the office. I read an email Amy had sent, updating me word-for-word on her conversation with Zack. It had been especially hard to pay attention to Peyton because I was just so pumped, and relieved. I really thought I’d screwed that one up. Letting him sit, hanging cold, when he needed an agent. It had been nagging at me more than I’d known until Amy told me about his out-of-the-blue call.

I was also sure we could stick the proverbial fork in Parker Starr. I had him. I wasn’t going to jinx it by saying it out loud or even thinking it too specifically, but I knew he was going to sign. I also knew there was no such thing as a done deal until the ink was dry on the page. Screw ups, especially with our annual party looming, were not only totally unacceptable but more likely to happen during this month than any other time.

Like sports, agenting was about pressure, executing when it was at its highest, and that was about confidence. Peyton needed confidence. Amy needed it. I could tell by my reactions to everything around me that I needed it, too, far more than I’d been realizing lately.

Things had been going well—at least professionally speaking—and that was making me nervous. I was used to having a juicy catastrophe of my own making brewing at all times. Not having one apparent in front of my face made me feel like something was out there lurking, gathering power, ready to be one heck of a doozy.

This was all on my mind as I got back into the office and saw Amy pretending to be too busy to even look up and smile. That wasn’t quite fair. She really was that busy, and I wanted her to be settled enough into her job that she didn’t feel it was necessary to interrupt herself every time I walked by, but I also didn’t want to worry about the various insecurities of the two women in my life.

Wasn’t that a joke? One had dumped me not that many weeks before, and the other was my PA.

“How are the invitations coming?” I asked as I approached her desk.

“Printer’s ready as soon as we give them the final ‘go.’”

“What are we waiting for?”

She looked at me, one eyebrow cocked. I couldn’t help it, it made me smile.

“We’re waiting for the five changes you’re going to make at the last minute.”

I took a breath to protest, but then caught myself. My memory went back to every single party we’d thrown in the past. At least one, and usually more, rounds of invitations had ended up in the recycle bin with people in my office panicking and waking our printer up as he slept peacefully next to his wife in bed. How she knew this, I didn’t have a clue. But the woman was on top of it.

“Fair enough. And we’ve got the system locked in? No invitations to anyone who isn’t important to us. No nepotism going on. Nobody’s favorite nephew and his wannabe Victoria’s Secret model?”

She sighed. 

I waited until she was about to speak so I could interrupt. She opened her mouth and I said, “—then again, if she’s actually got a shot.”

She didn’t actually say it, but mouthed the word “pig.” I saw the little peek of a smile, just barely on the corner of her lips.

“Aha! She hasn’t forgotten how! Ladies and gentlemen, Amy Nolan still remembers how to smile,” I announced to no one, but turned around as though I had a huge audience.

I guessed my timing was off, and my delivery, because her hint of a smile disappeared, and she now looked determined to frown.

“Hey! C’mon,” I said. “This is the busiest time of year, but it’s also going to be the most fun you’ve ever had. You’re going to be there.” 

While she didn’t actually flinch, it at least looked to me like she stiffened. 

I took a step closer to her. “Amy, you’re not thinking of missing it?”

“Well—” she hesitated.

“You can’t be serious.”

“It’s just, like you said, I’ve been working quite a bit more than I ever have. And I’ve always put in the hours, from the day I started in contracts here. I thought it might be the perfect night to just get out of the way and decompress. Besides, I’m not sure that’s my kind of crowd.”

I stared at her. I was stunned for about as many reasons as I have fingers. Then I got mad. Mad like I hadn’t been since all the trash hit the fan with Adrienne leaving, Drake getting a concussion and almost dumping me, falling head over heels for Peyton then having her rip my heart out, and landing on the fact that I hadn’t felt Amy’s lips against mine since that accidental kiss. 

I managed to take two extra breaths before letting it fly. My voice started calmer than I expected, but I’m not sure that didn’t make it worse because she kind of sat back in her seat and her eyes got a little wide.

“Amy, I’m going to pretend we didn’t have this conversation. Do you want to know why? I’ll tell you. There are more things wrong with where your head seems to be than I can count on both hands, but let’s give it a shot. First, there’s your job. You’re supposed to be there. Do you have any idea the amount of things that can and will go wrong at an event like this? For the first two hours, you can bet on some crisis in the making every ten minutes. I need you there. Not to mention, it’s your job!”

I took a breath. She was sitting back in her chair, eyes wide, looking up at me and I swear I felt for a second like I’d been a bully to a little girl on the playground.

Then her face changed. She pressed her lips together and her eyes went back to normal, and I thought she was about to let me have it, or tell me to shove the job right up my rear. Instead, she surprised me, and maybe even saved me a little bit.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, Amy, it was just me going off on one of my rants. Don’t—”

“No, no it wasn’t. I heard a couple of your rants when I used to help Adie out. You didn’t even know I was in her office at the time. You used to sound practically murderous. Not at her, not really, but still, it was a little frightening. Just now, well, you were right.”

“It’s not like you were wrong,” I assured her. “You have been working your rear off for me.”

“You’ve been working just as hard, at least.”

“Yeah, and I haven’t really found a minute to get excited about it, either. In spite of my wonderfully hypocritical speech just now.”

She stood. I thought for a second she was going to come over and give me a hug, and I would have welcomed it, no doubt. Instead, she said, “I’ll make you a deal, if you start getting excited about this incredible party we’re throwing, I’ll get my head out of my rear and get excited, too.”

Something about her delivery was perfect. Either that or I needed a good laugh. Maybe we both did. Whether we needed it or not, that’s exactly what happened.

There we were, laughing like we’d just stolen the teacher’s answers to the test and gotten away with it when Peyton walked in.

“Tristan, I need to talk with you, privately.”

Amy’s laughter died down immediately. I glanced at Amy and could tell she had just struggled not to sigh or roll her eyes. Instead, she smiled at Peyton and managed to look genuinely concerned.

It made me realize something, and I made a decision. “Peyton, we’re all friends here. I have to be able to rely on Amy at all times. You guys are going to be working together as much as anybody in the building. So, if this is business-related, let’s just get it out in the open. Amy’s with us.”

I thought it might piss her off, but she only nodded. The two of them stood there professionally, dropping whatever had been going on like static in the air, or more like a lightning bolt about to fire. It relieved me so much it was only then I realized how much the two had been winding me up.

“I just—I got back to my desk and felt like an idiot. I think everything that’s come out of my mouth since I started working here have been the stupidest things I could have managed to say.”

She’d been giving me half-ended ideas over the past couple of days, so I didn’t contradict her. Instead, I motioned us all into my office.

Amy reached for the phone. “Why don’t I call for coffee?”

I nodded. “Thanks, Amy, I’d love some.”

As Peyton and I walked in, she took my arm. It surprised me. I couldn’t decide whether to enjoy it or let it irritate me. Too late. I was enjoying it.

We got over to the couches and instead of me sitting across from her in my usual spot, she didn’t let go of my arm. I felt the pressure as I was pulling away and it practically made my knees buckle. My mind suddenly flashed back to one of the nights we had that I don’t know if I’ll ever manage to completely forget, when I took her to a basketball game at my old university, and we stopped at my favorite little Greek food truck, and ate at the table for two behind it, drinking ouzo and having the time of our lives.

“Peyton. C’mon, what’s really the matter?” I asked.

She’d been looking at my face, and it seemed to me she was trying to hold back tears. She slid her arm out of mine as Amy walked in, as though she didn’t want to.

I’m a pretty observant guy, but I’ve learned when it comes to women, I’m about as sophisticated as Baby Huey in a museum full of Faberge eggs. Even I caught the glance Amy gave Peyton as she came in and sat on the couch across from us. Peyton caught it, too. The crackling electricity was back, and I thought it was at last about to go off.

“Look, both of you, I don’t know what the tension is here, but now’s not the time. Let me plead guilty first. It’s been one heck of a few months, and I’ll tell you right now I’m not nearly on top of my game as I should be. I need you both…to put up with me, and do the same thing I’m trying to do, solve, bury, shove aside… do whatever you have to do to get it out of the way until after the party. Maybe by then we’ll realize it’s just the pressure getting to us. We’re in the world of sports. That means our clients eat pressure and out comes golden trophies.”

I got smiles out of that, which was lucky, considering it was normally a metaphor I used for the guys with slightly more colorful language. I pressed the advantage.

“We’ve got to turn the pressure into a challenge. And Peyton, that means you’ve got to realize, all you’ve been doing is clinging to the net at the bottom of the ladders. Pardon the lame analogy, but I hired you because I know you’re ready for the trapeze. No more safety nets. This is the big-time, that means we’ve got a big-time budget. You need to start acting like someone who’s in their dream job, not having her face pressed up against the glass and wishing.”

Peyton bit her lip, but she nodded that I should continue. 

“One thing I think will help…Amy get her the full budget. Just forward the master spreadsheet that has every penny on it. Peyton, before you do anything else, study it. You’ll learn more from that than just about anything else could teach about event planning. It doesn’t get any more real-world, current, or high-end. Once you’ve studied it, clear your head and give me one idea, just one, that you think will make it better. You may come up with ten, or twenty, but I’m only going to listen to one.”

“Okay,” Peyton said.

I nodded and addressed Amy. “I think you’ve been worrying about something too much. Forget I’m your boss, okay? Is everything all right? Anything wrong with family?”

She looked at me, surprised. “No, nothing like that. I— it’s just— the truth—”

“She’s been worried about you,” Peyton interjected, “and I think I know why. And I know exactly how I can help.”

I didn’t understand. Peyton smiled and scootched away from me on the couch. Part of me hated that, but a much larger part of me felt a wave of relief. 

Peyton looked at me, then at Amy, and back at me. “Tristan, you’re amazing. Really, I mean that. You’re absolutely right about everything you said, and I feel so much better. Amy and I were planning on going out for a glass of wine tonight, but if it’s okay with you both, I’d like to do it now.”

I must have looked like a basketball player on defense in a two-on-one situation, my head swiveling back and forth between them. 

“Let’s go,” Peyton suggested to Amy.

Amy stood, smiled, and just like that, they left me, the stunned mullet, watching them walk out of my office arm in arm to drink adult beverages. I had to admit, I was extremely jealous.


Chapter Eleven

Amy

Wentworth was out front in his usual spot, sitting on a bench by the car, reading a book. I tried to make out the title, but he was one of those people who could immediately tell when someone was watching him. Before we even got halfway to him, he marked his page with a bookmark, closed the book, and slid it into the large pocket of his coat. By the time we reached him, he was standing with his hat off.

“Can I help you, ladies?” he asked.

“Do you know of a nice place two girls can get a drink and have a private conversation?” Peyton asked him.

He smiled. “I can manage that.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean for you to drive us. What if Tristan needs you?” she backpedaled.

“It’s not far,” he assured us before opening the back door. We climbed in. 

Once he began driving I couldn’t resist. “Wentworth, how long have you been working for Tristan?”

“Going on seven years now.”

“I had no idea. So you must have met when he was still at 360.” I could see his eyes glance back at me in the mirror. “I’m sorry for prying. It’s okay if you’d rather not…” I trailed off, and Peyton lifted her eyebrows as though she were as curious as me and also wondering if I’d gone too far.

We heard a soft chuckle. “It’s okay. No secret. It’s just you’re the first to ask since I’ve been with him. I was a decathlete, trying to make the Olympics while studying for my master’s.”

Peyton and I gasped and said simultaneously, “You’re Wentworth Barnes Turnbull the Third!”

I couldn’t believe it. I’d been ten at the time he’d shattered the collegiate record by such an unexpected margin it captured the public’s imagination. It wasn’t just that. His interviews in such a gentlemanly Queen’s English were so full of depth and wit they crossed over to the mainstream. One late night show even brought in a tenured professor from Yale to calmly parse and translate the various literary and historical references the young athlete would reel off in the midst of a casual sentence. The professor calmly explained them to an undergrad English major, who proceeded to simplify further for a high school valedictorian, who at last did his best to convert it all into sportscaster-ese. Two of the more famous sports anchors in cameo appearances played along marvelously, nodding studiously and pretending they got it until the academics turned away, then putting their heads together in a grand state of panicked confusion. The bit worked perfectly for adult and child alike, and young Wentworth Barnes was on his way to becoming a sensation.

When the news broke that he would be unable to compete in the Olympics, I had a tough time at that age understanding how that could be possible.

Wentworth laughed for real this time. “At your service. Tristan is right, you both really do know your sports.”

We spoke almost at the same time again, Peyton starting an instant before me.

“You were at Harvard—” she started.

“—after Oxford—” I continued.

And we both concluded at the same time, “It was your knee.”

His eyes watched the road as we took a turn. “The discus. We were trying out a new surface, and that event was always my nemesis. Stupid, really. I was trying to set a new record or something and fell off balance on the follow-through. I kept spinning while my foot caught.”

I remembered. “The trials were only a month away.”

“You can imagine my surprise when Tristan called me. I was still in the recovery room after they did what little they could for the damaged ligaments.”

“Why did he call?” Peyton asked.

“I’m sorry, Miss Worth, but that was between us.”

He was such a gentleman about it, we didn’t even feel bad for asking, or awkward that he cut us off.

“And here we are. I doubt you’ll find anyone from our building here,” Wentworth assured us.

We thanked him as a bellman opened the door for us. We looked up at the narrow façade of the boutique hotel. I turned to Peyton. “Have you ever been here?”

“No. I’m not sure I’ve even driven by since it was finished.” She looked at the sign. “Papillon.”

We both said, “Steve McQueen,” and giggled.

“My dad’s favorite actor,” she stated.

I nodded, not having anything to add. We went inside and noticed a lounge off to the left. It seemed alright, but we both must have looked disappointed because the concierge let out a little cough. We looked at him, and he smiled, indicating the elevator. “Top floor.”

There was no label next to the button, which was either silly or a nice touch, depending on one’s mood, I suppose. I decided the latter, as the doors opened right in front of the handsome bartender. He had light brown hair parted on the side with classic sideburns that had come back in style. He pulled them off well. His crystal blue eyes were not as dark as Tristan’s, and when Peyton muttered to me, “Maybe it’s Steve’s grandson,” I had to nod and laugh.

“Welcome to the bar, ladies. What can I do for you?” the bartender asked.

Peyton asked for red, I decided on white and we took a seat right at the window. The view of the river was stunning, and I understood suddenly why someone would choose to build a hotel on such a strange, narrow strip of property. 

The bartender approached our end of the bar and said, “Right after he dropped you off, Wentworth called up and informed me you were with Thorne Enterprises.” 

Peyton smiled at me. “He did, did he?”

“Yes, and actually, I’m one of the bartenders for your big bash coming up.”

I laughed. “Small world.”

“These are two of the wines we’re planning on serving,” he continued. “No charge, of course, for testing. Please let me know what you think.” 

I took a sip, and I think my eyes were every bit as large as Peyton’s she tried the red. Once again we were in perfect sync. “Oh my goodness!”

“We’ve got to stop doing that.”

I nodded. “True. And I almost said the same thing.”

“Well, I hate to kill the mood, but you first, lay it on me,” Peyton said.

I knew what she was asking. “Look, I don’t even think I’m being fair.”

“I understand, and I’ll keep that in mind. We’ll call this place our safe zone. Say whatever comes into your mind and any of it you want to take back after, we’ll pretend it never even happened.”

“Sounds nice in theory. Has it ever worked before?” I asked.

She laughed, “I don’t know. I’ve never let anyone try.”

I took a breath and  then looked at her. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman as beautiful as you, in person.”

“Are you kidding? Don’t you ever look in the mirror?” she asked.

“Please.”

“Please yourself. Amy, do you really not know? I suppose that explains it.”

“Excuse me, what?” I asked.

“You, your makeup. The way you wear your hair. Don’t get me wrong, you look great, seriously, but give me one afternoon in a real salon…and let me show you, Goodness, like all you need are about two tricks in the makeup kit.” She looked at me, probably wondering why I was chewing my lip. “Amy, I promise I’m not laying it on thick. Look, you and me, we’ll get ready for the party together. Have you got a dress picked out?”

“I do.”

“Show me before the week is over. I want veto power.”

I laughed, but for reasons that had nothing to do with my dress. “I was worried you wanted that over just about everything.”

“Why?”

“That’s the unfair part. The way you came in, straight from college, then Tristan hires you to basically run your own department. And the thing is, it’s obvious he didn’t do it just because he’s wrapped around your finger.”

“Oh, hardly. I mean, we were wrapped up in each other, and then, it just…”

“You met Drake,” I finished for her.

She blushed. “That wasn’t it. Before I met Drake, we’d had—I had—I knew something wasn’t working out between Tristan and me.”

Something about the way she said it convinced me she wasn’t fudging the truth. “I’m sorry, Peyton, it all just happened so fast. Part of me resented it, but I think I put that aside for the most part.”

“What is it then?” she asked.

“What you’re doing to him now, ever since you moved into your office.”

“Oh, you mean leaning on him so much? I know, but that’s over now—”

“No, that’s not it,” I interrupted her. “Peyton, don’t you see the way he still looks at you? Every time you walk into his office, his smile goes from one of a man who’s in control of everything to someone who just—I don’t know—found himself floating in the middle of the ocean on a wobbly patch of ice.” 

She looked dubious, but also thoughtful, frowning as her eyebrows pinched together, looking down at the river outside. 

I continued, “Every time you put your hand around his arm, his shoulders bunch up.”

“Oh, but he always does that,” she insisted.

I rolled my eyes. “With you, he always does that. Doesn’t that tell you anything? He did it before you broke up, and he’s still doing it. Jeez, Pey, his eyes practically turn into kaleidoscopes when you walk in his door. I don’t think he even knows what you do to him.” 

“But, but I’m with Drake now.”

“I’m sure he keeps telling himself that. If you were head over heels for someone, would it help you to know he was madly in love with someone else?” I asked.

I realized my voice had grown loud. I stopped talking. It was my turn to look out the window.

“I think I see.” She looked at me as she said it.

I took a sip of wine that tasted like sweet water, and said, “What does that mean?”

“Am I wrong?” she questioned me.

I wanted to pretend I had no idea what she was asking, but I couldn’t do it. She’d opened herself up to me, offered to let me give her both barrels, and I just couldn’t be the one who got phony all of a sudden.

Before I answered, she threw me a lifeline. “Lovely wine, but it’s not doing it for me.” She lifted her head to the bartender, “Excuse me.”

“Yes?” he responded.

“What do you have in the way of appetizers?” she asked.

“Well, for that wine, I’d say—” he began.

“Actually, we’ll be switching to tequila shots and Tecate, if you have it,” she declared.

“Of course. In that case, I’d recommend the street shrimp tacos.”

Peyton looked at me and I nodded, my mouth suddenly watering. 

“That would be great,” she told him.

He nodded and left us alone again.

Peyton looked at me again, and her eyes concerned. “If what you say is true, then I’ve been, well … incredible, I’ve practically been a sadist.”

I didn’t say anything, but I had to blink a few times. She saw, and it had the effect it so often does on us females, she puddled up and then I did. We both quietly dabbed at tears, and then we looked at each other and started to laugh. 

“Can you imagine his face if he were here?” I asked.

That made her laugh even harder. “Oh my goodness, he’d probably try to call in a bunch of dancers to cheer us up.”

“Or a marching band.”

We kept laughing. “He’d have that look on his face like he’d just stepped on a whole litter of puppies.”

Our shots arrived with the cold Mexican beer we’d requested.

We skipped the whole I’m-not-used-to-this/me-either bit and just slammed them. Before the burn hit, we chased it down with Tecate, and then felt tequila, mellowed, as it warmed our throats.

“Incredible, did I need that,” I stated. 

Peyton looked at me with one of her perfect eyebrows cocked. 

I got a little nervous. “What?”

“I was literally about to say the same thing, word for word.”

I smiled then, before I could stop myself, I blurted out what I’d been holding in. “Can I ask you something? I mean, don’t answer if it would spoil the mood. I don’t want to be so serious.”

“You want to know what happened between me and Tristan, right?”

I nodded.

“I still don’t know for sure,” she said. “I was so attracted to him. I mean, he’s gorgeous. Those shoulders we were just talking about, it doesn’t stop there. Have you ever, you know seen him, I don’t know, changing in the office or something?”

“No.”

“Cut like a statue,” she assured me.

I swallowed, hoping it was the remnants of the tequila. 

Our bite-sized tacos arrived with some of the freshest shrimp I had ever tasted, grilled with some kind of light spice rub, and served on top of tender corn rounds with a salsa that tasted like everything in it had been growing in a field twenty minutes before. We finished the whole plate, feeling a barely-there burn on our lips, and the truth is, I kept thinking about Tristan with his clothes off so much it had made me wet, and it was all I could do not to give it away and squirm in my seat.

I looked at Peyton, and the way she was looking at me made me think she’d read my mind, or at least my mood.

But then she continued, “I’ve thought a lot about what happened, wondering if it was his fault or mine. And part of it was the way he went from being the perfect gentleman to suddenly being so aggressive it seemed almost—”

“Mean.” I was remembering the way he’d yelled at Adie a few times.

“Yes. Part of me worried he had a mean streak, but I don’t believe that anymore.”

“What was it then?” I asked.

“I think I just wasn’t the right woman for him, and he wasn’t the right man for me. I mean, it’s that simple. If you had asked me to list all the qualities I would want in a man before I ever met Tristan, I probably would have matched them to him, except…”

“Except what?”

“I think my fantasy man was that of a little girl’s. After I saw him, after what I’ve learned not only about how he has to do business, going up against people like Liam Rose, and how I saw Drake behaving when he was practically going crazy—well, you saw it, too.”

“I did. Actually, I was terrified when I showed up that night.”

“That was amazing, by the way,” Peyton said with an approving smile. “It was really brave of you, I mean, even without a mountain like Drake being in a mood. Anyway, Tristan and I went from absolutely magical to just not clicking at all—and then Drake just swept me off my feet.”

I nodded, thinking about that night. “Drake had been so, I don’t know, he seemed practically dangerous when I saw him in the office. But later that night, at his house with you, he was happy and gentle as a lamb. What was that— oh.”

I really felt slow, putting two and two together only then. Peyton blushed, and it must have been the tequila, but I couldn’t resist. “Was that the first time?”

She nodded. “I surprised him in his gym that night. I know everyone thinks it’s obvious, typical, but sometimes I guess all men really need every once in a while is to have a woman walk right up to them and harass their brains out.”

I practically choked on my beer before letting just a little bit spray out from my lips. That made Peyton laugh, too, and we both just about fell out of our chairs.

As we were laughing, I suddenly imagined this gorgeous woman sitting across from me seducing that Adonis fiancé of hers, and just as quickly imagined me doing the same thing to Tristan, and suddenly I was so aroused I actually thought I was close to having an orgasm with each little laughing bounce of my diaphragm. I couldn’t help myself. I gasped, trying not to show it, and took a breath, putting my hand on the table as I sat up, embarrassed.

I looked at the empty shot glass. “I think I need another one of these.”

“How long has it been for you?” Peyton asked me.

I blushed as ferociously as I ever have in my life.

“Amy, don’t worry, this is just us girls talking. Believe me, I’ve been there.”

“It’s, uh, been awhile. Over a year.” I didn’t want to admit how much over a year.

“Don’t you? Well, you know.”

“Honestly? It’s not like I’m against it, but I’ve been so focused, I guess I just tuned that part of life out. Taking care of myself like that, it just hasn’t crossed my mind. Is that weird?”

Peyton looked at me, thinking. “I don’t think so. But it sure seems like you’ve been locking things away for too long. When did you start falling for Tristan?”

I wanted to protest, but the way she asked, it wasn’t a challenge, it was just that she knew already. What would be the point in lying? I looked toward our bartender and was grateful to see he was already on the way with the bottle. He cocked an eyebrow, and I nodded, so did Peyton.

As he poured us two more shots, I watched his thin, yet strong forearms hold the bottle and realized even that was turning me on. I love the way the tendons play right there in men’s arms…taut, thin ropes ready to respond to any command like a fine-tuned race car. His back was barely turned when I took a sip from the shot glass, and then just drank it down.

I half expected her to say something like, “Whoa, take it easy, girl.” But she was just watching me, then downed her shot, too.

Finally, I took a breath. “I think I’ve been head over heels for my boss since the day I saw him. Adie hired me, you know. She introduced me to him one day when he was about two seconds from one of his rants. I don’t think he even remembers that. He made me feel like a child, but also—”

“Like you’d finally met a real man who didn’t also happen to be in your family?”

“I don’t have any men in my family, but yes, like that. Like, ‘Oh, this is what they mean when they talk about men.’ I—Peyton. I’m sorry. I don’t think I should be talking like this.”

She looked worried for me, not like a mother or co-worker, but more like a friend. There was no hint of superiority in her face, just eyebrows raised in the middle, creating little creases high on her smooth forehead.

“Can I tell you what I think, and then I promise, nobody, not a soul, not even Drake will ever hear of this from me,” she promised.

I nodded, close to tears and not even sure why. Just admitting what was going on was emotional enough, but her kindness on top of it all was enough to make me afraid I was close to bawling.

“I know there’s real risk in falling for your boss, everyone says so, right? We both think we just landed in our dream jobs, I know that. If I didn’t admit it was a huge risk, it would practically be like I was sabotaging you.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean I’m not the kind of monstrous jerk that would try to manipulate this situation. If I tell you to go for it, I could be helping you ruin your career. If I tell you to back off and be safe, I could be blocking something beautiful. I don’t know what to tell you, Amy, but I do know you are both special. You’re both gorgeous. You’d make an incredible couple, or you could get both your hearts broken and end up wishing you’d never even thought about something outside of work.”

My face must have looked miserable because she leaned forward and put her hand on mine. “I know one thing I can do that might help.”

“Oh?” My voice actually cracked. “What’s that?”

“I’m going to stop being part of the problem. Amy, I wish I could say I had no idea what I’ve been doing. That’s partly true. But it’s also a lie. My ego’s been getting stroked every time I’ve been with him. It’s just awful. I’m with Drake, for goodness sake. Here I am, feeling insecure about sports marketing when it’s what I’ve wanted as long as I can remember, and every time Tristan looked at me with those eyes instead of thinking about what it was doing to him, I was letting it puff me up so I could go back in my office for another two hours without panicking. No more.”

I was relieved. Shocked at her admission, but relieved that what I’d been seeing between her and Tristan hadn’t been in my imagination. And more relieved that it was going to stop.

“And there’s one other thing,” she said, looking at me with those concerned green eyes of hers. 

“What’s that?” I actually sniffled.

“We’re getting out of here. I’m taking you shopping.”

And she did. I was worried she was going to buy me things, and I didn’t want that, but we just went to some of her favorite shops, boutiques I had never been inside because the prices were not in my ballpark. It settled me down, looking at girlie things, chatting with saleswomen who didn’t mind letting us browse. Peyton talked me into trying on a dress, but when I came out of the dressing room, she wasn’t there. A few minutes later, she returned and gave me a plain little bag with a white rectangular box inside.

“Open it when you get home. If I’m off base, consider it a gag. A friend of mine did the same thing to me not all that long ago.”

“Peyton, I can’t. I—“

“Trust me, it’s nothing extravagent. I just think it might be, well, useful.”

When we parted ways, we did so as friends, and that was certainly more than I could have hoped at the beginning of the day. Wentworth dropped me off first, and when I finally got inside my apartment, the first thing I did was call my sister. She didn’t pick up, but texted me that her astronomy teacher had them all out in a field hoping for the sky to clear up and give them a view of Orion’s Belt or something.

At last, I looked at the bag Peyton had given me, suspecting what was inside, opening it only to find my suspicions were right. Until that moment, I’d had no idea a device like that could be both what it was and somehow look a little cute, maybe even just a teeny bit classy. Okay, maybe not classy. I sat there feeling both naughty and excited and wondering if I had the guts to give it a try or whether I would just end up choosing the alternative and considering it a funny gag gift at the end of a good day of girl bonding.


Chapter Twelve

Parker

I was pumped. 

Here I was, coming out for the draft early, pretty much going through life in either a constant state of arousal or just as eager to sprint at top speed in pads, make impossible catches, burn cornerbacks and safeties so bad they’d have to go to the sidelines and get their ankles re-taped, and score touchdowns. 

Maybe ‘pumped’ is the wrong word. I was cooking, and mistaking that particular kind of heat and pressure for excitement. I knew I was going to sign with Tristan, and attend his firm’s legendary party, and he’d get me a rookie contract that would not only pay out, but allow me to forget about everything but being great. The twenty percent he was forcing me to invest was fine—hell, I was planning on making it forty percent, anyway. Lock it away, forget about it, get to work.

On the way back to my hotel I’d already started texting. A lot of college players who had even a hint of a chance at going in the draft were still doing the agency circuit. Some of my boys, players I’d known since high school or even those on my college team, had been in New York and were on the way to check out 360 and Thorne Enterprises, and a lot of other guys I’d rubbed elbows with, literally, were in town, too. I hoped Grogan was still around. I got the word out and by the time I got to my room enough had gotten back to me that I knew the party would be on.

Amber had already left town and I was surprised I felt relieved when her text showed up on my screen. She represented a level of temptation no mortal man could resist. I saw a flash of Lily sitting in her office across from me, and decided to leave it up to others to get the word out to members of the opposite sex. All I wanted to do was get drunk and blow off some steam with a group of people who might have been having the same kind of week I was. Or that’s what I was telling myself.

I called the bartender I’d met the night before with Amber. He recommended a club where he knew the pros went during the season, and even gave me the name of one of the managers. It took about a sentence and a half on the phone before the guy knew what I wanted.

“So, Parker, you’re saying there’ll be a lot of top draft picks showing up?”

“Hell yes.”

“Perfect. We’ll comp it. Anyone under age?”

“No.” As if I knew.

He chuckled. “All right. Hey, look, we’ll keep an eye on things, but we’re not babysitters, you know what I’m saying?”

“Well, good, because I’m a grown rear man and so is everyone who’ll be there.”

“Yeah, that’s not what I’m saying. Look, Parker, this is a business for us. We do it right, that’s why professional athletes choose us over about fifteen other clubs in this city. When I say we’re comping your evening, I mean the whole deal. VIP lounge, top shelf everything. We’ve had, uh, well, evenings where people aren’t used to it. Usually there are veterans around looking out for the rookies. You understand, right?”

“Course. Don’t worry, everyone’s trying to make an impression this week. Best behavior.”

“Sure. Just, look out for each other, alright? We stay out of our customers’ business unless something puts our club at risk, is all I’m saying.”

“You got it.”

“One last thing,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“We can, well, get the word out. Unless you’d rather this remain a more private thing.”

I figured he was talking about women, not necessarily anyone else. “Hell yes, we’re not looking for a sausage fest. The more the merrier.”

“Fair enough. We’ll look forward to seeing you tonight.”

I hung up. By this time we’d created a group text for everyone who was interested and all I had to do was fire off the address. Grogan was going to be there, along with at least twenty others I knew. The rest, well, what was a party without new people to get to know?

Shawn and I went out to dinner together. Both of us were feeling the pinch in our bank accounts. A week in the city was more expensive than we expected, even with agents falling all over each other to get us rides and feed us. They couldn’t pay for our rooms or give as walking around money. So even though we both wanted to try out some of the famous restaurants and grab a steak the size of a large pizza and four times thicker, we just macked down some burritos. I ate one and was almost too full, while Grogan was seriously considering having a third.

“Dude, you’ll be too full to dance.”

He laughed. “Silly receiver.”

But we grabbed a taxi and headed out.

“Think we’re too early?” I asked in the cab.

“Yeah. It’s not like college, Park, these things start late, I hear.”

“Well, I’m not taking you back to my hotel.”

He rolled his eyes. “I heard there’s an amusement park inside the city.”

“Yeah? Let’s check it out.”

It was a classic place. There was a single wooden roller coaster, two different kinds of bumper cars, a haunted house, all the classic scam games, and some slower rides that reminded me of low end versions of the little kid stuff at Disneyland. People moved out of Grogan’s way like reverse-gravity.

Even though we were trying to conserve cash, neither of us could resist the little BB-shooting machine guns with the paper targets that had red stars on them.

Grogan thought he shot out the entire target and wanted a prize. The carnie took his abused target and started to slide it around on top of a white piece of paper, unfolding torn nibs from underneath. Then he pulled out a freakin’ magnifying glass and said, “Oh, sorry. Afraid not. I see some red.”

Grogan leaned forward and the guy looked up. And had to keep looking up. And then he looked to the left and to the right, realizing, I was sure, he’d never seen shoulders that wide before. The lights from the other nearby games were completely blocked from his view.

“I don’t see any red.”

The man blinked. I tried not to laugh. Without a word he reached up and grabbed the biggest cursed stuffed gorilla I had ever seen in my life.

“No, the rabbit.”

The man gulped and slid to his left, unhooking a gigantic white bunny rabbit with great floppy ears, a pink nose, and whiskers.

We made it about twelve steps before two girls came up to us. One was blond and had wavy hair that reached all the way down to her rear. The other was a brunette with pixie cut that matched her lithe little body.

The blonde stood right in front of Shawn. “You won that?”

“Sure did.”

“You going to give it to someone?”

He smiled. “I was thinking about keeping it, but then again, I’m not sure it’ll survive the baggage handling.”

“You could always buy it a ticket.”

We laughed at that.

The pixie cocked a hip and checked me out with a quick down and up glance. “Been on the roller coaster yet?”

“Nope.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

They turned and we watched their tiny rears moving away from us inside their jeans.

“Incredible, how old do you think they are, Shawn?”

“Eighteen. I hope.”

“I doubt it.”

We followed them and rode the roller coaster. When we got off they looked up at us again. Both of them had these cute little expressions, frowning and slightly squinting, like they hadn’t made up their minds about us yet, but weren’t quite ready to ditch us like empty soda cups.

“You’re not from here, are you?” the pixie asked.

We grinned, but didn’t say anything.

The blonde said, “Want to go on the Haunted House?”

I peered a little more closely at the blonde. In the yellow carnival lights it was hard to tell, so finally I said, “Hey, look, how old are you?”

They looked at each other, rolled their eyes, and turned around, done with us. We did not check them out as they left, instead just about falling over each other laughing.

“Hey!” Grogan’s voiced caused everyone in the vicinity to turn.

He jogged over to the girls and I actually heard a few people gasp when they saw how graceful he could move in spite of his size.

He handed the girls the rabbit and turned around before they had a chance to say anything, trotting back to me.

“Park, let’s get the heck outta here.”

When we got to the club, our buddies were already there, sitting in the VIP section, looking a little out of place and trying to decide between the hundred-dollar-a-bottle comped champagne or the practically frozen bottles of Grey Goose.

Shouts went up for us and one other player who showed up at the same time. Just as I looked over at Grogan, I saw he had the same expression as me, thinking this whole thing was a big mistake.

Then the front doors opened, and the women came in.

Poured in is more accurate. A bouncer at the front was letting them in for free while holding men back and making them pay what I guessed was a double cover charge. We could hear complaining out front, which made the whole place feel more exclusive. At the entrance to the VIP lounge, another bouncer was picking and choosing particular hot females to let through the ropes. It seemed rude to me, and I could tell Grogan was actually about to say something, but I shook my head when he looked at me. The women acted like it was just the most natural thing in the world.

As much as the players in the room were used to college girls hanging all over them, this was a whole new level of confidence and aggression few if any of us had faced. Behind the pancake makeup, some of these ladies looked to be pushing forty, which was fine, except there was something about the way they came up and wrapped their claws around arms that required a lot of vodka to start getting consumed at a rapid pace. In ten minutes, the dance floor was full, and Grogan and I were shrugging and having fun, letting the loud, thumping music take over.

There were some men we didn’t know, too. Quite a few of them. Then I recognized an NFL player, Caesar Silvius, grinning with his trademark gold tooth and waving me over. He was sitting with a guy in a dark suit with fat stripes. His hair was slicked straight back. I was buzzing on shots of vodka already, so I just went with whatever popped into my head.

“Goodness, Caesar, nice to meet you!” 

“You too, Parker.” He smiled and gripped my hand like all the players do, but he didn’t get up. It pissed me off. The truth was, he wasn’t someone I really wanted to meet. Caesar had been considered one of the few absolute locks coming out of college.  And from what I’d seen of him in interviews, it went to his head.

Caesar was sitting there acting like he deserved the respect of a hall of famer because three years before he’d been a top five draft pick. If I’d had to bet right there that night, it would be that he might not even be in the league in another year.

I turned my attention to his companion.

“Fredo! You broke my heart!” I shouted over the music.

I reached to shake the greaseball’s hand as I said it and they both blinked, not getting the reference. How does anybody make it to their twenties without seeing Godfather 1 and 2? 

Caesar said, “Parker, my man, this is my agent, Tony Coniglio. You ain't signed yet, did you?”

“Pretty much. I’m going with Thorne.”

“Pretty much don’t sound like a signature to me,” Caesar said. “Do me a favor and hear my man out.” 

I hesitated, but not for long. There is a code in the sport. A lot of cocky idiots ignore it, but they learn their lesson in about ten minutes as a rookie. Our college coach had managed to get it through our thick skulls that respect was just as much an important part of the game as confidence was. It was a fine line to be brash as possible and still show the men that had gone before the respect they deserved, but I’d learned to walk that line as well as I could.

I sat. Caesar smiled again and signaled a waitress with a nod.

“Yes, Mr. Silvius?” the waitress addressed him.

He reached up and put one of his huge rough paws on her arm. It made me want to wince, but she must have been used to it.

“You got my scotch back there in my locker?” Caesar asked.

“Of course. I’ll bring it right away,” she responded with a smile.

She turned to go, but he held on, tugging her back. “What’s your name, baby?”

She smiled and said, “I’m Kat.”

“Well, Kat, you keep an eye on me tonight, ‘cause I’m sure keepin’ my eye on you.” It was an attempt to flirt, but it sounded borderline creepy to me.

She did look a little nervous. I could see Coniglio out of the corner of my eye grinning at her. I looked down, hoping the waitress wouldn’t associate this pair with me.

“Uh, yes, sir. I’ll keep my eye out,” she replied timidly.

“Go on, then, get that scotch for me.”

She walked away like someone who wished she’d taken a job in a coffee shop. I decided to get it over with.

I looked right at Caesar. “Look, I’m signing with Thorne, but if you want me to listen to the short pitch, I will.”

Caesar glanced at his agent, and I thought I caught a flicker of nervousness, which surprised me. I looked quickly over at Coniglio and saw his face go from anger to a big smile. I just gave him my best “get on with it” stare.

“Parker, Thorne’s good,” Coniglio said, his slick hair shining in the club lights. “Lots of agents are good. But I’ll treat you like the man you are. None of this twenty percent reserved for an investment ‘counselor’ who’s in his pocket. You just try cashing that out and wait ‘til you see the doubletalk. Treat it like what it is…a commission so huge he’d be up on charges if it weren’t for the pencil pushers he’s hired on your nickel to cover his rear.” 

“But the people on his list are world class by any standard,” I retorted. “I checked some of them out. Some of their firms are a hundred years old, and they’ve got people who’ve been managing funds longer than Tristan’s been alive.” 

“Buncha old idiots who’ve been porking their clients for decades,” the agent said.

“If you say so.” I was tempted to tell him I was going to invest more of my money with a proper fund anyway, but something warned me to keep my mouth shut and just let him talk.

“Look, Park. I fly under the radar,” he said. “You won’t see me spending your money on some office with a view. I don’t even keep an office. Work right out of my home. I keep my overheads low, and that’s why my commission is less than any of those brand name shysters.” 

“Ever negotiate a deal with Nike?” I asked.

“Hell yes. Tons of ‘em. Ain’t that right, Caesar.”

“That’s right, Tony,” Caesar said.

I looked at Caesar. He had that gold-toothed smile, but it was tighter now. I saw sweat on his temple. Maybe it was because the room had heated up, but I wasn’t sweating anymore, and I’d just gotten off the dance floor. I wanted to get away from them.

“Look, guys, thanks, I appreciate it. But I’ve made up my mind.”

I made a motion to stand, and Caesar actually flinched and put his hand on my shoulder. 

“You ain’t even heard the man out yet,” Caesar said.

I stood, pressing through the pressure from his hand. Coniglio made a motion and Caesar took his hand off my shoulder as though he’d been trained. It creeped me out.

“I’m just out to have a good time,” I said, trying to change the topic.

Then Caesar did stand.

“Well, why didn’t you say so? See that cute little number in the pink lingerie?” he asked, pointing. Before I could say anything he called out, “Hey, Shirley!”

She walked over, hips swinging. “Heyyyyy, Caesar! How you doing?”

There was no doubt in my mind she was a pro. And I didn’t hold it against her, but I doubted she was a very expensive one.

I thought, harass this. I took a step and Caesar put his arm around me. He was strong. I started to reach for his wrist to peel him off me when he spoke in my ear. It was as though he was trying to keep his voice all chummy and friendly, but I heard the high pitched desperation in there.

“Parker, man, Shirley here’ll let you do a line off her belly in the bathroom right now, and that’s just for starters.” Shirley looked at Caesar then her face opened up in that grin again.

“Anything you want, honey. You just name it,” Shirley agreed.

I was so stunned, my hand had frozen on his wrist. Caesar was reaching into his pocket, and I saw the flash of a yellow little vial, suddenly his arm was no longer on me, and then he was no longer in my view.

“What the heck?” Coniglio shouted.

Grogan had picked Caesar up like the stocky, muscle-bound running back may as well have been the pixie from the amusement park. Then gently, with the respect due some jerk who’d gotten to the NFL before us, Grogan placed him in the booth next to his greaseball agent.

“Everything okay, Park?” Grogan asked me.

I was tempted to tell Grogan what Caesar had just said, just to get it out there, but then something made me think that would have given me a terrible reputation among the teams I was hoping would be coming after me on draft day. I was freaked out and worried, but I wasn’t about to act like some whiny little jerk. I looked up at my friend, realizing that’s what he’d become in one short week, and I knew I wouldn’t lie to him, either.

I just said, “Thanks, Shawn. I’m cool.”

Caesar wasn’t looking at either of us, but at Coniglio, who was trying to give Grogan a hard stare. It was the wrong move.

With one extremely long arm, Grogan reached over the table and grabbed the man’s shirt, tie, and both jacket collars all in one single enormous hand. Caesar was absolutely in a panic at that point, but the lineman’s other hand went down slowly and inevitably on his shoulder, compressing him so firmly into the padded seat all the protest in him just vanished. Then he slid Coniglio up onto the table like a dead squid and said, “This is our party. You want to leave on your feet or flying through the door?”

Shirley nervously vanished. I stifled my amusement. It was the way Grogan said it. No cursing, no gravelly voice or even anger. He was asking a question about two possible facts that were as real as left or right.

Coniglio gulped and nodded. Grogan helped him out by bringing him all the way over and setting him on his feet. 

Caesar had to shift around the booth in order not to get too close to his doom. Caesar suddenly looked old and haggard. I realized he still must have been only about twenty-seven years old, and remembered my friend, Jason, snorting cocaine and scraping the youth off his teenage features day by day.

I wasn’t smiling anymore. The two miserable jerks left together without another word, and I grabbed a bottle of Grey Goose and took a swig right out of the top.

It must have been the last thing Grogan wanted to see. I’d already thanked him, and felt like a fool, and didn’t want to make a bigger idiot out of myself, but I was miserable when he shook his head and went back to the dance floor.

A couple of other guys came up and asked me what the commotion had been about.

“Just some jerk agent making a hard sell,” I replied.

“Yeah? What’d he say? What was Caesar doing?” one of them asked.

I looked at them. “Look, just avoid that sucker like the plague. We here to have a good time, or what?”

They laughed, and I took another drink, right from the bottle.

The night turned into a bit of a blur from there. At one point I bumped into Shirley again. Her eyes didn’t have the slightest bit of recognition in them. At first it surprised me, and then I remembered seeing the exact same look on Jason’s face when he was wired.

I don’t even know what time it was when we started to roll outside. I was stumbling. If my mission had been to get trash-faced and nearly into serious trouble before getting my rear back to my hotel and trying to sleep through a hangover, I suppose I could have called it accomplished. Once outside, the flashbulbs surprised me. 

Some scruffy looking idiots barked a few questions at me, but some of the more sober players had taken charge and basically got between me and the paparazzi. I saw something pink brush by and felt something grab my arm as a few flashes went of.

A voice I didn’t recognize said, “Get the heck off him, jerk.”

Grogan and I took a cab back to the hotel together.

One thing I remember clear as day from that night was Grogan getting me to my hotel, telling the cabbie to wait right there. He got me as far as the elevator. The door opened, and he said, “Hey, Parker, if this is the way you like to go about your business, you could do me a favor and lose my number.”

I stood there wobbling, looking at him. I took a breath to say something but was afraid I would slur my jerk words and so I just let it catch in my throat. I managed at least to look in his eyes and nod as the doors closed.

I don’t remember getting to my room after that, but when I woke up in the morning, I was a blasted wreck, and it was only partly the hangover. What made it terrible was I had not had the same feeling—though far, far more intense years before—since I heard that Jason had ditched me in a way that was never going to give either of us a second chance.


Chapter Thirteen

Lily

The feedback coming in all over social media had been a mix of positive and negative so deliciously virulent that I decided to keep quiet for a day. Ignoring the trolls and even the death threats was easy, though a few of the more creative ones tempted me to offer my congratulations. Even more tempting was when a few of my fellow journalists chimed in. The men who were real pros had a way of baiting that was more subtle and that much more effective.

They started coming out with articles—though calling them “articles” gave them far too much credit—which started out taking a well-reasoned, conciliatory tone that was right on the line of deliberate condescension. Anyone who knew what they were doing knew they actually had both feet over the line, but they could parse their own words in self-defense the minute anyone might try to go after them. Every sentence was a trap, leading to a bigger trap, all wrapped around the juiciest trap they could devise. It would have been a lose, lose, lose for me to engage, but they were good, and I almost did.

One of the jerks even had the balls to try, “Far be it from me to ever use the loaded, completely off-limits word ‘shrill’ to describe my colleague, both during her interview in the tunnel—at which I was present—and in her subsequent article, but I would appreciate it if someone with a sensible head on her shoulders would get me the most recent list of approved language to describe it when someone’s voice makes the whole room’s skin crawl and ears hurt. Even the cheerleaders were looking at her as if she’d scraped a blackboard with her fingernails.”

This drew the ire of one starlet who was either a blasted good writer in her own right or had one heck of a publicity pro on retainer. Her short and sweet tweet said, “What kind of man hides behind ‘far be it from me to use’ the word he uses? Ditch the pen and run for office already, candy rear.”

He ‘liked,' retweeted, and linked her tweet on his blog, and his organization did the same in every location they had, including the accounts of their radio station, and his little article got a hundred thousand extra views in the first twenty minutes after her words started to spread.

That was fine. It all poured back to my article. I was going to make it right for Parker, and that’s another reason I didn’t engage. I did, however, do something during the day, after Parker left, that I couldn’t resist. 

I had been doing some research over time on cheerleader pay and what those talented, highly trained ladies are expected to do, both to get and keep their jobs. 

I had also done the exact same kind of painstaking research on the officials, the referees of professional football, all male. My article led to the obvious conclusion: pay these people more, men and women, give them benefits, treat them consistently in every game for every team, and bring some integrity to a sport that sorely needed it.

My bait was better than theirs. The men who had played their little game of exclusivity in that tunnel and all their compadres who had been taking potshots at me and my article, and chortling over how clever they were with their cute little formulations and toeing-the-line…I knew all of them were actually spluttering. Many of them were unable to resist doing it publicly, in their writing, so frustrated their attempts at logic came out like nothing but what was under the surface: basic, bred-in-the-bone sexism they’d been immersed in so long they couldn’t even recognize it. They were making idiots of themselves and the number of hits on my articles started scrolling upward in our servers’ counters like broken slot machines.

Friends of mine sent me short audio clips from sports talk shows on radio stations all over the country. I’d kicked them in the balls with substantive research, irrefutable statistics, arguments they had made themselves before in lesser ways and did it while rubbing their noses in the way they ignored how women were being treated all over the country. All of that without making a single little whiny, snide post anywhere on social media. I was writing articles—good ones—on subjects that provoked comments from people within and without the world of sports.

Heck, even a few female and male members of congress got together and issued a statement, threatening hearings on the topic and scolding the male species in general for its inability to evolve out of the caves.

I didn’t get to bed until two am.

Then my phone range.

It was Parker.

I didn’t know what to say, so I just went with simple. “Hi.”

There was a pause. I was afraid he’d been online, and something was winding him up again. If only that were the case.

“Hey you,” he said. 

I could practically smell booze coming through the phone. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“Why the heck wouldn’t I be?” he asked. “I’m gonna be rich. Playin’ on Sundays.”

“What’s the matter, Parker? Where are you?”

“Incredible, I’m right here in bed in my hotel. Wanna come over?” he slurred.

I’d have considered it, even in the state he was in, if he hadn’t continued.

“What the heck was that today in your office, anyway?” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Are you tryin’ to mind idiot me, or just idiot me?”

It felt like he’d slapped me. I’d just gotten done outdueling a bunch of professional wordsmiths, and Parker had left me speechless.

Out of the blue, he added, “Jason was one funny idiot, you know that?” 

“You told me.” I remembered my interview with him and felt a pain in my chest for Parker, wondering why all of this was going on inside him now.

“Never laughed so much in my life than when I was with him.”

“Do you need to talk about it?”

He shifted slightly to yet another gear. “Well, it was like the other day. Good ol’ Grogan kicked my rear in the bench press, an’ then scared the trash out of Silvius and Coniglio tonight.”

It felt like watching doubles ping pong with two balls going at once, but I remembered Shawn Grogan at the combine, and I knew the running back he was talking about, Silvius. Coniglio didn’t ring a bell, but I stepped from my bed in my nightie, over to my laptop and googled the name. Goodness. A tier four agent, at best, and that was what he chose for his promo portrait? If I was a mother pushing my stroller down the street and saw that walking toward me, I’d jaywalk during rush hour to get to the other side, baby and all.

Parker was scaring me now. Transposing his dead high school best friend with Shawn Grogan was worrisome enough, but being this drunk and mixing it up with Silvius and Coniglio seemed imminently dangerous. I pulled out my pen and grabbed a notebook, and I set an app on my phone to start recording for good measure.

“Parker, tell me exactly what happened tonight,” I encouraged him.

“Why, you taking notes? Looking for another story on my sorry rear?”

“What if I told you I was trying to help?”

“I’m Parker Shtarr, don’t need help from nobody.”

He trailed off. As drunk as he was, it was the first real slurring I’d heard since he got on the phone.

“Are you still drinking?”

There was no answer. I held my breath for a second and thought I heard slow breathing on the other end of the line. Then he inhaled and said, “Hey, guess what? I’m going to that Thorne party. Wanna come?”

Stone sober and with all the preparation in the world, he couldn’t have come up with a line that would have thrown me for more of a loop at that moment. I’d wanted to go to that party since the first year they threw it. For someone who knew how to network, it was the treasure room hidden below the fake treasure room kings built to distract the master thieves in old stories. Two hours at an event like that and nothing and nobody would be able to short circuit my career for as long as I wanted to be in it. For one, the pictures alone would establish me as a bona fide elite. Secondly, just a few pleasant conversations with no gaffes and the right kind of intelligent responses, these people would think of me as a solid publicity contact, a pro they could speak shorthand with, and I would have the right to call their private secretaries and get two minutes on the phone with them. Pure, solid gold.

There was Parker, drunk off his rear, treating me like trash, then practically ripping open his rib cage to show this powerful, red, beating heart that was suffering for reasons even he didn’t understand, and then offering me an opportunity he had no clue about, like he was asking me to go get a beer from one of those bars in college that served them in cheap, clear plastic cups.

“Parker, really? You want me to go with you?”

“Sure, why not?”

“Can you even…I mean, isn’t your invitation just for you?”

“Sec.”

I heard him fumbling with his phone, muttering, “Tristan, no…Amy. Here. Right here. Can you hear me?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I replied.

“What?”

“Yes!”

“My email from Amy—she’s his PA, nice lady, was fun down in the lobby with her when I signed that kid’s back…”

I jotted that in my notes to ask him about later, wondering just how nice this Amy woman was.

“What?” he mumbled. 

“I didn’t say anything, Parker. You were reading your email?”

“I was? Why?”

“About the party, whether you could invite me to go with you or not.”

“Oh, shoot. Right. Here, yep, plus one. Says it right here. That means I can invite you, doesn’t it?”

“It sure does. I’d love to go with you.”

“It’s a date, then.”

“Are you even going to remember you asked me?” I teased.

“You know? That’s actually not a bad point.”

“What if you send it to me in text, right now, while we’re still talking?”

“Heh. You’re funny.”

“You don’t have to—” I started to say.

“No, no. S’alright. I’m a man of my word. Hang on.”

I looked around my dark apartment, wondering what was going on. This was surreal. Half a minute later, my phone buzzed.

“And you said I was funny,” I laughed as I read it. “Just be a smarty and come to the party?”

“Not bad, huh?”

“You could be a poet,” I said.

Silence for a moment.

“Are you okay?” I asked, wondering if he’d passed out.

“Huh? I’m fine, Lily. What time is it?”

“Time for us to get some sleep,” I said, hoping he’d actually do that.

“Alright. G’night, Lily.”

“Good night, Parker,” I said back, but I didn’t hang up.

I waited.

“You still there?” he asked.

“I’m here, Parker.”

“Why? You said goodnight.”

I giggled. “I don’t know.”

“Too late for you to come over?” he asked.

I sighed, quietly. My bed seemed too big, too cold. Tempting prospect, except for the fact he was drunk off his rear. “Would you be awake when I got there?”

“Good point. Did I say that already?”

“You did.”

“See you soon then, ‘kay?”

Suddenly I wanted to tell him to jump in the shower, do something to stay awake, that I would come to him. Part of me was angry, another big part — that I am not completely proud of — was purely ambitious, calculating that if he treated me like something he could insult then receive comfort and then insult again, well I could chew him up and spit him out as much as any queen jerk he was ever going to run into. But mostly, I wanted to hold him. I even had a thought that I’d had before, that he might just put his head in my lap and find a little peace in the midst of whatever storm he was going through, like I was some princess who had magical powers born in some kind of innocence and kindness that went as deep as the core of the earth.

Which made me feel foolish, and full of heartache for no earthly reason other than the simple fact that this boy, this man, this beautiful creature with the raw soul, had gotten inside of my heart years ago and never left.

“You still there?” It was me that time. He hadn’t hung up, but I could hear him breathing softly, in deep rhythm. I turned off my lights and pulled the covers back over my bare legs and listened to him breathe until I fell asleep.

* * * * *

Early in the morning, too early, I woke, and wondered whether our phones knew to hang up if there had been no conversation over a certain amount of time, or he’d hung up. I climbed in the shower, tired, trying to get the warm water to wake me up. I was so groggy it wasn’t working, and my usual thoughts of figuring out a new subject for an article only made me want to climb back under the covers. I wanted to check the ongoing social media war I’d started, but I knew it could wait until the morning actually got going for the rest of the world. The idea of my usual five a.m. workout made me want to cry.

Which led me to my first brilliant idea of the day. As nothing was working to wake me up, I decided maybe letting myself have a brief moment of fantasy would do the trick. I thought about Parker touching me, and suddenly I was so aroused I could tell the warm water from the shower was already mingling with warm wetness from me. This was no way to get clean.

I turned around and fumbled for the body wash, breathed deeply through my nose. Now was not the time. I cleaned up in record time and got the heck out of the shower, trying to leave that unbidden fantasy in the dissipating steam.

At least I wasn’t tired anymore.

One thing I knew, if I was going to attend the Thorne Enterprises party with Parker Starr, I was going to need something new to wear. It had been a long time since I’d called my friend, Alicia, who also happened to be my stylist. 

“Lily!” she shouted into the phone. “You know I was starting to think you’d dumped me.”

“Never! It’s just been a madhouse,” I assured her.

“You think? I thought you had them hopping yesterday, but it’s a new level of bonkers today.”

“I figured,” I said. 

“You mean you haven’t been following it?” she asked.

“Not this morning.”

“Honey, you got picked up in the New York Times. Everyone keeps using the word ‘transcendent, ’ and I keep thinking they have no idea what it means.”

“To be honest, I’ve already moved on. I have bigger things to think about.”

“Oh, really?” she chided. “And might this onward movement involve a certain set of professional skills I just happened to have honed to perfection? And by that, I mean they involve a man.”

“Well . . . they might. I’ve been invited to the Thorne Enterprises party.”

“Incredible.”

“I’m also rethinking my makeup approach.”

“Well good. I was going to say something next time we spoke. But this isn’t about those jerks is it?”

“I hope not, but why were you going to say something?” I asked.

“New trends.”

“Less is more.”

“That’s the old trend, Lily. Now it’s ‘lesser than less is, er, more-er than more.’ Did that hurt your ears?”

“My soul,” I groaned.

We laughed.

“Do you have time for me, honey?” I begged.

“Lily, you’re my friend, but you’re also the most famous journalist alive, at least for another few hours anyway. I’d be crazy not to make time. Okay if I snap a few pictures?”

“Knock yourself out. Heck, I should probably pay you! But, we can post after pics on Twitter together,” I suggested.

“Are you kidding? I should be paying you.”

“What was that?” I teased.

“Oh, nothing, nothing. So, are you coming over now?”

“On my way.” I was out the door as I hung up.

Alicia was one of those rare women who not only dreamed of being a full-time fashion consultant, going on shopping sprees and talking hair, makeup, and fashion all day and all night long, while getting paid to do it, she had actually pulled it off, and was making an excellent living. I’m not saying she didn’t put in the work, but more than anybody I knew, her work was identical to her fun.

Her apartment was only a few blocks away from my office. She met me before I even got to the buzzer. I liked that we didn’t have to go through the squeal and shuffle, hug and kiss routine, which we both could do with the best of them. She just took my arm and leaned in with a quick squeeze as we walked.

“I missed you, Lily. It’s good to see you.”

“You too. I’m sorry it’s been so long.” 

“Honey,” she said, “you are kicking rear. You never have to apologize to me.” She always knew the right things to say. “So, what did you have in mind?” 

I told her my thoughts and showed her the picture of the red-lipped anchor I’d admired during my research earlier.

“Oh, she’s sexy. You’re right, you can pull that off, with a few touches all your own. What about the Thorne party? How did you get that invite? I’ve been trying for years!”

“Parker Starr invited me.”

Her eyes grew wide. “The guy you raked over the coals?”

I chewed my lip, remembering how strange he was on the phone the night before. I realized I was probably about to drop thousands of dollars on a dress and whole new look, and there was a very good chance he’d eventually check his phone and wonder what he was thinking with all that booze in him. Just as I was about to tell Alicia it might be better to wait a day or two, my phone buzzed. The timing was so perfect it actually gave me a strange sensation in my stomach. It was a text from Parker. 

Hey, just saw our texts from last night. Was I acting a little crazy? You can tell me about it at the party. Send me your address, and I’ll pick you up at 8, night of.

I showed Alicia, then sent him the blowing-kiss emoticon with a little note.

“Wow!” she said.

I was thinking the same thing and tried to hide my massive sigh of relief.

“Shopping first? Or hair and makeup?” I got straight back to business.

“Lily, you’re the client and more than most you know what you’re doing. But if you’ve got the time and the endurance, my advice is shop, hair, makeup, shop. We’ll stop for food, coffee, and cocktails as we go.”

I giggled. “I’ve got all day . . . and night for that matter.”

“Perfect.”

We started at a cute little shop near her apartment, but it was just a warm up. A friend of hers ran the place, and it did have some adorable, unique stuff, but nothing for the party. I bought a pair of comfortable strappy sandals and wore them out of the shop. By that time, the driver Alicia had ordered was out front.

“A limo?” I eyed her curiously. 

“Why not? We’ll have refreshments, room for your bags, and by the end of the day, a foot massage and pedicure while we’re on the way to our next stop.”

“Oh.” It was brilliant. It was early, and I was excited, feeling ready for anything, but after the tenth shop, I knew my feet would be more than ready for some professional hands.

The next shop was one in which I’d spent thousands of dollars over the last few years. The women there were all extraordinary salespeople, able to make men break out in a sweat and pull out their credit cards in a matter of minutes, and more than double a person’s mental budget with about four grabs from their amazing racks. The shop’s owner was the buyer, and she spent more than half her time traveling to exclusive shows and maintaining her relationships with designers who gave her first-look at much of their work.

The women were no match for Alicia, though, and they knew it. When she walked in the door, they toned it down to a minimum, knowing their best shot at a big sale would be if we came back later in the afternoon. Still, they gave me a few things to try on that had my credit card hand itching to do a quick draw. There were skirts and tops I’d never seen before, that seemed to be made just for me. One of the blouses was just far enough outside of the pink range that I was willing to try it on. It wasn’t salmon or red, either, or peach, but it looked so good against my hair and brought out my eyes that I didn’t want to let it back out of my sight. Alicia made them hold it for me, along with the Diane von Fürstenberg skirt that in spite of having five layers was lighter than air and could have gone with everything in my color wheel. I left, almost walking backward, pining for my new babies while Alicia kept a firm arm looped in mine.

The next four boutiques were new to me, each one laid out with such individual taste and style I could have spent a day browsing and getting to know the people who worked in them. They all knew Alicia and worked well with her, and even though I was not a complete stranger to the scene, I was overwhelmed by the amount of completely gorgeous pieces I felt I shouldn’t live without. It wasn’t that I wanted to spoil myself, it was that they were so beautiful and so well crafted, I thought I might miss the opportunity to own something that seemed so perfectly suited to me.

“It really has been a long time since we’ve been out together,” Alicia announced out of nowhere.

“This is different, though, isn’t it, Alicia?”

“Well, yes. I’m pulling out all the stops today.”

“Why?”

“Two reasons. One, you’re hot, honey, in every sense of the word. The amount of buzz surrounding you right now doesn’t come around very often, so showing you off to all my contacts is a big bonus for me, but don’t worry, by the end of the day it’ll come back to you.”

“Fair enough. What’s the other?” I asked.

“Something’s going on with you. I call this ‘catharsis by shopping.’”

That was the other thing about Alicia, just like on some of those cable shows where they give a person a wardrobe makeover, and he or she ends up having a complete breakdown for the whole world to see, she was doing so much more than finding clothes and getting someone a good haircut. I swear, if you put Alicia in a room with the world’s top five psychiatrists, I’d give even money each of them would admit they could learn more from her than the other way around.

“What do you think is going on with me?” I asked her, wondering what I was going to learn about myself.

“Well, it’s not really for me to say, but you look fantastic, your career is incredible. You’ve let yourself get just a few months behind the curve in fashion, which is really no big deal, especially when it comes to sports. But then out comes this article where you lay waste to men, and next thing you know, you’re invited to the world’s greatest party with the very man who inspired your article. How long have you really known him?”

I looked at her. “We met my last year of college. He was a freshman.”

“What made you fall for him so hard?”

I stopped in my tracks and took a deep breath. “Umm. Is it that obvious?”

“Sorry, Lily. Am I coming on too strong? I don’t mean to be—”

“No, it’s good. I haven’t told anyone. I really can’t give details, but he just—you’re right—he got to me. It was the best interview I’ve ever done and…I don’t know.”

“You two never got together, did you. You were a grad student for two years?”

“Two and a half. And that whole time we were both there, I only caught a glimpse of him a few more times.”

“Well, today we're giving you a glimpse of yourself you haven’t had in a while, either.”

“I think I’m going to need that cocktail sooner than we planned,” I joked.

“Um, no. Sorry. Recipe for disaster at this stage. Coffee for now.”

At least it was a latte, with caramel.

We pressed on. I still felt like each shop was holding hostages of mine. I had to resist the urge to sneak off to the bathroom, whispering on my phone for the salespeople to charge my credit card and have a courier drop things off at my place. Then we arrived at the salon. It was a whole new moment of the day’s game, “Let’s get inside Lily’s head and shake it up.”

Alicia stood quietly as I sat in the chair and spoke with the stylist. He prompted me with a few questions about what I was thinking and when Alicia could tell we were connecting, she left without a word. I told him about the way women in my business had been doing their hair, using it like armor, and how that had been changing. He nodded and kept me talking as he sat me back and went to work washing my hair.

It was already clean, but what he really did was give me the most amazing scalp massage I had ever experienced.

“Ohhh, I didn’t know my neck was so tight.”

“People never do, honey. You just relax,” he recommended.

He didn’t stop until the tension was gone, from my neck, temples, the back of my head, and even my jaw. Then he sat me up and said, “Do you trust me?”

“Well, we’re talking about my livelihood here. What did you have in mind?”

“I’m not talking a full pixie, short-hair-don’t-care thing, but I want to go short.”

I looked dubious. Long hair was the safe play for women in media. There were those who pulled off different looks just fine, but there had also been disasters that literally took some women off the airwaves. I wrote my own material, but sometimes I had to appear on screen. Messing with my look made me a little antsy.

“Lily, darling, I’m sure about this, but it’s not something I can do halfway. We can keep it long, and I’ll just fix you up a bit, but if you let me do my thing you won’t regret it.”

“How short?”

He showed me a spot all the way up close to my ears, and I gulped. I looked for Alicia. She was nowhere to be seen. Before I could help myself, I thought, “Men like it long.”

I watched my face in the mirror. My cheeks grew red and my jaw set, it was like I was looking at somebody else, someone I could admire, getting very angry.

He pulled out his scissors and a comb. “That a girl.”

I nodded, and he began to cut.

He spoke to me about delightful things. He spun me around and I caught glimpses of long strands falling.

“Honey, don’t let anyone talk you into color. If I could bottle what you’ve got going on, I’d be rich.”

I knew what he was saying but wanted to hear more. “Oh, it’s just dark brown.”

He laughed at me. “Sure, dark brown, from about a thousand different shades. You’ve got reds and blacks in there, along with the deepest highlights I’ve ever seen. If I tried to match this, I’d need a week and I’d have to spend a month in a clinic after.”

I saw Alicia step by in the outer room and called her in. She came in backward. “Are you done yet?”

“Just finishing,” the stylist said.

“Oh, then call me once you’ve finished it. This part’s between you two,” Alicia said.

We shushed her at the same time and insisted she get her butt over to the mirror. Before I could even see, she gasped and did a very un-Alicia-like thing by tearing up. Then I felt my chair spinning, and I looked up, I let out the softest little breath, touching my fingers to the tips of my hair.

I never wanted to move again, and yet I wanted to run outside and spin in the air. I wanted to go dancing or hold my future baby in the park. It was that amazing.

 “What have you done?” I asked, my voice full of wonder.

“It’s all you, sweet thing. I just helped bring it out a little bit,” the stylist said.

“I’ve never felt so beautiful. My goodness. Thank you.” My eyes were filling up, but I wanted to see. Somewhere inside me something told me to get a hold of myself. It was just a haircut, I was being foolish. But the truth is, the man was an artist, plain and simple, and my hair looked awesome.

“I— can I get it to look like this the night of the party? Did you do anything?”

“Like I said, it’s all you, honey. Some women aren’t so lucky. But if you like, I’ll stop by when you’re getting ready and give you a little tune up.”

“Oh my goodness, yes,” I squeaked.

I could tell a similar story about what happened next, with my makeup. The woman showed me some new product, and taught me the latest tricks, and showed me what I looked like with a more natural style than I’d been using. It wasn’t all that different, but it seemed so to me, and that was more than doubled by the new hairdo. The makeup artist agreed to come by on the night and make sure I was doing it right, and I asked Alicia to be there too, just so we could make a party of it.

I felt like a queen, and I didn’t care. Every woman should have a chance to feel like I did, more than once.

We went back around to the same shops, and I was surprised how particular I was now being, armed with my new look and a feeling of raw beauty I hadn’t known I’d set aside for awhile. Half the items I’d placed on hold went back on the racks. The other half were discounted in ways these stores did not do.

“Alicia, how—”

“Just called in some favors,” she said with a wink. “You’ve helped my business today in ways you don’t know. Just, if you don’t mind, when you wear some of these, snap some selfies or do some photo bombing or something. Get some shots up on Twitter. Nothing pose-y or formal.”

“I can manage that.”

“So, how’s your energy?” She smiled.

“Limitless.”

“Then it’s time to get your dress.”

I couldn’t believe it. My mouth actually dropped open. Alicia laughed. I had gotten so swept up in my new look and adding to my wardrobe that I had forgotten the reason the whole day had started in the first place.

We got back in the limo and drove for fifteen minutes. When we stopped, I was confused because we were at one of the city’s newest, poshest restaurants. An outdoor lawn and garden held white tables nestled amidst trellises and strings of lights that even during the day managed to add a touch of magic to the setting.

“Alicia, I thought we were—”

“We are. You’ll see,” she said.

We walked under the lights up to a wide porch and it felt like walking into fantasy. The entire room was made of light, warm, wide wooden planks. There seemed to be no order to the size or placement of the tables. It was as though a town back in the horse and buggy days had decided winter was over, and it was time to get together. The smells of fresh herbs mingled with toasted spices in a way that seemed both wonderfully American and somehow exotic. The maître d’ greeted Alicia like an old friend and me like an honored guest, and asked us to follow him. As we moved toward the back wall, I realized it was constructed to be an optical illusion. What appeared to be a closed corner was actually a narrow hall, which opened into a private room of the same construction. Two tall, long tables were placed strategically. On them were an assortment of hors d’ouevres, appetizers, amuse-bouches, fresh sliced raw vegetables with strange and delicious dips, fruit that looked as though it had just fallen off trees in the tropics, and a massive platter of classic Italian antipasti with thin sliced charcuterie, a wide assortment of pickled vegetables that smelled of vinegar and herbs, and olives.

“This can’t be all for us.”

“Oh, they’re just showing off. I’m sure they’ll find a happy home for anything we don’t eat,” she said dismissively.

“Alicia, what is going on?”

“You still don’t get it. I’m giving you the full treatment because, well, you’re my friend, but also if I can’t get into the Thorne party, at least I can do the next best thing. If you’re getting chummy with sheiks and pop stars, bankers and A-listers, and all those athletes with wives, then when they ask you where you got your hair done or found your dress, or who did your makeup, all you have to do is put them in touch with me. Assuming you’ll want to. And every place we’ve been to today, including this restaurant, trusts me. So if I tell them to pull out all the stops, baby, they do.”

“Well, I suppose that’s fair.”

“Look, just because we’re friends, you’d probably recommend me anyway, right?”

“Of course,” I admitted.

“Now you’re not just doing a friend a favor. Now you’re a client. But you know I’ve got your back, too. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt your reputation. In fact, I might enhance it.”

Everything she said made sense, and I appreciated her usual, blunt approach. She wasn’t using me, and I wasn’t using her. This was what all the businessmen I ever heard about when I was growing up called a “win, win,” and we were doing it woman-style.

I smiled and cocked my head at her. “Now can I finally have a cocktail?”

“How about some champagne?” she suggested.

“I’d love some.” Before the words had left my mouth, a gorgeous, slim waiter wearing tails and looking as though he’d just got off the boat from Sicily materialized by my arm with a silver tray holding two flutes of bubbly. His five o’clock shadow was so dense and dark it almost appeared blue and looked as though it could scour the rust off a cargo ship. Why that turned me on, I don’t know, but I looked away and took a large, refreshing drink of the cool, crisp champagne, and it was so delicious it made my eyes go wide.

Two more lovely men brought in a foldout partition made of bamboo and silk, with a classic Japanese print of a narrow ship and desperate hunched oarsmen facing magnificent waves. It couldn’t have been more out of place yet appropriate, and then they brought in the dresses, all hanging on a simple rack, along with an assortment of shoes, clutches, scarves, and other accessories, and with Alicia’s help, I simply went to town.

I thought I felt like a queen earlier, now I felt like a princess who still had a few years before she had to actually sit on the throne. The first dress seemed like an appetizer in its own right. Plain, black, gorgeous, and then I had a nibble of caviar on a point of toast. It was old fashioned, but oh so good with the champagne.

The next dress Alicia pulled out was that same color as the top from the morning. It was so stunning it made me suck in my breath. 

“It’s from the same line. I called the designer this morning after you tried on that top and he tracked this down for us,” she announced.

“I’m not sure there’s any reason to try on anything else. I can’t stop looking at it.”

“I know, but that could be just because the color is so unique. I would have bought it myself, but it’s got a touch too much orange in it for my skin. There are two others in there that might work better for you.”

“Which ones?” I asked enthusiastically.

“I’m not telling you.” She smiled and took a sip.

They all looked good, and I dearly wanted them all. I didn’t have to ask to know I could have sold my BMW and still not paid for even half of what was hanging on that rack.

“Look, we’re practically the same size. If you think I’m doing the rest of this alone, you’re crazy,” I announced.

“Twist my arm.”

We nibbled and changed. The waiters were discreet, but with everything going I’m sure they managed to catch an eyeful. Every time I thought about how gorgeous they were in their tuxes, I thought of what Parker would look like in one, and that was all I needed to completely ignore them. Alicia,  on the other hand, managed to flirt with ‘my’ scruffy Sicilian.

If eyes could speak, his were saying, “Try me. I’ll show you what it’s like to feel like a real woman until the sun comes up.” 

Then Alicia handed me another dress. By this time, I was no longer even able to concentrate. The champagne was mingling with exhaustion and happiness, and I just stripped and changed like a robot. Then I saw myself in the mirror.

“This one,” I declared.

She was nodding, her eyebrows furrowed in concentration, walking around me.

“Mmm-hmm. Mmm-hmmm. Hmmm.”

It was a gown of black with embroidered golden butterflies climbing from a field of water fronds up into soft discs of golden light that could have been stars or fireflies, or just dreams. It was so beautiful it made me want to cry, and I hadn’t seen it that way until it was on me. The neckline plunged to a high embroidered band just below my breasts. It was all mesh and so light I wanted to wear it to bed. I noticed the waiters trying not to stare, and failing so nicely I wanted to give them all a kiss on the cheek.

Finally, Alicia nodded. “Yes, this one.”

I bought the colorful one, too, along with two pairs of shoes, a new clutch, and a shawl in case of cold evening balconies bathed in moonlight.

When I got home, I was too exhausted to do anything but put my new things away and throw on my most comfortable pair of pajamas. Alicia sent me a photo collage of me with my new hair and makeup, wearing the colorful dress, looking over my shoulder as the Sicilian stood with champagne on a silver tray, his eye glancing at my bare shoulder. I gave her permission to use it with my name.

I browsed movies to stream, bored, none of the chick flicks catching my eye until I saw Audrey Hepburn’s eyes staring at me. I’ve always thought, if I were a man, the picture of her alone would have me wrapped around her finger for all time. Today, I felt like her sister. Breakfast at Tiffany’s was just right for my mood. I watched her and George Peppard break each other’s hearts, giggling at the silly parts while letting it blow my mind.

Afterward, I finally checked social media for the first time that day. Talk about mind blowing. After the New York Times ran a brief piece picking up on my research for the article on Cheerleaders and Referees, thereby taking the entire frenzied mess that I had started earlier in the week into the mainstream, the professional jerks that had been chumming the waters scurried for their stinking dark crevices. During the day, they came up with no more cute formulations, asking women which words they could use and which they couldn’t, instead, trying to shift the whole spotlight to something else, anything else. Their problem was, they didn’t have a hold on the actual hardware and were left looking like idiots trying to grasp and shove the bright circle of the beam as it landed. The rears that had been pushing me around in the tunnel now found themselves dodging their own interview requests, lamely protesting they were not the story and coming up with the exact same excuses they spent their careers scoffing at when some poor athlete didn’t want to talk about the car wreck he’d caused

I checked email. I had my own interview requests, along with some messages from my editor and our in-house publicist. I sighed. One by one I went through the requests and separated them by yes and no, along with my reasoning where I knew the publicist might try to change my mind. Just as I fired off the emails, another one came in from her, saying, “Brilliant!” and linking me to Alicia’s social media post. Unlike the amateurs who were desperate for eyeballs, Alicia kept her following exclusive. When she posted, she simply put one thing up on her personal account, instead of trying to dovetail it all in with a corporate page and some kind of phony paid network that claimed to be able to shill out the buzz. I looked smoking hot, along with a short, funny, and classy note: “Hair by…, makeup…, dress …, waiters by…”, that last presented the name of the restaurant, and you’d better believe women all over the city, if not the world, were already calling for reservations. 

The thing that got our publicist so thrilled, though, was that the same pig who’d gone with the “I would never call a woman ‘shrill’…” approach lost his mind. He tried to claim that posting a picture of me wearing a dress, makeup, and new haircut was the opposite of what a “woman who cares about women’s issues should do.”

He went on to lecture me on the proper way to be a feminist and even had suggestions on what I should wear and which issues I should champion.

Now had a woman written it, some New York Times hardcore feminist who, I don’t know, was against all makeup on philosophical grounds, I might have called her and asked her to go out to lunch to hear what she had to say. But this jerk?

If he was doing it on purpose, it was brilliant, but I couldn’t believe he actually wanted to end his career. Every word of what he wrote seemed sincere, angry, cynical, and earnest, and there was no wiggle room for him to claim the next day it had all been in jest. If you’d read his article without actually seeing the pictures, you might have thought I’d gone full porn queen and just spread ‘em for all the world, but it was just a little bare shoulder and a young, gorgeous stud of a waiter trying and failing to be discreet.

Within fifteen minutes of going live, his article was removed, and an apology was posted, not by him, but the conglomerate that employed him. He was being suspended without pay, pending further decisions forthcoming by management.

Ten minutes later, they’d changed that to simply firing him.

I tried to feel bad for him, but every time I thought of him shoving those meaty hips stuffed in those rumpled gray slacks against me, snorting at my questions then calling me shrill by not calling me shrill, I somehow couldn’t find the charity in my heart to feel bad, at least not tonight.

I suggested to my boss and the publicist that I just go about my business the way I had been. No interviews, not with me as the subject. My next on-screen appearances would be with me holding the mic, speaking with some carefully selected guests who, without even bringing up the subject of gender, could bookend the entire conflagration nicely. I let them know, without divulging who invited me, about the Thorne party, and told them not to let that leak. Both of them freaked, then went over the moon, then agreed they couldn’t even tell ownership otherwise word would get out in a way that could get my invite canceled. I was no friend to Thorne Enterprises, or any sports agency for that matter, and would investigate them as soon as any potential story. They agreed to hold a firm firewall over all details, but tell management that we had our strategy and were absolutely confident in it. I thanked them and told them I was going to sleep for twelve hours and see them early at the office.

I climbed in bed, amped and relaxed at the same time, and for the next hour indulged in thinking about Parker the way I’d imagined him that morning in the shower, his muscles working over me, straining. I resisted the urge to go for round two, knowing by this time that only the real Parker had any hope of satisfying me.


Chapter Fourteen

Parker

It had been a long time since I’d just gone for a run. Our usual workouts had been lasting so many hours and going through so many different ranges, all designed to get us to that peak combination of flexibility, endurance, strength, and then speed, that just a nice, long run seemed foreign.

I left everything except my hotel key in my room and took off through the city. Soon enough, I found the lake, which was actually a river, and I ran with the water. Every time I saw a bridge, I took it. A beautiful park sat on the other side of one, and I noticed a place I thought I might want to take Lily sometime. There were tables outside and cool looking lights. I ran around the side and found it looked out over long, sloping, wide open grassy places that looked like old paintings and reminded me of scenes in the stories I still liked to read. I let myself imagine I was a character in one of those stories, running for something important. I felt like I could go all day, but eventually, I spotted a tall building I recognized and knew it was about ten miles back to the hotel.

I found my way to the river again and followed the water back. By the time I got to the hotel, I had talked myself out of calling Grogan to try to say something to patch things up. Either he was done with me, or he wasn’t, but I knew, like so many things in our world, actions and not words were what would cut it.

I was also thinking about Lily. Something was telling me to be careful.

Once I was inside my room, I opened my phone, considering giving her a call, until I checked the news on my phone and saw my own sorry rear from the night before. It shocked me, because although my face didn’t seem to show nearly how drunk I actually was, the expression was something I didn’t recognize. But worse than that, there was the prostitute, Shirley, in her pink outfit, mugging for the camera and holding onto my arm. I had no memory of it.

The picture linked to an article with a headline that said, “Rising Starr?” They’d placed pictures of me and Grogan bench pressing next to each other at the combine, and one of me on the same field next to the water spigots with my shirt off. It pissed me off. I may be proud of my body, but at our level who isn’t? I wasn’t trying to come off as some kind of beefcake.

I copied the link, switched to my social media app, and posted, “Just lucky Grogan wasn’t next to me. Talk about a ninety-pound weakling!”

I thought it was funny, but maybe that was just me, remembering him in the tunnel all pumped. Which is why I got so lucky. About two minutes later, Amber got online and somehow had managed to track down exactly that moment. Heck, every man in that tunnel would do her practically any favor she asked so it couldn’t have been that hard for her to get the shot. But there she was, walking up with an eyebrow cocked. Even in a still photograph, you could see how she moved. And instead of looking at me she was looking at Grogan’s chest, stretching the fabric of his shirt beyond reason, high beams poking through enough to make a Victoria Secret model jealous, and the look on my face mimicked exactly what I’d said to him at the time, wincing but grinning … Watch where you point those bazookas.

It played like gangbusters. Then I couldn’t help but notice other news stories—namely, the insanity going on around Lily. She had all of social media in a frenzy. Comedians were weighing in, not to mention a bunch of Hollywood types who only thought they were funny, and as far as I could tell the sports writers were in a tizzy, loving the attention while hating the fact they couldn’t control it. It made me nervous all over again, but I realized, just like that, people had stopped talking about me. I was back to being a top prospect. Now I was absolutely bound and determined to stay that way.

Grogan chimed in with a post of his own, perfect tongue-in-cheek, just saying, “What?” It cracked me up, along with thousands of others.

I got a text from Tristan saying, “You got a publicist on the payroll already?”

I got the message. I’d been lucky.

I sent a quick text to Lily, letting her know she looked beautiful, which, by the way, she did. I wanted to kill that waiter for getting a glimpse of her in that restaurant, but couldn’t blame him for a second. I also asked her to keep whatever was going to happen at the party between us, off the record, and without photographs. She got back to me right away with, No problem.

I didn’t know what I expected but somehow was a little more nervous than not. Still, I kept flipping back to that picture of her in that pinkish-colored dress. For the life of me, I could not identify the color, but her eyes and hair and that perfect shoulder…no way I was going to cancel on her. Besides, I’d given her my word, and that was that.

I also liked the way Tristan handled it all. My picture showing up with a prostitute on my arm, that look on my face, me firing off a social media volley, I was sure it would have been enough to send every member of the university’s publicity staff into insomnia for a week. He probably had an office full of damage control specialists freaking out and wondering if I was going to end up being a radioactive client. In that context, his text to me was very cool. I decided to make the call, and dialed his personal number.

“Parker, that you?” he asked.

“Hi, Tristan. About all that trash, that’s not me.”

“I know it.”

“You do? How?”

“Drake.”

I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, whether it was because he’d dealt with Drake, or the big tight end had said something to him about me, but either way it was fine with me.

“Look, Tristan, I already knew what I wanted yesterday, and I don’t see any point in wasting more time. Are you available for me right now?”

I heard something rustling, but he didn’t stall. “You bet. Want me to send a driver?”

“Please. I’m signing the papers before he gets here.”

“Parker, that’s great. I’ve got counterpart copies here in front of me and am signing right now.”

“See you there.”

I threw on the last set of clean clothes I’d packed and went downstairs. Outside as the taxis pulled in and out of the hotel roundabout, I felt the air on my skin and looked up at the blue sky and laughed at myself, because I didn’t know if it was just one of those spring days that made people grateful to be alive, or if I’d finally managed to shake off whatever had been burrowing its way through my brain over the last few days. Signing that contract felt incredible. I reminded myself it wasn’t done until both sides had signed, but I couldn’t help it, it seemed like gravity had cut itself in half. I could have dived through the window and landed without rocking the car when it drove up. Instead I hopped over to the passenger door, opened it, and climbed right in next to the driver before he had a chance to get out.

“I’m Parker.”

“Wentworth,” he said.

I laughed before I could stop myself. “Sorry.”

“Quite alright,” he assured me.

“It’s just, I thought you were messing with me for a second.”

“Would that I were.”

“Well, come to think of it, Wentworth is an outstanding name.”

He cocked an eyebrow while taking a smooth turn. “Would you like to trade?”

“A professional driver named Parker?” I smirked.

“You have a point. I’d probably have to become a valet.”

I laughed, then changed subjects. “I’m signing with Tristan today.”

“Congratulations,” Wentworth said, giving me a sideways glance.

“You don’t mind me riding up front, do you?”

“It’s unusual, but not at all.”

“I’m a little pumped up is all,” I said.

He smiled, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, so I just kept jabbering.

 “Do you like working for Thorne?” I asked.

Wentworth didn’t say anything for a moment, then nodded his head. “I do.” He continued and told me how he came to work for Tristan Thorne,  it was a heck of a story. 

“Whoa,” I said. “I mean incredible. That’s really cool.”

He smiled. I wanted to ask him more, but we had arrived. Tristan and Amy were standing in front of the building with smiles. Tristan had a contract in his hand holding it up and shaking the pages.

I could have been more careful, probably should have been. I mean, if it had all been a blasted good hustle, if there were things in the contract only a lawyer could catch, where I was getting screwed three ways from Sunday, literally in the case of the NFL schedule, I truly would not have known. I read the contract line for line, and never found a sentence that didn’t seem to be in reasonably plain English, but what did I know?

I’d made up my mind. I just didn’t believe I was going to end up disappointed by Thorne Enterprises. If I were, in three years I could dump them and find someone else. I opened the door with my own copy of the contract in hand, shoved it at Tristan and grabbed a pen from Amy. We laughed as we raced each other to sign. I won, but it was close. 

He handed his copy to Amy, who slid it carefully in a folder. I folded mine roughly and stuffed it in my back pocket. We shook hands.

“So, Park, we’ve got rear kiss scenario B3 laid out in the office.”

I laughed. “What’s that mean?”

“Oh, I’ll tell you all about our scenarios at the party. In the meantime, just pretend you’re eating it up, okay?”

“Uh, sure.”

I turned around to Wentworth as Tristan and Amy started toward the entrance to the building. We nodded at each other. Inside the lobby, a bunch of the staff was there, and then I was blown away. Drake Mathison and the woman I took to be his fiancée, Peyton, were right there with them, giving me a standing ovation.

The big tight end walked over, rolling his eyes at the whole setup and we gripped hands and bumped shoulders. He said, “Enjoy it while it lasts, rook.”

I didn’t want to say something stupid, so I just laughed. Then Tristan hustled us into the elevator. We went upstairs to his office. There were a bunch of different soft drinks and deli sandwiches.

“Incredible. I was hoping for barbecue,” Drake remarked.

Tristan seemed genuinely apologetic, which made it funny, “We did that already, sorry Drake.”

“I was going to take Peyton out for steaks.”

She put her arm in his and with a calm-the-pouting-giant-baby voice said, “We’ll go tonight, okay?”

I looked at Mathison, and he flashed that grin that had been on the cover of about a hundred magazines over the last couple of years, grabbing a half roast beef sandwich and a bottle of water. I took a closer look at the spread and realized the sandwiches looked like they’d come right out of magazines, too. The smells of deli meats, cheese, vinegary dressing and spreads, pepperoncini and bread that must have come right out of an oven hit me, and I grabbed the nearest sandwich. It turned out to be a combo of salami, prosciutto, and spicy pepperoni and with one bite I was trying to sneak a peek at the packaging for the name of the place. 

“Compaglioni’s,” muttered Tristan through a full mouth.

Drake just grunted, eyeing his next selection from the couch.

Peyton and Amy took the time to find plates. I didn’t know how they were even going to get their mouths around them, but in another two minutes realized they were managing just fine. I tried not to look at the girls too much, but it wasn’t easy. Peyton was the kind that would make every head in a room snap, and Amy was, too. I concentrated on my food.

“So, Drake, I’m glad you were here today, or B3 would have been pretty boring.”

“Which one is that?”

“The one where an unsigned rookie who’s going to go high in the first round calls unexpectedly on a weekday ready to sign.”

“Did you do that one on me?”

Tristan looked wounded. “Don’t you remember the rock band, and the dancing girls, and the—”

“I’m just messin’ with ya. Yeah, I remember wondering what the heck I’d gotten myself into.”

The girls giggled. Amy answered my question before I could finish chewing. “Tristan has about a hundred scenarios he’s tweaking all the time. For just about every conceivable occasion with one of our clients, everyone in the office has a permanent file with detailed instructions. He’s not kidding when he says the factors, in this case, were your circumstances, and also the time of year, what we’ve got going on … everything. With the draft coming so close, and the party preparations, and the fact you were already signing before you even got here, B3 was called for. The reason we’re in the office is to talk about the possible teams that could draft you and how to approach your rookie contract. If Drake hadn’t already been coming to take Peyton out to lunch, we would have scrambled to find another veteran athlete to talk to.”

“Thanks for doing this,” I said to Drake.

“Don’t worry about it, kid. Least they’re feeding us.” He got up and grabbed the other half of the sandwich I’d picked.

We ate, and I listened. Every time I thought I had a question, someone was already in the process of answering it. Drake was telling me a few things about various coaches and GMs, and other players who were team leaders around the NFL. I noticed Amy taking shorthand notes and when she caught my eye she nodded and tapped her pad, which I figured meant she’d send me a copy. That was a relief, so I just concentrated on absorbing everything Drake and Tristan said. At one point I saw them exchange a look that seemed like I’d passed some kind of first test. In another mood, I might have felt it was condescending, but I wasn’t in another mood. For an undrafted college kid who wants to be in the NFL, to be a fly on the wall when a Hall of Fame lock and a top agent are shooting the trash about your sport, your industry, and your particular career, to treat it as anything but a massive opportunity would have been total stupidity.

“The Bills have the inside track then.”

It was Tristan. Drake grimaced. I kept a poker face, which made them both grin.  As good as I knew I was, I was not going to test the NFL by giving them a list of acceptable teams.

Tristan grinned. “Don’t worry, it’s way too early to predict who’s going to make what moves.”

Drake nodded.

I thought it was time I chimed in. “I know it’s what we’re all supposed to say. I’ll play anywhere. I’m just happy to be in the NFL. But in my case, that’s really true. I mean, I want the best opportunity I can get, coaches who really can teach me, the right organization, all that.”

“Do you have a list?” Tristan inquired.

I looked at Tristan. “A few. Just some coaches my wide receivers coach mentioned would be good for me. Some of the organizations that everyone says does it right.”

Drake nodded. “Let Tristan help you flesh that out a bit.”

“How’d you end up on your hometown team?”

He grinned. “Some of it was luck. I almost pissed a lot of people off until Tristan reined me in. He got me where I wanted to be a little more behind-the-scenes than how I’d have handled it.”

Tristan rolled his eyes, and Peyton giggled.

I felt comfortable. I felt like this was a group of people who had my back not just because they were getting paid, which Drake wasn’t, but because doing it right was important to them, and that mean giving me the best shot I could find.

“Honestly, I just wish I was able to get with my team and my coaches, and just start practicing.”

Drake laughed. “Good. That’s the way you should feel. But, look, trust me, without letting yourself go, this is a chance to put some things to bed before you have to work harder than you ever have before in your life. Parker, you had an outstanding college career. This party coming up is going to be a shindig you will never forget, guaranteed.”

That made both ladies and Tristan wince, which made me laugh. “I think I’m taking up a lot of time you guys need to be spending on other stuff.”

“No.”

It was Tristan. Drake looked at him in a way that made me feel more was going on.

“Parker, there are going to be times I’m so busy, or playing the waiting game for someone else to make a move in our direction, you’ll wonder if we’re really doing our jobs. Drake taught me that. Now, I may push back and tell you to let me do my job. I did that with Drake and I thought he was going to plant me in the ground.”

Mathison had the grace to look a little chagrined, but he nodded.

“But you’ve got to look out for yourself. If you feel like something’s wrong, then something probably is wrong. It may be with your agent or it may be who-the-demon-knows. Don’t clam up. Don’t ever think we don’t have time for you. If something’s pissing you off, tell us, even if you just need to blow off steam. We can take it. If I think you cross the line, I’ll let you know. Heck, everyone here makes a habit of crossing it, why not you?”

In the end, I left more excited than when I’d arrived. We all agreed to see each other next at the party and keep in touch about strategizing for the draft.

They offered to have Wentworth take me back to the hotel, but I wanted to walk the city some more. I gave the man a wave, and he picked his head up from his book long enough to nod back. Halfway down the block, I realized I’d forgotten to tell them Lily, the reporter that had just lit off a nuclear bomb in the media by roasting me in that article, was going to be my date for the annual Thorne Enterprises blowout bash.

I reminded myself to fire off a text to let them know. The only reason I didn’t do it right away was because everything had been so perfect, I just wanted to leave it there, not do a blasted thing to disturb it.


Chapter Fifteen

Amy

 With Parker’s contract signed, it seemed everything only got busier. Tristan believed the young receiver had the potential to be the next true superstar, as his name implied, in our roster of clients. We had to treat this draft and all of the teams that had a legitimate shot at signing him with the kind of professionalism that kept owners and GMs impressed, and there was nothing for it: preparation was key.

That meant dusting off every folder we had on all the teams, making sure we knew all there was to know about every coach, which players had risen to become locker room leaders and what their personalities were, what organizations had decided all of a sudden it was time to rebuild, and all of that in the context of the all-important roster salary cap under which every team rolled their dice on a, mostly, equal playing field.

We had to do all of this for Parker as a wide receiver, but it was looking pretty certain we’d have to do it for Zack Brighton as well, not to mention all of the other prospects our team of agents were busy signing.

Of course, I wasn’t alone in all of this, but as Tristan’s PA my job was to take all of the reports and information coming in from everyone else and either organize them and forward them along or send them back so they could be touched up before wasting a second of Tristan’s time. 

Then there was the party.

Tristan liked to keep his office door open. At first, I thought it was so he could check on whether I was properly filling Adie’s shoes, but then I realized he just liked the sense of bustle. I don’t know anything about ADD, but I suspected, in the case of men like Tristan, there were a lot of borderline cases out there. 

The only downside was when I had to get loud.

The staff in the bullpen blocked almost everyone, but they couldn’t block team owners and other such VIPs, not always. My phone rang. It was the owner of the expansion team in Portland.

“Mr. Addams,” I addressed him.

“I was calling for Tristan Thorne.”

“I’m Amy Nolan. I understand you are calling about the party?”

“Well, Ms. Nolan, I’d like to speak with Tristan directly, please,” he said.

“I understand, Mr. Addams, but I’m afraid we have so many calls about the party that out of necessity I have been tasked with handling all inquiries. I’m sure you understand that Tristan is extremely busy preparing for the draft and signing clients, some of whom I’m sure are interested in your fine organization in Portland.”

I kept talking through his gruff, loud attempts to interrupt and steamroll right over me. It pissed him off.

“Look, Miss Nolan, we’ve never met. How long have you been in your job?”

His question irritated me. “Mr. Addams, how long have you been in yours?”

There was silence on the other end. I held my breath. Suddenly my phone boomed with his laughter.

“Young lady, I can see why Tristan hired you. Touché. You win. Is there really no chance to get an invite, not even for me?”

“Mr. Addams, the thing that makes this event so special for our agency is that we make sure to give off the impression how exclusive it really is. The more important is a person we can reject, the bigger and better it seems.”

“And you want me to take that as a compliment to my stature,” he questioned.

“I really do. But you’ve been so nice to me, unlike others I will never name, that I promise I will ask Tristan personally, and if we can’t put you on the list this year, I’m sure he’ll move you higher up for next year.”

“Does that mean yes for next year, or ‘we’ll see.’”

I looked up. Tristan was in the doorway. He pretended to applaud me, which made me blush. Then he twirled his finger for me the same way he had signaled Antone at the restaurant.

“It means yes, Mr. Addams.”

“Well, uh, Miss Nolan, I can take your word on that, can I?”

“You can, sir. And please, call me Amy.”

He laughed again and said, “Goodbye, Amy, thank you,” and hung up before I could respond.

Tristan was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t read. Or, maybe I could, but I didn’t trust myself. It seemed like respect, maybe even a little admiration. There was something more there that I might have only been hoping to see. He smiled and gave me a wink, then turned and went back to his office. I inhaled slowly. It might have been nice to enjoy the moment, but there was still a stack of invitations on my desk for this year. They had to be assembled and encoded, personally, by me. The security firm said it was the only way we could be absolutely sure there were no forgeries.

The invitations themselves had become collector's items. This year, we’d gone further than any before. The item that actually got them in the door was just like a chip-implanted credit card, but it had been enclosed in a gift box made of a latticework of gold and silver with high-end, miniature speakers inside. They could press an invisible sensor to play music, which was preinstalled. The songs were exclusive recordings by the artists who would be performing at the party. The Thorne Enterprises logo was affixed in an almost invisible hologram underneath.

As I was triple-checking that each card had been properly encoded for the invites that still had to go out, Peyton came in. As if on cue, my phone rang again. She pointed at Tristan’s office, and I nodded. She went in. I saw Parker was calling and answered immediately.

“Hi, Amy, I was just calling to check—hey, by the way, are you, you know, attending the party?” Parker asked.

“Uh, yes, of course.”

“Oh, is it all work, or are you, you know, going with someone?” he questioned me.

He was giving me the impression he was thinking about asking me to go with him. It seemed so strange to me, but in hindsight maybe I was juggling too many balls to put two and two together. “Strictly professional. I’m too busy to be dating anyone anyway.” I hoped he got the hint, but also wondered if I’d jumped the gun.

“So, I’m just double-checking, my invite—which is awesome, by the way—is pretty clear with the plus-one, so I, uh, asked someone.”

I felt stupid. He hadn’t been about to ask me at all. I was also a little disappointed, not because I was interested in him, but a girl likes to be wanted.

“That’s fine. You can bring a date. As long as she’s with you when you have the invite scanned at the door, she won’t be turned away.”

“Great. Just wanted to make sure. Thanks, Amy.”

“No problem, Parker. See you there.”

He hung up, and I rolled my eyes at myself. I decided to let Tristan know Parker would be bringing a date, kicking myself for not asking her name. When I walked in, he and Peyton looked up, a little startled. I was afraid I’d caught them talking about something private and felt a hint of all the anxieties of the past week sweeping through me. A tiny doubt appeared which I hated myself for having, wondering if my whole meeting with Peyton had been some kind of sham. I snuffed it out, but still knew it had been there.

“Amy, I’m glad you came in, do you have a minute?” Tristan asked.

“Of course. Is everything all right?” 

I noticed Peyton wasn’t looking shocked, but actually upset.

“What’s the matter?” I directed my question to Tristan.

“Tristan’s cousin, April Thorne. Show her the picture,” Peyton directed Tristan.

He held out his phone, and there was a little girl with long brown curls that defied gravity. Her big blue eyes made me look up in surprise at Tristan.

Peyton nodded. “I told you, Tristan, they’re the same as yours.”

He looked down.

“This is your cousin?” I looked at him curiously. “She’s just a little kid.”

“I’ve never met her in person, not even when she was born. I’ve never really been close with my extended family,” he explained.

“I didn’t—well, you never talk about them,” I said.

“I just got word her parents died in a car accident,” he said.

My hand flew to cover my mouth and I stumbled a little. Peyton and Tristan were quickly at my sides, holding me by the elbows.

“Amy, what—are you all right?” Tristan asked.

“I—I’m fine. Sorry.”

They sat me down. Peyton didn’t let go of my hand. “You are not fine. Honey, you’re as white as a sheet. What is it? We’re friends here.”

I was still gripping Tristan’s phone and looked at the picture again. Tears started rolling uncontrollably down my face. “How old is she?”

“Four.”

“My little sister was seven and I was twelve when my parents were killed by a drunk driver.”

Peyton gulped. Tristan looked like something had gotten stuck in his throat. His hands were clenching and unclenching. 

“I’m okay,” I said, “really. I’m sorry. I just didn’t expect that. Tristan, I’m so sorry. How close were  you to her parents?”

“Not as close as I should have been in recent years. We never did the family reunion thing. Before I was born, there was some kind of argument over inheritances and wills and all that horrible trash that tears families apart. I came along after all the fallout had settled. The times we did speak, we agreed someday we would just turn our backs on the past and get together to make a fresh start when we weren’t all so busy.”

“I’ve been talking with my other aunts and uncles to figure out the best thing to do for her. The plan was I’d take her after the party until the family attorneys could get things in order so she wouldn’t have to go into the foster care system. But my cousin and his wife, the ones I’ve never spoken with, I guess they panicked. They backed out. I guess they thought they were going to get stuck with her.” He grunted, taking his phone back from me and looking at the poor, beautiful little girl again. “Can you imagine?”

“So you’re taking her early?” I asked.

“Yes. I just got the news. The jerks put her on a plane already with some strange babysitter. I’m leaving for the airport now.”

Peyton looked at me, and I nodded that I was okay. She gave Tristan a squeeze on his arm. “Drake and I are ready to help. Just say the word, we’ll be there.”

“Thanks,” he responded.

“I mean it. Drake will love spoiling her for you, I’m sure of it,” Peyton added.

Tristan laughed. “I bet he will. Don’t worry, I’ll call.”

“Good,” she said with a smile.

As Peyton walked out, Tristan’s smile shifted to worry, to a look I’d never seen on his face before, one of helplessness. He turned to me.

“Don’t worry, Tristan, I’m coming with you,” I said. “I just finished the invites. Everything else I can do on the phone.”

He nodded, and I followed him out, grabbing my purse as we passed my desk. We got to the car, and Wentworth already had the door open. I slid across the backseat as Tristan came in behind me.

We hadn’t even started moving when my phone buzzed. I answered. It was another multi-millionaire trying to finagle an invitation. I handled it quickly then looked at Tristan, and made a decision. I tapped on my phone for a second, flagging both Tristan and myself as unavailable. The office staff could handle things for awhile.

“How long have you…?” I started.

“They died two weeks ago. I’ve been handling it with family. I didn’t want to put any of it on your plate. I’ve barely been allowing myself to think about it at all—and never at work, only at home.”

“I understand, but you could talk to me, you know.”

“I know, and thanks,” he said. “With everything going on, honestly, I haven’t had enough time to actually think. Goodness, Amy, what am I going to say to her?”

“Oh, Tristan, all you can do is be what I know you’d be for any child who was suffering—kind. Just the fact you're here for her is so important.”

“They put her on a plane, practically alone.”

I felt the heat rise in my face, and it was my turn to feel like something was stuck in my throat. I nodded, afraid to say anything.

We got to the airport and Wentworth pulled into short-term parking instead of dropping us off. We waited for half an hour, not saying anything, until an airline employee and a stewardess came out with little April. Both of the adults looked stricken. Tristan moved forward slowly, his eyes on the little girl. Her face was drawn, vacant. She held onto a little-stuffed lamb, her eyes unmoving, looking at the ground, if she could even see it.

Tristan knelt down all the way to her level and I forced myself to not cry as he tried to catch April’s eyes. She didn’t look up.

“April, I’m Tristan, your cousin. I’m so, so sorry about everything that’s happened to you and your parents, but I’m so, so happy to meet you. I am so glad you came here to see me, and I promise I’ll take care of you.”

She didn’t react. He looked up at the ladies who’d brought her from the plane and stood. “Thank you.”

They nodded, and Tristan and the two women from the airline stood for a moment, wondering what to do when April took a step forward. One of them handed Tristan a clipboard, and he scribbled his signature. The other gave him the handle of a wheeled, pink and orange suitcase. They nodded to each other. When he turned and took a step, April began to walk with him.

“This is Wentworth and Amy,” Tristan said. “They’re going to ride with us.”

We found our way back to the parking garage and the car. I knew Tristan was thinking exactly the same thing I was. April was barely clinging to the world. However important work was, it would have to wait.

We arrived at Tristan’s building. Wentworth opened the doors and grabbed April’s bag from the trunk.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to come up,” he said.

Tristan nodded. April was still sitting in the car. He went to the side of the door and squatted down again. “April, do you think I could carry you?”

She didn’t shake her head or nod, but she climbed out of the car on her own. I thought that was a good sign. I remembered my little sister and had to force myself not to think about it, but I was proud of April just like I had been of her.

The elevator let us off right inside his penthouse. I looked at his living room and was suddenly worried. The whole place was beautiful but seemed like such a bachelor pad.

We went through the living room. Tristan took the bag from Wentworth and carried it. April didn’t even look around, but then I felt a rush of relief as I saw him lead her toward a doorway, behind which I could see soft, bright colors.

I looked at Wentworth, and he smiled, having the same reaction as I did. Suddenly, I remembered two weeks before, Timothy had called for Tristan, telling me he was returning a call from my boss. The firm’s on-call designer had helped many of our clients get new homes ready. When Timothy called for Tristan, I bet it was about this room.

The walls were painted with murals of animals and trees, not so cute as to be kitsch, but something a little girl could look at for hours without really thinking. There was a bed with a peaceful, neutral colored bedspread and some brighter pillows, and shelves filled with books and games. There were just a few toys, and I was impressed that Timothy hadn’t overdone it. The carpet was soft and comfortable, and there was enough space for people to just get on the floor together and do stuff. The bathroom was made of a similar combination of comforting neutral punctuated by brighter colors in the towels and rods. The fixtures were cute, in blues and greens, yellows and oranges, and everything was stocked. Soaps and toothpaste, wipes and towels, and bubble bath.

She pointed toward the bathroom, and I offered to help. She shook her head.

Tristan waited for her while Wentworth followed me toward the kitchen. We rummaged and found a bunch of gourmet restaurant leftovers in the fridge. I grimaced, then opened a drawer, where I found a pack of hotdogs. I heard a rattling sound and turned to see Wentworth had found a box of good old fashioned mac n’ cheese, family size.

Ten minutes later, April followed Tristan to the kitchen. We sat on tall chairs in a row at the long counter, four bowls in front of us, the three adults relieved to see the little girl eating.

When she finished, I had to keep myself from gasping, because she climbed down from her chair and reached her little hand up to grab Tristan’s. His eyes went wide as he looked from Wentworth to me, and then let her lead him back to her room. We followed, staying out. She led him right to a bookshelf and pulled out a title I recognized, one that many times made my little sister feel good and forget everything—If You Give a Pig a Pancake.

She handed it to him, and Tristan took it like it was something precious. “Can I read this to you?” he asked.

He moved over to a beanbag in the corner and when he sat, she climbed up into his lap and leaned against his chest. I put my hand to my mouth and turned away, unable to hold the tears back any longer.

Wentworth said from my side, “I’ll leave you to it then.”

I nodded as he quietly walked to the elevator.

When Tristan finished, he closed the book. She reached her hand out and opened the front cover again. It wasn’t until the third time through that she fell asleep. I helped her get into pajamas. She was so sound asleep she didn’t even point her toes as I put her legs into the bottoms, which my little sister used to do even when she was out like a light. We put April under the covers and went to the living room.

Tristan poured as both two fingers of scotch. If I didn’t need it so much at that point, I would have declined, thinking about all the work that still needed doing.

We sipped and stared at the view.

“Amy, with all the work everyone’s doing, I know this is going to be a lot to ask. But I’m going to have to rely on all of you even more. I think April is going to need me.”

“She is.” I choked on the words. I wanted to hug him but resisted the urge. Around the lump in my throat I said, “Don’t worry about a thing. We’ll handle it.”

Then he moved and wrapped me in a hug. Unlike the only other time I had his arms around me, our lips didn’t accidentally meet and stay pressed together a bit longer than they should have, which made it that much worse, or better, because there was nothing wrong with this, nothing to freak us out and make us stop and pretend it didn’t happen. This little girl had landed in his lap, broken and in desperate need of shelter from the storm in her mind, and he was overwhelmed, and it was the most natural thing in the world that he would need the human contact of a hug.

And I was wracked with guilt, only because while I should have just been there to comfort him, and April, for a moment all I could think about was myself. He had changed into a plain white t-shirt and blue jeans, and without his usual suit coat on I felt the relaxed power of the muscles in his back. It was not that I became aroused, not the way one might think, at least not that under these circumstances. No. It was just as simple as a beating heart. I knew the kind of strength Tristan had, not because we had been together long enough, or at all, but because I just knew. He would get in the face of a 265-pound destroyer of a human being and stare him down, and then go beat a professional snake like Liam Rose, who had decades of experience on him. He managed crises, led people, and cared for others, making sure that proud men did not fall through the cracks, and doing so in a way that did not tear them to shreds with charity or pity. For him to need a moment of comfort in another human being, me, meant something actually did terrify him. That it was his tiny little cousin, sleeping in her new bed in his home, rather than some attack on his business or a monster roaring in his face, affected me as though our hearts, so close together in our chests at that moment, had thrown safety lines to each other. 

All of this lasted only a few seconds. I waited until he let go and would not have done a thing if he had decided to hold onto me for an hour. 

“I’d drive you home myself, but…”

I smiled and kept my voice as gentle as I ever had. “Stop worrying.”

He laughed. “Like that’s ever going to happen. You know you could—”

He cut himself off before inviting me to stay. God help me, I would have said yes and then gone into his bed that night as he slept.

Wentworth drove me home and refused, in the most gentlemanly manner, to leave until he had seen me into my apartment building and safely to my door.


Chapter Sixteen

Parker

There was something about being back in my room on campus. As a junior on the team, I had been given the option to take a rookie as a roommate or spent extra time helping the redshirts get the swing of things, keeping an eye on them on road trips. It wasn’t official policy, but something our head coach implemented. Since I liked taking the younger guys out for parties anyway, I’d opted for the single room.

Dropping my duffel on the floor, I stretched out on the extra-long bed against the wall. The only thing on my schedule coming up was the Thorne party. Other than that, it was classes. Lying there, I couldn’t believe how good I felt just to be in my dorm room, no paparazzi flashing cameras at me, no shots of alcohol beginning to boil in my stomach, none of that need to channel whatever it was football gave me into an aggressive search for the next evening’s “fun.”

Suddenly my door burst open. Three of my teammates came in as I just lay there, grinning at them.

“Thought I saw you getting back!”

“Yo, Park, we’re hitting Burpee’s, get your rear in gear!”

Burpee’s was the tenth incarnation of the exact same bar in the exact same place, two blocks from campus, that it had been for at least a generation. It was marked by the permanent smell of stale beer, and a white plastic floor so sticky it made sneakers feel like they had a million suction cups on their soles, erupting with a loud shlorp with every step. The reason for all the name changes, I assumed, was because not a day went by without massive amounts of underage drinking going on.

At one point in every semester, we’d show up on a Thursday night, out for a couple cheap beers and a shot at a sorority girl, only to find it boarded up. We’d shrug, hit the second option which was a slightly nicer bar with higher prices, and next week the joint would re-open with a new cheap sign up top. I wondered if it was always the same owners with a family so large they just handed it off to a different branch so they could take their six-month turn.

I hadn’t actually been to Burpee’s since the beginning of my sophomore year, but we’d call it that until we left and let the next year’s starters take over with their own out-of-date version.

“You fellas have fun,” I said.

“What, the chicks up north tire you out, Park? You catch something from that one in the pink getup?”

“You kidding? They haven’t invented the rubber I’d wear for that!” I belted.

“I heard you hooked up with a cheerleader so fine she made everyone at the combine have to wait till their hard-ons went down before they could shower!”

I just grinned. True or not, it wasn’t something a player was going to deny.

“Yeah, rubbish man. You ain’t tired. Get up. Let’s go!” one of the guys commanded.

“Sorry. I’ve got plans,” I told them.

“Incredible. Probably a tri-Delt.”

“He couldn’t get it anywhere else?”

“Maybe he’s tryin’ to grab a Kappa.”

I just smiled as they kept going with the old, bad sorority name rhymes all the way down the hall and to the stairs.

 From outside my window, I heard the last one and rolled my eyes. “He might try to pry some Pi Phi thighs!”

The truth was, all I could think about was my books, which had not been true a single time before in my life. It wasn’t that I was a bad student. Actually, it always came easy to me, especially in college. High school was a grind. Private prep boarding schools give you classes and homework up the freakin’ wazoo. I could have gone to a much tougher academic university, but I was sick of it, especially after Jason died. I came to college for football, and really all I had to do was show up to class and pay a little attention, which I could do in my sleep after the high school I went to. My GPA was up over 3.5 and I felt like I’d been cheated. If one of the questions during all the psych tests and interviews had been, “What did you learn in college,” the honest answer would have been, “Picking up girls and where to get cheap brewskies.”

I did have a paper due at the end of the week. Suddenly I wanted to do more than just churn out the usual garbage. I looked at my backpack right next to my desk, where I’d left it. Pulling everything out of it, I found a couple books from the previous semester I no longer needed. Checking class emails, I saw I had a few chapters to catch up on in every class, on top of the paper, and instead of just thumbing through the chapter headings I realized I was excited to dig in, maybe even go back and actually read them. Reading had never been a chore for me, but I’d spent my years in college with novels, just barely skimming the textbooks. I’d never taken a single exam that couldn’t be passed, easily, by knowing the chapter headings. It was easy when you knew which classes to pick.

I could have stayed right there at my desk, reading light on, keeping company for the first real time with my textbooks, but suddenly I wanted the full experience. I filled my reorganized backpack, put on a baseball cap, and walked as fast as I could to the main library on campus.

It was ridiculous. By that, I meant awesome. The only time I had ever been inside the building before was during my tour in high school. First, I had to hunt through my backpack, lucky to find my student ID sitting in the outside pocket. Nobody at the desk recognized me, and I loved it.

Then I went through a pair of doors. A sign requested I wait for the first set of doors to close before entering the “library proper.” After I had done that, I opened the wood paneled doors and walked into a different kind of heaven.

The first thing that caught my eye were the simple, yet solid, long even rows of wooden tables, but before I could take in the details, the high domed ceiling tore my eyes upward. It was as beautiful as any museum, large square tiles growing steadily smaller as they reached the center. It had the effect I’m sure the designers were going for, a feeling of all the daily concerns being lifted lightly out of my head, freeing the mind to expand. After staring up for a few moments, I looked again at the tables. Wide wooden chairs that looked comfortable, but also firm enough to keep one from falling asleep lined the tables. Spaced enough to give every single student there room to spread their books, were emerald green lamps.

Nobody looked up at me. Freshmen to Seniors had their heads in their books, and I almost laughed out loud at myself, because I realized suddenly I was staring at them with envy. They were real students. The older ones actually had the right to call this library theirs, the same way I called the football field mine. The concept of spending years in this room, learning, seemed so appealing to me that I wished I had it all to do over again.

Right then I vowed to at least get as much of it as I could in my remaining weeks as a member of the university. I found an empty seat and looked around. Some people had their packs on the table, others on the floor. I almost laughed again, realizing I felt like a rookie, expecting someone to glare at me or smirk because I was doing it wrong. I sat and pulled out all of my books, stacking them in order of what I wanted to get done.

At first, I glanced up a lot, not focusing, and noticed a few other people doing the same thing, all young, probably freshmen. Everyone else was hardly stopping, only taking the occasional moment to stretch. One girl wearing a t-shirt lifted her arms up and arched her back, and that did get a bunch of guys glancing at her, because her fantastic breasts stretched the fabric and lifting toward the ceiling. She had to know what she was doing, but she didn’t look around and simply got back to her books. I saw one guy actually shake his head, trying to clear it.

Then I settled in, telling myself the whole point of this magnificent room, this building, and the whole campus was right in front of me on the table. I studied.

Before I knew it, hours had passed, and an announcement came out that the last escort service would be leaving in five minutes. Long before I’d ever arrived, some girls had been molested on campus on their way back from this library, more than ten years before in fact. Since then, every half hour after dark the university provided escorts for any undergrads who did not want to walk alone.

I went to the restroom and on the way out asked someone when the library closed. She told me midnight, in half an hour.

I managed to read one more chapter, wishing I could spend the whole night inside, then packed up and left, the last one to leave the building other than the night watchman who was locking up.

As I headed back, I thought of what it might have been like to walk Lily back to her dorm room or apartment late one night. I could have tracked her down when she’d still been a grad student. She might have laughed at some sophomore football player, but I didn’t think so.

The moon and stars were out, and I could see the five-story clock tower that marked our campus. I don’t know what it was about such structures, but so many of the universities had them, and they seemed to add that finishing touch to these small cities of learning that was just right. Also, there had been permanent rumors of couples sneaking in between patrols and grabbing a quickie with a view. I couldn’t help but think of doing that with Lily. Would she have gone for it?

I pulled out my phone and called her.

“Hi,” she answered. 

One word and she was back inside my head.

“Hey, I’m back on campus,” I told her.

“I miss it sometimes.”

“You do?”

“Just a bit,” she said.

“Hey, I wanted to say I’m sorry, for the other night. How was I on the phone?”

“You were fine.”

I didn’t believe her. “Uh huh. So, what are you doing awake at midnight?”

“Answering your phone call,” she joked.

“You got jokes. Seriously, I didn’t wake you up, did I?” I asked.

“No. I’m in the office, working.” 

I could hear the smile in her voice.

“You there alone?” I asked, a little concerned that she likely was.

“Yes. I like being the only one here.”

Her voice was getting to me. It was as soft as she was the first day I met her, and I thought of her there alone, with the view of the city lights from her window.

Words came out of my mouth before I knew it. “You know, when you interviewed me back then, there hasn’t been a day since I haven’t thought about you sitting there with that pen in your hand and your hair hiding half your face. I think you saved me that day.”

She didn’t say anything. She was probably trying to figure out how to react to some young punk who ran around a field every day and was acting like an idiot after his very first trip to the big library. Her silence pushed a button. “I’ll talk to you later, Lily.” I didn’t give her time to say anything else. I hung up.

Instead of going back to my dorm, I wandered the pathways on campus, between buildings and wide open squares, through grassy, tree-lined expanses, feeling the moisture of the night cooling my skin, exploring my home of several years like I should have done before.


Chapter Seventeen

Lily

He hung up.

Idiot!

I could not believe I had just sat there, words stuck in my throat. I was supposed to be good with words. His had come out of the phone like a magic sword and cut me in two.

I could have been the one to say them, to tell him that I had thought of him every single day of my life since the moment I had first seen him. I’d imagined telling him often enough, but when he beat me to it, I realized I’d never for a second let myself consider the possibility he felt the same. 

It stunned me because suddenly I realized the stories I had read in secret were true. When you love someone, sometimes it’s because in your heart you know they feel the exact same way about you.

I had come to believe that was garbage. Maybe it is. At that moment, though, it’s all my mind could grasp and it seemed it required consideration in a way that routed brain function around my vocal chords.

After he had hung up, I became worried and tried to call him back. Whatever had been going on with him, he was not in a stable place. It was more than two hours by jet, so jumping in my car would have been futile, but I didn’t want to wait for the morning.

I tried Parker four more times, then I thought about calling the university, or trying to track down the personal number for one of his coaches. That was all he needed. If word leaked, it could affect his draft stock.

Finally, I called Tristan Thorne. He sounded as awake as I was.

“Yes, Miss Morgan?”

In our industry, anything but a first name basis was practically a declaration of war.

“Tristan, I’m sorry to call so late. I’m worried about Parker.”

“It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” he said, voice tight.

“You don’t understand—”

“All press inquiries must go through our Head of PR, Miss Peyton Worth. I’m sure you have her number.”

He sounded like he wasn’t paying attention at all, and I needed to make a connection with him. Thinking as quickly as I could, too quickly, I shot from the hip. “Of course, I understand that there’s a good story when it comes to Peyton, you, and Drake.”

Whatever button I pushed was exactly the wrong one.

“Is that what you understand? Well, Lily, I’ll treat you just like I’d treat any man, and tell you that just because you can be a bull in a china shop doesn’t mean you have to. Write whatever story you want about me with that poison-drenched pen of yours, but if you go after a young client of mine before he’s had a chance to learn how your kind of game is played, I promise you, you have no idea how miserable my lawyers can make your life. I happen to believe in the first amendment, but you sports journalists always forget there is legal precedent that actually limits the destruction you can cause. If you don’t believe me, I’d be happy to tie your rear up exploring a whole new possible precedent to set, and if you believe I’m the kind who makes empty threats, ask around.”

He hung up. He was the second man that hung up on me that night, and I was left nearly as speechless. I had asked around. Tristan Thorne was not like the owners of sports teams. There was not a single incident I’d ever read that even implied he would fly off the handle in a conversation with anyone, much less a journalist. He was rapidly becoming one of the most powerful men in the world of sports, all sports, globally, and if the trend line he was on continued, he’d be at the top in a hurry. He was not kidding me. Nobody had ever heard him make a threat, much less an empty one. There were about two men, I suddenly realized, on the entire planet who had intimidated me since I had earned my stripes as a professional journalist, and both of them had hung up on my rear in the same night.

I realized there was not a blasted thing I could do to help Parker tonight, not without risk of doing more harm, and it left me sitting alone in my office, miserable. I vowed to do whatever I could in the morning, and I also decided it was time I learned even more about the intriguing Mr. Thorne.


Chapter Eighteen

Amy

The party was almost upon us, and with Tristan out of the way more than usual, it turned out everything was going smoother than I expected. I had gone into Peyton’s office in the morning and let her know more about April, and I asked her if she’d come up with her one idea for Tristan.

“Let’s save it for next year. Everything you’ve done is already bigger and better than last year, as far as I can tell. Let’s just concentrate on doing it right. Tell me how I can help.”

“Concentrate on the press. We always follow up with guests before the party to make sure they won’t have any trouble. Use the bullpen staff as much as you like, but if they have any trouble with hotels or travel, Thorne Enterprises has contacts in just about every establishment.”

“Perfect. I call the A and B list directly, and let the bullpen handle C and D.”

“Just cc me, and I’ll help stay on top of things.”

“Thanks, Amy.”

I smiled, preventing myself from having a flashback when I saw her smiling back, wondering for a second if she had to do the same thing.

As I left her office, she called down the hall, “Have you picked a dress yet?”

I lied. “Yes!”

Then I thought, incredible, rubbish trash.

I got back to my desk and called our security agency for the morning update. No guests had called saying they had lost their invitation, asking for a new encoded pass. I called the caterer, making sure they had called all of their suppliers. No typhoons had interrupted the fruit distribution channel from Asia, the seafood industry in Maine had not suddenly been decimated by an oil spill, and the Japanese and Chinese master chefs had not been arrested or had their travel visas pulled.

I was about to call the valet service when Tristan came out of the elevator with April. She had a hold of his hand but still looked vacant to me.

“April, you remember Amy?”

He didn’t seem to expect a response. “This is our office, let me show you.”

I cocked his head for me to join them and we walked through the door. I wondered if the place looked intimidating through April’s eyes and Tristan must have had the same thought.

“I’ve been thinking about making this room more fun. But it’s a nice view.”

April didn’t seem to care about the view and just held onto Tristan’s hand.

I felt a bit helpless, but Tristan just smiled. “A little bird told me you didn’t have your dress picked out yet.”

“That little bird must be a walking lie detector.”

He chuckled.

“April and I came to take you shopping.”

I couldn’t think of how to say ‘no’ to that. “Oh, what a treat!”

We went right back to the elevator together, and in a few minutes, Wentworth was driving us to the beautiful downtown shopping center I usually passed with blinders figuratively yet firmly affixed.

The shopping center was situated across from one of the city’s old, rolling green parks. As we got out of the car and walked a few steps, Tristan noticed April looking at the long stretch of grass and trees. The warm weather had continued, and I remembered my T.S. Eliot, suddenly realizing the hard irony of the little girl’s name. This was her namesake month, the one the poet called the cruelest, breeding lilacs out of the dead land, mixing memory and desire, stirring dull root with spring rain.

I wondered if the reprieve in the weather would turn out only to be cruelty before winter gave us one last shot.

“Would you like to go to the park?” Tristan asked April.

She just held onto his hand, saying nothing. 

He nodded and spoke as though she had told him what was on her mind. “Right. We’ll do it after we shop for dresses. There’s a brand new restaurant over there near the water that is supposed to have the best French fries a little girl ever had.”

I looked where he pointed and saw that the green of the grass sloped right into distant outdoor tables and benches, with strings of lights that even during the day looked inviting. 

“What little girl?”

They were her first words since she’d landed. I was walking just behind them. I froze, and Wentworth stopped beside me. It moved me that he didn’t want to let April out of his sight. Tristan just kept strolling, her hand in his, and said, “It might have been the one who gave the pig a pancake.”

She let out the littlest giggle, and I heard Wentworth exhale beside me. He went back to the car once we arrived at the women’s boutique. A lady met us at the door, and I had the impression Tristan called ahead. She wore a white dress that fanned straight out cutely from her hips in an upside-down blossom. It could have been made of clouds and feathers, yet had trim, defined lines that gave her an athletic air. 

“Hello, I’m Jennifer.”

“Hi, Jennifer, this is Amy and April. I’m Tristan. We were hoping you might have some dresses.”

“We sure do. We also have tea, hot chocolate, and coffee.”

Tristan looked at April and then back up. “We’re saving ourselves for French fries and vanilla ice cream.”

“That sounds delicious. Okay then. Would you like to look around, or shall I pick some selections I think might work?”

Again he looked at April. “Maybe you could show us the girl’s section and help us pick out a few?”

“Of course.”

I had already spotted four gowns that caught my eye. “I’ll just do some browsing. You guys have fun.”

The three of them went to another area in the back of the store. I went straight to light blue dress that just wasn’t quite formal enough for the party. I passed it by with only a little tug at my heart.

There were several sharp LBDs, but I already had two and wanted something a little more special for the event.

One drew me to it irresistibly. I could not define the color, but when I held it up, I realized with tremendous sadness it washed out my skin a bit. I could have just stood looking at the threads with a magnifying glass it was such a work of art.

“We have one by the same designer, though it’s in the blue spectrum.”

“What color is this?” I asked.

“He won’t tell us,” she said with a rueful grin.

“I’d love to see the blue one,” I said.

“Right this way. It’s not really blue, per se. You’ll see.”

She showed me a dress and held it up to my face, and suddenly whatever color it actually was made my eyes show the same mysterious, indefinable glow, and my hair seemed to fall thicker and softer, framed only by the light of the dress.

“Oh my goodness!” I exclaimed.

“Right when you walked in the door I thought this one might do the trick.”

“How—?”

“Amy?”

It was Tristan. We walked back, me clutching the hangar with the blue-green-emerald-jade-God-only-knew-what dress.

“Go ahead, April, you can tell Amy.”

I didn’t hear her at first, so I bent over close to her mouth.

“…you help me try this on?”

I forgot about my dress as Jennifer took it from me. Amy was holding a dress consisting of mesmerizing stripes, of colors I thought should have clashed if they weren’t so incredibly well chosen and placed, with practically invisible, neutral lines between then. 

“April, it’s so pretty. Of course, I’ll help.”

She took my hand, and I felt Tristan touch my shoulder. Then he looked at what Jennifer was holding. “You guys could change at the same time. Is that all right, Amy?”

She also looked at Jennifer and saw my dress, which truly had already become ‘mine’ in my head. Her eyes went as wide as mine must have been when I saw the threadwork on hers, and she nodded.

“Can I bring you both some shoes to go with your dresses?”

We both nodded, and I laughed, nudging Amy gently like we were girlfriends in cahoots. She gave me a smile, and we went into the changing room.

I helped her out of her clothes and couldn’t resist giving each of her little feet squeezes, both with socks on and once they came off. She didn’t react, and I was afraid I was pushing it, so I just helped her on with her dress and then I gasped.

“April, look in the mirror, it’s so perfect!”

She did. She didn’t smile or squeal, but it seemed to me her face grew interested, her eyes a little wider.

“Would you turn around for me, all the way?” I requested.

She spun, watching her dress. “I knew it was going to be cute, but it’s more than that, it’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

She looked up at me. “Your turn.”

I put my bag down and bent over to unstrap my shoe, but she was already reaching. I sat on the padded bench as she undid the little buckle, pulled it off, and gave my foot a little squeeze in the same exact place I had done for her. I didn’t say anything as she did the same with my other foot. Then I put on my dress, and she let out a little “oooo.”

I looked at her. She wasn’t still imitating. Her eyes were big and round, and she looked up at me and pointed in the mirror. I’d never seen myself like that, through a child’s eyes, and when I looked up, I truly had never seen myself the way I looked right then in that dress. I gasped, holding my hand to my cheek. It’s not like I’ve never worn fine dresses, or at least tried them on, but I still could not understand how this particular one brought color to my cheeks warmly while making the blue-green of my eyes glow like they had a sky full of stars inside of them.

“Well, do we ever get to see?” Tristan asked from outside the changing room.

I looked at April, and we both giggled. “What do you think he’s going to say?”

“That we’re pretty.”

“I think so, too.”

Jennifer had picked out a pair of heels for me with thin straps the seemed at first to be silver but shone with hints of the entire spectrum. They picked up the hues of the dress.

Amy’s were velvety black, comfortable looking but with the slightest heel, and small, intricate flowers that played with the colors of the stripes on her dress.

We walked out, and Jennifer beamed. Tristan’s mouth fell open, and he was either being the consummate actor or was simply blown away.

“I—you’re—what—look at you—wow! You are both so, so, pretty!”

We looked at each other, and I laughed. April’s face broke into a full, bright smile. “See,” she said.

“You were right,” I told her.

He looked at me. “You’re wearing that to the party, right?”

I smiled and nodded; there was no question.

“But, we found the winners so fast. Don’t you want to look around?”

I looked at April. Every little thing she was thinking may as well have been written on her forehead. I said, “I think we’re both in the mood for those French fries you were promising.”

He smiled. “Easiest shopping trip in history. They’ve got French fries, and cheeseburgers, and fish, and noodles…”

Neither of us wanted to change out of our dresses. “We could wear them, but I thought I saw some swings and slides out there in the park.”

She thought about it, then went back into the changing room. I followed, and we changed again and squeezed each other's feet again.

When we got back out, Jennifer had already taken our dresses and boxed them up, but I noticed four other large bags, filled with things hidden in boxes or under tissue paper. I smiled at the idea of April’s closet filled with so many beautiful clothes.

We thanked Jennifer, and after I gave her a hug, April did too. Jennifer teared up, and I knew Tristan must have told Jennifer in advance a little about April’s story. Then it struck me with a certainty—I should have realized earlier he’d had her clear the store for us. 

Wentworth appeared with the kind of perfect timing I was getting used to with him, and he took all of the bags back to the car.

The restaurant had arranged a section of their outdoor seating, so it just seemed to turn into a play area for children. A group of mothers were enjoying themselves, strollers parked. Some of them appeared to have their own picnic lunches, while others had sandwiches in baskets from the restaurant. Children ran and shouted, kicking balls and climbing all over play structures.

“What a great layout,” I said.

Tristan nodded, agreeing with me, then looked down at April. “Do you want to play in the park?” 

She was holding his hand again but nodded. 

Tristan asked, “Do you want me to come with you?”

She nodded again.

“You two go, have fun, I’ll have them start the French fries,” I said. 

He looked at me, and it was as if I could read his mind. 

“And a cheeseburger for Tristan,” I added. 

He grinned and raised a rakish eyebrow at me before turning for the park, and I felt something stir in me that wasn’t altogether appropriate for the setting we were in.

I found a bench and enjoyed the sun. The waiter was making his rounds, and I wasn’t in a hurry, so I checked my phone. There were twenty messages, but most of them were just updates I had demanded be sent to me on a regular basis. Only four of them required a brief response. I was typing the last when one of the nearby ladies spoke up.

“I’m sorry for prying, sweetie, but I can’t resist asking. I don’t see a ring. Aren’t you two, I mean isn’t that—”

She blushed, not knowing how to stop digging the hole. I might have been offended, but she was being so cute about it, the mother next to her rolling her eyes.

“It’s okay. No, he’s my boss actually. That’s his little cousin.”

One mother on the other side of the bench was busy changing a baby on a blanket on the grass. Without looking up, she asked, “How do you stand it?”

I knew what she meant. It was too nice a day to start dodging questions, and there was something about the matter-of-fact way these mothers were behaving like they’d learned life was too short, or at least too busy, to bother with trash.

“It’s not easy, but I love the job,” I replied.

We watched him playing with April, his expensive suit getting grass stains already, him not showing the slightest bit of concern.

“She’s sure not letting go of his hand. Cousin you say? She’s so much younger.”

I felt a flash of guilt, but ignored it, wanting them to know. “Please don’t let on I said anything, but she just landed in his lap. Her parents were killed in a car accident a couple of weeks ago.”

They gasped, and all held their hands to their mouths.

“She hadn’t said a word out loud until this morning. I don’t think she’s letting him out of her sight for more than a few minutes at a time.”

The two ladies on the bench next to me were dabbing their eyes. The one on the ground had thicker skin, apparently, but spoke with admiration. “Honey, I don’t care if he’s your boss, or what the rules say, you better make your move before someone else does. That is one handsome keeper.”

The lady nearest me on the bench leaned over to me and whispered, “Don’t mind her…her husband flew the coop right after their baby was born. Chickenincredible. Not that I’m saying she’s wrong. I saw the way he looked at you. You’ve already got both feet in the door. The world doesn’t let things stay that way very long, you know.”

I smiled, wishing they’d drop the subject. The other one on the bench, who had rolled her eyes earlier, mouthed ‘sorry’ to me, and gave me a wink, which made my smile grow.

Thank goodness the waiter came by right then. I ordered, and included two beers. If Tristan didn’t want his, I’d dang well drink it myself.

When our food arrived, I hooked my thumb and index finger in my mouth and let out a sharp blast. Tristan looked up, grinning. 

He and April were both sweating. Tristan undid his tie and threw it over his jacket on the back of the bench. April sat between us as he unbuttoned his sleeves and rolled them up. I knew what he was doing to me, and by the way the ladies were surreptitiously checking him out, I wasn’t the only one. Tristan was oblivious, the only two women in his entire world were his little cousin and me.

April started talking then, for real. When other kids came zooming by, the mothers shushed them. They just listened to April asking a million questions as Tristan and I simply answered them. I noticed that although he looked like he was sipping, each drink of his beer was large and welcome, the only hint he’d let off all day about how worried he had been for her.

When he finished, I caught the waiter’s eye and glanced at the empty glass. He brought another one in a matter of seconds, and Tristan smiled at me.

Even though they weren’t looking at us, I could feel approval coming off the moms, too. This mind reading game was becoming too much, as I could swear I was picking up, good job, honey, that man needs a beer and anything else you might want to give him, too.

They were right, I wanted to give him more than a beer. I wanted to kiss him and shush him as I found my way on top of him quietly one night in his bed, to give him what I could, what he needed.

And I didn’t feel guilty about it in the slightest.


Chapter Nineteen

Tristan

They were both so beautiful in their dresses it had hit me like the proverbial perfect storm…three fronts colliding in very different ways. Amy and April smashed into me. Amy was so beautiful I wanted to take her away with me to travel the world, just the two of us, exploring museums and mountains during the day and each other’s minds and bodies at night. The nature of my desire for Amy crashed against a completely different one, paternal in nature, and perhaps more powerful for it. 

Each time I saw little April, I had the almost irresistible urge to pick her up in my arms and hold her safe until the storm inside of her settled. But something told me I had to keep that in check, too. Hugs were good, and I did not shy back whenever it seemed appropriate, but the way she tethered herself to my hand…it seemed like she needed to be out in the water, the two of us exploring safe shoals instead of wrapping her in some kind of cushioned nothingness. I hoped I was right. 

It wasn’t easy to realize I was falling in love with two extraordinarily important people at the same time  — my little cousin who needed me as much as a human being could, and my cohort in crime, the woman who helped me function in business, who I needed—and that was the third storm front.

I should have been doing far more than I was. Signing Parker called for a company-wide celebration. Everyone understood the upcoming party could double as that, but it was the first time we’d had such a major event go without some kind of ceremony, however informal, within the building. I knew Zack Brighton was a special case, so even-keeled he was happy to wait for the party to do business, but I could have had him signed by now, too. My agents were out there hustling and recruiting, and I’d been reading their updates without digesting them, which had never happened to me in my professional life before. 

Things were slipping and it was all my fault. I couldn’t afford to let it get to me. April couldn’t afford it.

There we were, sitting out by the grass. I’d already ditched the tie and jacket, and then I got rid of the shoes and socks, rolled up my trousers in a way that made April giggle again, and rubbed my feet in the grass in the sun.

“Mmmm, that feels good,” I mumbled.

It might have been the first time I hadn’t finished a cheeseburger in my life. Everything tasted great, especially the ice cold beer, but instead of being famished as I usually was, I just stopped halfway and realized I was full. It made me curious about the amount of calories we burned even in our white collar jobs, as I saw Amy swipe a bite from my leftovers, then another, and then it was gone. I laughed.

“What’s funny?” April asked.

“Amy stole my cheeseburger!”

“Oh my goodness! I’m sorry, the way you put it down—” Amy started.

“I’m teasing. I was so full I couldn’t eat another bite. Except for ice cream.”

“Mommy said there’s always room for desert,” April said.

“And she was absolutely right,” I assured her.

It was the hardest sentence I had ever uttered. Amy was playing it off better than I was, just acting like she was enjoying the magnificent spring day. She had bare feet, too, and rubbed them in the grass just like I had.

April suddenly yawned so big and wide it looked like her body was trying to inhale all the air in the world. She walked over to me, and I put my knees down so she could climb in my lap. We looked out over the rolling grass together, and she yawned again.

“Amy’s pretty,” April mumbled sleepily.

I glanced up at Amy. “She sure is,” I agreed. When I looked back down, April was already asleep. My gaze met Amy’s and she had finally let the tears come out. 

She leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Take her home, I’ll take care of everything.”

I looked in her eyes. I wanted to kiss her, just on the lips right there where we were. Instead, I smiled and nodded, and carried April to the car. 

When we got in the car, Wentworth took us home. I knew Amy was a big girl and could take care of herself, and probably had already taken a taxi back to the office, but I felt bad about leaving her there in the park. Once inside, I realized I’d left her with my jacket, socks, and shoes, which included my wallet and phone. It shocked me that for the first time since I could remember, I was without my phone.

I carried April into her room and took off her sweater. She didn’t even twitch. Tucked in her bed, I wondered what her mind was doing, so young it was still in the process of growing rapidly, repairing devastation while charging forward. Whatever trigger had been reached when April spoke of her mother and did so in the past tense, must have made her mind open up a whole new task list. I imagined it as some kind of being, with its own separate feelings, like me concerned for April, but also so realistic it bordered on ruthlessness. I admired it. April had to keep growing because, well, the alternative was…not. Of the billion tasks it had to perform, dealing with the damage done was important, but so were all the others.

Her little sentence about her mother must have arrived as good news. I imagined her mind seeing it happen almost as something separate, saying Excellent. That means we can start fixing up an entire region we’ve kept quarantined for the last two weeks. Much too much to do while she’s awake.

I wondered how long she would sleep today, but I was dang well going to be there when she woke up.

There was a gentle knock at my door. Wentworth brought my things.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Of course.”

“I was thinking about food. I’ve run through the extent of my abilities in the kitchen twice already.”

“Microwave and cereal?” Wentworth joked.

“Exactly,” I smiled back.

“I could give Mrs. Jones a call.”

I grinned. “I should have thought of that. We should get April over to meet them.”

“I think she would like that. I’ll call, maybe Mrs. Jones will let me pick up some groceries.”

“You know how to handle it. No pressure if they’ve got things going on, but I’d love to have some of her soup on hand,” I added.

“I’ll take care of it.”

Wentworth left, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the memory of the last time I’d visited T.J. Jones and his wife, Shanelle. It was the time he’d helped me sort out my situation with Drake.

I checked my email and saw updates from all of my agents, realizing again I hadn’t kept up with what they were doing it. I noticed two of my best, Scott Hanson and Jessie Bennett, were waiting on an approval from me that should have been automatic.

I called and got them both conferenced in.

“Hey, guys.”

“Yo, boss,” Scott said.

“What’s up, Tristan? How’s your cousin?” Jessie asked.

“Making progress. That’s one reason I’m calling. Look, we’ve got the party coming up, and I’ve got this personal thing going on—things have been slipping on my part. Both of you shouldn’t need to be waiting on me to make a decision about changing a little contract rider. In fact, neither of you need me breathing over your shoulders on contract language at all anymore. You know what we’re all about, and we’ve got an entire legal staff backing you up, right?”

“Sure.”

“Yep.”

“Okay, so I’ve been getting updates from everyone, and they’ve been going in one side and out the other. I’m behind. I need you guys to step up even more than you already have been and help me out.”

“No problem,” Jessie chimed.

“Can do. What do you need?” Scott asked.

“Get the word out to everyone. Everyone except Sonny, that is. You two and get Derek in on the same level … I want to keep getting updates copied to me, but you three don’t need my approval anymore. You know our strategy, both here at home and in Europe. Anything big that could affect that, we talk. Anything with clients, signing new ones, take care of business.”

I heard laughter, but I didn’t know which one it was.

“What’s funny?”

“Uh, boss, sorry, but we’ve already been doing that since we heard about your cousin.”

 “You mean, you weren’t waiting for me to sign off?” I asked.

“Amy gave us the green light,” Scott informed me.

“She did, huh.”

“We knew you weren’t going to give us a hard time over the chickenshit stuff,” Jessie said. “We’ve been meeting every day as a team. Even Sonny’s been doing good. I don’t think he’s tried to gossip once this whole week,” Jessie said.

“Actually, he did with me,” Scott said. “Told me Tristan took Amy shopping.”

I rolled my eyes as they chatted. Finally, I cut them off. “Well, good. I’m, uh, going to be out of the office quite a bit—”

“Hey, Tristan.”

It was Scott. I waited for him to continue.

“It’s family, man. You’re the boss. Anything huge comes up, we’re coming to you, in the meantime your cousin needs you.”

“Thanks, guys.”

As soon as we hung up, I sent a text to Amy and Scott, assigning him Zack Brighton.

I went in and checked on April. She hadn’t moved. I stepped over, my socks silent on the thick carpet. She was breathing long, soft, and steady. I went back to my couch, put my feet up, and watched sports highlights until I fell asleep.

April slept all the way through the night and woke up hungry and thirsty. I managed to make scrambled eggs and pancakes from a mix, and I guess they weren’t awful because she ate everything along with two glasses of fresh squeezed orange juice. 

* * * * *

When the night of the party rolled around, I was nervous, but that was nothing new.

Thankfully that morning, Wentworth had arrived with enough homemade chicken soup to feed an army. 

“Mrs. Jones informed me it would freeze well. I purchased several containers she recommended for the purpose.”

Then he went back down to the car and returned with a box full of snap lid containers with grilled and fried chicken, different kinds of pasta, potato, rice, and other kinds of salads I didn’t even recognize. He started to leave again.

“Is there more?” I asked.

“She gave me a shopping list.”

“Hang on, I’m coming.”

April joined us as we went down and emptied the trunk. There were fresh greens, vegetables, and fruits, packages of different kinds of nuts, varieties of cheese, wheat bread, flat bread, hummus, and other containers I would have to examine later.

I stared at the packed counters of my kitchen. “We’ll never eat all this.”

“Wentworth can help,” the little girl chimed.

I looked over at April and saw that she was holding his hand. It made me grin.

“He sure can. We might have to bring a picnic to the office, too.”

Later that day, I finally told April more about the party. I had held off, thinking nothing good could come of the idea if it made her anxious.

“So, there are lots of people and no kids, but it’s going to be in a beautiful mansion that is just like a castle. I have to go, but I made sure there’s a nice room just for you, and Wentworth will be there.”

“I thought my dress was for the party.”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Do I have to stay in the room?” she pouted.

“You can go anywhere you like. If I’m busy, you can explore with Wentworth.”

“Amy’s going, right?”

“Yes, but she’ll be very busy, too.”

“Okay,” she conceded, but didn’t seem like it was her favorite answer.

I called Amy. “Hey, how you holding up?”

She sounded stressed. “Good.”

“We were hoping we could pick you up for the party.”

“Oh,” she said. “Uh, I’m already on site.”

“What about getting ready?”

“I brought everything with me. Peyton and I are going to use one of the master bathrooms in a few hours, but in the meantime, we’re here making sure everything’s set.”

“Oh. Right. Well then, we’ll see you there.”

“Great. See you.”

She hung up, and that’s how well my vision of sitting next to her in the car and perhaps even holding her hand went.

A few hours later, we arrived at the party. April, Wentworth, and I went to the little suite on the top floor, where we’d made sure it would be comfortable for her. She took a look and seemed to like it, but looked up at Wentworth. “Can we explore?”

“It’s one of my favorite things to do,” he said.

With that, they began to walk down the hall, stopping at the first door. It was a closet. The next door must have been a room because they went in.

I chuckled, thinking of them hitting every single room inside the massive place, and I was a little jealous.

The guests had just started to arrive downstairs. I hadn’t even seen Amy yet and managed to get lost on the way down.

As I managed to find a random staircase with a large wooden banister, suddenly a chunk of concrete separated from the ceiling and slammed into my shoulder.

That, or Drake Mathison had found me.

“Yo, Tristan, what’s up stranger?” Drake asked.

I reminded myself of the tough guy rule from baseball and decided to borrow it. Don’t rub it. I did roll my shoulder though, grateful it had not been dislocated.

“When you die,” I said, “I hope they sever your hands and put them in the Guinness museum.”

He grinned. “Maybe they’ll buy them, and you can get a commission.”

“You know, I never thought of that. Post-mortem income from my clients. Might have to get the lawyers on that one.”

“God help us.”

We continued giving each other trash until we got to the ground floor.

“You seen Peyton?” Drake asked.

“No. I think she and Amy were planning on getting ready together.”

“Glad those two have become friends.”

I gave Drake a deadpan look when he said it. “Me too,” I declared.

That got a laugh out of him. Then he turned serious. “Hey, Tristan, the heck are you waiting for?”

The way he asked, it reminded me of the trash we’d put each other through in recent months, with him constantly pestering me to finish his deals and me boring him to death with my theory on the waiting game in business, and the need to be patient sometimes.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Woman like Amy, man, you think she’s going to stay on the market long? Especially after this crowd tonight, you’re gonna have to hire extra security at the office just to keep the hounds at bay.”

I hadn’t thought of that. Drake laughed at the look on my face and rolled his eyes. “Look, your waiting game works in business, I guess. I don’t care whether she works for you or not, what I’m talkin’ about is not business.”

With that, he looked across the room and saw the quarterback of his team, whom the entire world of football just called Smitty. 

“Gotta go say hi,” he said, then gave me a knowing wink. “Think about it. Don’t wait too long,” he commanded. Then the six foot six tight end did one of the most graceful slide steps I’ve ever witnessed while lowering himself below the average head height of the filling room. It reminded me of stories I read as a kid, of magical Rangers who could dance between shadows and go unseen. Somehow, the big jerk blended in and sidled his way around behind Smitty, who had not spotted him. 

Then he clapped those King Kong sized hands of his around both shoulders and shouted, “Watch your blindside!”

I wished I had a camera ready, but one of the rules of the party was only our pre-screened, professional photographers could take any pictures, and every single one of their images was our property, subject not only to our approval but also the approval of everyone who appeared in a photo. They had been instructed to wait until after most people had arrived and gotten comfortable before being allowed to roam in the main room and out front.

The look on Smitty’s face would have gone viral, and I tried to burn it into my memory. For an instant, it was pure terror, as though all his nightmares of the game had at last come true, and his bones were about to be compressed into powder by one of the monsters that hunted him every Sunday during the season. Just as quickly, the quarterback’s reflexes took over and reminded him this wasn’t even a game, and that was Drake’s voice, and he tried to wipe away the horror with a big smile.

“Look, it’s a bald-headed albino gorilla with prison tattoos in a tuxedo!” Smitty retorted.

“Hey, don’t lie,” Drake said, “I only had one of my tats done in prison.”

Everyone nearby laughed, and the party was underway.

Something made me look up at the banister running high around the main hall. I was mid-sentence with a congressman, but I’d stopped talking, which meant he’d stopped listening. Two beautiful creatures were trying not to make an entrance. But Drake had looked up at the same time I had.

“Incredible, we’re messed!” Drake’s  voice boomed through the room and shut everyone up. They were all looking at him, so he pointed right at Peyton and Amy as if his point were completely obvious. “Not enough defibrillators for all the men in here.”

Amy blushed and held onto Peyton’s wrist as they descended, her cheeks flaming of peach and pink. Men cleared their throats or tried not to be obvious with their stares so much it was outright comical. The ladies just gasped.

Drake was the first to remember to act like a gentleman, and in my defense, he and Peyton were engaged. He moved to take Peyton’s hand, and I followed and met Amy. 

And just then, the first performer hit the stage. Amy had scrambled like mad and managed to land her. Her first song was designed to warm up the party and reach out to the line of cars forming in the roundabout far down the front path: come on in, we’re already having fun.

Peyton and Drake headed straight for the dance floor and, at this point, I would normally be taking a look at the guests. Spotting friends and people who’d been attending this event from the first time, noticing some of the most beautiful women in the world dressed as though this might be the last true party they ever would attend. Instead, all I wanted to do was dance with Amy. Just as I took a step toward the floor, I felt her hand slip out of mine and turned to see her talking with one of the chefs. She listened, nodded, and then pointed for him to lead her somewhere, and she was gone. I admit, I was a little disappointed.

So, I mingled. Parker Starr showed up. I didn’t see a date with him, and when I went up to greet him with enthusiasm, he was friendly but also seemed like a fish out of water. I smelled booze on his breath.

“Parker, glad you’re here!”

“Hey, Tristan, thanks, man. Wow! I thought I saw some parties back on the Cape when I was in high school, but this is something.”

“It’s just getting started, Parker. This’ll be a long night, and it just keeps getting better if you last to the end.”

I was trying to tell him to pace himself, but couldn’t tell if he picked up on it.

“I thought you were bringing a date?” I stated.

“Oh, yeah, she’s in the ladies room. What about you?”

“Mostly working, but I brought my little cousin with me. If you see a little girl in a striped dress, that’s April.”

He seemed a little confused, but then he looked up and grinned.

“Incredible! Grogan’s here?”

“Thought you might like to have a few running buddies. Besides, he still hasn’t signed, so put in a good word for me. Would ya?”

“You got it.”

Parker howled at the big lineman. I’d seen similar moments about a thousand times, so I definitely noticed Grogan’s greeting in return was less enthusiastic than it could have been.

I spotted Drake on the dance floor. He was moving like a 265-pound man shouldn’t be allowed to, pulling off impersonations of Bruno Mars that were actually worthy. Anyone not paying close attention would have thought he was completely lost in the music, and in the woman in front of him, but I saw his eyes spot the same exact thing I had just witnessed and then he shot a quick glance to me. I lifted an eyebrow, and he nodded. Something had gone on between Parker and Grogan, and we were going to keep our eyes out for the young men.

Then Zack Brighton arrived with what I hoped would be his newly assigned agent, Scott. They looked comfortable together, young and sharp, and in control. I was reminded why I had hired Scott as a potential number two in the first place. Scott spotted me and came right over. He knew as the party got crowded, my free moments would disappear.

“You two met a few months ago, right?” Scott said to me as they approached.

“We did, Scott. Zack, I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Thanks, Tristan. Scott’s been telling me about the way you guys do things. It confirms what I already thought. Hey, hope you don’t mind me asking, how’s your cousin. April, right?”

I gave the briefest of looks to Scott, not because I minded he’d let Zack know about April—we had agreed already that was appropriate, since the young man should have a right to know why I’d already handed him off—but over how impressive he was.

I looked him in the eye. “I don’t mind you asking at all. She’s making progress, talking and even laughing again over the last couple of days.”

He looked relieved, and I didn’t catch anything but sincerity. “That’s great to hear.”

“So Scott hasn’t put his foot in his mouth yet?” I asked Zack.

“Not at all, Jessie took care of that for him.”

His delivery was perfect, going from formal and proper to bringing up one of the best agents in our office, who also happened to be stuck permanently in the teenage zone. Jessie was our resident video game addict. I saw something special in him and offered him a job, and he admitted to me once the only reason he took it was because he thought it would help him get laid. It hadn’t, but only because he still spent most of his nights with a controller in his hands staring at his gigantic hi-def screen, playing Halo, or Call of Duty, or FIFA Soccer.

I did a double take and rolled my eyes. “Scott, why…?”

Zack laughed. “It’s okay, I told him I loved Call of Duty, so we had a mini-tournament in the office.”

“I think it worked, too, because it was what, about ten minutes after Derek let you win you signed?” Scott said to Zack.

“Let me win? My rear.” 

Derek had wrangled his way close just in time to hear his name.

Then I caught up. “Wait, what? You’ve already signed with us?”

Zack and Scott grinned at me.

“Well… incredible.”

“Nicely put, Tristan.” As Derek said it, I looked at him, and I flashed my eyes to the left, toward the bar so quickly Zack couldn’t see it. Smooth as glass Derek turned and signaled the bartender with three fingers and a glance at the 2005 Comtes de Champagne Rose from Tattinger. In less than five seconds the cutest little waitress in a sharp tuxedo top with a short black skirt appeared with a silver tray. We toasted. I noticed Zack took just the smallest of sips, but so had I.

“Oh, Tristan, you’re up.” Derek was looking over my shoulder. 

I gave him a nod and turned. Approaching me in a fully Western tuxedo was Deputy Crown Prince Fahd ibn Faisal of the House of Saud, second in line to the Kingdom and—though I’d managed to keep it a secret for years—an old buddy of mine from college.

I put down my champagne and wore a serious expression, giving Zack a quick wink. Then I turned and bowed low. “Prince Faisal, you do me great honor with your presence.”

“Forget you, Tristan, here’s your money.”

He handed over two thousand dollars in hundred dollar bills, which were my winnings from our previous season of NFL bets.

 I laughed, and we hugged each other. Then I introduced the Crown Prince to Zack and Derek, and he proceeded to do the usual thing of loosening them up with his fully American humor. Fahd had his security at an absolute minimum, which meant there were still two bruisers in tuxedos with him at all times, and when he introduced his stunning date with the black coiling hair and eyes that promised smoke and spice, I was sure I’d spotted an ear bud.

I whispered to Fahd so Zack could hear, “Is she secret service?”

“I admit nothing, but make a wrong move, and she’ll flip you like a half-empty bag of potato chips. I’ve seen her do it.”

Then I saw Amy at the top of the stairs again and asked the group to excuse me. Fahd saw where I was looking. “Go. I don’t blame you, my friend.”

We shook hands, and I made my way upstairs as quickly as I could without making a spectacle of myself. She was gone again by the time I got there.

I wanted to go look for her. I told myself I could claim I was just trying to track down April and Wentworth. The truth is, I knew she was busy. I was busy, too. We weren’t going to be able to actually make any of this a date. I just wanted to have a couple minutes with her. I wanted to see her in that dress, with the way her hair was done, and just once get a truly close, long look at her eyes.

Then I saw Lily Morgan walking along the outskirts of the main hall below, alone, glancing around. It pissed me off. There was no way a reporter got past security without an invitation, was there?

I put a smile on my face and went back down, and out a side door, then made my way toward the front and found the young lady in charge of the small army of security officers we had out front.

“Mr. Thorne, is everything all right?”

“I’d like to find out how Miss Lily Morgan got in.”

She didn’t even have to look. “She is Mr. Starr’s date.”

I tried to keep smiling but must have just been gritting my teeth.

“Did I screw up? Should I—?”

“No, not at all. You’re doing great. Keep it up. Thanks.”

She nodded and turned to get back to work. I was about to borrow her walkie talkie to talk to Amy, but then remembered she was already probably scrambling over about fourteen miniature fires and would be all night long as they came up.

I went back in through the main entrance but cut left behind some curtains before anyone could collar me. Just as I got into a good spot in the shadows, I saw Drake and Peyton relaxing with some of the players on his team and a few carefully screened publicity professionals on her short list.

Right then, Drake turned and looked at me. He was a blasted natural, and I reminded myself to tell him I thought so. I looked at Peyton, and he extended one of those telephone poles he calls fingers and gave her a gentle nudge. She played it off well, but I chuckled because I could tell she thought she’d been butted by a goat. She followed his glance and saw me in the shadows.

“What’s up?” she said as she approached.

“Lily Morgan’s here as Parker’s date,” I explained.

“Incredible. Why?”

“I don’t know, but he’s already drunk, and I saw her a few minutes ago walking alone.”

“He’s not stupid. I’m sure he would have made her promise to be off the record,” Peyton assured me.

“Yeah, but what does that really mean?” I asked.

“Well, with some, not a blasted thing. But she is a pro, Tristan, even if she’s a flame-throwing jerk,” Peyton reminded us.

I just looked at her.

“Want me to shadow her?” Peyton offered.

“Maybe. Need any help with that?” I asked.

“Drake will help me. He’ll think of it as a game.”

I smiled at that. He would.

“Think you can do that and schmooze your other contacts?”

“Oh, they’re fine. They’re all so happy just to be here, all I have to do is give them a peck on the cheek and get out of the way.”

“Okay, great. I haven’t told Amy yet.” I said.

“I think she’s got enough to deal with,” Peyton replied.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, but it’s my job.” And with that, I received a peck on the check like all the others, and she headed back to Drake. I saw her smiling and then whispering in his ear, and then he got a grin on his face like at last the party held some real promise for him. He actually waggled his eyebrows at me. I shook my head and grinned, then went to try to catch at least a glimpse of Amy.

A senator got hold of me before I made it another ten steps, and we started talking about the upcoming draft.


Chapter Twenty

Parker

I hadn’t been able to answer her calls for days. As the party came closer, I started to feel like more and more of an idiot, but still, we didn’t speak. I spent my days going to class and working out, and my nights in the library until it closed, blocking everything out, desperate to pack as much of a real student’s life into my last weeks of college as I possibly could.

She stopped trying to text after the first day. I pretended I was ignoring them until she told me she was hopping on a plane to make sure I was all right. So I responded. “I’m fine. I’ll see you at the party.”

I can be one heck of a date.

I didn’t even pick her up. When I arrived at the venue, she was waiting in the parking lot. I felt the guilt trying to get in, but when it slammed into whatever barrier I’d managed to erect and trying to press its way through, it just got altered into anger.

“Are you okay?” she’d asked when she saw me. 

I’d already had a few drinks, and I guess it showed. I held up my hands in a defensive gesture. “Hey, I told you I’m a man of my word. I’m not going to break our deal, but I’m going to have some fun first.”

I forced myself to ignore the way she looked. I wouldn’t even meet her eyes.

“Parker, I just, forget our deal, I’m not worried about that. I’m worried about you. About us.”

I scoffed. “You’re good, lady.”

“Are you already drunk?” she asked.

“I am just getting started.”

I got her through the security entrance as my plus one, and in a few strides I ditched her, feeling guilty the entire time. I managed to keep myself under control with Tristan, but barely heard a word he said. When I saw Grogan, my mind flashed to him giving those girls that gigantic white rabbit, and I suddenly had the urge to make everything right with him, which meant, of course, I came on like the old ton of bricks, and even I could see how uncomfortable he looked. It just made me try harder.

In other words, I was a wreck.

Most of the night is a blur. Grogan managed to shed me pretty quick, and whenever I saw the flash of black and gold that was Lily’s dress, I managed to zoom toward one exit or another and make my way through the mansion.

If I wasn't such an impossible jerk, I might have noticed how incredible the party was. The Thorne Enterprises annual bash had earned its reputation. Aside from the main hall where most everyone was having a blast, the entire mansion—castle, really—was laid out in different ways. It would be wrong to say different rooms had actual themes because that didn’t do it justice. Everything seemed to just flow into another place to have fun. Some rooms were smaller and still had an A-list celebrity performing. There were pop, hip-hop, country, rock, rap, and genre-busting shows, all intimate, all with space for dancing and different kinds of food and drink placed in perfect spots and served discreetly. One place was serving carefully cut bites of a perfect hoagie, or offering the whole cursed sandwich if a guest preferred. That barbecue joint had trays flowing through the party all night long, and at one point when I was dodging Lily, I went outside and saw that they’d brought in an enormous portable red brick oven, and had a permanent line outside. I heard some British accents and thought I recognized a world-famous soccer player or two as they held fish’n’chips served inside a cone of newspaper.

I wanted to stop and talk, get to know new people, but I was too drunk. Instead of grabbing a bottle of water and eating a little more, slowing down so the party could catch up, I just let a cute bartender with breasts so large her buttons looked like they were about to go flying pour vodka through an ice sculpture right into my mouth.

Then I saw Grogan with a few other lineman. A group of waitresses seemed to be dancing around them in a circle. They were so small next to those oafs they could have been magic fairies out of a cartoon. Each of them carried platters of something different and delicious, and I guessed Tristan or someone in charge of the party had thought it would be fun to treat those people who could truly enjoy the massive variety of offerings without getting full too soon. The girls in their skirts and tux tops smiled and informed the big men what they were eating and generally charmed them so much I could see their grins spread and hear their laughs boom, and I had to get away before my jealousy, and whatever other brewing trash, made me do something stupid.

I wandered and found my way into a grand library.

There was nobody in there except Amy Nolan, looking fine, talking into an earpiece with a wraparound mic. 

“Tell DJ Spludge that if he really will not perform without his entourage getting into the party then he can kiss the chance at a future invitation goodbye and our professional photographers will not be taking any pictures of him for our social media distribution service. All right? He will? That’s fine. No, do not pass on Tristan’s thanks. He’s lucky to be here. Right, good.”

“Hey.”

She turned around and smiled at me, but held up a finger, with her other hand still to her ear.

“What do you mean the chef can’t find the fish? We flew it in from Maine just today, I made sure it went to the south kitchen. Why is he looking in the west walk-in? Who told him to go there? No, it’s in his own kitchen. Sitting on ice, upright, the same way it swims in the water, just like he requested. It was swimming in the water six hours ago. Tell him. Yes, you can use the word ‘frigging’ if you think it will grab his attention? He’s English? Then definitely say ‘frigging.’ Say it twice. Yes, I’m waiting.”

She smiled at me again. 

“You look amazing,” I said to her. “Hey, can you take a break and hit the dance floor?” I didn’t really know what I was saying; it just came out. The room was wobbling a bit. She looked at me as though I’d burped and let out a fart.

“You found it?” she said, obviously talking to someone through her mic. “He’s happy? He what? Wants to have a shot with you? Go ahead if it’s not going to hurt your work. Just one. I’ve got eyes everywhere. All right.” 

I was having trouble catching up to the fact she was talking on her headset, and was kind of mesmerized, I guess. I hadn’t heard the doors open or people come in. I was just looking at this beautiful lady taking control of the entire party—and like a little kid, I wanted her to pay attention to me.

“Hey, come on,” I said, “let someone else worry about that trash. You look beautiful. Let’s dance.”

Then a little hand came out of nowhere and inserted itself in hers. I was—God help me—I was jealous for one stupid instant. This little girl in a striped dress got to hold her hand, and Amy stopped everything. She knelt down low and gave the girl a squeeze.

“Hi, April,” she said. “Are you having fun?”

I started to speak as Amy looked up and must have seen something behind me because she turned, so April was completely hidden from view for a moment. 

Then the words started coming out of my mouth. “What the heck is a little kid doing here—”

Tristan’s hand spun me around, and his fist popped me so hard in the nose the next thing I remember was falling on my rear. I saw Amy looking over her shoulder at me. Then a lot of things happened at once.

I was embarrassed to see Drake and Grogan looking at me, standing together. Drake seemed to be wondering if I was about to get up and fight. Grogan had taken a half step toward Tristan, and I could tell the big lineman still thought of me as a friend, because his protective instincts had made him wonder if he should look out for me, even after all the trash I’d managed to pull. He did, however, look completely disgusted with me.

Tristan hadn’t said a word but flew toward the doors to shut them again. Lily, looking gorgeous and fearsome, was rushing toward the doors.

“No press!”

She ducked under his arm so quick that his only choice to stop her would have been to shove his elbow down in her face. So, he closed the doors after her and turned around. “Lily, leave him alone. The draft is coming up. This was a family thing.”

She looked around the room, then came over to me. But this time I’d managed to get back to my feet.

“You’re the one who punched him, Thorne. You leave him alone. Can’t you see when someone’s messed up?”

I looked at her. She’d gripped my arm and I swear she’d have taken Grogan out right then if he made a move toward me.

Drake grinned and took a breath like he was about to say something funny when Peyton elbowed him so hard in the ribs that he yelped.

Then Peyton came over, ignoring me and looking at Lily. She didn’t look angry, she looked concerned. “This isn’t about a story,” Peyton stated matter-of-factly.

Lily spoke quietly, but everyone could hear. “No, it’s not.”

I’d had enough. “Dang, Tristan, that’s a sweet jab you got. Guess I needed that.”

I looked around. There was Amy, with April holding her hand, and suddenly I remembered hearing something about Tristan being out of the office with a cousin who’d been through some kind of tragedy. I held my hand to my face so she wouldn’t see. Tristan handed me a handkerchief, and I wiped away the blood, then I went over to the little girl.

“Hey, I’m so sorry, I was being a jerk.”

She just looked at me. Tristan took a step forward, but then April asked me a question. “Were you angry?” 

I knelt down, then just sat on the floor cross-legged in front of her. “I was, but not at anybody here.”

“Who?”

I didn’t know what I could tell her except the truth. “It—it was an old friend of mine, named Jason. He left and never came back.”

“Did he die?”

I nodded.

“My parents died,” she said, “but I’m not mad. They couldn’t help it.”

I heard three women sob softly.

“You’re right,” I said. “I guess I didn’t handle it very well. Did you see Tristan? Instead of staying mad at me the first thing he wanted to do was take care of me.”

I looked up at Tristan, and he just smiled, standing close to us both but giving us our space.

April nodded. “He takes care of me, too.”

“I know it.”

“Did you say you wanted to dance?” I asked her.

“I did. I like dancing.”

“Me, too.”

I held out my hand, and she took it like it was the most normal thing in the world. I looked at Tristan as I stood up and he nodded.

“I think we should all dance. There’s got to be a band around here somewhere.”

April giggled at that and began to lead me out of the room.

Drake patted me on the back gently enough not to disturb April, but it still felt like a piece of lumber had tipped off the wall and landed on me. He and Peyton got behind us, and so did Grogan and Lily. I looked at Lily, and she just smiled and nodded at April, letting me know we could talk later. Tristan and Amy were holding hands and fell in behind us all. And this tiny little angel in her dress took us down the hall, and right to what I assumed must have been her favorite band in the whole place. She let me teach her a few moves before everyone started trading partners.

Lily folded into my arms as big Shawn Grogan taught April how to roll her shoulders just as a break in the music allowed her giggle to bounce off the walls like a hundred balloons. It made everyone laugh.

I looked at Lily. “Lily, I’m so—”

She interrupted me. “Are you ever going to kiss me?”

Of all the stupid things I’d done, at least I managed not to have to be asked twice. As we kissed we could hear April giggle again, even with the music, and I felt Lily’s lips soft and firm at the same time against mine, and it felt like an invisible iron clamp I hadn’t known was there suddenly let go of the back of my neck and just floated away in the night.


Chapter Twenty-One

Amy

Tristan popped him in the nose in the most well-deserved punch I had ever witnessed, and my first thought was of April.

My mind kept replaying the way Tristan moved. Sometimes a person just needs a pop in the nose, I guess, because you could see the anger and wretchedness leave Parker Starr like a parasite letting go of its host and vanishing into the shadows.

Parker was right—instead of being all hopped up on adrenaline or shouting something, Tristan was the first to think about protecting him from the press. I knew him well enough to know he didn’t care about any contracts or commissions in that moment.

All that was secondary to how much I wanted Tristan—suddenly, madly, all over again. If we were alone, I would have molested him. I would have torn my way through his shirt to get at him. In my life, I had never had the urge to sink my teeth into a man, and always thought the idea of biting someone during sex was silly, but at that moment I understood. Every one of my senses wanted him.

I managed to keep myself under control as our group followed April. When we all began to dance, I finally got to feel his hands, at least. I managed to guide us toward the back corner of the dance floor and leaned forward to ask him something.

He leaned his head forward toward me so I could speak into his ear. All I really wanted was to be that close, but I had to say something. “Shall I make this room private?”

He thought about it and nodded, but I didn’t let him pull away. He gave me his ear again, and I couldn’t help myself. We were at an angle where nobody could really see, and for just a moment I pressed my hips into him. I felt his hand in the small of my back, his little finger just barely above my rear, and I knew he wanted me too, so I gently took the lobe of his ear in my teeth for an instant, then let him go.

I didn’t need much help clearing the room. Most people had already sensed we were a group. We kept the band, a bartender, and a couple of the waiters and had a few tall tables with high chairs brought it. 

The band took a break, and before it could get awkward again, Drake said with perfect timing, “Say, Tristan, remind me not to piss you off.”

Grogan laughed, which made Drake turn to him. “I got in his face last year over my contract. Incredible, I didn’t know he was quick like that.”

Parker had the perfect rueful look on his face. “I didn’t even see it coming.”

Drake held up one of his concrete blocks he called a fist and said, “How’d you snap it off like that? Show me?”

Peyton rolled her eyes as he pretended to shadow box, then she leaned over to Lily and muttered something in her ear that made the reporter bark out some laughter before holding her hand to her mouth, embarrassed.

“What?” Drake had mock wounded look on his face, but before Peyton could tell him to mind his own business, Grogan moved closer, peering at Mathison’s fist.

“Holy garbage. I thought I had big hands.” He held up a mitt, spread wide. In practically every other circumstance it would have seemed like a giant’s hand, too, but Drake laughed and spread his wide. None of us could believe it. Grogan stood tall, and much wider than Drake, most of it pure slabs of muscle, but his hand looked like a child’s inside the tight end’s.

Then April poked them both on their knees and held up her hands. The two giant NFL football players looked at each other, then like big puppies obeyed the little girl, holding their hands down for her to have a turn. Everyone laughed. If they weren’t so gentle with her, it would have been almost frightening, to see how fragile one human being could be compared to another. Her little fingers looked like intricate porcelain miniature daisies pressed into the smallest areas of their palms.

Her eyes were big and round, when Grogan said, “I’m hungry.”

Drake kept looking at April. “He’s a lineman. I’ve never seen one actually get full.”

She looked back and forth between them. Grogan nodded, it was true. So she pulled on one of his fingers until he leaned down. We could just hear her. “We’ve got lots of food.”

She was right. On the table behind us was a spread, with contributions from every chef, kitchen, and oven on the premises. We all grabbed some food.

It was quiet. The band wasn’t back yet and everyone’s mouth was full. Except Parker’s. He stood up and said, “I just wanted to tell everyone I’m sorry for the way I’ve been behaving. You all mean a lot to me, and you won’t be seeing that again.”

He looked at me, and I knew he meant it. I nodded. Then he looked at Grogan, who shot him a grin.

“Yo, Tristan.” Drake called out to get his attention.

“Yes?”

“I’ve got connections. I can get you a shot in the UFC. Standard commission, but you gotta pay cost for services,” he said.

Everyone laughed. This time Tristan rolled his eyes which just made us all laugh even more.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Lily

I wanted to get Parker alone. I’d been trying to keep an eye on him all night. When Thorne punched him, part of me wanted to kill the man, another part hoped it would finally knock some sense into Parker.

Then when that little girl spoke to him, it took everything I had to hold back the sobs. It wasn’t just her—it was everything. I’d been alone for so long.

Then watching the agent take control of things, just with his attitude, his presence, I was impressed. I watched so many pieces fall into place all in an instant that I couldn’t think about taking Parker away somewhere to talk.

As we followed that little girl down the hall, and we all danced together, I could tell Parker was feeling better about things, but still just trying to fit in as long as he needed to until everyone was sure he wasn’t going to fly off the handle again. He was so handsome, even with his swollen nose.

Finally, it seemed okay, with Tristan taking Drake’s jokes in stride. Peyton went up to her fiancé and said, “You’re coming with me, funny man.”

I looked at Parker. He was smiling, but I could still sense he wanted to put everything behind him. I hoped there was still room in the night to let things go and have a good time. I hadn’t really had a conversation with a single person, no chance to ‘network’ in the slightest, and I didn’t care. I said to Parker, “Let’s see if we can’t find some ice for that nose, Mr. Starr.”

He nodded and we started to walk out together. He and Grogan bumped fists and the big lineman said, “Yo, see you soon, Park.”

I could tell it meant a lot to him. I saw Amy whisper something in Thorne’s ear and the way he tried to be casual about it made me smile, even as his back straightened, and he looked toward the door.

A good-looking man who struck me as a throwback to a different century walked in as if on cue. Little April jumped up and ran to him.

“Wentworth!” she said, “Tristan had to punch Parker, but he’s okay, and we danced.”

“It seems you ate as well.” Wentworth brushed a few crumbs from the front of her dress.

“Oh, yes. But there’s more if you’re hungry.”

“No, I’ve had my fill, thank you. Would it be all right if I took you home and read to you? Tristan will come along later.”

“Okay,” April agreed.

She proceeded to give everyone hugs, including me.

“Is your nose okay, Parker?” she asked him.

He sniffed. “Does it smell like bubblegum in here?”

She laughed. “No.”

“It doesn’t? Well, I’m sure it’s fine.”

When she gave Amy a hug, she said, “Will you come for a sleep-over?”

Amy blushed so brilliantly I had to try not to laugh, knowing how close to home the little girl must have struck.

“We’ll see. You take care of Wentworth, okay?” Amy said to her.

“I will.”

Grogan looked around and shrugged, realizing he was a seventh wheel at this point, but before he could leave, Tristan caught him by the shoulder.

“Just a second, Shawn.”

He borrowed Amy’s headset, and I heard him mutter “Crowned Prince,” and a few other things, but by now Parker and I had made our way to the hall. A gorgeous woman that made me think of flying carpets and a sultan’s palace passed us, moving like a ballerina with ninja training in her high heels. We could just make out Grogan’s voice saying, “Nice to meet you,” before I took Parker up a staircase and we found a quiet little nook.

“No ice?” he asked.

I kissed him, and this time I didn’t have to keep it tame. Even with a sore nose, he knew how to kiss me back. I could feel something indescribable washing through me. Emotions, feelings, so much love. 

The other part of the indescribable feeling was the realization it had been just me and my shower head for far too long. 

Suddenly I laughed, right in Parker’s mouth. He took it well, but had a look on his face that said, What is with this chick?

“I’m sorry—” I giggled some more, and then the giggles took over. His body shifted and I grabbed his hand before he could flee.

“It’s not you.” I had to gasp to control another bout. “I think I’m letting out about four years of emotions.”

He did the math. “Since we met. Yeah, I think I’ve been doing that since the combines were over. Your method—laughter—is better.”

“Hooo. I just had a flash of that old Saturday Night Live skit with Tom Brady. Did you see it?”

“The one where he puts his hand on Tina Fey’s boob? Yeah, everybody in football’s seen that one.”

“And the other guy who’s not as handsome just looks out of the corner of his eye, and they call security, threaten a sexual harassment lawsuit?”

“That’s right!”

“Here I’ve been hating every fat, sweaty walrus-mustached sports writer who’s ever held a pen, and all I want to do is see you sweating on top of me.”

He gulped.

“Sorry,” I said, feeling myself blush. “I’m not handling this well, Parker.”

“Uh, I think you’re handling it just fine.”

We both laughed at that. After our laughter subsided, I said, “We need to talk a bit, I guess.”

He looked at the ceiling, but he was teasing me. We looked around. The nook we had found was actually a miniature library, built for one person. It had a single chair, a small reading table, and a balcony that looked down into a large room three stories below. Couples were strolling through, probably looking for a place like the one we were in. The three tall, narrow walls of the nook were bookshelves, with old, classic tomes. I wondered if it had ever been used for what it was designed.

Parker looked around a bit wistfully.

“What?”

“You know, that night I called you on campus, it was the first time I’d actually used the university library.”

“Oh, the big one with the green lamps?”

He smiled at me. “I spend the evening there studying, and I was jealous of every single student who’d ever gone through the school that actually got to use it.”

“I spent three years in that place before switching to the journalism school’s library.”

“Wait’ll I tell you about my fantasy after.”

I punched him. “Let me guess … clock tower?”

He looked a little wounded. I waited a beat before spilling the beans. “Parker, the reason I stopped going to that library is because every time I took the walk back to my room, I looked up at the clock tower and thought of you and me in there.”

“No kidding?”

“No kidding.”

“Why didn’t we ever even talk again?” he asked.

“You were this superstar. I was just a nerdy grad student.”

“You were never nerdy. You have no idea how often I fantasized about you wearing those glasses, then taking ‘em off, then wearing them again.... I thought the last thing you wanted to do was hang out with a dumb freshman jock.”

“I knew you weren’t dumb before we even had that interview.”

“You know, if it wasn’t for that afternoon in my dorm room, when you just let me spill my guts, I think I might have flamed out. I saved that article. Still have it.”

“Me too. But what’s been with you the past few days? Is it still Jason? I guess I didn’t really help that much.”

“I don’t know. I keep thinking how I wish I would have been a real student, then I feel lucky, then I think about those fast cornerbacks in the NFL.”

“You know, I thought I was going to miss the libraries, and classrooms, and professors, but I don’t. You don’t need a bunch of undergrads with their various brands of body odor reeking up the room to exercise your brain.”

He laughed at that. “I did notice over the last week occasionally even with that huge, high ceiling, it could get a little close in there.”

“A little close? Try a rainy day. The windows start to drip, and that undergrad funk hits you like a brick to the face.”

He laughed, and we talked about so many things I think we were trying to make up for lost time. I kept watching his lips, feeling the way his mind worked through his words, and he just stopped picking up the signs. I’d been sitting in his lap, feeling his powerful thighs under me, twirling his dark hair in my finger, leaning a little closer.

“Your legs must be falling asleep.”

“Nah, you’re a feather.”

He sure knew the right things to say.

“About that clock tower fantasy,” I said. When the subtle approach doesn’t work…

 “What about it?” he asked.

“I could have sworn I saw a couple of spires in this palace that might fit the bill.”

Finally, he looked up at me again and pulled me toward him. He kissed me and neither of us held back or hesitated, opening our lips and letting go, and what had been smoldering for the last hour, or for the last several years, woke up completely. I heaved my chest toward him, and he just kept his hand on my hip. What was the matter with him?

Then I was able to answer my own question. He thought of me differently from the other women, other girls he had been with. I was not that much older than him, but he was treating me like a lady, by this time a little too much so.

I was in trouble. I didn’t want to come on so strong I ruined his image of me, but I didn’t want his image of me to keep me from getting laid. It was just that simple, and that much of a puzzle.

I stopped kissing him and looked at his beautiful face. He looked up at me with no expression at all, except wide eyes and in them I saw a desire for so much more than sex, and I liked what I saw. I stood in front of him, still looking into his eyes.

“Should we, uh, go look for our tower?”

“I think we found it,” I whispered.

He gulped. I reached over to the door and found it had a lock, and when I pressed it, the click was just loud enough for him to hear. I reached to my side and felt for the invisible zipper, pulling it down silently and feeling my dress spread away from me a bit. Then I repeated it on the other side. I undid my low cut bra and let everything fall.

He just watched, not moving, and I didn’t mind. The fabric of his pants was straining. His gaze roamed over my body, and then he stood and  gently caressed my breasts, so I grasped his hand and pressed it hard against me, letting him know I wasn’t made of glass. He got the message, and I leaned in, desperate as he kissed me again. The air was cool, but I didn’t care, and his hands were so warm and large. I felt my hard nipples press into them and moaned as I flicked his tongue with mine. He moved one hand down to my side, but stopped, hesitating. I couldn’t help myself, I grabbed his hand and moved it between my legs.

When he felt how wet I was, he moaned, too, and then it was over. He reached for his cummerbund in frustration, and I stopped him before he ripped it off.

“Shoes first.”

He kicked them off as I unfastened the strap around his waist, then opened his pants and unzipped them.

He reached for his bow tie. “What about…?”

“Later I get to see your body, at my place. Right now I need you inside me, Parker.”

He groaned, and I stepped back so he could get rid of the socks and pants. Just as he put them aside, I pushed him back down in the chair. He looked amazing in his tuxedo top, and as he watched me, naked except for my high heels, I looked down and saw how hard he was, straining and stiff up against the buttons of his white shirt. I heard myself let out a little gasp, afraid he might be too big for me, but aching to find out.

I stepped forward and wrapped my fingers around him. His cock was so warm and rock hard, my fingers felt almost flimsy, which seemed incorrect to me, so I squeezed him.

He groaned and put his head back, “Ohhh, I’m too close.”

My voice quivered as I said, “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

“Lily, please.” He was looking at me, his breath was shaking.

“Please what?” I moved on top of him and put my belly a centimeter from his face, and whispered, “Tell me to forget you, Parker. I’ve wanted to hear you say that to me since the day we met. I wouldn’t have been able to resist that day if you said it.”

He groaned. “Please, just idiot me, right now.”

I lost sense of everything for a moment as I sat my weight down on top of him. My vision clouded over and I didn’t know it was because my eyes had involuntarily shut tight. It was too much too soon, I was trying to hold back. Then I realized I was shouting “Oh!” over and over again. Finally, I opened my eyes and looked down to see Parker looking up, concerned, watching me, and I felt his hands about to lift me.

“No! It’s so good!” I gasped, and ground my hips. He arched his head back, and a groan began to slowly come out between his clenched teeth. I was beginning to come, and when I finally let myself move, he slid, twisting inside me, and I knew the slickness was keeping the pain at bay, and I let my body go. I started grinding, my back arched involuntarily as the waves of my orgasm kept coming. 

We were loud. He was as oblivious to it as I was, because when we heard the scattered applause coming up from three floors below, with both said, “Oh, shoot!” at the same time and giggled.

Then we heard some more moaning echoing against the walls and looked out. There were other dark alcoves in the far corners of the tall walls, all pitch black. We couldn’t tell where the noise was coming from, but at least one other couple had discovered a semi-private nook of their own.

He was still hard inside me. I shifted and felt how slippery we were. It made him groan a bit. “Goodness, it feels so good inside you.”

“Oh, I agree.” I giggled.

“Want to stay at the party or just get out of here?”

I giggled. “Both. I don’t care. I just want to be with you.”

“That sounds like a fantastic idea.”

In the end, we decided to stay. I touched up my makeup, and all he had to do was run his hands through his hair. Men.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Tristan

Wentworth had taken April home, and after so many days of thinking about nothing but taking care of her, I felt relieved to be thinking only adult thoughts again. Then, just as quickly, I felt guilty.

Amy walked beside me and must have understood exactly what I was going through. “Nothing wrong with taking care of your cousin and yourself, you know.”

I chuckled. “Easier said than done.”

She stopped, which made me stop, too. Next thing I knew, she looked up in my eyes. and I said the only thing that came to mind, which wasn’t very original, but no less sincere. “You’re beautiful.”

“You are too, Tristan. I know I shouldn’t say such things, you being my boss and all, but tonight I don’t care. You’re beautiful inside and out.”

I didn’t care either, at least not right then. I kissed her, and it didn’t matter if anyone saw.

She kissed me back, but also grabbed my hand and led me up a staircase.

“Amy, don’t worry—”

“I’m not. Tonight’s tonight, though. I don’t know what any of it means, but we don’t have to broadcast it to the entire staff.”

“I doubt they’d be very surprised,” I said.

She laughed as I followed her, her hips swaying, the stairs exaggerating the motion, not that she needed any help in that department.

It seemed she knew where she was going, which made sense since she’d scouted every square inch of the place more than once. I was lost.

We got to a door, which she opened and then locked behind us. It was a dark alcove, at least three tall stories above a long narrow room below. If I hadn’t already known the massive size of the main room, I would have thought the space below could have accommodated almost all of our guests, but there were just couples milling around below. I saw them arm in arm, looking around then departing fairly quickly, and realized it was that time of night when people starting ‘exploring.’

It was good the door had a lock.

“What is this place?”

“Does it matter?” She breathed it as much as she spoke it, and I realized I was being pretty thick.

She was turning me on, but I was feeling nervous and maybe even frightened. The last time I’d been with a woman had been Peyton, and I knew it had been awful.

But there I was with Amy in that dark alcove thinking these thoughts and feeling smaller and smaller, and there she was giving herself to me, shaking, ready and open to me. I could tell I was already blowing it, all over again.

Then she put her hand on me. I almost flinched, but whatever is good in the universe short-circuited that for me, and just the pressure of her gentle touch, and her giggle as I responded down there immediately made all my worries vanish.

“Uh, whoa.” I was the one who spoke.

“Shhh.”

She put her finger to my lips and slid to her knees. I wanted to say something, worried. I knew what she was about to do and wanted it more than anything I could remember wanting in my life, but I was her boss, and something was trying to tell me I should not allow this to happen. Her finger stayed on my lips just long enough to keep my mouth shut, before her hands went to my zipper, and whatever conscience I had was going to have to figure out something else to do.

I almost came just from her hands. They were so soft and firm, and when she freed me from the confines of my tuxedo slacks I had a chance to get as hard as I’ve ever been. It almost hurt, the tip was throbbing so much, but she just stroked me with her fingers for another moment then placed her lips on me. She just slid down a little bit and held her mouth on me. I felt pressure building from below and realized I was already coming. Part of me was upset because it was just going to happen too fast, but before I could stop myself, my hand went to the back of her head. I didn’t pull her against me. I kept myself from gripping, but she put her hand on my forearm and felt how much I was straining not to do any of these things. And then she gripped my arm harder and put pressure toward my hips, letting me know it was okay. So I guided her head lower and felt her lips slide and her mouth open wider to let me in further, and that was all I could handle. I held my breath and came, and it was so dark, I didn’t actually see my vision go down to pinpoints as I had with Peyton, but I sensed it, and I must have been more ready for it to happen because I could also actually feel myself coming, hard.

There is something about this particular act that is so intimate and intense, but only if the circumstances are right. It seemed like ages ago, but I could remember blowjobs that were chores for me and the woman I was with. I had never wanted such an experience again. But there in the dark with Amy, she had started to swallow before I even knew I’d crossed the point of no return, and the knowledge that I was already coming without yet feeling it had been the last thing that sent me over. She didn’t let me go, kneeling in front of me, doing this for me that she must have known I needed far more than I did, calmly letting me finish. There is this mixture of desperately wanting a woman to wait while not being able to stop yourself, the body’s reflex finishing this basic thing that just is not going to stop until it is done, as the madness of being impossibly aroused recedes to a merely elevated level, and then she reached up and gripped me, pumping slowly and moving her lips lower, and I realized I hadn’t receded in the slightest.

Finally, I couldn’t help it. “Oh, oh goodness.” 

She pressed my forearm again and had me pull her a little lower, and then I was spent. She worked her mouth and sucked one last time, which was almost too intense to stand, and then she released me with a heavy breath.

Instead of standing, she just rose up halfway and sat in the chair. Her knees were slightly spread, and something about the way she sat so still made me think she was close herself. It was my turn.

I got on my knees and reached under her dress for her panties. She put her hands on my shoulders. “No, Tristan. I just wanted to do that for you.”

“I need to do this as much as I needed you to do that.”

She kept her hands on my shoulders for another few seconds, then she must have seen the sense in what I had to say, because she let them move gently to the back of my head, and I heard her breath quicken as she spread her legs for me. I didn’t have the patience to take off her panties and just hooked a thumb around the thin band of fabric and pulled them aside.

I put my lips firm against her clitoris, wrapping around it, enjoying how firm and small, like a little button it was. She arched her back and moaned louder, and I was glad I’d taken the time soon before the party to get a fully professional shave, with the hot towel and straight razor by the old artist downtown.

I couldn’t resist reaching with my other hand to feel her wetness, and she spread her legs even wider and hooked them around my arms. I could tell she was trying not to writhe. I suddenly wanted to be inside her, but I wasn’t sure if that’s what she’d had in mind. She told me she was doing this for me, and maybe she wanted to keep the line at oral sex.

Then she answered my question with a whimper and a whisper.

“Ohhh, Tristan. I want you. Inside me. Now.”

I stood up and ripped off my cummerbund, and kicked off my shoes. As I was doing it I could hear another couple at the same elevation as us, but all the way across the length of the grand room, and it reminded me of porn, only a lot better. I didn’t laugh, though, as I saw Amy’s hand reach almost between her legs, then draw back. I had to bend my legs to get to the right height, and there was nothing for it but to guide myself right inside of her. She gasped so loud it turned into a yelp, and she wrapped her legs around me so tightly I was able to stand and lift her with me.

“Oh, yes.”

The angle had her head lower than the rest of her, and she raised her arms to hold herself against the back cushion. I wished I could take her dress all the way off, but then I suddenly realized how good I was making her feel. It made me feel powerful.

I felt myself inside her and knew I was getting close again already, but I also knew I could control it. I held her in the air by her hips and watched her react to my thrusts, pulling her up against me and holding myself deep inside her for a moment, pressing against her, then letting her go and doing it again. I felt her starting to tighten around me, both with her legs and pussy. Her back began to arch, and I knew I couldn’t hold out any longer myself. I let myself think about being inside her, in the dim light I could see myself between her legs. She was so light, and I felt strong in a way I hadn’t felt in years.

“Harder,” she said.

I slammed her against me, and myself into her.

She lost control. “Oh, oh,” she kept saying, over and over. I started coming but didn’t slow down until she stopped shouting, held her breath, and pulsed around my cock as she sat right up in the air and into my arms. I held her as she rode down on me a few more times, her whole body shaking and shuddering.

“Oh, oh, idiot, oh idiot.”

She shuddered one more time and then wrapped her arms around me and sighed.

 “I’ve got to get back,” she whispered against my neck.

“Nah. The hard part’s done. Unless the building’s on fire, you can be done for the night, don’t you think?”

“No. This is my first time. I want to make sure everything’s perfect.”

“Everything is perfect.”

She giggled. “That was wonderful.”

“I—Would it sound awful if I said thank you?”

“No. But I loved it. I better not think about it anymore right now, or we’ll have to do it again.”

“You know my vote,” I said.

She whispered in my ear. “Later.”

And with that, she lowered her feet to the ground. I let her go, almost against my will. It wasn’t just that I’d been holding her, I felt like I was floating. I’m a little over six feet tall. Most of my clients tower over me, so I don’t often think about it. But for the first time in a long, long time, I actually felt as tall as I am. Heck, I felt like I could walk through a cement wall laughing.

We got dressed, and I walked Amy back to one of the countless bedroom suites in the massive property. She found her bag with a change of clothes and makeup and saw me eyeing the bed. “Maybe later, Tiger.”

I found a mirror and guessed I would be fine without the cummerbund. I found myself thinking about the draft. We were right on top of it. There were still free agents to sign, and I was hoping after tonight we’d land Grogan with no problem. When Amy came back out, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

“Aren’t you going to mingle?” she asked.

I smiled. “I’m taking a page out of your book tonight.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“Always leave ‘em wanting more.”

She stepped right up into my arms so close I could smell the toothpaste from her freshly brushed teeth.

“You want more, huh?” she asked seductively.

“I really do.”

She pressed a kiss to my neck. “Well, unless there’s a big pumpkin out in the drive, I suppose I’m yours for the night.”

“Why don’t we go take care of whatever needs to get done, and come back up here?”

“Okay.”

We got back downstairs, and the party was still rocking. My plan was to not let Amy out of my sight, but there were politicians who wanted to talk to me about sports on such a simple level I could do it with five percent of my brain. There were journalists who needed a few quotes. I was glad to see Fahd was still there. He’d managed to ditch his security, and I wondered if Grogan—who was nowhere in sight—had made a connection with the Crown Prince’s femme fatale.

Fahd wanted to start up a poker game. I helped him out by collaring a few of the billionaires who looked like they might be ready for a change of pace from the other festivities.

They asked me to join. “Gentlemen, lady, I’ve spent more than enough tonight to even want to fork over the ante in the game you’re about to play. I hope you’ll all keep it friendly.”

They laughed as one of the dealers I’d hired to be on call came in with his assistant and a big case filled with poker chips and decks of cards. The tips he was about to earn could set him up for years, maybe even decades.

When I went back to find Amy, she was busy out front. The valet had brought twenty drivers so that people who had driven and were now too drunk would be able to get home without having to come back sometime the next day. It looked like it wasn’t going to be enough. I heard her muttering about next year not even allowing people to park, but hiring a fleet of drivers. She had a point. There were so many rental cars, but also Bentleys, Ferraris, and other luxury vehicles we could have held a car show and charged admission. What had these people been thinking?

It was getting late, but Amy had already made some calls, and extra drivers were showing up. She was beautiful, smiling at guests and servers alike while listening on her headset and sending attendants in groups of two wherever someone might have gotten sick or had knocked something over. For the most part, the crowd was on its best behavior, but there’s that old adage about after midnight. If you’re playing poker, the odds go out the window, and miracles and disasters happen. In the event business, it’s when even the most straight-laced of guests can end up do something out of character. Another hour passed as Amy was called to snuff the fuse on one situation after another. I mingled and followed from whatever distance I could, watching her.

She managed to convince a congressman’s wife her husband hadn’t been flirting with a hostess, but rather just helping a constituent get a leg up on her application to graduate school. At least the lady waited until they were safely in the backseat of the limo before laying into him again.

One girl had ditched her date, a much older billionaire who wasn’t in the poker game, for a quick tryst with one of our single baseball players. She’d lost her shoe and had been avoiding all contact with the old coot until she could find it. Amy had her describe the room and was able to take her right to it.

“I’m sorry. I’m so embarrassed. I must seem like such a—”

“You seem like someone who let her hair down at the biggest party of the year, and the rest is none of my business.” Amy gave her a wink and moved on.

One of our linemen simply fell asleep on top of a huge table. He weighed over three-hundred pounds. Luckily, two of his teammates were at the party and a third football player who had a good chance of getting traded to their team before the upcoming season. I was thinking about stepping in to let Amy know about the third mountain of muscle she could enlist when I heard her say his name into her headset. 

She was so impressive, the only thing that upset me is how useless I was. She had it all covered, better than I could have, and I was getting zero attention. I laughed at myself. Then I sent her a text.

“I need to get home to April. You’re the most amazing, beautiful woman I’ve ever met. Please don’t let any carriages turn into pumpkins yet.”

I saw her glance at her phone. Then she looked up and turned around and managed to find me looking down at her from the second-floor banister. She smiled at me, and then I saw her touch her finger to her ear again and she was on the go.

Compared to all previous years, I was home early. It was only one-thirty in the morning. Wentworth was reading a book in one of my chairs when I got out of the elevator.

I knew he’d never say anything, and he didn’t even pretend to notice the missing cummerbund, but I was sure he’d be ordering a replacement for me, and just as certain he’d already put two and two together.

I didn’t insult his intelligence. “She was too busy, otherwise I’d have asked her to join April and me for breakfast.”

“She’s an extraordinary lady.”

I chuckled. It was the closest he would ever come to advice, congratulations, or even a rebuke, and I knew he meant all three. Don’t blow it. Well done, and finally you freakin’ hermit. Try not to be a jerk to this one.

“Thanks for staying,” I said to him.

“The missus certainly enjoyed the peace and quiet.”

I smiled at that one. Wentworth’s beautiful wife and he had possibly the most perfect relationship a couple could have. I didn’t know her well, but I knew when he wasn’t at work, he was home with her. They were young. They had the picket fence. I had not asked him what their plans were for children, and I never would, but I couldn’t help being curious. The reason I was smiling was because I knew with absolute certainty that his wife found peace and quiet when he was home.

The elevator doors closed and he was on his way. I checked on April, who was sound asleep.

Then I stripped out of my monkey suit and went to bed without a shower. I might have been fooling myself, but I thought I could still smell the hint of Amy’s perfume on my neck. I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, wishing I would have stayed at the venue until she was done, replaying everything we had done together in that nook, hearing and feeling her hot whisper in my ear, wishing I had been able to put my hands on more of her body, feeling myself inside of her. Already I was hard and aching. I thought of pleasuring myself, but I’d be exhausted by the time April woke up and needed breakfast. 

Then, the elevator door slid open. The only people who knew the code to get on it were Amy, Wentworth, and my best friend, Bruce. I figured Wentworth had forgotten something, and I sure wasn’t about to get up with the boner I had flying.

Amy’s shadow appeared in my door.

“Oh, thank goodness,” I said.

She giggled. “What?”

“I’ve been thinking of you since I climbed under these covers.”

She slid out of her dress and moved toward the bed. Neither of us said a word. I wanted to turn on the light just to see her body at last, but I knew it could wait. Everything was so perfect in the dark, feeling her lift back the covers.

Her skin was cold, and I knew I must have felt like a heater to her. I could feel her breasts against my chest. She reached and felt me and let out a tiny little gasp at how hard I’d gotten just lying there. I put my hand down, too, letting my fingers touch her as she slid down on top of me. If I had been as hard as I ever had been in my life, she must have been getting hornier and hornier as the evening wore on, because she was positively dripping. I thought I was warm, but inside she was so hot it surprised me. She gasped quietly in my ear, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I rolled us over without slipping out, propping my weight on one elbow so I could finally put a hand on her breast. She arched against me as I kept myself from squeezing too hard. I took her other nipple in my mouth and kept moving inside her, flicking her nipple with my tongue and squeezing her other breast with my hand.

She started to shudder, and I concentrated on everything and anything her body wanted to tell me. I moved more, and then when I felt her hand grip my rear, I pushed in hard and felt her pussy squeezing me. I was so hard I knew it was driving her crazy, her body was telling me how good it felt. When her orgasm subsided, she kissed me. I was close, but just enjoying every bit of her, not wanting the unbelievably smooth feeling of being inside her to go away. She ground against me a bit, and I didn’t really think it was possible for her to be any wetter, but after her orgasm, she was. I reached down and touched both of us, right where I was inside of her.

“What are you doing?”

“You feel so incredible, I just wanted to check it out.”

She giggled and I felt her hand join mine.

“Goodness, am I that wet?” she asked.

“Uh huh.”

“You didn’t come yet, did you?”

“I didn’t want to yet. Having too much fun.”

“Would you—?”

“What?” I begged.

“All night I’ve been thinking about you taking me from behind.”

“I suppose I could manage.”

She whapped me, giggling, and a little embarrassed. She put her head in her hand.

“Can you come again?” I asked.

She thought about it. “I think so, but I feel so relaxed now. I just want you to have some fun.”

“Oh, I am. But I’ve been having some thoughts, too.”

Still staying inside of her I moved to the side. She helped by lifting a knee then hooking it over me. It gave me a chance to finally put my hand on her perfect calf and run it all the way up inside her thigh. On my side next to her I had a hand free to continue touching her.

I felt my shaft inside her again and tried to ignore it. Even in the act of shifting, I realized how close I really was. I gathered moisture and slicked down my fingers. When I pressed them gently to her clitoris, she tensed, expecting it to be too sensitive, but then she relaxed. I was able to lean over while still touching her, and she met me, kissing me, letting our tongues dance against each other. Her mouth was as moist as her pussy, and I was getting too close again. I pulled away, still touching her gently, just barely sliding my slick fingers over her and feeling her begin to swell. I just kept sliding them, then let myself move into her half an inch more and back out.

“Oh,” she whispered and sucked in her breath. “I’m closer than I thought.”

I didn’t stop. But I gathered more moisture and concentrated on making as little contact as possible as I felt her clit beginning to strain.

“Oh, oh, ohhh, take me, idiot me from behind, Tristan.”

I waited just a few seconds more then got up. She flipped over and raised her rear for me, and I plunged inside of her. If I held myself deep in her, I knew I’d lose it too fast, so I grabbed her hips and messed as hard as I could without letting my hips slap loudly against her. This made me go a little slower than I wanted and I had to grind at the end of each thrust, I couldn’t help it. In seconds, she clutched for a pillow and crammed it into her face, and I could hear her muffled moans. 

I pulled out halfway and felt her pussy contracting again, and suddenly I was coming and strained as deep inside her as I could go, holding her hips against me as she uncontrollably ground herself against me and trembled and bucked a few times. I felt her hand caress me between her legs and it heightened the force of the last impulses of my orgasm so much I had to let the air out of my lungs without groaning.

She let me almost fall on top of her, letting her legs down, keeping me inside her as I put some of my weight on my elbows and the rest all along her back, kissing her neck and breathing her in. She felt my lips and tilted her head for me, liking the feeling on her neck. I imagined the way her soft brown hair looked and her blue-green eyes, and I knew the way she was holding herself that she liked my stomach and chest against her.

I could have stayed that way forever. After I finally slid out of her and lay next to her, she let me discover every bit of her back, from her heels to her shoulders. Then she rolled over, and we let our fingertips continue learning each other.

“What about April?” she asked.

“I just don’t want her to find us naked.”

“You don’t need me to go to the other guest room?”

“Hell no, but all I have are t-shirts, boxers, and sweats. I don’t wear pajamas.”

“I brought some,” she said. Always prepared.

She got up. I was disappointed but kept it to myself. Then she came back, still naked, holding her soft PJs in her hand.

“Think we could … one more time before I put these on?”

I pulled her into the bed laughing as quietly as I could. On top of her, she put her arms on my sides and her gentle hands felt good. So did her legs when they wrapped around me. I thought it might take a long time after all we’d done that night, and it certainly took longer than before, but soon her moans got to me. Those moans were increasing and I was feeling the buildup, and her hands started squeezing my shoulders, then my arms, then they ran down my sides, and she held my rear as I thrust. She said, “Oh!” loudly and clapped her hand over her mouth, then arched her back. Her whole body shook and twitched as we came together, and she gasped a lot longer than me.

She barely climbed into her pajamas before falling asleep next to me. I checked April one more time and didn’t care in the slightest that I would only be getting a couple hours of sleep before it was time to make her breakfast. I’d been working on my omelet-making skills and thought the very least I could do was surprise these two girls I loved with breakfast

* * * * *

The entire staff had the day off after the party. I hoped as many of them as possible spent it doing some version of what we did, hanging out in pajamas and sweats the whole morning. Throwing on some jeans and t-shirts for a walk in the park and a treat for each of us from the pastry shop. Eventually, the emails started rolling in. Parker sent one word: Thanks.

Lily wrote me an email that I shared with Amy. It was just a lovely, simple little note that showed the talent everyone knew she had. I sent a copy to Peyton. Lily was going to go places, and so was Parker, and I knew Peyton would find that balance of cultivating the professional relationship without risking the personal ones that had already been kindled.

The day after that, we had to get some work done. It was too soon to even ponder day care or begin selecting a babysitter, and it was the first moment in almost eighteen hours I felt the stress I’d completely forgotten begin to return.

Wentworth came to my rescue.

“Tristan, I had a thought if it’s all right with you and April.”

She looked up at him from the breakfast table. He was wearing his usual suit, black with a vest, and April grinned and figured it out before I did.

“Yay! I get to have a play date with Wentworth and Mrs. Wentworth!”

I was about to correct her when I caught the slightest shake of my old friend and driver’s head. “Mrs. Wentworth was hoping you’d be in favor.”

Then he looked at me and continued. “We’ll just pack a bag then, if you don’t mind driving yourself this morning.”

I couldn’t think of a better idea. The emails had piled up already. There was news from England on the futbol front, and some feelers I’d put out about an MMA fighter I’d had my eye on were starting to bear fruit.

Amy came out, dressed for work, giving Wentworth a wink before putting her hands on her hips and looking at me. “If you don’t get ready in a hurry, I’m taking your car, and you’ll have to get a cab.”

Collusion was all around me, conspirators and their plots, and I did not care in the slightest as I grinned, grabbed a piece of toast, gave April a kiss on the forehead, and headed to my room to get changed.

I grabbed Amy’s hand on my way up, and pulled her into the hallway. “Thank you,” I murmured in her ear. “Thank you for being everything to me.”

She kissed me, long and hard. “Now go get ready for work, Mr. Thorne. We have some players to sign.”
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Chapter 1

Ian

New York City was the coldest place I could imagine. I’d always loved the city, but I’d loved it as the kind of guy who hadn’t needed to leave for work every morning. I’d loved it as the kind of guy who could lie in bed, curled up next to the warm body of my latest sexual conquest.

Now, as I navigated the rush hour traffic, I hated it. I hated how flurries of snow and dirty sleet stuck to my heels. I hated how, even when the valet warmed up my Bentley and had it ready to go, the seat was still cold when I sat in it.

None of this would have been a problem before my dad died a little over a year ago. But now I’d taken over his car, taken over his penthouse, and taken over his position as CEO of a medical technology company. 

I shifted in my leather seat and took a deep breath, trying to calm myself, but all I smelled was my father’s cologne. Everywhere I turned, every breath I took, everything I did reminded me of him, because now, everything in my life used to be his. He’d been stolen from me a year ago, and his death had caused me to question everything in this world.

At least I could depend on one thing: coffee. The Starbucks closest to Dad’s place—now my place—had become my new morning tradition.

After I had found a parking spot, I eased out of my car, wincing at the cold. It was hard to move, and I couldn’t blame all of that on the freezing temperature. My hours in the office translated to fewer hours in the gym, and even though my body wasn’t showing it yet, I was feeling it. My face, too, looked different to me. Fuller. Defeated.

I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the car’s window. I stopped and looked at myself for a moment and shifted strands of my sandy-colored hair aside. 

Then I tightened my tie and buttoned my coat. 

I couldn’t believe how much I was actually starting to look like my dad. I sighed. If only I could run the company half as well as he had, then it’d all be easy sailing...

“Incredible,” I breathed, pulling my gaze away from the car window, my teeth chattering. “It’s cold out here.”

I picked up my pace and crossed the street, not even bothering with crosswalks as I headed toward the coffee shop’s front door. My stride was determined, and so was I. Because I really needed that caffeine.

A warm blast of coffee-scented air wafted over me as I stepped inside, but as soon as I took in the scene before me, my eyes narrowed into slits. If I could have shot lasers from my eyes, I probably would have. The line was ridiculous — in fact, it ended only a couple of inches away from where I stood, freezing my rear off with every new customer entering the doorway.

I sighed.

Sometimes the city had perks, and sometimes it definitely didn’t.

The dreadlocked woman in front of me took a couple of steps forward, and I took a couple steps forward. Sheep. Caffeine-crazy sheep, all of us. I could only hope that the morning rush would die away soon. I looked at the fast-working baristas, running around like crazed pinballs behind the counter. The morning rushes with caffeine-starved, work-destined people were probably a nightmare, and I sympathized with the baristas. I could only sympathize so much, though, because I was on a time-crunch, and I wanted that coffee twenty minutes ago.

It was crazy, really, if I thought about it. There was a Starbucks on every corner in the city, but it didn’t change the fact that I still had to wait in line every dang time I came in.

I probably could have had some intern run and fetch me coffee, but it wasn’t my style. This was how I was raised. Besides, a part of me enjoyed the laid back atmosphere, after I actually got my dang coffee.

My hand started fidgeting almost like I was a drug addict. My addiction was like my newfound love for caffeine, and Starbucks was my very own crack-cocaine. Not that I should have been surprised. Coffee was the only thing that seemed to get me through the day — and I’d consumed gallons of it over the last year.

I glanced at my watch and cringed. I’d never carried a watch before. I hadn’t really needed one. Honestly, I hated how much I needed one now. Sometimes I hated how dramatically my life had changed in recent months. I was only thirty-four years old, and I felt nearly eighty.

I was thrust into a position that I hadn’t been ready for, and one I’d never completely wanted. Being CEO wasn’t at all what the movies made it out to be. It wasn’t all money, women, and playtime. I knew money, women, and playtime — well, at least I used to —and this definitely wasn't that. This was actual work.

Actual hard work. I had some really large shoes to fill.

My father was Dr. John Cross. He had founded the company. I couldn’t believe that it was mine now. His gift he bestowed on me. A load of money and twice as much responsibility.

Medical Technology Specialists Incorporated, or MTS Inc. for short, was built by my dad from the ground up. He’d started with a small loan and an idea, and now it was a multi-billion-dollar company. My multi-billion-dollar company. The thought made me shudder.

We specialized in developing medical technology for hospitals and health care centers. It was what you could call a lucrative business, and it was one I grew up around. I knew it backward and forward, all because he had known it backward and forward. I was thankful that he’d put so much work into it, and I was even more thankful that he’d taught me the ropes. But after his untimely death, I’d had to take over. Even though I was grateful for everything he left me, I was still overworked and over-stressed.

He was always there — in the back of my head — judging me, constantly trying to whip me into shape. I couldn’t let him down, not after how hard he’d worked. The company was his legacy and so was I. It was only natural that I would run it and do everything in my power to make sure I lived up to his good name.

The thing that bothered me the most, though — the thing that had been tearing at me more than anything, and the one thing I wasn’t particularly very thankful for — was the fact that he had left us all in the midst of a terrible lawsuit against another biomedical research firm, BioResearch Labs. Their name had become a nasty taste in my mouth for the past year. 

It had seriously been a day in and day out of constant battling with them. All over a patent—a piece of technology that they blatantly stole right out from under us. 

It had all begun about six months before my dad’s death, and it still hadn’t wrapped up. In fact, it’d be safe to say it was the opposite of wrapped up. Things had started to get ugly. Really ugly.

I breathed out, partially because just thinking about BioResearch Labs and the lawsuit pissed me off, and partially because I was still waiting in the long rear line that hadn’t seemed to shorten at all.

The dreadlocked woman in front of me took another step forward, and so did I. One step at a time. Eventually I’d get my caffeine.


Chapter 2

Kate

“Fine. Whatever you want!” I slammed the door and made my way toward the elevator. I needed space. He was the last person I wanted to talk to. And he sure as perdition was the last person I wanted to keep looking at. Judgmental eyes, scowl lines on his forehead, and a pitiless frown. Dear old Dad.

I was glad for the quick exit. With a father like mine, a quick exit was a necessity. Especially when you were twenty-seven and living with a man who still treated you like a child. He was a pain in the rear, to put it simply. And sometimes, he was so much to deal with that I just had to get away. 

But the more time that seemed to pass, the harder it was to deal—to deal with him, to deal with his burdening questions and his sarcastic remarks. He could be so condescending that it made me want to breathe fire right into his smug face.

And it was all because I chose to pursue my dreams rather than follow along behind him like some scared little puppy.

I was sorry. I told him that I was. But I didn’t want the family business. 

Sure, I felt bad about it. For a while, at least. But this was my path and my life, and mine alone.

Despite the fact he was an obnoxious, overbearing old man, I hated to break his heart, and I hated, even more, to fight with him. I only wished he could give me the same courtesy.

And while I was wishing for things, I wished I wanted the same things for my life that he wanted for my life. It sure would have been a lot easier. 

I wanted to just jump on a plane and go. I wanted to run away from him and toward my dream. This was especially tempting, considering I already had a teaching job lined up for the fall in San Diego.

I sighed. I hated to think about going before it was actually time, because I loved my family and I wanted to spend as much time with them as possible. But if my apartment had been ready, I would probably be on my way to San Diego right now. 

As I made my way through the front door, the nip from the cold New York City air seemed to burn my flesh. My breath caught in my throat, and I was instantly reminded of another reason why I really, really couldn’t wait to get to San Diego. 

It was way too cold in New York. 

I walked to the curb and raised my hand as soon as I saw a nearby cab, unoccupied. I smiled. In New York, that was almost impossible to find— especially when it was freezing outside. Which — to me — seemed like all the freaking time.

As the cab pulled up, I immediately reached for the door, not even wanting to take the chance that someone would snatch my ride. I mean, dang, the few seconds that I had spent outside in the cold were already too much for me. I didn’t want to screw around outside any longer than I had to, and there was no way I’d be going back up to the apartment anytime soon. So I grabbed the handle of the car. With one swift motion, I pulled it open and leaped into the warmth of the back seat.

“Where we headin’?” the cabbie asked as I got comfortable. He cocked his head sideways just over his shoulder so he could glance back at me. He smiled, but it was far from a kind one. I could tell that he was actually annoyed that I hadn’t already told him.

 “Uh…” That was a good question, actually. Truth was, I really didn’t know where I was going. I had nothing to do. It was a completely new idea for me, really, not having a place to go on a weekday morning.

I had just graduated with a Master’s degree in Education, and I considered myself lucky to secure a job so quickly afterward, but at the same time, I felt strange being a grown woman with no place to go. No job, no hobby. In fact, I felt pretty bad about it. I didn’t feel as independent as I should feel. I was twenty-seven years old, living with my dad and sister. 

Incredible, I thought. I still hadn’t told the cab driver where we were going. He stared at me, blankly. I muttered, a bit embarrassed, “Closet place that has coffee.” It was a roll of the die where I’d end up.

He rolled his eyes and grumbled deep in his throat. I could tell that he was irritated, but I was too wrapped up in my family drama to care much about his annoyance. 

He pulled to a stop outside of Starbucks. I dug into my purse and fumbled for my wallet. My bag was a jumble of notebooks and colored pens and half-empty packs of mints, and it was a blasted good thing my wallet was so big or I’d never find it in the mess. I gripped it firmly and yanked it out before throwing an apologetic look to the cabbie. He probably wanted to get on the road.

I pulled a wad of cash out quickly and handed him the money. 

“Have a good one,” the man grumbled, before turning back around with my cash.

“You too.” I sighed as I glanced back to look out my window. The city was cold and gloomy. Like my current life.

I took one final deep breath as I flung the door of the cab open, bracing myself for the cold. And as soon as I pulled myself from the vehicle, I instantly regretted getting out. The freezing air stabbed at my lungs, causing me to wince in pain.

“I hate how cold it is!” I growled, slamming the cab door shut. 

I tightened my coat around my body. Then I laughed as I glanced around at crowds of people shuffling across sidewalks and crosswalks. I’d think that with all the people that crammed in the city like sardines, that there would be enough body heat to keep the entire dang city warm. But of course not. Most of them didn’t even seem fazed by the bone-chilling temperatures.

It made me wonder what, exactly, were the perks of living in the city, anyway?

A Starbucks on every corner?

I scoffed. A whole lot of good having so many Starbucks did! Because as soon as I crossed the street and made my way through the crowds of people scurrying across the sidewalk, I could tell that the Starbucks line was nearly out the door. Morning rush was still morning rush. 

As soon as I opened the door to the shop and walked a whopping total of one step, I found myself at the end of that incredibly long line. I should have known better than to try my luck at a coffee shop in the morning.

But it was fine. In fact, it was perfectly fine with me. Because the more time I spent in line, the more time I spent away from my dad. I needed the time away. We both did.

I needed the time to take a step back and compose myself, to gather my thoughts as well as my feelings and just keep them in check. I still needed to get through a few more months with him.

Maybe some time to myself, standing in a really long line, was the perfect reprieve. Well, at least I was inside.

My head fell to look at the floor, just before a gentle smell of vanilla and spice trailed directly into my senses. Immediately, I looked up. The delicious scent was clearly wafting from the man directly in front of me. 

He was tall, with sandy-blond hair. He wore a large black overcoat over what looked to be a charcoal-gray suit. The way the suit fell over his broad, defined shoulders looked tailored. From what I could tell as my neck craned to look at as much of him as possible, he looked impeccable, he looked polished, and he looked good. 

His suit fit him perfectly — but with a perfect-looking body like that, I was willing to bet pretty much everything fit him perfectly. Including a wedding ring.

Immediately, curiosity began to take over, and I couldn’t help but move half a step to the side. What did he look like? Did his face match his perfect body? I wanted to look at him. I had to. There was something intriguing about his smell, and the way his clothes fit. 

I gawked at his hands, trying to catch a glimpse of platinum or gold on his finger. Nothing that I could see so far. It became a game as I bided my time in line.

Just off to his side, I watched through the corner of my eye until his head turned slightly toward me, just enough for me to get a glimpse of his face. 

And my goodness, I was in awe as I turned my head toward his and caught his gaze.

His jaw was chiseled to perfection; he looked like a Greek god. But his cheeks were full and youthful. He had the most amazing brown eyes that I had ever seen before. And they were looking at me — at least for a moment, they were.

I smiled at him, and he smiled back, but only slightly — as if he hadn’t really seen me at all — before he turned his attention back to the front of the line. He seemed distracted and really tired. The small pull at the corners of his eyes and mouth spoke of fatigue.

There was something about him that made me wonder why exactly he was tired. I wondered who he was, what sort of life he led. And I wondered how it was possible for someone to look so tired and so good at the same time.

He craned his neck toward the front of the line, and his fingers tapped against each other. I could tell that he was growing impatient. I had to wonder, as he looked out toward the beautiful dark-skinned cashier, if he was late for something, or if he just really, really needed coffee. Because the cashier was absolutely gorgeous, and he seemed completely unfazed by her.

Maybe he was gay? Well, that would be a tragedy for all of womankind.

No, I was pretty sure my gaydar wasn’t lying to me because I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off of him. I was looking at his back, his gorgeous muscular back and equally wonderful rear — or at least, what I could see of it — for the entire length of time we waited in line. I couldn’t manage to take my eyes away from him. That was until he hissed out a resounding, “Goodness!” 

I wasn’t sure what he was suddenly pissy about, or what he was talking about. I mean, he couldn’t have just all of a sudden been pissed that we were standing in this line, could he?

I followed his gaze to the front of the line. A young man stood at the counter. Probably in his early-twenties. I watched as his back stiffened. His hands journeyed, almost in a panicked rush, all over his body.

He patted at the back of his jeans, right on his butt, and then the pocket of his coat.

I heard the man I’d been so entranced by earlier grumble again. It was just under his breath. I was almost certain that no one could have possibly heard him except for me. He shifted his balance from one foot to the other. Over and over again. I could tell he was getting impatient, and I couldn't really blame him. We’d been waiting in line for what felt like forever, and it was always a nuisance when it seemed like someone was holding up the line. But come on! It was clear that the poor guy couldn't find his wallet.

I knew just what it was like to be waiting and waiting and waiting and then get up to the counter and feel unprepared. Heck, the poor guy probably had the wallet out half a dozen times, just to put it away again the same amount of times from fidgeting. 

I knew I was bad about that sort of thing.

“Come on, already,” the guy in front of me hissed. 

I couldn’t help but cringe at the harshness. I looked down, knowing that even though he had said it quietly, others were bound to hear him. It was only a matter of time before a jerk in line had something to say.

Well, that is, some jerk that was even more of a jerk than this guy was already being.

I rolled my eyes at the continued wait. With the dreamboat in front of me having a little outburst like that, I couldn’t help but find my mind a little preoccupied. Why was I always attracted to such jerks? It was a gift. 

I sighed and shook my mind free before it started in on its spiral into negative memories of my ex-boyfriend. I looked down, trying to busy my mind, and fished for my phone inside of my coat pocket. 

But I soon looked back up, somehow unable to tear my gaze away from the scene in front of me. I watched the guy up front continue his search for his wallet. He wasn’t giving up. At that moment, I wasn’t sure if I should have admired him for his persistence, or gotten angry about it myself. I mean he definitely was holding up an already long line. Finally, though, he took something out of the inner pocket of his coat.

I sighed a sigh of relief. He’d finally found it.

“About time,” grumbled the man in front of me, clearly relieved as well.

Sadly, though, that relief was not long lived when the next lady made her way up. I should have been relieved that I was so close to the front, and I was, but as soon as I saw her, I realized that the physical location of where I was in line didn't matter.

It was going to be a while.

She was beautiful. Slender, with a cute red peplum pea coat, and gorgeous blond hair that had more body than even mine did. She looked professional . . . and expensive. Normally, that wouldn’t have been a bad thing at all. I probably would have been all goo-goo eyes over the gorgeous leather Coach bag she had slung over her shoulder. But this time was different.

This time, I was annoyed.

 Her arm held her cell phone up in the air as she approached the counter, and I knew what was about to come next by the extreme focus she had on the display. She was studying it.

And I knew, from interning back in my college days, exactly what that meant.

“I’d like three mocha lattes. Make one of those a skinny, and one of those nonfat, but with whip. One vanilla bean frap with a caramel swirl. Two hot chocolates…” and that was all I listened to before nothing but pure annoyance washed over me. 

And I wasn’t alone. 

“Oh, come on!” a bunch of people yelled from behind me, a large chunk of the line groaning, including me.

The woman’s head snapped back to shoot everyone a glare, but she said nothing. Instead, she turned back around and continued to read off her screen. All while several pairs of eyes shot death glares into the back of her head.

I almost felt bad for her. Well, I would have if I hadn’t been so frustrated and annoyed. The wait had been fine in the beginning. It gave me plenty of time to chill out after my morning argument with my dad, and also ample time to look at the hottie in front of me. But now, enough was enough. I really just wanted my dang coffee.

And everyone else felt exactly the same way.

The tension in the room was thick, and so was the air. So thick, in fact, that I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Everyone was so close. Everything was so hot. The only comforting thing in the whole cursed place was the delectable smell of hot roasting coffee beans. And maybe even the jerk eye-candy in front of me.

One moment I was freezing and the next beads of perspiration were forming everywhere I didn’t want them.

He kept glancing at his phone. With every minute or so that passed, he turned on the display, only to turn it off again right after. I could tell that he was checking the time, and I could only guess as to why. He was late, or about to be. I almost felt bad for a second.

Of course, there was probably a reason for him to be so pissed. And it was probably because he was supposed to be at work by now. In all reality, it probably didn’t have anything to do with him actually being a jerk. Who could know, though?

I could only thank my lucky stars that I didn’t have anything important to do today.

My eyes shifted over to my right where a woman looking like the Queen of England came traipsing across. She was swaying her hips as she crossed the middle of the room, toward the checkout counter. “How much longer is it going to be?!” she asked as if she was at a five-star restaurant waiting to be seated. 

I scoffed. “You’re at Starbucks, lady, not the Plaza,” I whispered in a volume I knew no one would be able to hear. 

Well, at least, I thought it was at a volume that no one would be able to hear.

The gorgeous jerk extraordinaire looked over his shoulder at me and smirked, clearly amused at my comment. 

Of course he was.

I rolled my eyes again and looked down to my phone, not even bothering to hear the poor barista or cashier’s defense. The nerve of some people really astounded me sometimes. With a shrug, my eyes fixated on the screen. I sighed with relief at the distraction of Facebook. 

For a while, at least. 

You know, until the overwhelming pictures of everyone my age getting engaged, getting married, and having children flooded over my newsfeed. 

That was enough to make anyone shudder and look up. 

When I did glance up, though, I was pretty happy to see that a large gap had formed between the sexy stranger and me, because he had actually reached the counter.

“Thank goodness,” I whispered, as my eyes instinctively fell on his back. I hadn’t meant to, but as I took a few steps up, I found myself staring, particularly at his bulging shoulders. I could just barely see them beneath the thick fabric of his overcoat, but I could tell that they were there. I shivered and clamped my legs together, just from wondering what he looked like without all the layers. 

I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me. It wasn’t every day that I just started staring at random men. But dang, he was hot. I watched, almost mesmerized, from behind as he reached into his overcoat. 

His movements were quick and panicked as he pulled his hand out of his overcoat and reached back to dig into pants back pocket.

His movements got even quicker, and a whole lot more panicked as his hands patted over his entire body, across all of his clothing, in a very similar fashion to the man just a few moments ago. The one he’d so rudely hissed at.

“Incredible,” he muttered under his breath. “I must have forgotten my wallet.”

His voice was tired, low and groggy. And he seemed overly upset about not being able to pay for his coffee. Although, after waiting that entire time — I probably would have been too. 

Now everyone was waiting on him. I smirked. Karma's tough. It was one of those moments where I wanted to burst out laughing at the irony. But I didn't. Instead, I bit my lip and stifled my laughter, no matter how difficult it was.

"Come on!” a man with a thick Brooklyn accent yelled from behind me.

I cringed again, just as I had when the guy in front of me had given his own little outburst.

The beautiful stranger's head shot over his shoulder, looking back. Our eyes met for a split second before his moved to look behind me, toward the man that had yelled out at him. I could tell, by the bit of red that crept to his cheek, that he was embarrassed.

I would have been, too. Especially after the production he’d just put on with that poor guy a few minutes ago.

But still, I couldn’t help but pat at my side just to make sure that I had my purse. It was silly. I mean, logically speaking, I’d just taken a cab. I had to have some means to pay for it. But still, there was something about seeing someone fumbling for their wallet that made me double-check that I had mine. 

I felt kind of bad for him. Especially considering the fact that he looked like he was not only distracted and in a hurry, but he had fidgeted the entire time we stood in line. It was pretty obvious that he needed the caffeine. I could remember days like that—studying for hours during all-nighters, and then having to take a test. Or staying out all night with my friends, and then needing to be at my internship first thing in the morning. We’d all been there, and compassion was cheap.

“Excuse me?” I said quietly from behind him, as I dug my wallet out of my purse and quickly grabbed my credit card. I made sure my voice was hushed, but still loud enough for him to hear. “Step aside for a second.” 

He looked over his shoulder just as I moved past a few people who had crowded next to the line to look over the menu. He looked confused, and a little taken aback, maybe even a little annoyed. 

He probably thought I was a jerk. That’s probably what I would have thought, too, though. Gotta love NYC — the land of skepticism.

But that made it even better, the fact that he didn’t know what I was about to do.

Heck, I didn’t even know when I decided to do it anyway. I had never done anything like it before. I took my credit card out as soon as I got around the crowd of people and made a movement to slide it through the card-reader. But, almost immediately, his large ringless hand blocked my motion.

I smirked at the sight. What did his marriage status have to do with me?

“What are you doing?” he asked, his eyes wide with concern. 

“You’re clearly not a scam-artist,” I laughed, lamely, as I gestured at his expensive clothing.

He smiled, a slight blush creeping into his cheeks. “Well, no, I’m not.” 

He cleared his throat, as if he was about to protest, but instead of letting him continue, I said, “Let me just pay for this. We’re holding up the line.” 

He looked pained, almost. I wasn’t sure why, but by looking at him I could take a guess: he was proud.

“What, can't stand when a woman pays your bill?” I said with a flirtatious smile. 

“I don’t like when anyone pays my bill,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Look, it doesn’t hurt anything to be nice to people; even when you haven't had your daily caffeine," I said in a stern voice. My teacher voice, as my sister liked to call it. 

He looked at me, a little taken aback, and a little embarrassed. Which honestly, he probably should have been. Grumbles and groans were sounding more and more behind us by the second. And they were growing in volume. 

“Look, we’re holding up the line,” I said again. This time, my teeth were gritted, jaw clenched.

I glanced back over my shoulder. The line had reached so far that it wrapped out of the building and down the sidewalk. He looked back too, and instantly sighed, almost in defeat. Yet, his hand was still on the card-reader. 

“Please?” I batted my eyes, deciding to change up the sternness with something a little lighter. 

“Dude! If you don’t take her money, get out of line! And honey, you can buy me a coffee if you want!” the same man, with that same thick Brooklyn accent yelled out from behind.

I laughed a little and gave him the best puppy-dog face that I possibly could have ever mustered in my entire lifetime, without really knowing why I was acting so flirty. 

I mean sure, he was probably the best-looking guy I had ever seen in my life, but still…

I sounded — and looked — like an idiot.

Changing tactics, once again, I said, “I insist.”

My voice was stern, probably even sterner than it had been before, and I grabbed his hand this time, roughly. I would like to think that me being intimidating was why his head fell to look at the floor, clearly defeated. But he did. 

He gave a slow, sort of shy nod. One that said that he was embarrassed, but I didn’t care.

He’d get over it when he finally got to have the coffee he clearly needed.

I looked at the cashier, who I half-expected to be scowling like everyone else was doing behind us, but she was smiling at me instead. It was a smile that was so infectious that despite my frustration, I couldn’t help but smile back.

That was, until I realized that my hand was still on top of the sexy stranger’s. 

“Oh, sorry,” I said with a cringe, a blush creeping up to my cheeks. 

He smirked, and his hand finally fell, giving me complete access to the card reader.

“Your name for the order?” the woman asked the gorgeous stranger as I slid my card. Her voice was kind and perky, and she smiled brightly. And I wondered, silently, how many cups of coffee she had to down every morning to be that happy.

“Ian,” he replied, as he glanced over at me and smiled.

I couldn’t help but wonder if he was using that as an opportunity to introduce himself to me. But rather than wonder for too long, I just reciprocated the smile and nodded pleasantly. 

He smirked at me before turning on his heel and heading over to the corner to wait for his drink. I looked back to the beautiful cashier, smiling as I finally got to order my long-awaited mocha latte. 

“Name for the order?” she asked sweetly, as she had done for Ian a moment before.

“Kate,” I replied, my voice louder than normal, just in case he was listening.

I glanced over to see if he was paying attention — only he wasn’t looking at me. Or anyone else, for that matter. Instead, he was hunched over, with his back facing me. He spoke passionately into what I could only guess was his cell phone.

I sighed. It figured.

“Ian!” a male voice yelled out from behind the drink station. I couldn’t help but watch as the barista reached out to hand the drink to the hot — and apparently really busy — man. Ian switched his phone to his shoulder to grab his drink and nodded — without looking — at the young, baby-faced barista. But the young man didn’t seem to mind. He only looked down to grab another drink and then back up to the gathering crowd before calling out, “Kate!” 

And sadly for me, the beautiful stranger hadn’t noticed. But why would he have? He was still on the phone, and it was clearly an important phone call. I’d seen my dad hunched over his phone enough times to recognize an important phone call. Ian’s was probably far more important than finding out what some silly girl’s first name was.

It had been a fun fantasy—me and the well-dressed hottie meeting in Starbucks and starting a whirlwind romance. I smiled to myself at how ridiculous I had been. Then I shoved through the crowd to grab my drink from the barista.

I nuzzled the steaming hot cup closer to me. Then I turned on my heel back toward the door. Time to go back out — right into the cold crappiness of the city.


Chapter 3

Ian

My morning caffeine buzz was finally kicking in. It was like I had suddenly been rejuvenated and electrified with a crazy spark of energy as I walked through the building’s double glass doors. Thanks to a soft-spoken young woman in Starbucks, I felt like a whole new man. 

Which was a good thing. A very good thing.

Because every time I walked through the front doors of MTS Inc., it was game time. I had to put on a serious and stern face, and I had to kick myself into overdrive and get to work. No one else was there to do it for me. I couldn’t be a whiney little jerk, mess around, and drag my feet. I didn’t have time. I had to focus.

I had to be the boss. I had to look like a boss, act like a boss, breathe like a boss, and even trash like a boss. I had to show up and get serious. And I was. I always was, lately.

Immediately after going through the front doors, I glanced over at the first-floor receptionist and smiled. I couldn't for the life of me remember her name, and if I was being honest, it sort of bothered me that I didn’t know it. 

I was pretty sure I’d slept with her at one point or another before taking over as CEO. But I couldn’t remember her name — just that she had a tiny birthmark on the underside of her rear cheek.

I wasn’t sure why all of a sudden I had grown some sort of conscience about not remembering names, but somehow seeing this woman — as her boss — and as someone who hasn’t gotten laid in what seemed like forever, I felt a little bad. Would I forget women like this now? I doubted it. I’d had a much less carnal encounter in Starbucks just a few minutes ago, and I could remember every detail with clarity, from the exact reddish gold shade of her hair to the way she’d smiled uncertainly at me. Her firm yet musical voice as she’d insisted on paying for my coffee.

Look, we’re holding up the line.

People were slowing behind me as I’d paused to remember her voice. I was acting like a fool. I shrugged off the memories and continued on — just as I did every day — until I reached the elevator. 

I really should be taking the stairs. It was no wonder I could feel my muscles getting weaker. I didn’t have time to work out, and I didn’t even have the extra few minutes to climb the stairs. I was almost five minutes behind schedule as it was, and that meant it was likely that there was some sort of pissed off board member waiting for me on a Skype call set up in my office.

I could hear and even see it. If I were a betting man, I would have bet that as soon as I walked into my office and turned to my left, there would be a huffed up blowfish looking face on the screen of my TV. He would be pissed that I was “wasting his time” and hell, probably “his money,” too. 

But that was trash; I wasn’t wasting anyone’s time, and I certainly wasn’t wasting their money. Things were going well. Sales were going great.

MTS was the best dang medical technology firm, and that wasn’t even just my opinion. The numbers didn’t lie. It was a fact.

I knew that I shouldn't really care what they thought.

I shouldn't have cared if I pissed off a few people. Heck, didn't all CEOs do that from time to time? No board was ever happy with their CEO. I would have been perfectly within my parameters—it was practically in my job description. My dad sure had pissed off people. I didn’t know why I gave a trash if I hurt a few feelings along the way. I should have told them that if they didn’t like me, or the way my company did business, they could take their rears over to BioResearch.

But even as I hated caring, I cared.

I blamed my dad. I blamed how perfect he’d always been at managing the business he built. I blamed him for how hard it was to live up to him. 

As soon as the elevator dinged and opened to the top floor of the building, I stepped out. It was hot as trash on the top floor. 

“Can someone please turn the heat down?” I asked as I pounded quickly toward my office. I knew someone would hear me.  And they did, as one person scrambled to get on the phone and call maintenance. 

I pulled my overcoat off and slung it over my arm as I walked toward the large fogged glass door that read Ian Cross CEO just beside it. 

I had only just gotten the heart to take Dr. John Cross off the sign a couple of months ago. 

Shaking the thought off, I kept going. I didn’t have time to be sad. After the long Starbucks trip, I didn’t have time for anything.

Walking in, I immediately looked to my left — and surprisingly, there was no Skype call. No foul-faced, angry board member to worry about. I smiled. “Off to a good start, I suppose.”

I tossed my jacket onto the couch on the far side of the room and trekked toward my desk. Honestly, the only thing I really wanted to think about was that gorgeous woman I’d seen at Starbucks.

There was something about her.

She was probably the most beautiful woman that I had ever seen. Plus, she must have been kind. I mean hell, I was embarrassed that I had forgotten my wallet. Really, how many times had that cashier probably heard the same ridiculous excuse? People used that all the time to get free stuff, I was sure. But that woman took some sort of pity on me. Even though I hated pity and never felt like I needed it, in this particular case, it hadn’t been completely unwelcome.

I wasn’t sure if I was willing to accept her pity because she was incredibly gorgeous, or if it was because I really did appreciate her gesture. Maybe it was a mix of both. I still didn’t know her name. I hadn’t gotten her number. My oversight bothered me.

The old single me would have made sure to get her number and, at the very least, her name! What was this job doing to me? Was I even me anymore? Or was I my old man?

She had been so nice, but I’d turned away and then she was gone. All because I was taking a blasted phone call. 

Before becoming CEO, I’d made it a point to explore the possibility of dating each and every beautiful woman that I encountered. I called it my very own exploration of the world. I never knew what sort of beautiful butterfly I was going to uncover, or what mystery there was to solve about a woman. 

Sadly, for me, though, the only mystery I had for the gorgeous red-head from the coffee shop was what her name was. I wondered why I hadn’t paid more attention to her name being called. I’d purposely said my own in front of her. 

I sighed. I wondered who she was, and what she liked to do for fun.

She’d seemed great, and she was dang sexy.

There was something about that hair — that fiery red and gold hair. It was unique. It fell in soft silky curls and draped over her shoulders in a lusciously effortless sort of way. 

I think the effortlessness of her hair was what made her even hotter, actually. It made her irresistibly attractive; it made her something worth seeking after.

And she’d seemed so nice. I wanted to pay her back, to thank her more properly than I had. To show her how much I really did appreciate her kindness. 

Daydream over. Like a bi-polar businessman, I grumbled as soon as I turned on my computer and saw my inbox. I had to get to work.

It was in the large stack of legal documents that littered my desk that I finally lost all thoughts related to anything other than work. There was so much. Sure, I always had quite a bit of paperwork to deal with on the computer — but this stack, it was different. This stack came from a big-deal customer, who always wrote up his own contracts, and on paper, too. I’d say he was old-school, and Dad would always laugh at the comment.

Even though I had an entire sales and legal department equipped to deal with matters like this, he’d proposed that since he wrote the contracts himself, I should look at them… myself. Just like my father had.

Normally, I would have said yes and then passed this off to someone else, but this one always felt different. If we kept him happy, it meant a lifetime of excellent sales. It also gave me a sense of doing something my father used to do, in the exact same manner. I was the CEO now, and I had a responsibility to the company, and I felt responsible for keeping some things the way Dad had them. For better or for worse.

I sighed and flipped through the papers. Yep, this particular mound of papers was probably enough to completely wrack my brain and pull me from any sort of thoughts, work or otherwise. Heck, it might have even warped my sense of time.

After I had tackled a good bit of the stack, I finally looked up. My eyes were heavy and tired. I felt like I’d been staring, unblinking, into the red-hot intensity of the sun. My neck ached, and my back was stiff from being hunched over for god knew how long. I wondered if I looked as bad as I felt… 

I wiped my eyes with a sigh that soon turned into a grimace when I looked back down at the desk. I couldn’t feel a sense of accomplishment for even a second— because more emails kept coming in, more calls kept coming in, and more meetings were being scheduled, one after another. The list of trash to do was no shorter than it had been when I started.

I grumbled, feeling completely wrecked. My assistant must have forwarded more work and emails without me even noticing. I glanced at the clock. Four hours had passed. Who could possibly stare at trash like this without falling asleep or going certifiably insane? 

I sighed. I supposed when I was in the zone, I was in the zone. 

I was basically like a machine when I was at work. Like any machine, I required fuel. For me, that fuel came in the form of caffeine. But maybe it wasn’t caffeine I needed—maybe I just really needed to escape my office.

It was funny, really. My office was a corner office, and it was large, with wall to wall windows surrounding my desk. Despite the windows and the incredible view of the city, I felt claustrophobic. I felt closed off from the rest of the world, even though I could see it moving just down below. 

I felt like a zoo animal or a goldfish trapped inside a small bowl. I felt like I was on display — like I was right there with it all — but like I couldn’t really move with the world that I was looking at. I couldn’t really be a part of it. How had my dad lived like this? What a nasty existence. I felt a twinge of pity for the old man.

I remembered seeing him in the office all the time, but I never heard him complain. I never saw him hunched over. Just the opposite. He ruled with an iron fist. He got things done. He had people getting things done.

It was time I took on that mentality.

I reached out and hit the button for my assistant, Janice.

“Hey, beautiful,” I said into the speaker. “Could you bring me some caffeine STAT?”

“Don’t say STAT like you’re a doctor,” she joked. 

She was right, but as I fingered through the papers and shifted them to the side, I smirked. “Well, I may as well be! All these contracts and the medical terms make me feel like I just went through four years of med school.”

I wasn’t a doctor. That was my old man. I had a Master’s degree in Engineering, as well as an MBA, so as qualified as I was for this job, I definitely didn’t have a strong background in medicine. My dad was the medicine guy. But he was also an engineering guy. Most importantly, he had also been one heck of a businessman. He’d earned a Ph.D. in engineering and an MD. He was the superstar of the family, and I would never live up to him. But I wasn’t going down without a fight. I was going to do my best. 

Janice came in with a strong smile. She was short and thin, and quite a bit older than me — but she was a beauty. I bet back in her day she’d been a bombshell. But the one thing I knew about her was that she didn’t smile — not like that.

“What’s wrong?” I raised my brows. 

She never looked that happy unless she was trying to distract me. Janice and I had known each other for years — I knew when she was about to tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

“Ben Murphy is on the phone.” She smiled even brighter. Almost like she was on laughing gas. Then she shuffled quickly out of the room.

My head fell to the desk with a bang. As well intended as her fake smile was, I would have preferred for her to have frowned at me. Because the more she grinned, the more taunted I felt.

I really didn’t have the time to deal with BioResearch Labs.

Ben Murphy was the son of BioResearch Lab’s CEO, Michael Murphy. Chief Jerk. Whatever Ben wanted had to do with the lawsuit, which was quickly turning into the biggest pain in my rear. I dreaded hearing about it, and I certainly dreaded every single conversation that I had with anyone regarding it. 

“Ian Cross,” I said as soon as I picked up the phone.

“Hello, Mr. Cross.” He sounded pleasant enough, but his tone was definitely more business than usual. “I want to keep this brief, no small talk. I hope you’re doing well, but I really wanted to level with you a little.”

I smirked and continued to listen. This was going to be good.

“I wanted to see if there was any sort of agreement that we could come to that would keep us from continuing this lawsuit,” he said. “This has been an ongoing battle, and it’s using up a lot of our resources and time, and I’m sure yours as well.”

He was right. It was an ongoing battle that annoyed me to the core and used up a whole load of resources and time that I didn’t really want to spare.

Truth was, it was always one thing after another with the Murphys and the lawsuit. Every day it was like something new, and every time that something new came up, I felt like I was about to have a stroke. 

Even days like this, where nothing substantial was going on with the lawsuit, there was still trash to put up with. Being asked to drop a lawsuit that was perfectly within my rights as the CEO of a company that was stolen from, was enough to make my head spin. 

In reality, it was nothing to worry about. It was just a question. But I’d lost my patience—with the lawsuit, with the Murphys, and with my new life in general.

Pursuing the lawsuit was difficult. Ben was right about that. I didn’t want the headache or the stress, but it had been important to my dad.

I remembered when I first realized its importance to him. It was a conversation Dad and I had right after my birthday party. The whole office had gotten together in some sort of lame attempt at a surprise party slash soiree. They’d decked the whole top floor of the building up in an immaculate black and white ball theme. It was over the top, and I’d known it was expensive. But then again, it was my dad we were talking about. Everything he did had to be grand and expensive. There really wasn’t a lot of middle ground. How he had managed to keep a stash of cash and his investments sound was a miracle if I’d ever seen one.

He’d always loved to spend money.

I remember going into his office — now, my office — just as everyone was leaving, only to find him in the dark, the whiskey already pulled out. 

“Dad?” I’d asked as soon as I came in the room. I reached for the light switch, but he immediately shot a resounding “no” toward the door, halting my movements.

“Come and sit,” he’d said, and I obeyed. I always did. 

“Happy birthday, son,” he said with a laugh. “I’m sorry I’m not in a better mood.”

“You’re fine—” I started, but I could see from the lights ablaze outside the window, that he’d held his hand up to stop me. 

“I’m not.” He nodded. “I’m bitter. A bitter old man, Ian.”

He twirled his glass between his fingers, palming it, studying it with his eyes through the darkness. “I’m old, bitter, and I’ve let Michael Murphy get away with everything,” he said with a scowl on his face. 

Sadly, that scowl was something I’d seen a lot of on him toward the end. That terrible, terrible look of disappointment and anger.

“I’m not letting him get away with this one,” he said before he took a drink of his whiskey. “This one I’m going to have the upper hand on, and he’s going to back down.”

The look he gave me was a terrifying one, and now, it shook me out of the old memory. He’d been determined to make this work, so now it was my responsibility to make it happen. 

“I’m sorry, Ben,” I said abruptly, bringing myself back to reality. “I just can’t.”

I didn’t know how else to put it to him. I couldn’t sit there with him all day, explaining it. He wouldn’t have understood anyway, especially considering a lot of it had to do with his own dad. 

“I’m not going to drop it.” My voice was stern. I was proud of it. It was the sort of tone that said I meant business. It also was the sort of tone that meant that the conversation was over. I wasn’t going over it again, and I wasn’t explaining it. I couldn’t really explain it, anyway.

“But—” Ben started to say.

I interrupted him. “BioResearch stole MTS’s technology, and you know that they did — there’s no way that I’m dropping this case. You’re using technology from a patent we own, and we’ll prove it.” 

Ben was a nice enough guy. He was courteous enough. Very professional. But I could tell that he was a little bit of a hard-rear. He was the type that was pretty easy-going until you pissed him off. 

Telling him something that he didn’t want to hear risked doing just that—pissing him off. In reality, he probably just wanted our two companies to get along, and be free of this lawsuit. It wasn’t like I didn’t want all that too, but I couldn’t just turn my back on everything my father had worked so hard on. I couldn’t just give up on something that he had started before he passed. 

I couldn’t let it go. 

No matter how much I really wanted to — heck, for my own sanity, if nothing else.


Chapter 4

Kate

With a flick of the wrist, I straightened the newspaper out onto the table. The coffee shop was loud, and I couldn’t help but glance up every once in a while, to watch the crowd. Every person was so different. It was one of the things I’d miss about New York—the diversity, the energy of so many people doing so many different things. Or, all doing the same thing, like getting their morning coffee.

A young couple stood in line. They didn’t hold hands; in fact, they didn’t do anything that made them look like a couple. It was an energy about them rather than any physical contact or how they were turned toward each other. That energy was something I wanted with a man.

When I pictured that man, he looked something like the guy I’d “rescued” yesterday, right here in this shop. Maybe I’d meet a man someday who would have that energy with me. Maybe he was waiting for me in San Diego. I smiled for a second and glanced back down at my paper.

 I loved indulging in a fresh issue of the Times while sipping from a nice cup of coffee. But instead of the Times, I had some random no-name paper, given to me by a homeless man just down the street.

It was all about urban America, mostly pop culture. Not really my thing, but I couldn’t exactly say no to the guy. When he’d asked me for a couple of bucks in exchange for a newspaper, I’d figured what the heck. 

Besides, now I had something to do with my morning. Rather than rush back to my dad’s place and feel stifled by his expectations, I could sit down, look interested in a newspaper, and take even more time for myself. Maybe the antics of the latest Hollywood breakup weren’t interesting to me, but they were a heck of a lot more interesting than one of my dad’s lectures.

As I pulled my cup to my lips and looked over the top edge of the paper, my gaze fell on a very familiar back and overcoat. The man’s sandy blond hair was still styled just as perfectly as it had been the day before.

 His fidgeting was just as bad as it had been, too. Poor guy—he really needed his fix. I giggled under my breath. Should I even bother trying to talk to him again? He wasn’t on the phone. And he was super gorgeous.

But at the same time, he hadn’t seemed very interested in me yesterday.

I wasn’t sure why I was so interested, myself. I had San Diego and a teaching job waiting for me. In six months, I’d be out of here. 

I went back to my paper, pulled into the drama of Philip and Jenna’s divorce. I couldn’t remember who Philip and Jenna were, exactly, although one of them looked vaguely familiar. Who paid attention to this stuff? I could barely manage the drama in my own life. Still, the more I read, the more captivated I became with their accusations of trysts and drug abuse. I automatically took sips from my coffee cup as I fell further into their world.

I was in the middle of an anecdote of how Philip had hired a private detective to spy on Jenna when a deep voice interrupted me. 

“Hey,” he said, and immediately my head snapped up.

There he stood, the gorgeous wallet-forgetter, staring down at me and smiling.

“Hey,” I smiled back, hoping I didn’t have mocha stains on my upper lip. 

“I wanted to at least stop and say hello,” he said. There was something in his eyes. It was almost like he was happy to see me — surprised and happy. 

I almost scoffed at that realization. I’d seen that intense kind of eyes before—on pretty much every single undergraduate male I’d ever met. Those were the eyes of a player on the game.

Somehow, I’d become prey, or a ball, or some other stupid thing in my own ridiculous metaphor.

“I’m glad I saw you as I was heading out. I’m actually not late for work today, and my jerk company VP isn’t around this morning, waiting to pounce.” His smirk could tell stories, and probably melt panties. It was beyond obvious that he was used to using it to his advantage. I had to wonder, though—if the Vice President of the company was harassing him, just how far up he was in his company. 

Not that I really cared, but it was interesting considering how young he was.

“So, why have I never seen you before?” he asked, just before unbuttoning his suit jacket, and sitting down in the chair just in front of me.

I looked at him in confusion. Why was he asking that? “Well,” I said, trying not to sound snotty, “probably because there are over eight million people in this crowded city.” 

“No, I mean, I’m here every day, and I’ve never seen you before.” 

“A lot of people come here. You can’t possibly know every single person who does.” I grinned. “Or maybe you’ve just alienated everyone else by sitting at their tables without asking.”

He grinned back. “Oh, you think this is your table? You own this Starbucks?” He looked over his shoulder, and then all around, just before looking back to me. “Color me impressed.”

Maybe he was a jerk — but I could also truthfully say that I didn’t mind it. He was probably a jerk in the best way possible. 

“Maybe I should color you not at my table,” I said, pulling up my newspaper to create a barrier between us. I wondered what he’d do with that—walk away in a huff, or continue the game.

He lifted the bottom of my paper and peered up at me from beneath it. I fought back a smile. 

“But, Mrs. Starbucks,” he said, “I would have known if you had been here at the same time as me.” 

Color me impressed, I thought. He knew how to work his way through a conversation, and he didn’t mind goofing around.  I glanced over to the large window facing the street so that I could take a peek at my reflection. I could only hope he wouldn’t notice as I checked for any errant whipped cream mustache. All clear. I quickly smoothed my hair before looking back at him.

“How would you have known I was here at the same time?” I asked.

“I saw you today, didn’t I?”

“But you didn’t yesterday.”

He laughed. “That’s just because you saw me first.”

“You looked right at me and didn’t notice me.” I narrowed my eyes at him. I was sure, by his confident demeanor, that a challenge was something he wasn’t used to, but I wasn’t one to back down — especially to someone not used to a challenge.

“Touché. But—”

“I don’t come regularly,” I interrupted. Then I blushed. I hadn’t meant the sexual innuendo. Incredible. He probably hadn’t even heard the sexual innuendo until I started blushing. I hated how my pale skin betrayed my every thought.

He fought not to grin, but a dimple still appeared on his left cheek.

I didn’t even want to open the innuendo up for discussion. Besides, he had work soon. My blathering was probably the last thing he needed, and I wanted to talk for however long he had. “I just got out of a Master’s program, and I lived closer to campus. Now I live with my dad, a couple of blocks from here.”

“So there’s no Mr. Starbucks?” His smile was broad. He was confident, and a little cocky. Why shouldn’t he be? He was too gorgeous not to be full of himself.

“If you don’t count my dad, then no.” 

He smiled, and just as he opened his mouth to speak, his phone started going off in his breast pocket. “Dang,” he muttered, grabbing the device. 

“I really have to go,” he sighed, swiping his finger across the screen. “I’m glad I got to see you. It gives me the chance to ask if I can buy you a coffee sometime to thank you for yesterday.”

“Your thanks is plenty,” I smiled. I knew he was trying to make a date out of it. I wasn’t horribly displeased by the idea or anything, but I wasn’t sure, either. I couldn’t help but wonder about him. 

He seemed far too smooth to not be a player. Plus, with those looks mixed in, there was no way he wasn’t used to approaching women. 

“Will you be here again tomorrow?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But maybe not.” I was definitely flirting. If anyone saw him, they wouldn’t be able to blame me. But I didn’t want to commit to anything, not until I knew more about him. I’d seen the corporate type before. They all donned the same look. Slick, well put-together, in desperate need of caffeine several times per day, and their cell phones glued to their ears. But in my experience, those sort of men were usually good at being players, and they rarely made time for real relationships, preferring, instead, quick hook-ups to satisfy their needs before they moved on to the next meaningless fling.

I didn’t want to be a fling, not anymore.

I’d been cheated on before. I’d been left to feel like nothing if not a fling. Even if I had been with him for years. 

At eighteen, I was foolish. A fresh high school graduate, headstrong, the whole world at my feet, bowing down to my greatness. I’d thought I was invincible. And he thought the same. That was why we were so perfect for each other. 

I’d met him in one of our business administration courses, and after we were forced into a group project together, we had grown close. First as friends, and then something much, much more.

I was lost the moment he first smiled at me, in all honesty. Lost in the fantasy of what it was like to be an adult — in an adult relationship. To have a boyfriend as a grown woman, free in the world on her own. 

I couldn’t help but laugh, thinking about it now. I was so ridiculously stupid.

But he’d had me.

He’d definitely had me. I thought, no matter how completely ridiculous I was, in the beginning, I did grow to actually love the idiot. I’d loved him so much that I could hardly breathe when I found out the terrible truth about him. I’d loved him so much that the last words I’d said to him had to be ripped out of my throat, with a pain that I couldn’t even describe.

I’d been such a mess, I could have probably dropped to my knees and screamed out in pain, complete with cued rain pouring down, just like a cliché romance movie. I could have been the icon for angsty romantic tragedy. 

It happened one day when I got out of class early and decided to swing by his apartment. I’d known something was strange as soon as I’d arrived. He was shirtless, his hair a mess, barefoot, and the buttons of his jeans were undone. They were even unzipped. 

He said he was only just napping, and I stupidly shrugged it off as nothing. I even went as far as ignoring the fresh scratches I saw on his back and chest as we walked through the living room, past his roommates, and to his bedroom. 

“I’ve been wrestling with Jared’s cat all day,” he said as if he felt my eyes scan his entire back. Jared was his roommate. A cat lover. And although a part of me wanted to believe what he was saying was true, I couldn’t. Especially when I sat down on his bed.

It was then, that I knew for sure, that he was cheating.

I could smell it. I could smell whoever she was all over his sheets. I wasn’t some crazy sniffing dog or anything. I didn’t have an impeccable sense of smell. But it was blatant. She was all over it. The smell of her perfume, the musky smell of sex, it was all there.

I remembered the way my heart fluttered when I finally made sense of it, and I remembered what it was like after it all ended. I remembered being sad, sure, but more than anything I remembered almost forgetting that he was a cheating scumbag and that we’d even broken up at all. I remembered expecting him to come over one Friday, like he always had, only to realize later that he’d never be there on another Friday again. 

I even remembered going to bed one night, clad in an oversized sweatshirt that I’d bought freshman year so he could wear something comfy when he forgot his clothes — like he always did. I remembered how sad it made me, picturing him in it. I even remembered how I breathed in, deeply, trying to take in its scent, expecting it to still smell like him, only to realize that I’d already washed it. And there was no more chance of it ever smelling like him again.

I remembered how long and drawn out and completely pathetic it all had been. And it was something I was determined never to go through again. So I hardened my heart, forced away any feeling of softness towards the man I was leaving behind, and decided to live for me. 

I promised myself that I’d never let myself feel like a fling again. That I would stay away from those types of men. And here I was, with a man I wasn’t completely sure of — but one that I almost couldn’t help wanting to get to know.

“Well,” Ian said, smiling, knocking me out of my thoughts. He stood up and buttoned his suit jacket. “I hope to see you tomorrow.”

I could tell, though, by his tone, that he thought — and would swear that he knew — I’d be here, waiting for him. I could tell he thought he had me. And part of me really wanted to show him up, but another part of me really did want to come back and take him up on his offer.

Without another word, he set off toward the door — but then suddenly stopped just a couple of steps away. 

“Oh!” he exclaimed, just before turning himself on the ball of his foot, whipping back in my direction. “I almost forgot to ask your name!”

I wanted to make a joke about how I’d wanted to tell him yesterday, but I didn’t want to hold him up any longer. 

“Kate.”

He smiled at me. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you, Kate!”

“And you’re Ian, right?”

He grinned. “Yeah.” He tilted his head as if to contemplate whether he had already told me and I realized I had given up the secret that I had been listening for his name yesterday. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, Kate.”

He spun on his heel, and I couldn’t help but watch him jog toward the door. 

He looked good. He looked dang good. Once again. 

As he gathered his coat closer and walked outside, I watched as his shoulders flexed. I wondered what that gorgeous back looked like bare. How smooth his skin could be, stretched taut over those dreamy muscles. 

I shivered as a tingle ran over my spine. Wow. I couldn’t believe I had just literally daydreamed like that. And I really couldn’t believe how foolish I sounded….

Dreamy muscles?

What was this guy doing to me?

I’d be back tomorrow. I was too fascinated to play hard-to-get. I needed to know more about him, about what kind of man he really was. Corporate player? Or someone with perhaps a little more substance?

Regardless, I was a little afraid. I wouldn’t allow a man to hurt me again, and I wouldn’t be a fling.


Chapter 5

 Ian

Seeing Kate that morning had been a great start to the day, but I didn’t know that it was going to wind up being the highlight of my entire day. 

As soon as I walked out of the elevator and onto the top floor, Janice stopped me. I could tell by her smile that once again something was wrong. 

“Just tell me, dang it,” I groaned. 

“You have a meeting with BioResearch this afternoon. I fit it into your schedule after your mid-afternoon meeting.”

I shook my head, wondering if I should have just let her continue smiling at me like an idiot. 

The knowledge of the stupid BioResearch meeting weighed on me pretty much the entire day. I didn’t know if it was because I was sick of them and their lawyers or if I was just tired. All I knew was that I wanted to skip it.

It wasn’t enough that they had called yesterday, attempting to convince me to drop the lawsuit. Now I had to sit through a meeting and listen to them argue the point ad nauseam.

I pecked away at my keyboard, going through pages and pages of documents. I took a few conference calls. Then there were still more documents. 

Sales projections for the next quarter.

Sales had been down. Our stock prices had been going down. All because of this lawsuit. Customers and shareholders weren’t going to hedge their bets on who would win, even though I knew it.

I clicked through a few more pages of the document. I was like a programmed drone, doing the same repetitive things — killing time until that trash meeting. 

The numbers just looked like blurs at this point. After this lawsuit was over, projections wouldn’t matter. Everything would have to be done again anyway. If we lost, well, we were messed. If we won, we stood to gain a lot of money and likely a flood of new customers and sales.

The afternoon meeting time arrived, and I walked toward the all-glass conference room. There they were, only it wasn’t a room full of people like I’d expected. 

Ben stood proudly, his hands behind his back, bouncing on his heels. His goofy smile was aimed right at me like he was either hoping to befriend me, or pull the wool over my eyes. I wasn’t sure, but neither was likely in today’s meeting.

Truthfully, Ben was probably a great guy in his own way. He seemed to be a nice enough dude, anyway. He was always calm, collected — he even seemed to have what a lot of us in this world didn’t have: a heart. Heck, if he hadn’t been in the career field that he was in, it might have even been a heart of gold. Because even with all the animosity between our companies, he seemed to hold out a little faith that we could all just end things, settle, and become friendly rivals once again. 

I wasn’t sure, though, if that was a pro or a con with his character.

Some people might have thought he wasn’t really cut out for the business world. I mean, he wasn’t his father. That man was a total douchebag. Ben wasn’t. Not as far as I could tell, and I was pretty good at reading people. 

 I wasn’t a whole lot like my old man, either, but I did know one thing: the business world was a cut-throat world. 

Ben didn’t seem like he believed that quite yet. He seemed to think that everything could be solved with words and conversation, no paperwork or lawyers necessary.

I wasn’t raised to believe that, though, and I sure wasn’t trained like that.

In this world, there was a law. It was nature’s law, only a little skewed and a whole heck of a lot twisted. It was dog eat dog. There was no sweetness. No kindness. There were piss-your-pants-intimidating-lawyers, and contracts—lots and lots of contracts. Behind those contracts were big beastly CEOs with their trained lawyers ready to take you for everything that you had.

He hadn’t quite been jaded by the business world, though. Truth be told, I was envious of him for that. I wished I could have gone back to a time before the world’s negativity won out. Older people always seemed to be saying that young people were “too young to be cynical,” and what they meant by that was to give it time, because eventually, the world was going to bite you square on the rear.

In the corporate world, you had to be ready to bite it back.

And hard.

Ben definitely had a bite — I had seen it before. He was a hard-rear when he wanted to be. I mean, after all, his father’s blood did run through his veins. The problem for Ben was that he rarely ever felt the need to be a total jerk. And when someone who was genuinely nice, with only just a slight hard-rear streak, stood next to a stone-cold alpha with a sharp bite and no regard for asking questions before he struck, he was going to look like a newborn pup…a big weeny.

If it hadn’t been for the feud between our companies — and families — we probably could have actually been friends or at the very least close acquaintances. Heck, we maybe could have even played a game or two of racquetball. 

At least he was here, and not his rock-solid rear of an old man. Because compared to him, Ben was a dream to work with.

I felt the load fall squarely on my shoulders as I laughed to myself. Speaking of the asshat, there he stood, in all his glory, just behind his son. 

Michael-Frigging-Murphy. The man who ran the whole trash show at Bio-Research Labs. 

The large, stocky man shoved past his son’s shoulder and extended his hand out to me. 

I really wanted to forgo the pleasantries and just get to work, but business was business and professionalism was professionalism. I had to smile and bear it, grin and grit those teeth and suck down whatever nasty remark I actually wanted to say.

“Always a pleasure, Ian,” Murphy said behind a fake smile. 

I smirked. He definitely knew the game. He had obviously been a player for a long time. 

I’d like to think that I wasn’t intimidated often, but Michael Murphy could intimidate pretty much anyone. Not that I’d ever show it, and not that it ever stood in the way.

The man stood proudly, and his handshake was firm. He was the type of man who had shaken a lot of hands. He looked at me, his green eyes piercing into mine, and I figured that he was trying to intimidate me. I’d never give him the satisfaction. 

He was getting older, and he was starting to look much older than he actually was. He couldn’t have been more than sixty years old, but his head was full of white-gray hair. Wrinkles and bags sagged beneath his eyes.

Doubtless, it was stress. I was starting to realize just how stressful the position of CEO really was. It could weigh anyone down. It sure was weighing me down. 

Although Murphy might have looked aged, he still looked sharp. His hair was slicked back with pomade, and he wore a striking navy suit. It was the kind of suit that I could just tell was expensive. It wasn’t any surprise to me that he had spent the big bucks on it. He was a lot like my old man in that regard. 

“We came to discuss this lawsuit, Ian.” His voice sounded strong and rehearsed — almost like he had been watching too many legal shows. 

“Without lawyers?” My tone was light, but inside I was screaming. I knew what they were doing, and I didn’t like it. I hated how much they were trying to push me into letting it all go.

“Just two CEOs and two VPs discussing the future of our companies,” Michael grinned at me, finally pulling his hand away from mine. 

Idiot.

I grumbled slightly just under my breath. If the meeting was between CEOs and VPs, then my VP, Jerome Pfieffer, was going to be here soon. As soon as I glanced behind me, I saw him. His stride was long and determined, and his annoying ferret face grinned at us as he approached.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen.” He patted both Ben and Michael on their shoulders, rather than shake their hands. 

“Good afternoon, Ian — my man.” He slung his arm around my shoulder, putting his weight on me as he looked on at the two Murphy men. I wanted to knock his arm off my shoulder. The guy was nearly twice my age, and ever since I'd gotten the position as CEO, I'd seen him going through the office acting like he was young, and hip — or whatever it was that he was doing — but everyone thought he looked nothing short of an idiot. And I could tell, by the blank, unblinking expressions on the men’s faces, that they felt the same.

 But it wasn't even that, that made me want to knock his arm off me. I couldn't care less if the guy was a geek. It was that he was suddenly acting like we'd always been best friends or something.

He was fake.

He was so fake I wanted to vomit, in fact. I hated how he always wanted to schmooze — with me, with the competition, with everyone. No matter how much he schmoozed or called people “his man,” the fact remained that he was full of trash.

Jerome was a real prick. It had always been clear that he wasn’t thrilled to have me in the building — let alone in the CEO’s office. It was even clearer that he wanted my job. And hell, if it hadn’t been my father’s legacy, honestly, I would have been happy to throw it straight at his smug face. If for nothing else but to sit back and watch him fail. I would have been taken care of either way.

“Have a seat, gentlemen.” He gestured toward the large conference table as he finally pulled his arm off my shoulder. 

I rolled my eyes and sat down at one side of the table and watched as the two Murphy men sat on the other side. 

Jerome sat next to me, and a strong smell of musk flooded into my nostrils. I must have been downwind from the air vent. I shifted in my seat, trying not to sneeze.

“So what can we do for you, gentlemen?” Jerome leaned forward so that his elbows rested on the table, and his gaze was set directly on them. I leaned back, not really caring to join the conversation. As far as I was concerned, I was going to let Jerome take over. When Ben had called earlier, I had already said all that I needed to say.

We had already covered this ground.

I let Jerome talk business and go through scenario after scenario with them and “what-if” we dropped the case. But as far as I was concerned, the what-ifs could be shoved straight up their rears.

Dad would likely have had the exact same sentiment, too. Heck, he’d said something similar once upon a time.

I remember being in the kitchen of the penthouse suite that used to be his. He was standing there by himself as I rounded the corner, and I watched as he shifted nervously from foot to foot, his eyes avoiding mine. 

The vein in his forehead began to pulse as his teeth and jaw clenched. The pulsating became faster and faster, and incredibly irregular. I could tell he was pissed. I just didn’t know why.

“Dad?” I’d asked, but he didn’t answer me. He didn’t even look at me. He just moved forward, his hands balled into fists, leaning against the kitchen counter.

“Whisky,” he whispered. That was all he said. But dang, it was all he had to say for me to know that he’d meant business. 

“Those Murphys and their constant trash!” he growled, slinging the drink back. He didn’t even recoil. It was like the burn didn’t bother him at all. But then again, he’d probably been drinking at least one or two of those every day for as long as I could remember. I guessed he wouldn’t be fazed by it anymore.

“What are they doing?” I asked.

“Sit down,” he grumbled, his fingers tapping the edge of his glass. 

He’d been hunched over with a scowl plastered on his face. I remembered thinking he looked like he could play Scrooge in the Charles Dickens play.

“I’m going to get right to the point,” he said, before taking another swig. “Your main squeeze joined the Dark Side.”

“Amelia?” I asked. “What?”

“She decided to take the case as one of their lawyers. I’m sure that trashbag Michael had it up his sleeve as soon as he found out that you were sleeping with a lawyer.” He pulled at one of his bar stools and took a quick seat. 

“We’re more than sleeping together, though, I think.” I’d laughed—actually laughed—thinking that my relationship with her had been secure. “She wouldn’t do that.” I had thought there had to be some sort of ethics or conflict she’d acknowledge, but it didn’t happen.

“She did. And if she didn’t, then she’s highly considering it.” He’d grabbed a second glass from off the counter and poured me a quick shot of a whiskey so strong that I didn’t even like it back then. Heck, now I drank it like iced tea. Just like he used to.

I’d held the shot in my hand, not sure what to do with it.

He’d pounded another shot. “They can shove it all up their rears! We’re going to get them in the end. Those bloodsucking leeches.” 

Bloodsucking leeches, all of them. We’d get them in the end. Dad had said those words then, and they were still true today. I couldn’t let this meeting go on—rubbish pretense be darned.

“We’re not dropping the case,” I said. 

Ben Murphy’s eyes bugged out of his head, and Jerome sighed. Michael Murphy shook his head slightly. Ignoring them all, I continued, “You stole the early blood imaging test for lung cancer, and my dad felt really strongly about not letting you get away with it. We own the patent and your device is based on his work.”

I stood and buttoned the top button of my suit, waiting for them to do the same. 

“You came all this way for nothing,” I said. “My apologies.” Sometimes it killed me how fake I was at times, too, because I didn’t mean anything about apologies. I wasn’t sorry, not in the least.  

“No, my apologies!” old Murphy said as he stood. His face was red, and the blotchy redness was down around his neck, too. “But that is definitely not true!”  

I stood, keeping my arms and shoulders relaxed. I was watching the trash show about to unfold right in front of me, and I was trying everything in my power to make it look like I couldn’t care less. “What isn’t true?” 

 His face was getting even redder. Tomato red, actually. Ben stood and placed a hand on his forearm to calm him, but it wasn’t working. “That early imaging test was mine all along,” Murphy said, “and it’s wrong to try to steal it from me now!”

I grinned. I couldn’t help myself.

“Isn’t that what everyone says?” Did he think I was just going to take his word for it? Over my old man’s?

“Your smile and the fact that you’re doing this to me makes you almost as much of a dirty snake as your good-for-nothing dad was!” Old Murphy rounded the table and stood only a couple of inches away. He pointed his index finger at me, and he was only a half a second away from poking me in the chest. Jerome was watching from my side, an eager expression on his face. Sleazebag. He probably wanted punches to be thrown, because, in the aftermath of a war, he could emerge king.

Ben stepped forward. He grabbed his father by the back of the suit and yanked him away from me.

“Dad,” Ben warned, smoothing his dad’s suit where he had tugged on it. “We’re here to negotiate, not call names.” He leaned into his dad’s shoulder and hissed into his ear, “And definitely not blow up!”

“If I see a spade, I call it a spade. If I see a liar, I call him a liar.” The old man huffed and straightened his suit. “But that isn’t why I came here.”

“Again, gentlemen,” I started, my voice firm. “I really am sorry. But the case stays open.”

I looked to the right where Jerome still sat, his eyes wide, glancing over each of us — one by one, back and forth.

“Well, I really hoped we’d be done with all this,” Ben said. “Especially with the other lawsuit—”

My eyes snapped to look between the two men, and then back over to Jerome. “What other lawsuit?” 

Clearly, old man Murphy’s business practices weren’t as saintly as he tried to make it seem.

“Oh, it’s a suit from a group of doctors who want to accuse us of providing faulty documentation on a new MRI machine,” Ben said. 

Murphy glared at his son and started for the door.

“Both are threatening to send us into debt,” Ben continued, oblivious to his dad’s cues. Or maybe he didn’t care.

Wow. I was sure Michael Murphy didn’t want us to know about his financial struggles, let alone that he was in the middle of another lawsuit. Without warning or farewell, Michael Murphy stormed out of the conference room, not even waiting for Ben to follow. 

And as soon as he was gone, Ben stood next to me, wide-eyed. “Uh, thank you, gentlemen. For your time.” 

He nodded in our general direction and we each faced him. Jerome made an effort to extend his hand, but it didn’t matter because Ben was already gone. Right on Michael’s heels, like a little lost, and very sorry, puppy.


Chapter 6

Ian

My alarm sounded loudly in my ear, only this time, I was already awake. I had hardly slept all night. Yesterday had been just about the trashtiest day of all nasty days, even though it started off in a spectacular way.

After my meeting with the Murphys, I’d had to deal with phone call after phone call with my lawyer, their lawyer — and then I had to deal with Jerome.

All Jerome had wanted to do was jerk, and complain, and jerk some more about how terrible of a job I was doing. He never missed a beat — or an opportunity to try and make me feel like trash. I had twice the paperwork, and I was behind all day because of that useless meeting. Which meant that I had to stay late.

And that meant I got to bed late, which meant that I really hadn’t slept much. 

I used to be able to pull that off, but it was usually after a night of partying, heavy liquor and significant amounts of sex. None of which happened last night.

All of that meant that my morning routine of a full dose of caffeine was even more necessary than ever. But even more than the coffee, I really hoped Kate would be there. There was something about her—that fiery red hair, that strong demeanor… I couldn’t pinpoint what exactly it was that drew me to her. But whatever it was, it was sexy.

I hurried to get ready. I needed to get my rear to Starbucks.

The entire car ride was filled with back and forth questioning on whether Kate would be there or not. I wondered why I cared so much. She was one woman, out of a city of millions of them. I wasn’t sure exactly what made her so special.  At first, I wondered if it was the unknown, or maybe it was the challenge. Maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t given me a straight answer — that she seemed almost immune to the charm I thought I had. But I’d already been infatuated even before that.

She was a mystery and distraction from what my life had become, and she was a reminder of what it once used to be. 

When I walked in and saw her sitting in the same seat as the day before, I immediately smiled. It was funny, really, how out of a crowded coffee shop, with a good thirty people in line crowding around her, my attention was automatically set on her.

Like she was gravity and my eyes were falling directly into her. 

I grinned as I made my way through the crowd of people, my eyes plastered on her red hair and gorgeous fair skin.

She hadn’t noticed me yet. It gave me a chance to watch her for a second as I approached. With every step I took, I was even happier that she had shown up.

She wasn’t fiddling with her makeup, or messing with her nails, and she wasn’t texting a mile a minute. She was just sitting there, with her head facing the window, sipping her coffee. 

She was engaged. She was distracted. But it was with the world around her and not with technology. She was perfectly in the moment.

When was the last time I could claim I had been “in the moment?” 

I pulled my coat off and sat down before she even noticed I was there. But when she did, she smiled instantly, as if she had been waiting on me. I felt good about that. It meant that the possibility existed where she had been thinking about me as much as I had been thinking about her.

“So you said you just got out of a Master’s program,” I began, pretty lamely. I hated small talk. I wished I could have avoided it — but when I didn’t know someone, what else was I supposed to say? “What career path are you hoping for?”

“Well, my father always thought I’d go into my family’s business,” she said, running one pale finger along the edge of the table. “But that’s not how it all turned out.”

“Oh?”

“I decided to go my own way in life.” Her voice was so incredibly matter-of-fact. Like she had been rehearsing that line. I wondered why, until I heard her add, under her breath, “Much to my dad’s annoyance.”

My brows rose. I knew what it was like to try to please an unpleasable man, and I knew what it was like to argue with him about the future — and disagree wholeheartedly about what he saw for me. I even knew the monotonous sound that resulted from repeating myself time and time again — which I’d had to do if I had any hope of knocking it far enough into his head so that he actually understood what was going to happen. Of course, I’d ended up almost exactly where he wanted me, in the end.

“Anyway, I have a teaching job lined up on the west coast for the fall,” she continued. 

My eyes widened. That sounded impressive, and really ambitious. I wouldn’t have pinned her for a teacher. But then I realized that was probably because I went to a prep school with all old-lady, stick-up-their-rears types of teachers. If I’d had a teacher who looked like Kate, I would’ve approached school with a very different attitude.

“What made you want to pursue that career path?” I leaned forward, suddenly wanting to know everything I could about this woman.

One thing I could tell was that she was smart. So smart that with every word she spoke, I felt myself becoming a little more drawn to her. I was far more interested in her than I had ever been in any other woman before. She seemed so kind — so completely genuine — and it paired nicely with her strong intellect.

“My sister is my favorite person in the whole wide world,” she said with a besotted smile. 

“And she’s a teacher?” I couldn’t help but wonder if her sister was just as hot as she was. Then I told my toe-brain to shut up, because, with Kate, my real brain needed to be in charge.

She laughed. “No, no.”

She took a deep, exasperated breath. Almost like she was preparing for something incredibly long winded. And just as she was about to start, my phone’s alarm began to sound. Idiot. 

Her lips pursed, and she stopped speaking almost immediately. But instead of paying attention to my phone, I reached into my breast pocket and silenced it. Even though I had just put myself behind schedule, I didn’t care.

“Sorry about that.” My hands made their way back to the table. “Go ahead.”

“She’s a teenager, and she’s super brilliant, but she requires a bit of attention. She has a few learning disabilities,” she began. She seemed excited to talk about it — it was almost like no one had ever asked her the question before. “So when I found that out, and I saw the world just blindly walk by without ever really recognizing her issues, I wanted to do something about it.”

I leaned forward again, making sure to listen to every word she said. It was odd, really. I wasn’t staring at her breasts, or trying to make a move on her. I was genuinely interested. 

She scowled for a second before saying, “My dad doesn’t believe in personality disorders. He doesn’t think anything is really wrong with her. He’s old school in his thinking. He thinks if you don’t do well, you try harder. Everything is black and white with him. There is no gray.”

“Apparently, there’s fifty shades of it,” I muttered, with a smirk.

She laughed, clearly amused, but I nodded. The way she spoke of her dad was something I could definitely relate to. As much as I’d loved him, my dad was honestly the same way. 

“And I’ve come to find a lot of people feel that way, so I want to go into teaching to help kids just like her understand that there are resources in place to help them and that they are different — but not in a bad way. I want to find a way to teach them so that they can function just as well as anyone else. I want to be the person for them who understands, even if their parents might not. In the end, special education just seemed to be that perfect resolution.”

 “I can’t believe how incredibly wise you are, and deep.” I was amazed. “I’m sorry I’m not a man of many words right now. You just really surprised me.”

She grinned, and my mind took a picture of that smile. I wanted to remember that smile later. I hoped the conversation that continued after she talked about her sister would be something I would remember later as well. I was completely wrapped up in everything she told me. I was also wrapped up in her beauty and her quiet confidence. I was wrapped up in everything — I was wrapped up in her.

I wasn’t sure how long it had been since we had first started talking, or when I’d silenced my phone, but at some point when my elbows found the table — the empty table — I realized that I hadn’t ordered coffee yet. 

Insane. Every day for months I had been relying on the caffeine to get going. But here I was, engaged, completely energized in a conversation. Without a single drop of coffee.

It was like she had fueled me somehow. 

But I somehow doubted that it would get me through the day.

“You know, I was supposed to buy that coffee for you,” I said, nodding at her cup and then jumping up from the table with a dramatic jolt. She laughed, which was exactly the reaction I was hoping for—and even though it was lame how much I enjoyed the sound, I would have done it over and over like a court jester just to hear her laugh again.

“I wasn’t sure you were going to show.” She smiled and shot me a small wink.

There wasn’t anything that would have prevented me from being here this morning. Nothing at all.

As I turned to stand in line, my phone began to vibrate. I glanced at it, and it was none other than Jerome Pfeiffer. He probably wanted to know where the heck I was.

“Incredible,” I grumbled, sending the call to voicemail. 

“But that’s your cue,” she whispered, grinning from ear to ear.

“I would really rather be here than at work.” I picked up my coat and pushed my arms into the sleeves. “But I should probably be getting there. I’m really late.”

I wanted to cuss my job to perdition and back. It had probably been the millionth time that I had hated it that week — but it was definitely the time I hated it the most.

“You didn’t get any coffee at all!” she groaned, covering her face. “I feel so bad! You should have just shut me up and did what you needed!”

I laughed. “No, we’re not there yet.” 

“Yet?” she smirked. “Someone’s pretty confident.”

“That’s the name of my game, Kate. Confidence. Cheerleaders used to spell that instead of Ian.”

She rolled her eyes in amusement, and that was when I knew that I had her with my stupidity. 

“But seriously,” I said, laughing, “learning about you energized me more than coffee.”

That was true. I just wondered how effective it would be for an all-day hellacious workload, once she wasn’t around anymore.

“Are you going to get into trouble for being late?” 

It was sort of cute how concerned she was.

“Nah!” I made a funny expression. “I own the place.”

She rolled her eyes again, clearly thinking I was joking. “By the way, I think you’re teasing me,” she said.

I raised my eyebrows. I couldn’t wait for her to tell me what I was teasing her with, because I could think of a lot of ways I would have liked to tease her.

“I don’t think you’re ever going to pay me back for that coffee.” She brought her cup to her lips, almost seductively, and took a small sip. I watched as a small drip held tightly to her lips until she slowly licked it off.

“You’ll know if I’m teasing you,” I said, confidence definitely present now more than ever. “But I would love to show you how appreciative I am, very, very soon…”


Chapter 7

Kate

Our moans echoed off the white tile walls and filled the room. I felt him growl into my kiss. It was like we were fueled and lost in nature as we pulled and tugged at one another’s clothes like primitive sex-crazed Neanderthals. 

His hands were tight around my waist as he slammed me into the sink. I squealed as he lifted me up to sit on it. I couldn’t believe how crazy this was. It was like we were both out for one thing, and one thing only. 

I shuddered as the tips of his fingers ran over my neck. Then I growled like a lioness when those same fingers entangled in my hair. He pulled. He tugged. All I could do was gasp and moan in response. The heat was rising — and it was rising fast — up into the core of my belly.

I couldn’t believe it.

I couldn’t believe what I was doing, and I couldn’t believe what he was doing to me.

And more than anything, I couldn’t believe where it was all happening…

We were standing smack dab in the middle of the Starbuck’s restroom. 

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I breathed, pulling away from the deep kiss he had entangled me in. The whole thing was almost amusing. Never in a million years would I have thought I’d be one of those girls. 

“I’ve never done anything like this before, either.” His words were shaky, and he spoke almost breathlessly. “Are you sure this is okay?”

My head snapped up to look at him. What? He was the one asking if we should be doing what we were doing? Since when had I been more okay with public sex than a man? And not just any man, but a man clearly as experienced as this one.

“I’m not sure.” But dang it all it felt good. “But I’m going to, anyways.”

My body screamed to be closer to him. I needed him pressed even tighter against me. The feel of his hard body rubbing against mine was something that I craved, something that I needed. 

I pulled at his belt and yanked him closer before wrapping my legs around him. 

“Idiot, Kate,” he rasped.

The heat of our bodies meshing together was so intoxicating that I felt like I was drunk. 

With his chest heaving, he stared at me. It was a stare so intense, and so lustful that I felt a tingle roll up my spine and cause me to shudder. Then, just as quickly as that chilling tingle came, I felt myself fill back up with warmth again as the heat from his eyes danced over my skin.

Were things really about to go further?

In the coffee shop’s bathroom, no less?

His mouth fell open, and his eyes were black and narrowed in on me. His breath was heavy and ragged. He leaned forward and pressed up against me. His hardness was heavy against my thigh—he wanted me just as much as I wanted him. 

It was like pure instinct ran through me again, as I found my body moving by itself. I found myself grinding into him as he leaned further into me. And all of a sudden, I could feel that any walls that I still might have had up were surely falling down around me.

I was losing the battle, and I was losing it quick. 

I felt confident all of a sudden. More confident than I had ever felt before. 

The lust inside me had started off as a small flame in the pit of my stomach, but it had wound up exploding, erupting like a volcano — right there as I sat on top of that sink with the most gorgeous man that I had ever seen. Our thighs brushing together, our lips pressed and wet and kissing.

My heart pounded in my ears, and my body squirmed as I felt my arousal build and pool between my thighs. I was beyond crazed. I reached out and latched onto his face once again and pulled him into an assaulting kiss.

He groaned and deepened the kiss, his tongue slipping in like heated silk to massage my own.

I couldn't help but wonder if someone was going to catch us. It kept going through my mind, over and over, that someone was sure to have seen us come in together, and we weren't exactly being quiet either. I was sure that someone had to have at least heard something.

It was exciting — but it was nerve-racking at the same time. Will someone find us, or won’t they? 

I smiled as I leaned into the kiss. I guessed it was the risk that made me feel so alive. The fact that someone could come in at any second was hot, I had to admit. And every time I thought about it, I felt even more aroused.

My hand grasped at his thick blond hair and pulled on it as my tongue explored him even deeper.

With gasping breaths, we pulled away. He looked down, right at my heaving breasts. It was all just so heated, all so intense, and all I wanted in the entire world was to get my dang coat off. It felt like the temperature had risen fifteen degrees in just the last few seconds. With a hurried motion, I yanked my coat off of my arms and let it fall behind me against the sink’s mirror.

So much better.

As soon as it was off, though, I felt him maul me once again. My back hit the mirror, and I felt his hand squeeze my face roughly as he nipped and bit at my lips.

There was no sweetness at first — no tenderness— and for some strange reason, I was fine with that. There were no caresses, no gentle pecks against my forehead, and somehow, I didn’t even miss those things. There was just this strange, yet completely pure, carnal desire between the two of us.

His hands smoothed themselves down my sides and then around to my back. I shuddered at his touch and purred into his mouth as I felt his hands continue over my body. His hands weren’t gentle, but they weren’t rough, either. They were firm, massaging even. And they were the perfect contrast to the rough and desperate kiss, the raw nips of his teeth grazing my lips.

His hands continued to explore me until they found my clothed breasts. I gasped as he brushed them ever so slightly and moved his mouth to my neck. My nipple hardened at the smooth sensation against it, and he bit my neck, suckling, giving me the best of both worlds.

His hands moved down to my belly and under the hem of my shirt. It tickled, but in a good way. I giggled as I felt his smooth skin brush my own. His mouth moved back to my lips and greedily sucked and nipped at my mouth. I released a whimper that had crawled up my throat as he pressed himself even harder against me and the sink.

I still couldn’t believe what we were doing.

It was all so…wicked — but dang, it was delightfully wicked.

I tightened my grasp around the back of his neck and arched into him and mewled as he tore his mouth away from mine again.

My lust transformed to sheer panic when a noise came from just outside the door. Someone was obviously hanging around out there. Ian pulled away and laughed, and I could only do the same. We were about to be not only caught but super-caught. There was no hiding what we’d been doing.

His lips were smeared with lipstick, and obviously swollen, and mine probably were, too. Not to mention his hair was a mess, and again, mine was probably just as messy. 

Plus, the fact that a man and a woman were in the restroom together. That didn’t exactly take a rocket scientist to figure out.

But even though it was embarrassing, it was also sort of invigorating.

He grabbed my hand and pulled me down off the sink. 

“Shoot!” I giggled, as we fell together against the door. If someone hadn’t had their suspicions before, they certainly would now, I thought with a sly smile. The bang of two bodies colliding with the door could have alerted a deaf person to the fact that people were tussling inside. 

“You’re the dangerous type,” he said with a smirk. “Going to get me into all sorts of trouble.”

His hands were all over my body, grabbing my waist, clutching my hips, massaging my back, feeling my breasts, tearing at my clothes, fondling every inch of me. 

“You’re the one getting me into trouble,” I whispered. I couldn’t help but smile and bite my lip as he slid one of his hands down the waistband of my pants, which had somehow come undone, and gripped my rear. All the while the other hand continued massaging soothing circles around the small of my back as he held me tightly.

I pressed my hands against his chest, feeling the large muscles beneath his shirt. I moaned into his mouth, enjoying every square inch of his body— especially when my hands reached his large, broad shoulders.

He deepened the kiss. I felt my knees grow weak, and I clutched onto his shoulders to steady myself. His hands, still inside my pants, traveled to the underside of my bare rear just before he teased the flesh there. I gasped loudly and dug my fingernails into his shoulders.

He slammed me against the door again, even harder and more desperate than before. His lips fell to my neck, and he sucked. Hard.

Pain and pleasure vibrated through my body, and I instantly tugged at his shirt. I wanted it off. I yanked his shirt out of his pants where it was still tucked in. And then, with a strength I didn’t realize I had, I tore it open. Buttons flew to the floor, and I slung the white oxford over his shoulders until his muscles were free. 

Dang. Those muscles were gorgeous. 

 “Incredible,” I gasped, betraying myself. Now he knew how sexy he really was…or at least, how sexy he was to me.

I was sure he already knew exactly how sexy he was.

I ran my hands over his bare chest, and his muscles flexed beneath my touch. I wondered if he had done it on purpose. 

I pressed my lips to his chest, just beside his nipple and grinned against his skin when I felt the tip harden at the corner of my mouth. He sucked in a ragged breath before grabbing my face and pulling my lips back to his.

I felt his hand at the hem of my own shirt. “Your turn,” he breathed, pulling away from the kiss just slightly. Before I could even protest, he yanked the fabric up and off my body.

“Holy idiot,” he gasped, one-upping my sentiment from before. I felt his eyes on me. I tensed, feeling exposed, but he touched my shoulder gently. “You are so sexy.” 

I had never been insecure. In all actuality, I would have probably called myself the opposite. But there was a vulnerability about being naked in front of a man — especially a man who looked as good as Ian. 

Hearing his admiration was enough to make me melt, and certainly enough to make every ounce of insecurity that I might have had disappear. His hands reached out and pulled me even closer to him, my flesh hit his and our mouths attacked one another.

He kneeled down and pressed kisses up my bare stomach. The gentle brush of his lips caused a tingle to roll up my spine. He slowly stood, pressing kisses up my body. His lips found every sensitive part on his way; from my navel; to the ticklish area just below my ribs; my breasts and then my neck once again. 

I groaned out, “Goodness!”

He reclaimed my mouth, and I tugged at his pants. My hands fingered at the button until it snapped open. 

“Dang, you’re eager.” His breath was hot on my neck as he teased me with his words. 

But how could I not be? We had been doing the coffee shop dance for what seemed like ages. Every day there was more and more attraction. Every day there was more arousal building. Every day there was him, looking at me with his piercing brown eyes. Every day I had wanted him. Of course, I was eager. 

He nibbled at my shoulder.

I was so happy to actually finally be able to touch him. I only wished we had been on a proper date first. 

I didn’t want to seem like a hussy. But I wanted this. Honestly, at that moment, I ventured to even question if I might have even needed this.

I pressed my palms beneath his belly button and slid them just beneath the waistband of his pants. I wanted to tease him just as he had teased me. And it worked too, because as soon as my fingers inched their way just barely inside of his pants, he sucked in a deep, quick breath.

“Idiot, you can touch me all you want.” His voice was sexy, deep and full of seductiveness. 

I smiled, feeling like a little devil as I slid my hand even further down his pants.

He hissed and grabbed me, halting me completely. I looked up, confused. My eyes held his for a minute. Why was he stopping me? Did he not just say that I could have touched him as much as I wanted?

He smiled, reassuringly as his fingers wrapped around my own. He lifted my hand to my shoulder. “Stay there.”

I opened my mouth to protest; to ask why in the blue hell I wanted to ‘stay there’ when my prize was much further south. But before I could get it out, his mouth captured hold of my nipples through the thin fabric of my bra. 

It felt absolutely incredible.

I squealed out in pleasure, and immediately disobeyed his request to “stay.” But instead of going into his pants like I’d wanted, my hands instinctively went up and entangled in his hair. 

I arched into him, pressing more of my hardened nub into his hot, silky mouth. He reached behind me and unfastened my bra. I felt his heated mouth pull away from me, and I missed it almost instantly. The bra fell to the floor.

"Ah!" I cried out as soon as his breath hit my now-bare breasts and his mouth entrapped and flicked at me once again. My hips surged and bucked against him as my body writhed out of control. 

I watched and cooed as he trailed kisses all over me and I felt him make a move for my jeans. And as soon as he did, as soon as I felt his hardness press against my bare flesh, the air caught in my chest, and my lungs basically gave out. Was this really going to happen? Was I really about to go through with this? My pulse quickened at the possibility. We were in a disgusting bathroom — well, it was pretty clean comparatively speaking. But it was still a bathroom!

As his tongue flicked against my nipples, I honestly didn’t care where we were. All that I really cared about was the fact that my heart was beating rapidly against my chest, and I felt a heat growing in my center.

His gaze told me that he felt the same. I felt his hand move to the button of my jeans just before he hesitated to look at me. 

I blinked, not knowing why he’d stopped. 

Just as I opened my mouth to ask, he began squealing out strange elevator music. Loud. Annoying. Elevator. Music.

He began to vibrate against me, the brunt of it falling against my head. Which was strange, because he wasn’t touching my head.

And then, my eyes fluttered open, and I found myself in my bed, with the covers pulled tightly over me.

I had been dreaming!

The elevator music was coming from just beside my face. It was my phone, ringing. 

“Hello?” I asked, my voice deep with grogginess.

The voice on the other end was familiar — too familiar for my own comfort, actually. 

“Hello, Kathryn?” she said. “This is Manchester Prep. Claire’s ill.”

I closed my eyes and nodded sadly. “Thank you for letting me know.”

It was the principal of my little sister’s school. “She really would like for you to come and get her, and I’m going to recommend it, just this one time.”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll be right there.”

“I should tell you,” the principal continued, “that it isn’t so much an illness. It’s more that her anxiety and depression are getting the best of her. That’s the main reason I’m recommending that you pick her up.” 

I sighed. Yep. Usually, the calls were about that, about Claire’s several mental health issues. Occasionally the school called about her learning disabilities — but heck, a lot of the times it was about both.

“I tried to contact your father first, but he didn’t have time to schedule a meeting with me. He isn’t able to come and get her — but I really do recommend her going home today and maybe getting in to see her therapist as soon as she can…”

My dad. I growled inwardly. He was such a jerk sometimes. Isn’t able to come and get her—more like, he didn’t feel like it. He didn’t believe that Claire had any sort of mental disorders — and he definitely didn’t believe that she had any learning disabilities. He thought she just needed to try harder to be normal, like if she just worked hard enough, she could be happy all the time and have an easy time learning just like everyone else. 

I remembered when I was a teenager, and Claire was just a kid. She’d been failing her English class because the teacher kept asking for persuasive essays. Claire was always the kind of person who just knew when she was right, and she basically seemed to think, idiot everyone else for their nasty opinions. But that sort of argument wasn’t going to fly in a persuasive essay.

One day, Dad had come home from what he’d called “another waste-of-my-time parent-teacher conference,” pissed off. He’d stormed into Claire’s room, where I was helping her with her math, and he’d dragged me out, his grip rough on my arm. Then he’d gone back in there and shouted at her. Shouted at her, and shamed her, like his gruff treatment would make all the difference.

When Claire had hidden in the bathroom later, he wouldn’t let me go in after her. “Use the other bathroom,” he’d barked. 

I’d been able to hear Claire sobbing, and finally, after Dad had gone to bed, I jimmied the bathroom lock and went in to her. She was covered in tiny cuts she’d made with the sharp edge of the nail clippers.

Dad thought she was just “begging for attention.”

He thought she “lacked motivation.”

How could someone as brilliant and savvy as my dad be such an incredible jerk?

He always had been, and I kept hoping he would change. In the meantime, I had to step up and make sure Claire got the help she needed.

“I’ll come and get her,” I said into the phone. “Thanks for calling me.” 

“Certainly,” the woman said. “This can’t become a habit, though.” Her voice was sweet, but I understood what she was saying. 

At least this school had people who cared. But heck, it hadn’t always been so easy. After the last school Claire got kicked out of, I had decided that we’d all been through enough. Because as hard as it was on the family—especially my dad—every time she was expelled, it was even harder on Claire. 

I did my research and, eventually, discovered that Manchester Prep was the best match for her needs. I read review after review, spoke with parent after parent. The school came highly recommended. And after meeting with some of the faculty, I was impressed beyond belief. I honestly couldn’t believe how excellently trained their entire staff was — not just the teachers — in dealing with teenagers who had issues similar to Claire’s. I’d lobbied hard to get her there.

So far there hadn’t been any issues with the school. Sure, Claire still had her problems — but Manchester Prep wasn’t one of them. 

I could only hope such a wonderful streak would continue. The school seemed like a good match, and it seemed like it was doing her some good. And maybe — just freaking maybe — Claire would thrive and show our dad that her mental health issues and learning disabilities weren’t all just make-believe.

I rolled out of bed, still thinking about the amazing encounter I had had with Ian. My legs trembled just a little, more from the shock of the phone, but I’d like to believe my dream was all that real. I threw on some clothes so I could go get Claire.

I struggled to put my coat on as I ran outside. I wasn’t sure why I was in such a hurry. It wasn’t like Claire was dying or anything. But there was something about the fact that she didn’t feel well and wanted me to come get her that made my sisterly instincts kick into overdrive. I wanted to come to her rescue; I always wanted to.

And that crazy dream I’d had, about having sex with Ian in the Starbucks bathroom? I had to put it in a whole other part of my brain and lock it up tight. Because that was all it had been—a dream.

My feet worked quickly as I made my way toward the subway steps, and I was happy for the fact that I had long legs. Because when I checked the time on my phone, I realized it had only been a couple of minutes since wrapping up the conversation with Claire’s principal. I was making great time.

As soon as I approached the subway’s steps, though, I was startled. In my peripheral vision, I could have sworn that I caught a glimpse of the tall and gorgeous man that had just been invading my dreams. 

I gawked at him for a minute. He really did look a lot like Ian. But I knew better. I was getting into that ridiculous and dreaded infatuation stage — and sadly for me, that meant thinking about the guy so much that I literally saw him everywhere.

I groaned. I really did hate that stage.

I always felt like I was going crazy. 

I wished I could go to Starbucks, though. And hell, if I was going to anyone other than my sister, I might have considered it. But Claire came first. She always did.

Maybe tomorrow, I thought with a slight grin as I began descending the stairs. Maybe tomorrow I could go to Starbucks and see him again. I knew he’d be there. He apparently always was.

But then as quickly as the thought came, I had to kick it square in the rear and knock it away. I sighed. Tomorrow I had a coffee date with my dad’s secretary, Melinda. I’d already postponed it a couple of times, and I couldn’t do that to her again. This was our tradition. We always saw each other when I could spare a little time. Besides, she’d said she wanted to congratulate me on my new job.

I wanted to see Ian just as much, though.

So much that I couldn’t help but sulk a little as I made my way toward the subway. 

Dang it, Melinda. 

Why do I love you so much? 

I made my way down the steps and under the overpass, to the subway rails below. I hated the subway. It was the grossest place to be in NYC, and NYC was already pretty gross. But it was a mode of transportation, and the train running close to Claire’s school would be arriving any second. I didn’t want to waste time taking a cab. 

I wanted to just get there. Not just because I was worried, but because it was too cold to be out for too long. I just wanted to go home, curl up on the couch and watch some TV. 

Part of me wondered if she was really sick, or if she was just pretending to get out of school. She didn’t like to deal with things head on. Heck, she’d just gotten to school, and I knew for a fact she would have kicked and screamed if she was sick before she left. 

I couldn’t help but wonder about it, all the way to my train stop, which was just a block away from her school.

As soon as I climbed the steps, I felt like I’d been punched. The cold hit me like a ton of bricks, and I felt breathless. The wind clawed at my cheeks and caused my teeth to chatter as I jogged the rest of the way up the stairs.

I was trying to ignore the cold the best way that I could, as I walked the extra little bit to the school. But with my face growing numb, my head pounding, and my breath growing ragged, it was a little hard to do. 

I felt like I was climbing Everest. My lungs were faltering. And it made me wonder just how out of shape I was if I couldn’t even walk in New York winters. Those thoughts quickly left me, though, as I found myself climbing the steps to Claire’s school and pushing the door open.

The warmth enveloped me like a toasty blanket I’d just pulled out of the dryer, and I sighed with nothing but contentment before shifting my gaze to my right, where the principal’s office was located.

I could see in through the large window that scaled the wall. For security, I was assuming, so they could see everyone that entered the school. I liked that.

Claire must have seen me as I walked through the door, even before I turned my gaze to the office, because before I knew it, she was walking out of the office, toward me.

She looked wrecked.

Her rust-colored hair was pulled up in a bun, and her eyes were red, and face pale — paler than usual, even. Her head slumped down as she walked toward me. “Can we go?” she whispered faintly as she reached me. 

I nodded, feeling my heart flutter sadly in my chest. I hated seeing her any less than happy. She leaned against my shoulder and as soon as she did, I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close.

She really did look sick. I almost felt bad for wondering if she was faking it the whole way there. Almost. 

She’d played me way too many times. And hell, for all I knew, she could still be playing me.

She needed to go to the therapist, though. That much was certain. Even if she was sick today, that didn’t make up for all the other times lately. She was having way too many sick days, and days where she clearly just didn’t feel “up to going to school,” and that wasn’t jiving with me.

I’d worked too hard to get her in a school as understanding as this one. 

With my free arm, I reached out and pushed open the door, with an intensified strength. It was almost like I was in sheer Mother Bear mode. I wanted to get her home, and I wanted to get her home now. 

Sick or not sick, she was breaking my heart.

The door hit the side of the building with a crash as I swung it open, and I couldn’t help but cringe at the sound.

“Let’s go home,” I said, maneuvering us away from the door that swung back at us. 

My hand trailed to the small of her back as I led her toward the street and hailed a cab. 

I needed to get her into bed. 

 


Chapter 8

Ian

I started loosening my tie before I even reached the lobby’s front door. My feet dragged behind me. I was almost completely spent. I would never have guessed that my feet and legs would be so tired when all I did was sit on my rear most of the day. I could do hours of squat reps, leg presses, and run a half marathon all in one day, and my feet still wouldn’t have dragged with as much exhaustion as they did now.

The night air was cold. So cold that my nipples rubbed against my cotton shirt fiercely. The friction was a painful tickle, and I couldn’t help but let my mind wander to thoughts of other nipples. Nipples belonging to hot redheads named Kate, for example.

 While the thought was arousing, I could barely manage to hold on to it. I was tired. I was beyond ready to just lie down with a crystal glass in one hand and whiskey bottle in the other. 

I fell into the revolving door of the lobby, sighing with relief that I was actually home. I was even more relieved when I felt the warmth of the building hug me and warm me from the outside in.

As soon as I stepped out of the revolving doors, I scanned the large, elaborate lobby. People were still hanging out there. Nameless faces that I didn’t really care about, or bother to care about, but they smiled. I barely managed to smile back, but I was getting used to faking smiles. Without even much effort, my lips curved into a professional trash type of smile. I nodded to each of them as I passed, not really bothering to register what any of their faces looked like.

With my brain as fried as it was, I wouldn’t have remembered them anyway.

It was like my mind couldn’t quite focus or even so much as begin to make sense of anything as I headed toward the elevator. All of my caffeine from the day had worn off, and I was officially a zombie roaming the earth. The only thing that even made me remember to check my mail was the fact that I saw the large metallic sign on the way to the elevator. I wondered when the last time I actually checked the mail really was.

I grumbled and veered off toward my mailbox. Luckily it was just down from the elevator. I really didn’t want to waste too much time. I needed a drink, and I needed it now. 

I unlocked my box and grabbed out a handful of envelopes as well as two rolled up magazines. I wasn’t even sure where the magazine subscription came from in the first place. Who still read magazines?

A glimpse of flaming red near the elevator— a flaming red that I only remembered seeing a few times before— was the only thing that could have possibly pulled me from robotically sifting through envelopes. My head snapped up like a slingshot toward it.

Kate?

Without taking even a second to think about it, my body moved instinctively towards the elevator. In a mad dash, I ran. “Kate?” I yelled, hoping to see a hand stop the elevator doors from closing. “Kate?”

It was too late. The elevator closed before I could reach it, and before my vision could fully focus enough to actually see the woman’s face. I huffed, exhausted and winded, as I leaned against the wall, my tired eyes still straining to look at the elevator door. I watched as the numbers on the floor display increased. I had hoped it would have stopped and returned to the lobby.

Idiot. Still leaning against the wall, I rubbed my forehead as I sighed. I felt my chest heave and my temperature begin to rise. 

It couldn’t have been her, could it? She didn’t know where I lived, and she sure wouldn’t be visiting me. She’d been constantly on my mind, and I knew my head was playing games with me. 

I had to rethink what I’d just seen. Her height. Her walk. Her hair. Everything seemed to be her. At least I wanted it to be her. I needed it to be her. I was desperate for an escape and Kate had provided me something to look forward to the past few days.

It was amazing how much I had even been thinking about Kate in the first place. I didn’t really know what I was doing — or what had come over me. But whatever it was, it was probably a safe bet that she wasn’t thinking about me nearly as much as I was thinking about her. 

It was almost like I was becoming too obsessed. I had been thinking about her a lot, but to see her in other redheads in the city? What was my issue?

A lookalike would have been kind of nice, though. I always welcomed eye candy. If she was anywhere near as sexy as Kate, it might alleviate a fewof my thoughts and help me get my mind off of the real Kate. And hell, part of me couldn’t help but think about how it could have given me some better access. I mean, instead of constantly having to wait around until I was at Starbucks, where I had limited time in the first place — I could see someone almost as dang beautiful in my very own building.

I smiled. It’d be nice to get a more frequent view of that gorgeous long, red hair…those eyes…that gorgeously sexy body…

That body.

Idiot.

I imagined her standing in front of me, smiling, with her hair falling effortlessly — as it seemed to do every time I saw her — just over her shoulders. I imagined how great that fair skin looked beneath her clothes. 

I imagined my eyes wandering over her — starting at hers, and then down to her lusciously plump lips, to her long neck and then down, down over the entire length of her body. Her perfect chest. Her tiny waist — and then down her long, stunning legs.

I leaned against the cream-colored wall, almost breathless as I thought about her.

Sometimes I hated the winter. It meant no short skirts. No low-cut tops. It meant no skin. It meant layers and layers of clothes.

But it also left more to the imagination. I imagined the way she looked beneath all of those clothes. I imagined her being there with me in my building, in my apartment. I imagined what I might do with her there. All I knew was that I wouldn’t act the way I had the first time I met her. I would pay close attention to everything. I would take the chance I was given and grab her while she was in front of me. 

I imagined the sounds that might come from her as I grabbed her and pulled her to me. I could only hope that she would like it as I held her tightly and caressed her soft skin. I hoped she would melt into the touch.

It was with that hope that I realized I was falling into more than just imaginative thoughts about a woman I hardly knew. Instead, my brain had somehow warped me into hyper speed toward a full-blown daydream, which was something I never did. 

I imagined us in the shower, which I desperately needed at the moment. I reeked of sweat, and I could smell coffee practically seeping out of my pores. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was why my mind so quickly jumped to the specific shower scene.

 Not that it mattered, though — all that really mattered was that my mind was there. It was reeling like a film and quickly spinning out of control.

Not caring that I still stood in the hall, where everyone could see me, I imagined the way she might look, standing just beneath the streaming water in my large open shower. I imagined how the heat of her body might have felt as I wrapped my arms around her.

I would smile into her neck, and make sure to hold her close to me as the water continued to bang down against our blushed skin. My lips would brush over her heated, water-streamed face, and I would revel in how amazing she felt beneath my kiss.

I loved her skin. At least, I loved the way it always looked—smooth and delicate. Like it was begging to be touched, to be smelled, to be tasted.

If I could do any of those things, I would love it. I would love it all.

Heck, I already did love it all, and all I had was my imagination and the pictures I was making in my mind.

The thing I loved the most about her, though, was her hair. That signature red. I had paid so much attention to it the few times I saw her, that I could trust that I was doing it justice in my imagination. It was a sort of red that I had never seen before. It was deep and bold — just like Kate seemed to be. And it fell beautifully around her face. It was wild and almost messy as it curved around her soft features and then fell behind her shoulders. It gave her an almost effortless look. Whether or not her hair was effortless, I had no clue. I didn’t know Kate very well at all, no matter how much I might wish I did.

I just knew that her look, and the way she carried herself with such cool confidence, made her unique to all the other fashion-forward, cookie-cutter drones that I saw roaming about the city.

Although I was surrounded by nothing but my apartment building's lobby hallway, and a couple of stainless steel elevator doors, in my mind, I sucked at the hollow of Kate’s neck. Sensuous, open-mouthed kisses. My lips, tongue, and teeth grazed her delicate skin. I was devouring everything that I could, with everything that I had in my thoughts, and I could almost feel it for real. It was almost like she was really here, and we were upstairs in my penthouse apartment. 

Her fingertips grazed my jaw, and she pulled me into her. She was desperate, too. The kiss was passionate, needy, and fueled — so, so fueled. It was the type of kiss that said it’s go time.

She pulled back and looked at me, almost dreamily. That was fitting — I was daydreaming, after all.

The thing that worried me, though, was that it was all fake— but I couldn’t stop the delicious images I was creating. I didn’t even want to.

I just continued to think about kissing her slowly, as she pulled and massaged my earlobe. I groaned. I wasn’t sure if it was audible, or just inside my head, but I groaned. 

Her lips dragged along my jawline and down to my neck, and I felt myself grow even more excited. I could only hope I wasn’t like a teenage boy tenting in my pants while I stood out in the middle of the hallway, where anyone coming and going from the elevator could see me. But if I was, it wasn’t like I could do anything about it—I was frozen, almost like I was in a trance.

I thought about how I might press her against the wall of the shower, and how her nipples would pucker excitedly against me. I would watch her face as she looked back at me knowing exactly what it was that she did to me.

She electrified me. She made me strain with hardness.

I wanted to lift her into my arms and let her legs wrap around my waist. I wanted to feel her against me and have her bare breasts at eye level so I could look at them as we melted into each other. I wondered how they might look — I wondered if they were as nice as my mind made them out to be—because as the scene unfolded, they looked like the greatest belly in the entire world. They were perfect and even better in my hands. They were warm and soft and supple.

Her fingers trailed through my hair, entangling in it, and I took one of her supple nipples between my lips. I kissed and nipped, relishing the sound of her moans and encouragement.

She yanked at my hair and pulled me up into a passionate kiss. I groaned into her mouth, desperate to taste her. It was like I could literally feel her as she writhed against my stomach. I leaned down, deepening the kiss.

In that moment, she was no longer just the girl I was thinking of kissing — she was the girl I couldn’t imagine not kissing. She was the only girl I wanted to kiss.

I slid one hand down her smooth back and grabbed her surprisingly plump rear. I felt her stiffen for a moment and then shiver. She whispered in my ear — the words were naughty and seductive, but I couldn’t really hear what they were.

All that I cared about was the feel of her tongue running along my skin — it was all so much to drive me completely insane. I imagined that she’d try and pull away for a second, but I held her tightly. Her crooked smile told me that she wanted to do something that I had prevented her from. All she did was seductively gaze at me with her deep green eyes. The more I thought of looking into her eyes, the better.

I pulled her with me and together we fumbled out of the slippery shower, landing on my warmed floors. We were completely entangled in one another. We slammed into each other once again in a battle of tongues and lips. It was mayhem, and I loved it. We stumbled and knocked into the counter and the doorway in heated desperation. 

Our desperation was so intense that my mind automatically took us to my bed.

“We’re soaked!” I imagined her say with a laugh as I lowered her onto my overstuffed down comforter. 

“I don’t care,” the vision of myself replied smoothly, and even a bit aggressively. But that was exactly the way I would have responded if the moment was actually happening. Who the heck needed towels? I’d lick every drop of water from her skin.

She looked so soft as I hovered over her naked body. But I wasn’t touching her, not yet; I just wanted to look at her.

Her wet hair was tangled in the sheets, and her lips curved up into a smile unlike any that I had ever seen before. I was almost sad that it was the kind of smile that I had only seen deep in my imagination.

 I thought about how I would press my lips to hers and come back up completely breathless. I thought about how I might devour her mouth with my own as I pressed her firmly into my mattress. I was captivated. She entranced me and took over my thoughts, and I couldn’t move as the sensual images continued to bombard me. 

My rationale had completely left me like it was crumbling, and thoughts of Kate had just poured out in a frenzy. It was chaotic. I sighed as I crumbled pieces of an envelope in my palms and leaned against the wall. My eyes were closed, and I wondered if I was so tired my mind was starting to completely go haywire.

I thought of burying my face in the lush valley between her breasts. 

“Idiot,” I grumbled. I hated that I had to imagine what they looked and felt like. The fact that I was still stupidly daydreaming about it was starting to piss me off because I wanted more than anything to have an accurate vision. To actually see Kate splayed out in front of me for myself — in real life. 

But I couldn’t stop myself in my mind. I kissed her bare hip and locked eyes on hers as my mouth hovered just over her lips. I leaned in — then out — then in again, teasing her, torturing her. 

I smiled. At least I could torture her in my daydreams because she sure was torturing me in and out of them.

The dream Kate acted like I was all she wanted in that moment. I could only hope that, eventually, I would experience her like this in reality.

I gripped her hips and held her firmly against me. She writhed and breathed raggedly, locking her legs around my waist, trying to get me inside of her.

I wanted to do so much more.

So much more than just touch, well, so much more than to think about touching her.

I moved over her naked body, holding myself up over her chest as it heaved up and down. Her hands ran over my shoulders and down my chest.

She reached lower…

And lower…

And lower again.

My mouth hovered over hers, and we breathed together, our breaths hot on each other’s lips. Goosebumps covered my body as a shiver rolled up my spine and around to my front, right where her hand was headed.

She whispered something against my lips that I didn’t understand once again, but I didn’t have to. It was a seduction device — and that was all I needed to know. Because it worked.

Before I knew it, a sort of heat enveloped me, and I felt myself ease into a blissful state with one single thrust. I went slow, trying to make it good — not really understanding why. Logically speaking, it was a dream. She couldn’t feel anything.

It was stupid really, but that didn’t mean that I could stop, either.

Her fists gripped the sheets, and her eyes squeezed shut.

But I wanted her to look at me. I wanted to look into her eyes. I gripped her hands, tangling my fingers with hers. Her eyes opened, and her hips continued to buck, meeting my rhythm perfectly. 

I couldn’t breathe; I could hardly move.

I devoured her, drowned in all of her. I couldn’t believe how good she felt, without actually touching her. She made me feel so incredibly good when I had only just met her. I couldn’t believe how great I thought she was when I really didn’t know her at all.

I was close.

So.. Close.

I wanted to feel this way forever.

But of course, I couldn’t feel that way forever. I was in the lobby of my apartment building, for one thing. The almost feeling, along with the daydream, had left as quickly as it had come on in the first place.

I blinked, shaking myself free of my lustful thoughts. No matter how much I wanted to be up in my apartment with Kate at this moment — no matter what kind of intense daydreams I imagined for myself — it didn’t make it real. I knew that, but that didn’t change the fact that the arousal in my pants was real. Very, very real at that. Uncomfortably and obviously real.

Hell.

I tucked myself into the corner for just a second. Long enough to pull my coat off and sling it over my forearm. I pulled my forearm in front of me, and I looked like I was impersonating a butler or something. But I didn’t care, as long as no one saw the situation happening in my pants.

I cringed. If someone had seen me while the daydream was going on, and I’d let it go just a bit further, this night might have ended a lot differently. I probably would have wound up in handcuffs or something for public indecency. 

I gripped the envelopes and magazine tightly as I made my way to the elevator and up to the top floor until I finally found myself safely in my penthouse apartment.

I really needed that drink. 

I moved toward the large, portable bar cart that had been strategically pulled to hang out just beside my couch. As soon as I reached it, I grabbed both a glass and my favorite bottle of bourbon.

I plopped down on the couch, my hands full of much-needed bliss. Dang.

Everything that I’d just done—that insanely detailed fantasy I’d created in the freaking lobby of all places—it told me a couple of things. Either Kate was a freaking wizard in the sack even in my dreams, or it had been way too long since I’d gotten laid. And it could be both were true. I groaned, my eyes tightening of their own accord. It had been a really long time.

I hadn’t been with anyone since my break up with Amelia.

Amelia had totally ruined the nice streak of hotties I’d been enjoying for a while. She completely wrecked my bachelor run and turned me into a trained puppy, trapped in a trash romantic relationship. She was a one-night-stand that turned into a whole heck of a lot more. 

She was a hot little number with gorgeous long, blonde hair — blue eyes that you’d think were the windows to warmth and kindness…but she was far from kind. She was cold and calculating, and she had a heart of ice. I’d known it, too. The whole time I had known that.

I’d just thought I was her exception. I thought I was the one person she could feel something for. I thought she gave a blasted. But clearly, not enough — and I clearly didn’t care enough either for that matter.

She was a lawyer and a blasted good one. And although we’d had problems before, that’s where the real problems started to fall into place.

My darling of a girlfriend, being the world-class lawyer and nasty girlfriend that she was, decided to be one of the representing attorneys for BioResearch Labs, the company that my very own father was so demon-bent against.

It had been almost a year and a half since we split up.

That long since I’ve had any relationship that lasted longer than a night. A hook up here and there, but nothing, or no one worthwhile.

Back before I had my own company to run, I would have been ready to jump in the sack with several women just the week after the breakup. If I hadn’t had so much on my plate, I would have probably been at a bar every night since. But I didn’t have time for that anymore. It just wasn’t in the cards.

I could go now if I wanted. It wasn’t that late at night, and I could take a cab downtown and meet someone. Bring her home. Work off all the stress I’d been feeling. 

I didn’t even bother standing up to leave, though. Because now, the scary thing was, I didn’t have the urge to go to a bar and bang randoms anymore. There was only one woman I wanted to be with. Kate. I couldn’t get her out of my mind, and the thought of being with anyone else just didn’t hold any appeal. 

Which was strange, because I had no idea who she really was. What I did know was that she was actually someone I wanted to get to know.

I groaned, not understanding who the heck I was becoming. It would have been so much easier if I just wanted to harass her, but unfortunately, there was more to it than that.


Chapter 9

Kate

“Dude, I really don’t want to go.” Claire scowled as she dragged her messenger bag on the ground behind her. The sound of it skidding across the pavement was like nails on a chalkboard. 

“Pick up your bag, and shut up, dude,” I said mockingly. 

We were standing right in front of the school. It was beautiful. So welcoming, tucked away in a nice little park area in a nice, quietly quaint neighborhood. It was a gray brick building. Tall. It looked more like a castle than a school.

“I just don’t want to go.” She looked pitiful. Like she was a little girl, with a puppy — and someone had just run over it.

“Goodness, Claire,” I groaned. “You’re like a broken record!”

I bundled my arms close to me, irritated that I was still outside even having the conversation. Why couldn't she just be like normal kids? Jerk a little bit, fine — but when push came to shove, just suck it up and do what you have to do!

“I know you don’t want to go to school,” I said. “I get that! It’s been loud and clear!”

She hated school. She even hated it more than I hated school — and when I was in high school, I’d really, really hated school. But no matter how much harder she had it, I still wasn’t jiving with the whole I-don’t-want-to-go scenario. 

“You have to go. May as well make the best of it,” I said as I looked at the bag on the ground, sternly. 

I could see my breath with every word that I spoke, and as I watched it, and her continue to ignore me, my irritation grew. I was freezing to death, and she was really ignoring me.

“Claire!” I yelled, just before waving my hands in front of her face. 

She was looking down at the snow still packed tightly on the ground, and her cheeks were blustery red from the cold. 

“Yeah, yeah!” she groaned, finally glancing up at me. 

“Now pick your backpack up,” I warned, setting my gaze down at the bag.

“Not a backpack if it goes on your shoulder,” she muttered, barely audible enough for me to hear.

“Keep it up,” I warned again. 

“Whatever!” she mocked, slinging her head back to make the most ridiculous face I’d ever seen. “I’ll do whatever you say, master!”

I rolled my eyes as she pulled her bag back up over her shoulder and slipped away, toward the large oak-looking doors. 

“Atta girl!” I yelled from behind her, only to receive a glare as she whipped her head to look over her shoulder as she walked.

She held up her hands in fake reassurance, gesturing two resounding thumbs ups — and even though they were meant to be disrespectful, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes and chuckle a bit. Only Claire could put enough contempt into a thumbs up to make it look like a middle finger. At least she was in school. Hopefully, everything else would follow suit.

I sighed as I watched the humungous brown doors close behind her, and held my hand up, feeling my eyes watering from the cold. Gesturing a cab in the freezing cold was always a pain in the rear. I couldn’t get warm fast enough. 

But no matter how long it took, I was always happy to jump into the warm and toasty back seat. No matter how foul most of them smelled. The warmth was just too good to not be happy with, and the cab that I’d managed to hail was no different.

The warmth was the first thing I felt as I leaped into the backseat of the car, but the smell was a quick second. It smelled like stale cheeseburgers, BO, and a spray or two of Axe. My nose tingled — burned, even — and I choked as I told the cabby where to take me. 

I still had my coffee date with Melinda to worry about. Otherwise, I might have told him to take me to the nearest shop to warm up—a place where I could thaw without having my nose assaulted. But I had to get across town, and a smelly cab was the only way to do that. So there I sat, for a whole hour, with my breath held on and off for about half of it. The other half of the ride, I was sad to say, proved that a person’s senses could be obliterated.

I no longer smelled anything at all, and I was pretty sure my nose had some sort of permanent damage.

When I finally managed to sit inside Melinda’s office, I realized that I was still trying to regain my sense of smell, and I probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t basically buried my nose into the brim of my coffee cup and inhaled deeply for a good twenty minutes.

“Are you trying to snort coffee?” Melinda joked.

“I wish I could bathe in it after sitting in that raunchy cab,” I said, enjoying the steam filling up my nostrils as I looked around.

Melinda’s office was so small it was almost depressing. Still, it was a whole heck of a lot better than what it had been before. Before, all she’d had was a tiny desk just outside my dad’s office. It was about time she had her own space.

But luckily, a few things were finally — after I didn’t even know how many years — moved around to accommodate the woman, who I pretty much deemed a saint.

Seriously, anyone who could put up with my dad for as long as she had, without being related and forced to, was a serious angel if I’d ever seen one. She deserved a little space. In my mind, she deserved a whole lot more than this tiny area, which had only been a copy room before she took it over. 

They only managed to get the space open for her because copier sizes decreased as the decades passed, and that meant the amount of space needed decreased as well. They only needed two copy machines per floor now. I was relieved they’d given her the space here.

That wasn’t the only reason I was relieved. Claire was in school, hopefully for the day. Despite all her protests, she’d been mostly upbeat this morning. We’d have to address her anxiety and depression, but first, she needed some time to heal and feel comfortable again. 

I shook off the thoughts of Claire and decided to give Melinda all my focus. She pulled her chair over to the side of her desk. “Just so there’s nothing dividing us,” she quipped before plopping down.

She was a character, that one. I sat on the tiny guest chair, just a few feet from her. Because in all honesty, there wasn’t a whole lot of room for it otherwise.

I smiled as I continued to look around the office, at all the little trinkets and whatnots she had scattered about. There were pictures of her parents, little puzzles, and crazy figurines on every single shelf and table surface.

It was all very quirky — all very Melinda.

The winter blooms she had put in vases all around the room were beautiful. In fact, the flowers and the gorgeous green accent wall almost brought a sort of warmth to me, as if the dreary coldness of the city was a far-off memory.

Unfortunately, the calming green wall had a window in it, and when I looked out, the illusion was destroyed. 

It was all right, though, because Melinda had a way of making me feel warm and cared for. She had a way of chasing off unhappiness. It was what she’d always done since I could remember. She had been my dad’s secretary since forever, it felt like. 

She probably knew my family better than we knew ourselves. She had seen how much my dad and I had fought over the years. After my parents split up, my mom moved to Arizona. Claire was still really young. Melinda was the one who’d stepped in and become a bit of a mother figure to us both — and it was even better that she could hardly stand Dad. Sure, she cared for him — but she was definitely his biggest challenger. Of course, when my mom first left, I’d secretly hoped something would happen between my dad and Melinda, but looking back, I didn’t think it ever could have worked out, at least not on a romantic level. I wasn’t sure if they had ever tried it or not, but they definitely were not compatible as anything more than friends. 

Even though she was his secretary, she still had a lot of spunk and knew exactly how much she could push back and still be respectful. 

She had a thicker sort of build, yet I always managed to envy her clothes. For a woman with a specific body type, she sure knew how to rock fashion. We shared that interest, along with several others.

I sipped on my coffee as I continued to look outside. It looked like the world had literally turned gray. I felt like I was watching a scene in monochrome, one of those old black and white movies. There were gray clouds, and a slight gray haze covering the streets. There were even gray and black coats and hats on gray people, shuffling along the gray sidewalk.

I shivered.

It all felt so cold. 

I pulled my gaze away from the window and back to the flowers, and then to Melinda. Her bright glow sort of radiated out from her wide smile as she looked at me. Her short cropped blond hair fell almost perfectly as she tucked her crossed ankles back beneath her seat.

“What’s on your mind?” she asked.

“I just really can’t wait to move,” I said. I wasn’t sure if that was entirely true — but the outside world made me anxious for California heat.

“You’re in such a hurry.” She pursed her lips and made a sound just before she lifted her coffee mug to her lips. She was so elegant in her movements. A part of that had to do with the fact that she had been an honest-to-goodness debutante when she was younger. “Much, much younger,” as she had so many times put it before.

She was probably as old as my father, but her face was so soft and delicate that I would have sworn she was twenty years younger. “It’s like you’re ready to pack up and leave me behind to deal with your dad,” she joked.

I couldn’t help but feel a faint sadness creep up. I would definitely miss Melinda.

Every time I was out of school for vacation, or in town to see my dad, we made it a ritual to meet for coffee. Her lips pursed around the rim of the cup, and she made a slight face when she took a sip of the coffee.

I knew that she never really did care for coffee. Which was so ironic, since this was always her idea. 

“You know you don’t have to drink that,” I said with a laugh.

“Honey, I’ve been torturing myself for thirty years with the stuff — can’t stop now!”

“Why do you drink it if you hate it?” I scooted my chair closer to her, my body leaning forward.

“Well, if soda could give me the pep in my step to put up with your dad, I would drink that instead.” She laughed as she rested the cup on her lap. “So blame the soda companies for not putting in enough caffeine.”

She was absolutely ridiculous. She always had a Coke on her. It was her one major vice. But every morning, she had a cup of coffee — whether she wanted it or not.

“And even if I don’t like it,” she said, “it still gives me a chance to see you in the morning.”

We chatted for a while about nothing and everything, and I confessed my concerns about Claire as well as my hopes for California. After a fair amount of time had passed, Melinda stood and walked over to me, and I stood to accept her hug.

She slung her arms around my ribs and squeezed me tightly. My own coffee cup was still in my hand — and I almost spilled it on her when she flung herself into my arms. I enjoyed the hugs; I always had. Her arms around me always had made me feel better. 

“Let me walk you out,” she said as she pulled back. With one arm over my shoulder, and she led me toward the door of her office, which was only a couple of steps away.

“Trying to get rid of me,” I sighed dramatically. “I see how it is.”

“Well, if I keep you here, your dad is going to think that you’re working for him now,” she said with a laugh.

I rolled my eyes. “God forbid that actually happen,” I groaned. And there was no sarcasm or hint of it in my voice. I was serious. I did not want him to think that. Ever.

That was one fight I was beyond sick of having. 

“Bye, Melinda,” I smiled over my shoulder. 

Coffee date: successful. I smiled as I stepped out of the office and made my way down the hall toward the set of stairs leading to the main floor. But just as I reached them, my phone chimed loudly from the depths of my purse.

I groaned, immediately dreading having to get into my bag. I reached out and grabbed the dangling accessory and opened it.

My bag really was insanely messy. I needed to clean it — but I knew I wouldn’t. I never did. But because I never cleaned it, I became a master feeler. I could have been on one of those fear factor shows where you were left blindfolded and had to touch things. I knew just about everything by how it felt in my hands.

I grabbed my phone and looked at the lit-up screen — immediately wishing that I hadn’t. I let out a frustrated groan as I jerked the phone closer to my face.

Claire’s school.

It felt like it was always Claire’s school. I wasn’t even sure if anyone else had my phone number.

I loved the fact that they actually cared enough to use texting as a method of contact. I even loved the fact that they cared enough to text or call me when there was a problem. I appreciated it. I really did. The status reports were awesome. It was the type of attention you received when you paid enough for private school tuition.  It was more than most colleges did, and both Claire and I received the benefit or detriment of it, depending on how it was viewed.

But still, the texts rarely shared good news. Especially today, when they said that my dear, dear sister had skipped school. 

“Are you kidding me?” I shrieked as I read through the text message. 

I was embarrassed by her behavior. I’d busted my rear to get her into a school like this one. I continued my descent down the stairs. I heard the sound echo against the stairway’s walls, but I paid no mind. I just kept taking steps downward as I typed a message for the school. 

A cold blast of air from outside reached my face, and I gave a low growl of impatience. “I thought heat rose, not cold,” I muttered to myself as I typed. I couldn’t wait to get to California. 

I was so preoccupied that I didn’t even stop to wonder why it was cold in the stairway. If I had stopped to think, I might have come to the conclusion that someone had just come through the lobby doors at the bottom of the steps.

My fingers continued to pound away at the touchscreen until I felt my torso bounce against something hard. The air whooshed from my lungs, and I wasn’t sure if it was out of shock or if it was because I’d crashed too hard into my obstacle. But immediately, I felt my feet completely lose the ground. 

I was falling. Fast.

I squealed, and my head snapped up. I threw my arms out, trying to grab ahold of anything that I could find. 

And then all of a sudden, it was over. My feet were firmly back on the steps, and I was staring into a set of familiar deep brown eyes. I blinked, and my gaze darted toward my hands, and as soon as my eyes set on them, I noticed what I was holding onto.

It was a broad, muscular chest, covered by a pale blue dress shirt, yellow tie, and a navy suit jacket. 

“Incredible,” I breathed out in a gasp, realizing I had almost fallen. Seriously, all I needed was a freaking broken neck, and to cause another one. I shouldn’t have been so stupid, texting while walking down the stairs.

I tucked my phone into my coat pocket before I lifted my head to look at the man’s face.

“It’s you,” I blurted as soon as I took in the rest of his face — in complete focus. I felt my throat clench and my breath catch. He was probably the last person I expected to see.

It was my chisel-jawed, blond-haired, brown-eyed gorgeous Starbucks-addicted stranger. The same man I mysteriously kept bumping into…

Ian.

I still had no clue what his last name was, but he was the same gorgeous man I’d been ludicrously seeing everywhere I turned. 

Heck, just remembering that little kernel made me almost wonder if he really was right in front of me this time, or if I was hallucinating again. But when he laughed, I knew that I wasn’t just going nuts — he was actually here.

I couldn’t help but laugh in response. His laugh was nice, and sort of infectious. Something told me, though, that laughter wasn’t something he did a lot of, and I felt a pang of tenderness for him, this man I barely knew.

I looked at him nervously as I stopped laughing. 

What were the odds that we’d run into each other — especially on a day that I’d already hoped more than anything that I could have met up with him? I mean, if it hadn’t been for my coffee date with Melinda, I would have gone to Starbucks whether or not I wanted coffee, just for the chance to see Ian again.

Before now, I’d almost been sad that I hadn’t gone. Something about him intrigued me. I wanted to see him. I felt like a part of me needed to see him—needed to get to know him, needed to understand who he was.

All that was left was a sort of awkward silence, and it seemed to cause a tension unlike any I had ever experienced before. I was at a loss for words — for probably the first time in my entire life. Something told me that I wasn’t the only one who felt this way.

He looked down for a moment, and then back at me, only to shift his gaze back down to the marble steps. It was like he was avoiding eye contact like he didn’t want me to see the opening and closing of his mouth as he tried to find something to say to me.

But then, out of almost nowhere, he spoke. “This isn’t the place I’d expect to find a teacher.” 

“I was having coffee with a friend.” 

“I have a meeting inside.” He was smiling, almost from ear to ear. It was cute, sort of innocent looking and boyish. “Small world,” he said with a laugh.

“It definitely is.” I shivered and bundled my coat closer to me as outside air came in almost full-force. 

“Did you leave the door open or something?” I asked, referencing the office building’s front door just at the end of the stairs. It was supposed to be a joke, but my shivering probably made my question sound a little more irritated than I’d intended.

“I didn’t, but there are guys moving things in, so they propped it open.”

He squinted at me for a moment — almost like he was confused — but then, just a second later his eyes widened in realization. “Oh, shoot!” he blurted, almost a little too loudly, as the sounded echoed off the walls when he finally understood why I asked the question. “You’re cold! I've been out walking in it and didn't really realize,” he stammered. "I mean to say, I'm basically just numb to it right now.” He laughed. “How about you go and get a cab and warm up?”

I smiled and cupped my hands before bringing them to my lips. I blew heated breath into them. Steam formed in my palms, and it felt nice and warming, soothing, even.

“I would really like to see you, though,” he said quickly, almost as if he was afraid that I was about to leave.

I cocked my head to the side. “What?” was all that I could muster as my body began to shiver. Wasn’t he seeing me right then?

“I mean, I would like to see you again,” he gasped in a laughing breath. “So would you like to have lunch with me on Saturday?” 

I nodded. I really, really did. 

“I know a great place,” I piped up. “It’s really close to my building.”

We set up our date, and I headed out of the building, wondering at how much the universe seemed to want to set me up with Ian. In a city of millions of people, it was remarkable I’d run into him so many times. If fate wanted to set me up with a hot guy who made me laugh, then I wasn’t going to ignore it.


Chapter 10

Ian

My face went completely numb immediately — all over again — as soon as I walked out of the building and down the steps. And although I hated it, it was probably a good thing. I didn’t want to feel the continued cold blasts as I walked through the windy city. 

“Don’t forget your meeting,” Janice had said. I scowled just thinking about it. Because I had forgotten my meeting. I wasn’t sure why I was so scatter-brained this week. It wasn’t like me. Especially forgetting something so important.

My father’s estate.

I was finally tying up loose ends.

Finally putting everything behind me — or at least, I hoped so. 

I scowled for a second as I thought about how far it was. Sometimes I hated having a car in New York City. Especially when I had to travel to areas like this one.

This side of town was definitely overrun, especially when it was well below freezing. I always had to park a long way away, but today I had to park what felt like miles away. It was enough to drive me mad in the winter months. 

I glanced behind me, and then in both directions before jogging across the crosswalk, as I caught up to the group of pedestrians nearly on the other side of the street.

“At least it’s over with,” I sighed with relief, not really caring if anyone heard me talking to myself.

In all reality, I didn’t have a whole lot of reason to be such a whiney rear.

I’d just gotten a lot of loose ends straightened up.

I was the official owner. The big dog. And although it didn’t really make me feel any better about Dad being gone, there was still a nice sense of accomplishment underlying it all. 

I still just couldn’t believe that I’d forgotten about the meeting.

 It was a date I’d been waiting on for what seemed like forever. It was a day full of dread, but also a lot of relief. Now that it was over, I could actually get on with everything. As cold-hearted as it might have sounded, I was looking forward to that. 

I still didn’t know how I could have forgotten it…

But then, as if I was hit right in the face with a brick, I felt my mind drift. 

Kate.

If I was telling the truth, she’d been on my mind almost nonstop since the moment I’d met her. Heck, she was even the reason I was smiling like a goofy idiot as I continued down the street toward the parking garage.

Then I felt my mind drift once again, to the whole reason I still had a smile on my face. Running into her had been the biggest surprise of all.

Part of me couldn't help but wonder what friend she was visiting in the oversized building. But whoever it was, I didn’t feel threatened; female or male. I was just grateful that whoever they were, their meeting had let me run into her again. Because if it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t have had the perfect situation to set up a date with her.

I did wonder, though, what office they were in. The large building that still towered over my back as I walked away was home to several different companies. A lot of which I’d had dealings with — both good and bad — in the past. 

Sometimes, though, even though I knew just how big the skyscraper was, inside and out, it still amazed me how so many businesses could chug along, beneath the same roof of so many others. Especially when some of them were even in competition with the other.

I huffed, out of breath, as I finally found myself outside the garage. “Incredible…I really need to work out.”

And now that I had a date with literally the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen, I knew that exercise was going to have to be made a priority again. 

I chuckled. After all, I needed to be able to get some sort of stamina back if the date went well. 


Chapter 11

Kate

As soon as I got in the cab, I finished typing out the text to the school and called Claire. She was always getting into something. Always.

On the upside, Claire wouldn’t insult me with a lie. 

I dialed her number and took a deep breath. “Where are you?” 

She didn’t hesitate. “I skipped school.”

She sounded happy. Jeez. 

“Yes,” I said, barely containing my impatience. “I figured that out when they sent me a message that you weren’t there. I dropped you off today. You gave me a smile. Maybe you didn’t really want to go, but you looked ready to have a nice day at school. You gave me a freaking thumbs up.”

“Well, I was happy. I am having a good day.”

“Claire,” I snapped back, “Where are you?”

“I’m at Trina’s Pizzeria. Want me to save you a slice?” 

I could hear her chewing, dang it. “No, I don’t want a slice. I want you to be in school, where you belong. Learning.”

Her sigh was strong enough to blow down small trees. “Plenty of time for that tomorrow. I just didn’t want to be there today. They make me anxious.”

I didn’t want to berate her like my dad would do. She’d already skipped—it wasn’t like we could undo it. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“I don’t have cab fare anyway,” she said, still chewing.

Of course she didn’t have cab fare; she’d probably spent all her money getting to Trina’s and buying the pizza. The fact that I had cash for a cab was probably the only reason she decided to wait around for me.

And yet, I still went to get her. I gave the cabbie the address to Trina’s Pizzeria to pick up my sister’s school-skipping-rear. I was trying my very best to stay calm. I was trying to stay logical. Because, I was trying to be a good role model. But that also meant being a steady hand. I was just never really great at doing both at the same time.

Sometimes teenagers really pissed me off. I couldn’t remember ever being so infuriating, although I’m sure I had my issues growing up, too. Even though I loved my sister—hell, she was my favorite person in the entire world — she was still a pain in the rear. All teenagers were, I guessed, but I was pretty sure Claire could hold a candle to even the biggest of high school jerks.

She stood in front of Trina’s, with her dark red hair almost matching the old brick building. She was all legs in that way that made some teenagers look totally vulnerable and young like they hadn’t quite grown into their frames yet, and they could snap like toothpicks. I felt a pang of tenderness for her, which was immediately followed by anger.

I couldn’t believe this was how my day was going. 

The school I had worked so hard to get her into. 

I’d thought—or more like hoped—that most of her immature behavior would change once she finally got into a good school. She was finally at a place that understood her and her needs. She was in a place that respected us. A place that tried to work with us on every single situation that came up.

Even this one, when there was no one other than Claire to blame.

They had been sensitive time and time again — and I was proud of the school she was attending. She should have been just as proud to be there, to be respected and to be in a place where she could not only survive, but thrive. She should have been happy to find a place where she was accepted. But to skip school like this showed that she was still impulsive and childish.

Because of that attitude, I was growing frustrated. I was trying to keep it pulled together, and I was trying to be stern without being a jerk. I didn’t want to be mean to her, and I didn’t want to seem angry, although hell, I was pissed.

She climbed into the cab with a goofy grin on her face. “Hey, sis.”

“Hey.”

“Look, I know you’re pissed. But I’ve had the absolute best morning.”

I counted to ten, and then back down again. Claire kept quiet as if she could tell I wasn’t keeping it together. I’d much rather think about Ian. I could think about our date coming up on Saturday. 

The fact that I was inside my own head and ignoring Claire for the moment was probably the only thing that actually kept me from exploding at her. Because truthfully, I was still a little distracted. I couldn’t stop thinking about Ian, and finally, we were going to meet somewhere other than a coffee shop, and for once, he wouldn’t be rushing off to work.

I wasn’t sure what it was about him that got me so giddy and so completely distracted. I’d never been so wrapped up in a man that I ignored everything and everyone else around me, yet I was completely wrapped up in him. A man had never caused a breath to catch in my throat when I saw him. I had never before wondered about a man more in my entire life.

For some reason, I wanted to know Ian’s entire story.

But I couldn’t just sit like a silly girl, daydreaming about him and constantly wondering about who he was. At that moment, I had a teenager to scold, and I had to be diplomatic about it so she wouldn’t spiral out of control. 

“I saved you some pizza,” Claire said, pulling a foil-wrapped slice out of her messenger bag.

Being trapped in a cab with someone that you’re angry with is never easy, especially for me. I have never been the type of woman to really enjoy confrontation. And I sure didn’t want to be shoved in a small, confined space when it was time for said confrontation.

With Claire beside me, smelling like Trina’s special marinara sauce and her masculine, spicy shampoo, all I wanted was to lunge out of the car and run far, far away before I slapped her for being such a pain in the rear.

I gripped the seat beside me, digging my nails into it uncomfortably. I was ready to launch the door open and bail out. Possibly into moving traffic. Anything that would end this uncomfortable situation.

I didn’t want to always be the mature one. I didn’t want to be the party pooper.  I wanted to be the fun older sister. I wanted to be the one with no cares or worries. But I always had to be responsible, at least with Claire. Because if I weren't responsible, no one else would step up, and then where would we be? We’d be finding Claire locked in the bathroom and threatening to get drunk on mouthwash.

Ignoring the pizza slice she held out like a peace offering, I finally spoke.

“Do you realize what I did to get you into this school?” I never snapped. Especially in front of strangers like the cabbie who seemed to be doing everything in his power to ignore the drama unfolding behind him. But I didn’t care — I was way too angry to care. 

She rolled her eyes, and immediately I felt even more irritated. 

“Do not roll your eyes at me like I’m Dad,” I said.

“It’s just that you’re not really good at being stern,” she joked. “And that’s usually…”

My mouth twisted, but not with humor. “What?” 

I felt more confused by the minute — partly because my mind was elsewhere, but partly because Claire and every other teenager in the world barely made any dang sense.

“I mean, usually, you’re not good at being all stern, but right now, you’re freaking terrible.” She giggled. “It’s like you lost your mojo — what little of it you had in the first place.”

She threw a sideways grin at me. She was amused about something. Or high. I stared hard at her eyes, trying to see if her pupils were too dilated or some trash like that. She’d never been into drugs, thank goodness, but who knew what she’d turn to next?

“Just got stuff on my mind," I said, speaking nothing but the truth.

“What is it, mess on the brain?” 

She was joking. I knew she was, but she wasn't far off from the truth. She was so close, in fact, that I knew that the strong red blush that rose up in my cheeks gave it away, and immediately I watched as she grinned menacingly.

“And what do you know about that?" I asked, not as much appalled as I was interested. I should have been appalled, I realized, but Claire and I had the weirdest relationship ever. On one hand, she was basically like my child, with all the responsibility I’d had with her, and on the other, she was definitely my sister. And it was nice to joke with her every now and then — about boys, and sex, and whatever else we could muster up.

“Incredible! Is that seriously what it is?!” she laughed.

It was, in a way. I had Ian on my mind. His toe was there, too — but that wasn’t the entirety of it. But I didn't want to tell her that she was even close to on-the-money.

“No!” I yelled, swatting at her knee.

“But there is something on your mind!" she yelled. "What is it?” she pressed. “Come on...what is it…" She jabbed me in the side with her pointed index finger, teasing me. “What is it...what is it…" 

Persistence always was her forte, and she knew better than anyone on the planet how to get to me.

“Enough!" I smacked her hand away, but not without a laugh escaping me. I'd tried to stifle my own laughter, but I couldn’t. It was nice to see Claire in a good mood. It really was moments like this one that made me really happy to have a sister. Even one as much of a pain in the rear as her. 

“Just tell me what it is!” she pressed some more. 

I couldn’t help but wonder if the cab driver was getting annoyed when I heard him grumble something and lean forward, adjusting the radio knobs.

“It’s a guy that’s on my brain, but not his ‘toe,’” I whispered, embarrassed, sounding like the Virgin Mary on the last word. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I wasn’t usually so shy, but here I was, blushing as I looked down — shy as I’d ever known myself to be. But heck, Claire wasn’t usually so crass, either. It was weird thinking of her old enough to use that sort of language, let alone to even think about dicks at all.

I could see her in my peripheral vision. Her mouth was open in shock and glee, and I could see excitement dance all over her face as she immediately brightened up. It never seemed fair that Claire always seemed able to read my mind.

I couldn’t say anything. All I could do was lamely shift my thoughts to him and blush freaking crimson.

“There is a guy!” She giggled again and bounced up and down. She let out one of those breathy, annoying squeals that could make anyone’s ears bleed. “I wondered why you were so soft on me!”

I felt my cheeks burn and ache with a frustrating blush. I hated that Ian was making me a weird teenage girl again. Well, there was no use hiding it from Claire. Besides, maybe confessing some of my own secrets would help her open up to me and talk about why she’d really skipped school.  

“I can’t stop thinking about him,” I said.

“I knew you were distracted!” She was grinning — widely. Probably wider than I had seen her grin in a long time. 

“Yeah, clearly you’re a teenager, and that automatically means you know everything,” I shot sarcastically.

“Glad you see it my way!”

I rolled my eyes. 

“Well, I think it’s great.” She smiled, finally calming down. 

An awkward sort of silence filled the cab, but the cabbie still adjusted the radio volume. He was probably annoyed beyond belief. I had to wonder how many awkward and stupid conversations he heard every day — and I wondered what he thought about everything.

Claire leaned her head on my shoulder, and her voice cut the quiet music filtering to the back of the cab. “Honestly, I think it’s about time you got laid.”

I nearly choked on air, and it felt like I had literally sucked it all in because there wasn’t any more left to breathe. I gasped out. 

“You really don’t need to be talking about that kind of stuff,” I said in between coughs, horrified that my little sister wanted to talk about sex in a cab of all places. I didn’t mind that she talked about sex; I wasn’t stupid, and I sure wasn’t naive. I knew she knew. She had known for a long time, and that was a good thing.

I was probably the biggest advocate for good Sex Ed on any day of the week, but it didn’t change the fact that I hated that my little sister was growing up and that she was thinking about sex as a way of feeling better, or as a stress reliever. Worse, that she was thinking those things about me and my sex life, and talking about them out loud. In front of a cab driver, whose eyes were now twinkling with what I guessed was mirth.

 “I just think that if you have a boyfriend,” she said, “you’re finally going to get off my back.” She laughed. “So, do you have a boyfriend, is that what he is?”

I shook my head. “I just sort of met a guy.  I met him a few days ago when I ran out after a fight with Dad.”

“And what, are you saying it was love at first sight?”

I scoffed. “Hardly!” I turned to her. “He hardly gave me the time of day the first time we saw each other. He was too wrapped up in his own little un-caffeinated world.”

“Then he’s a waste of space.”

“Claire!” I laughed. I could tell she was kidding, well, a part of her was kidding. She was always protective of me, even though I was older. She thought the world of me, I knew that. “But no, he’s a really nice guy. I really like him, I think.”

“So love at second sight?”

“It’s not love, you weirdo.” I blushed. “But I would say he’s definitely someone I would like to get to know. He definitely piques my curiosity.”

“Who uses phrases like ‘piques my curiosity’?” she groaned. “Is he hot?”

“He’s very, very good-looking.” I hated talking to my sister about “hot” guys. I wanted to be mature about it, but the truth was, Ian was hot. I just didn’t want to describe him like that to my sister.

“So is he like one of those underwear models hot or like boy band hot?” 

I laughed and punched her shoulder. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to her interesting comparisons.

“He looks like he’s in great shape.” I was smiling ear-to-ear with probably a bright red blush covering my face, but even though I was uncomfortable, I was still glad to have the sisterly talk about guys. “Anyway, we just agreed to go out on Saturday.”

“Sis is about to get some booty!” She clapped. “Thank goodness!”

I rolled my eyes. “On a more serious note.” I scooted to the side so I could look at her with my eyes narrowed. I was serious. “You really do need to stop skipping school or you’ll get kicked out.”

She rolled her eyes, but I shook my head. 

“Stop,” I warned. “I worked really hard to get you into Manchester.”

Claire’s attention fell to the floorboard of the cab and her eyes closed. I watched as her chest heaved a deep breath and I knew that she hated letting me down. But I really had to drive it home — I had to make her understand.

“Dad didn’t see the purpose of paying for your school anymore because you kept getting kicked out of the others.” I sighed. “I’m paying for Manchester. I really want you to have everything and Manchester can give you the resources to do that.”

I put my arm around her shoulders. Her eyes were still closed, and I watched as a single tear fell down her cheek. 

“I love you,” I whispered, pulling her closer. I placed a small kiss on the top of her head. “It’s me and you.”

She nodded and nuzzled into me. Before I knew it, her head was against my chest, and I was holding her. “I just need you to try and manage your anxiety and depression — for me.”

She nodded again.

I sighed. I really did love this girl. 


Chapter 12

Ian

I kept glancing at my watch. She was late. Really late. Well, not really — not in normal people time. But she was really late in my time. In my time everything was on schedule, and if someone was just minutes late, they might as well have been hours late. 

The fact that I was early made the situation even worse. It made it seem like she was even later than she actually was.

The waitress had already started to glance at me with one of those looks. It was the type of look that screamed out just how pathetic I was for still waiting. The type of look that really did pity me. The type of look that seemed to suspect that I had just been stood up.

But had I?

I hadn’t gotten that sort of impression from Kate at all. She had seemed genuinely interested in coming to meet me. So I didn’t really buy the whole, I-got-stood-up scenario. There was definitely something else — something more to the story.

I hoped she was all right.

I sighed as I saw my waitress refill water glasses at the table just a few feet from me. It was probably only a matter of seconds before she made her way back around to my table to ask if I needed anything— just as she had been doing every three minutes or so for the past half hour.

I wanted to slam my head down on the table. Honestly, if it came down to that or more pity stares, I probably would have followed through with the head slamming. 

It wasn’t bad enough that I was almost ready to give up on Kate, but I had to be stared at by random strangers in the process? 

But just when I was about to reach my hand up to gesture toward the waitress to bring the check, a fiery redhead caught my eye. She was aimed right for me. 

Her ankle boots were clanking hard and quickly against the restaurant’s tile floor. The sounds were so loud that I could hear them from across the busy dining area. Her hair bounced like a model’s in a shampoo commercial as she hurried toward me. 

 “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she gasped as soon as she was close enough to speak. 

I stood for a moment and gestured for her to have a seat. But not without craning my neck to give the waitress a cheeky grin first.

“I was having an argument with my dad,” she explained as she removed her coat and sat down. She twirled her scarf off of her neck. I tried not to imagine the whole process as a striptease—the coat, the scarf. I would’ve given anything to be those clothes, so close and snug against her skin.

“You guys have quite a few doozies every now and then, huh?” I asked as I pulled my napkin off the table and laid it in my lap. 

“We do.” She sighed, almost sadly. It looked like she was really upset.

What kind of guy would I have been if I just let that go?

“What was it over? If you don’t mind me asking?”

“My sister.” Her voice was flat. It was like her mind was somewhere else entirely. “It’s always about Claire or my career path. One of the two—sometimes both.”

I shifted back in my seat and watched as her eyes watered with emotion. I wondered if they were tears of anger, or tears of sadness. But it didn't really matter; the point was that she was upset. I hated when women cried. I hated,  even more, when I couldn’t do anything about it.

Our date wasn’t exactly starting out as planned. I felt some pressure to cheer her up, to fix her problems so we could move on to the “getting to know each other” stage, which, if I were lucky, would lead toward the “getting to know each other’s bodies” stage. My attraction to Kate was more than physical, but there was still a heavily physical aspect to it. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked.

“Our fights just got so much worse after I decided to get my Master’s in Education,” she said, her composure breaking. “That’s what really sealed the deal for him; that was when he knew that I wasn’t coming into the business with him like my brother did.”

“He’ll get over it,” I said as I leaned forward. I wanted her to be positive. I knew what it was like to have a hard-rear for a father. “Tough dads still love their kids. It’s just harder to get through to them. But really, you’re a great person, and he must see that.”

“I’m not so sure,” she said, her voice tight. 

“What about when it’s time for you to move to California?” I didn’t like to think about her moving, not just as I was finally getting to know her, but maybe the thought of escape could ease her mood.

“I used to think he’d get over it then because he’d miss me, but now I don’t know.”

“He’s really that stubborn?” 

She scoffed. “That’s putting it mildly.”

I laughed. “So why were you fighting about your sister? Claire, was it?”

She smiled and gulped. Not a single tear had fallen from the brims of her eyes. I was honestly proud. I wasn’t even sure I could hold back tears like this girl could. She was a champion if I had ever seen one.

“She skips school, gets bad grades — and it’s all costing money, and it seems to him like the money is being wasted.” She reached out for the water glass on the table. I couldn’t help but be a little mesmerized as she brought it to her lips—those beautiful, beautiful lips…

They were plump, luscious, and begging to be kissed. They puckered against the rim of the glass as she took a sip. 

“So it’s on his dime, and he doesn’t want to put out for it anymore?” I asked. The compassionate part of me thought it was a real toe move. Any dad worth a cent would try and understand the problem. But the business side of me — the logical and practical side — understood exactly where he was coming from. Why would you continue to pay for a good education if it wasn’t being utilized? That was throwing money away, and I might not have wanted to know much about business, but I knew that throwing money away wasn’t the wisest thing to do. Lost causes were lost causes, and a good businessperson cut them loose as soon as possible.

But I could only hope that when the time came for me to be a father, I would look past that nasty thinking and hold onto my compassionate side. Sadly, that side was buried probably a lot deeper than I even realized — but I could only hope that I would be able to unearth it when the time came.

“See, that’s the thing,” Kate said. “I pay for the school. He gave up on her going to a good school a long time ago.”

Yeah. Her dad sounded like a world class jerk. What kind of person would be okay with their just-graduated daughter paying a private school tuition for their other daughter? Especially considering the younger daughter was his responsibility until she was out of high school.

“Anyway, let’s not ruin our date,” she said with a forced smile. “My dad is my dad, but he shouldn’t ruin my entire day.”

“Are you sure?” I didn’t want her to drop anything she wanted to talk about. I’d just met her a few days ago, but for some reason, I was perfectly fine listening to her talk about anything and everything — I actually wanted to hear whatever she had to say.

“No, I’m completely sure.” She laughed, her mood finally shifting. “Thanks for letting me talk as much as I did about it.”

“No ‘thanks’ needed.” I sat up straighter and grabbed my menu. “I like when you talk; I want to get to know you.”

I couldn’t believe how lame it sounded when I said it out loud. I couldn’t believe how little game I really did have. This wasn’t like me. Something about her flustered me and kept me on edge, and dang it all if it didn’t make me sound like a fool.

“Well, then I guess we’ll just have to talk all about me, then,” she said with a smirk. “And definitely not my dad.”

I couldn’t help but watch as she opened up the menu and began scanning it. The deep green of her eyes could keep me mesmerized for years. If I was being poetic, I might say that they were like a sea I could get lost in. They really were the most beautiful things I had ever seen — along with her beautiful red hair.

I smirked. Green eyes, red hair. She was like a walking Christmas card. I usually hated Christmas colors — but for her, they worked. And on her, the colors looked dang good. Just like everything else on her did.

We talked some more, and our conversation went from the menu to jokes, and then back to the menu. The waitress took our orders, but I barely even paid attention to what I said to her. I didn’t pay attention to what I wanted to order. Not really. I loved the place. I’d memorized the menu backward and forwards. It was a small menu, anyway. But even though I did love their food, I didn’t care about eating.

Not this time—I was too wrapped up in our conversation.

I was learning so much about Kate — her hopes, her dreams, and what she hoped to accomplish in San Diego. I felt so incredibly comfortable with her that I felt like I already knew her. It was crazy, but she made me feel something different, something special.

We chatted and sipped our drinks, and I hardly tasted my beer. At one point, I found silence wafting through the air, but it wasn’t a tense or awkward silence. It was an understood, and almost too comfortable, silence. It was too comfortable considering we had only met recently. Who was ever that comfortable sitting in silence at such an early stage in a relationship or friendship?

In that silence, I cleared my throat. “I think I should admit something.” 

I wasn’t exactly sure why I was talking. I wanted to shut myself up because I knew what I wanted to say.

 But I couldn’t hold in the words. “The truth is, is that I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately.”

I hadn’t even finished a single beer yet, but it was still like something had a hold of me. It was like something was making me talk. Kate—the human truth serum.

She smiled, and a small blush formed on her cheeks. She was so adorable and sexy I almost couldn’t stand it.

“I feel like I see you everywhere,” I blurted, as I fingered my water glass. “I hope you don’t think I’m a stalker or anything. I haven’t really been seeing you everywhere; I just think I do.”

Yeah, that was worse than being a stalker — at least to me it was. I was just a pathetic basket case obsessed with a woman I barely knew or had barely even spoken to.

“No,” she said with a laugh. “I get what you mean.”

I sighed in relief.

She continued, “I’ve been seeing you everywhere, too — even the strangest places.”

I smiled. Well, at least she hadn’t been completely scared off by my sudden crazy confession. That was a plus. 

At that moment, something shifted. It wasn’t just me trying to lamely impress a woman I didn’t know. It wasn’t just me wondering why the heck I cared so much. It wasn’t anything but me looking at her and her looking at me. It made something click. It was a moment people always talked about — a moment I pretty much thought was trash — where I was just captured. It was a feeling I really had never experienced before. I was so there with her. I was so engaged.

I was filled with so much emotion, and it was all so sudden. I really liked this girl. So much that I almost felt like a teenager, all giddy and hopelessly romantic. I didn’t have a clue what was coming over me.

“I think we could have something, as crazy as that sounds,” I said. It really was crazy—we didn’t even know each other’s last names for idiot’s sake! But I didn’t care — all of that would come in time. 

I just knew that I had to get to know her, that I would take whatever time and measures necessary to make this work. I would do whatever necessary to ensure her happiness, and I hoped to heaven that her happiness involved me somehow.

I just wanted to be around her.

I scooted my chair closer to her and reached beneath the table. My hand searched for her knee, and I found it. I gripped it firmly, but gently at the same time, and I couldn’t help but notice how good her warmth felt against the palm of my hand.

It was so much better and grander than anything I had ever imagined. My hand on her knee was real, and not just a construct of my imagination.

She stiffened, and I felt her leg flex just before she shivered. I smiled. It was like a tingle had run down her spine. I knew that was what she was feeling because I had felt the exact same thing when my hand made contact with her leg. Electricity shot through my body. 

We had chemistry. 

I leaned in, not really sure what had suddenly come over me. She didn’t flinch or move away. Instead, her eyes closed and she leaned in, too. I felt her breath against my chin as we moved closer, inching in for the kiss we both had clearly been waiting for.

But all of a sudden the sound of a woman’s throat clearing came from just over my shoulder, causing us to jolt away from one another. I turned to see the waitress standing there with our food. 

Normally, I would have shrugged it off and called the waitress a cock-blocker, but not today. At the moment, that description wouldn’t have been even the slightest bit correct, because she’d blocked something far more intense, far more important than a sexual conquest.

Even though I was really hungry and as much as I did want my food, I wanted to kiss Kate much, much more. 


Chapter 13

Kate

I picked at my food, barely noticing what I had eaten, or whether the waitress ever showed up to refill my water. I was enthralled with our date and with him. It was perfect. He was perfect. Almost too perfect if that was possible.  Nothing else mattered except Ian and his amazing eyes.

He was probably the smoothest guy I’d ever talked to, even compared to my slimy ex. But that wasn’t the only thing that made the date so fantastic. What really made it great was that we just seemed to…click. It was like I was talking to someone I had known a whole lot longer than just a few days. It was the fact that he was so good at getting me out of my own head — which was something I desperately needed ever since moving back home and saying adios to my freedom. 

It’d been a long, and extremely angry cab ride just to meet up with him, but I was so glad that I’d done it. I was glad to be out. I was glad to be sitting in front of a man as gorgeous as him.  Heck, I was just glad to be free for a second. 

Honestly, I wished I’d gotten here quicker, that I’d somehow been able to enjoy the date longer. 

Probably would have happened if I’d just taken advantage of my father’s driver. But I couldn’t. No matter how much I wanted to at times. Sure, it was nice to have someone at your beck and call; someone to take you wherever you wanted, whenever you wanted. It was especially nice not having to dig into my pockets and pay for the lift myself.

Cabs were expensive, especially now that I was going to have to get used to a teacher’s salary. I needed to save every dime I could. 

I knew logically that using my dad’s driver would have made sense, but something kept me from it. Something kept me from just giving in and taking the hand-out. And that was nothing but pride. It might have been my downfall, but I’d never live it down if I didn’t have some sort of gumption about me.

He’d never let it go if I continued to take his hand-outs after I graduated. He’d say something along the lines of me always leaning on him, and how poor teachers were, and how I couldn’t even afford a cab — I knew I’d hear it.

It might not be the first time I took a ride. It might not be the second time I took a ride. But eventually, I was bound to hear it. 

So I’d made a vow to myself when I got out of college.

I wasn’t going to take anything from him, other than a temporary place to stay. God knew that was bad enough. But nothing else. Not even if he insisted. 

It was a quaint little restaurant. It had a nice patio, which I’d noticed immediately as we pulled up. It was so nice that it made me hate winter in New York even more — like I needed another reason.

"This food is amazing!” I blurted, finally able to taste my food as I watched him take a bite. I hadn't meant to yell, and I really didn't mean to do it with food in my mouth. I’d been trying to keep my cool for fear of scaring him off before he even got to know me. And there I was, food half-masticated in my mouth, talking about how cursed delicious everything was. But it was just that good.

I hoped to heaven he liked a woman with an appetite because I was starved, and the food on my plate was good. It was just a simple Mediterranean plate, but it probably had the best marinades I’d ever had in my life.

“Sorry,” I whispered, covering my mouth with my hand.

“You don’t have to whisper,” he said, his eyes glazing over with amusement. “It’s not a library. The big bad wolf librarian isn’t going to come eat you.”

He was mocking me, but I didn’t mind. Just like I hoped he wouldn’t mind if I played with him a bit. “Didn’t the big bad wolf have to blow houses down first?”

“Yes?” he asked, confused.

“So he didn’t eat the pigs.”

“He blew them down so that he could eat the pigs,” he said with a laugh. 

“Not necessarily.”

“What do you mean not necessarily?” he shot, his brows furrowing. “What other reason would there be to blow down a house if you’re a wolf?”

“Things change, depending on the story. There are different versions, new information. They change the outcome.”

“Right,” he said. “So in some other fairy tale version, the pigs live?”

“They could,” I grinned, glad that there wasn’t any awkwardness after the near-kiss we’d just had. Our conversation was flowing naturally, although there was an undercurrent of sexual tension. 

There seemed to be a whole world of really great conversation between us, and we hadn’t even scratched the surface. We hadn’t even gotten into the nitty-gritty of him yet. Just light-hearted conversation about movies, music, and the generic stuff that everyone else seemed to talk about on dates. But that was perfectly fine with me. After this latest round with my dad, I needed the ease of a lighthearted conversation.

It seemed to be a dose of what the doctor ordered, in fact. I’d been laughing and carrying on — completely forgetting about the troubles I’d had for the past few days. It was great, and I was just about to thank him for being such a wonderful distraction when all of a sudden, a man approached. He was dressed in a nice gray vest and matching pants.

Ian smiled and glanced up with nothing but pure friendliness as soon as the man reached us. I glanced up, too—but instead of a smile, like Ian had, my mouth was open, shocked at the man’s appearance.

If any man could ever hold a candle to Ian, it would be this man. He was tall, slender, had short blond hair, and a short, stubbly beard. He looked like David Beckham, who’d played the starring role in many a soccer game…as well as my fantasies. “How’s everything over here?” 

I almost swooned as soon as he spoke. He had an English accent, like Beckham!

“It’s just great,” Ian said kindly, still smiling. It was a fake smile. Not because he wasn’t fine with the guy’s presence. I could tell that he wasn’t bothered by it. But it seemed overly nice. Forced.

“Great. If the two of you need anything, just let me know. My name is Michael and I’m the manager,” he said. 

“Thanks very much, Michael,” Ian continued to grin as the man nodded and walked away.

“Goodness, Kate,” he whispered, his obviously fake smile breaking into a normal Ian smirk. “Pick up your bottom lip…you’re drooling all over the table.”

I had to hand it to him. He was being a good sport. To say I wasn’t checking the guy out would have been an outright lie. But the truth of the matter was, Ian was hotter. I didn’t know what it was. Heck, maybe it was even the fact that he was so cool with me looking at another man, so confident and unworried about it, that pushed Ian’s appeal over the edge. But there was something about him.

“Man, I just loved his accent,” I sighed, dreamily, holding my chin in the palm of my hands. I was joking, and I hoped he knew that. But even if he didn’t, I was having far too much fun to care.

“Well, dang. Let me create a mood for you, then,” he said with a smile. 

“What do you mean—” I began, but just as I was asking, he spoke.

“This date is quite lovely,” he said in a terrible mocking English accent. “Cheerio, good-day to you, Lass!”

“Oh…wow,” I said, choking on the air around me. “You don’t really believe you sounded legitimately English, do you?” 

His mouth fell open in mock offense. “I’m shocked!” he gasped as a crooked smile pulled at his lips. “Wait, let me try something else.” He cleared his throat. “I’m a wee leprechaun — stay away from me Lucky Charms!”

“Oh goodness,” I groaned. “Well, I’m not sure Ireland and England are the same things, but I’ll let your terrible sense of geography go for now.” 

“Thanks!” he said brightly. “So tell me about yourself, Kathryn,” he prompted after clearing his throat to speak formally. I could tell that he was joking. He had to be, considering we’d already spent a large part of the date talking about me. 

I cringed at the name, though. No one called me Kathryn. Not unless it was my dad on a really nasty day or Claire’s school principal. 

“I really wish Ian was short for something,” I muttered, and I watched as a cocky grin formed along the corners of his lips, but I knew by the look on his face that he really did expect me to continue. 

“Well, I’ve already told you a little about myself. I’m not sure what else to say.” 

“What do you like to do for fun?” he asked. “You know, when you’re not stalking me at Starbucks or saving the world by teaching the future generation.” 

“Well, that’s pretty much all I do — except for taking care of Claire.” I laughed, realizing how lame I must sound.

“Wow. Well, we’ll have to change that,” he said.

“Hold your horses, cowboy. Who says you get to have any say in what I do?” I asked, amused.

“Touché,” he said with a laugh and took a sip of his drink. “So you really don’t like New York at all? You’re not going to miss it like crazy when you head off to the west coast?”

I cringed. I hated that question. “I have a love-hate relationship with it,” I answered, before bringing my glass of water to my lips. 

“That means what, exactly?” His brows were set, determined even, and his look was almost intimidating.

“I can tell you’re used to getting what you want,” I said with a grin. “New York is fine. It’s just time for a change.” I wanted to leave it at that, no matter how much fun I was having at the cat and mouse game he’d started. I could tell he understood, because immediately, he changed the subject.

“So those pork tostadas on the menu,” he said. “Now that I can actually think about food and not about how pretty you look. You know, since you’ve already ruined it multiple times, I can’t help but wish that we’d gotten them.” 

I hated to admit, as soon as he’d said the word ‘tostada,’ I instantly got hungry again. “Oh goodness,” I moaned. “I love tostadas.”

“Not as much as I do,” he said. “It’s too bad we’ve already eaten so much.”

“I don’t know, I’m a fat kid at heart,” I said. “I love tostadas.”

“Little lady, I could eat fifty of them before you were even able to delicately wipe your mouth from the first bite.”

I gasped melodramatically, my mouth opening as wide as I could muster. I smacked my hands down onto the table and leaned forward. 

“Doubtful!” I said as he continued to smirk what seemed to be his signature cocky smirk.

He waved his hand in the air, and as soon as he did, the waitress appeared. I was almost impressed. 

“Bring us an order of pork tostadas, please,” he said. 

“Coming right up,” the waitress said, grinning. I had to wonder if people were listening in on our ridiculous conversation, and if they were as intrigued by it as I was. I’d never been challenged like this before, and I wasn’t exactly sure I’d challenged anyone like this before, either.

He was fun. There was absolutely no denying it. So much fun, in fact, that I hadn’t known any time at all had passed since placing the appetizer order.

“First one to the center wins!” he said as soon as the waitress put the food on the table. 

I should have cared how we were behaving in such a nice restaurant. I should have cared about my manners, and getting kicked out. But I didn’t. And it wasn’t as if I was unmerited in it — because it seemed that all the waitress, waiters, and even the manager were looking at us, grinning from ear to ear, clearly interested in our little game.

“Bring it on!” I chuckled, not even waiting before I grabbed one of the gorgeous — and delicious looking — pork tostadas. 

He slapped my hand away, quickly and playfully, so that he could grab his first, but that didn’t matter. I was used to eating food quickly. I had to. I was always on the go. I was a master at it at this point. 

So it wasn’t a surprise when I reached the center before he did. At least, it wasn’t a surprise to me. To him, though, that was a different story.

“You cheated!” he laughed, his mouth still full. 

“I did no such thing!” I said, trying to keep my voice down, after realizing how much noise we must have been making. I didn’t exactly want to get thrown out. I was having too much fun. 

"Excuse me for being talented.” I cleared my throat and sat up straight, trying to gain my composure again. But it was too late to put on the whole lady-like costume that I usually donned on a first date. 

“Talented at shoving this big delicious thing in your mouth…that’s a good talent,” he quipped.

“Can’t forget the chewing them up part. Chewing, and chewing and chewing.” I knew where his mind was going, and I wanted to knock him down a few pegs. Not only was it fun, but it was necessary.

“Wow, you took a friendly competition and made it dark!” he said, holding both of his hands up with his palms facing me as if he was trying to move away. “I was just trying to be friendly, not scarred for life!”

“Now, now,” I began, my brow cocking upwards. “Let’s not be dramatic.”

I could tell by his grin that he loved the game just as much as I was. “I can’t help that you’re a cheater, and a sore winner,” he grumbled.

“Sore winner maybe, but not a cheater.” I laughed. “But you’re not so innocent yourself, you know?”

His eyebrows rose as he looked at me. “Oh?”

“You totally smacked my hand at the beginning. That’s assault.” I grinned. 

“Self-defense,” he said.

I threw my hands up, defeated. He had an answer and comment for everything. There was almost no winning with this man. “Sure, sure,” I said. “If you feel like you have to defend yourself against little-old-me, then fine, I’ll let you have it.”

His mouth fell open in an amused sort of shock. “Incredible, you actually just turned the tables by jabbing me right in the ego.” He reached for his chest, and gripped right over his heart and groaned slightly. “I mean, ouch.”

I laughed at his huge production.

He continued, “First I thought you were getting flustered by me, but turns out, you are totally against me!”

“Flustered!” I said with a laugh. “Flustered? Ha!”

“By all means, keep jabbing me!” 

We both couldn’t stop laughing.

“You should be flattered!” he said.

“Oh?” I crossed my arms in front of me. “How so?”

I really, really wanted to hear this.

“Well, I mean, you know the old saying, ‘if a boy teases you, it means he likes you’,” he said as he reached over and poked my hand. 

“Well, dang, I guess I didn’t realize that I was supposed to be smitten with every man who picked on me,” I joked. “I guess next time someone with a swinging appendage between their legs hits me, I’ll remember that I’m supposed to feel flattered by it.” 

My eyes narrowed into a joking sort of anger.

He couldn’t help but snicker in return. “Woo… no, no,” he said. “You misunderstand me. Only when I do it, is it appropriate.”

“Oh, I see.” I laughed, my eyes falling on his smile. It was perfect. It revealed stark white teeth, and even the way his cheeks dimpled around his mouth when he smiled was the cutest thing I had ever seen. 

I placed my head in my hand and leaned on the table. I was totally consumed by him and everything he had to say. I really liked this guy. It scared me how much I liked him.

Just as he was about to speak again, a ringing sound blared from his suit’s inside pocket. His eyes widened, and he stiffened, clearly realizing that it was his phone. 

“I’m so sorry,” he said, just before reaching into his jacket. “I have to keep my phone on at all times for work.”

He really did seem apologetic. Adorably so.

“You’re fine,” I said with a smile. “Go ahead.”

He smiled gratefully before he scooted his chair back and whispered to me, “I’ll be right back.”

His eyes were still regretful when he pulled his phone to his ear and stood. His back hunched over, and he moved quickly away from the table and toward the hostess stand. His head was down, and he was nodding quickly over and over again. I giggled. He was an animated talker. I had noticed that days ago. He always told stories with tons of hand gestures, and he spoke with clear facial expressions. It was cute. And it actually helped him, I thought. It took away from his intimidating I-need-coffee look. 

Ian was the most gorgeous man I had ever laid eyes on. And if that wasn’t intimidating enough, his stature and the way he carried himself was a lot like a man who wielded a fair amount of power. It was confident beyond anything that I had ever seen before, and I knew confident men.

It was sort of the way that my dad carried himself — but only with a little more oomph. Ian was younger. Being a young gun fighting his way to the top of what clearly was a demanding company was probably a lot harder than being a seasoned business owner. He probably had a lot to prove. At least, that’s what it seemed like to me.

I tried to look away from him. I tried to not be rude by staring at him, but I couldn’t help it. The way he moved, the way he spoke with power and energy — it did so much more than just intrigue me.

I had no idea what he was saying or what he was talking about, but he was talking quickly and as if he was aggravated. I wasn’t sure if something was wrong, or if he was just trying to get back to me and our date.

Either way, though, he didn’t look happy.

He had either gotten bad news, or the VP was riding him once again. But whatever it was, it would probably be enough to cut our date a little short. 

I was surprised we had gotten as much time as we had before a crazy emergency call. I wasn’t sure how busy or how big his company was, but I knew how busy certain levels of business could be. My dad was always on the phone, on a Skype call, or at the office. There was hardly ever any downtime.

I sighed. Lately, the only downtime my dad had was spent complaining about me and my life choices.

But that didn’t matter. Not right now. The only thing that mattered at the moment was Ian.

I watched as he ended his call and tucked the phone back into his jacket pocket before turning on his heel toward me. His pace was quick, and his focus was on me. But he didn’t have the face of a man who was on the date. Instead, it had been replaced with the face of a man who had to break some sort of news to me, and I knew before he even reached me that my instinct was right.

The date was about to end.

No matter how much I really didn’t want it to.

When he reached his chair and pulled it out to sit, I took in all the details of his appearance, memorizing them to keep my imagination company for the rest of my now-lonely Saturday. His tie was loosened, and the top button of his crisp white shirt was undone. His sandy blond hair even seemed messier than it had when he’d accepted the call. I would have wondered why if he hadn’t nervously combed his fingers through it as he sat back down. 

“I’m so sorry about that,” he said, smoothing his hand back through his hair to fix it.

“You’re absolutely fine,” I said with a giggle. And with double-meaning. His hair was cute when it was messy. He didn’t have to fix it. 

He gave me a wry smile. “Thanks.”

“So, your work seems a little…” I trailed off for effect. “Stressful.”

I still wondered what he did for a living. We hadn’t gotten that far yet.

He blew out a huff of breath and rolled his eyes dramatically. “I’m probably going to have a stroke before my next birthday.” He chuckled and reached for the large water goblet and brought it to his lips. I watched, almost mesmerized, as his lips pursed and he took a sip of water. I wondered what those lips felt like, what they tasted like…

He pulled the glass away and looked at me curiously. “What is it?” 

“Nothing.” I could feel the heat of a blush coating my cheeks. Dang my fair skin—my blushes were epic.

His tone was light, and I could tell that he was trying to get the conversation back into a carefree zone. But there was something in his eyes that made me think that his mind was somewhere else — somewhere a little more serious. 

In fact, as polite as he was trying to be, he seemed preoccupied. He wasn’t the smooth talking, light-hearted man that I had just been conversing with. We were on a lunch date, but I couldn’t fault him. I had known from the very beginning that Ian was a businessman. I knew better than anyone what that meant.  Every man in my family was built exactly the same way.

Big business was more than just a nine to five. It was more than a clock in, sit at a desk, clock out sort of thing.

I understood the passion, and I understood the commitment. 

I understood it all.

I wondered when he was going to excuse himself as I looked at him curiously. He had nervously been sipping from his water glass, and I could tell that he was trying to either find the courage or the words to tell me he had to take off. 

“What’s on your mind?” I finally asked. I wasn’t a sadist, so I wasn’t going to make him stew in his own regret. 

He sighed and looked down at the tablecloth.

“I really don’t want to do this,” he started, apologetically. 

“But you have to go?” I asked in an all-knowing sort of tone and smiled. I knew exactly what his expression meant. I had seen it a lot growing up.

 I couldn’t blame Ian, though. Not even a little bit, because he really, really did look sorry. My dad had never given me that sort of courtesy. 

He looked down, and a mix of sadness and shame played over his face. “Yeah.” 

“It’s okay,” I said, touching his forearm. “But I do want to see you again soon.”

 Did I just ask him out? Wow, look how brazen I was getting. Claire would be proud.

“That would be great,” he said.

I swallowed hard, emotion starting to tighten in my throat. “I had a really amazing time tonight,” I said. “I never knew first dates could be so fun.”

“Clearly, because you've never been on a date with me before,” he told me, cockily. I couldn’t blame him for being cocky, though. He had every right to be. He was probably the hottest man I’d ever seen. 

“Very true.” I couldn’t help but nod, agreeing with him. The date was pretty fun, and I could only assume that it was because he was one of a kind. 

I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that he was just that good with women, or if something else entirely was happening. But I started to not worry about it. All reservations on that front just sort of…seeped away. Like they didn’t exist at all, for some reason. There was just something about looking him in the eye, and seeing his gorgeous and completely cocky smirk. It was enough to make me melt all over him. 

“Guess I’ll just have to break that habit,” I managed to whisper, in an almost seductive tone that I was cursed proud of. Who knew I could be so alluring on the spot like that? If my earlier request for another date wasn’t enough, my new sex kitten voice sure was. I was being forward, and he didn’t seem the least bit put off by it. In fact, he seemed to be eating it up.

He was smiling with what seemed like both a sense of cockiness as well as a bit of relief. “I’d love that. You can see me whenever you’d like.” 

I felt a chill roll down my spine at the notion. I wasn’t sure exactly what sort of power this man had over me, but it was something pretty dang intense.

He gestured for the waitress to come over with the check. His movements were so smooth, and so incredibly refined. I could tell that he came from class. All of that confidence was so strong. Masculine. Firm. Sexy beyond belief. It was so present that it was staggering.

It was there in his wave to the waitress, in the way that he signed the bill, and in the way he led me out of the restaurant with his arm draped over my shoulders. And it was definitely there when he shifted his body to look at me as we stood on the sidewalk outside the doors. 

He reached out and grabbed my chin with his index finger and tilted my face to look up at him.

I immediately wished he hadn’t, and I wished that I hadn’t complied, because looking at him was dangerous…so very dangerous.

His piercing brown eyes were intense, and they were staring right into mine. 

“I really do think we might have something here,” he whispered as he stepped a couple of inches closer and ran his fingers through my hair. His touch was gentle, graceful even.

I shivered and clenched my thighs together as desire pooled between them. A million emotions were shaking my stomach to its core. This connection with him was all so unplanned. I’d known he was cute — sexy as all perdition, even. I’d known that he was charming. I’d known that he was a lot of things, but I hadn’t expected him to make me feel quite like I felt, wanting to be captured in his embrace.

My heart thumped so loudly and roughly against my chest that I could hear it in my ears. I knew what was about to happen, and no matter how ready I thought I was earlier when it almost happened, I was nervous.

So nervous now that it was actually happening. 

I felt my breath quicken and my stomach whirl. It felt like butterflies were doing some crazy mating dance inside me. I was shaking all over, shivering from the cold, but also from the fear of what I didn’t understand.

I clenched my hands to halt their quivering, and followed his movements. I leaned in, too, only to realize that he’d halted. I felt my entire body tingle, and it was like we were in slow motion as we moved closer and closer to one another.

I couldn’t believe that we were standing smack dab in the middle of the sidewalk, with the snow falling down around us. Dozens of people were passing us as we stood there, just an inch or so from each other’s lips. 

I didn’t care about those people, either. It didn’t matter. I didn’t care if the whole world saw us kiss.

What I experienced in that moment, the want, the absolute desire, was something that I couldn’t explain even if I tried. It was something I’d only read about in books, or saw in the movies. It wasn’t real. 

At least, I hadn’t thought it was real. Not before this, with Ian.

“Kate,” he whispered, his breath hot against my cheek. 

I closed my eyes and relished the sound of my name on those lips. It took all the power that I had not to lunge at him right then and there. Just hearing my name and feeling it vibrate off his lips was almost enough to send me into a trance.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

The question turned me on even as it broke the spell. This was okay. Kissing him was the most okay thing in the world. 

At the same time, I was worried. I wanted it so bad, but I wasn’t sure how Ian or this kiss or even the snow on the sidewalk around us fit into my plan. I had everything lined up, a whole timeline of my next few months, and meeting a man who did what Ian did to me was not anywhere in that timeline.

I wasn’t sure what any of this meant, but I wanted him to kiss me so I could at least find out.

His fingers played with my hair, and I knew then that I hadn’t scared him off. He was waiting for me to come the rest of the way. He was waiting for me to fly a kite="c_current__and__times_new_roman__and__italic">him
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Chapter 14

Ian

The ray of sunlight that shone in through the window didn’t even bother me. I looked over at my clock.

10:30 a.m. 

Incredible. I had actually slept — and I’d slept well at that.

I smiled as images of Kate came rushing to my mind. Then I remembered I had been dreaming about her.

I yawned and closed my eyes again. I took a deep breath, relishing the fact that it was Sunday. For once, I didn’t have to do anything even remotely resembling work.

Sunday. I grinned. I had actually gotten through another week of work. 

For the first Sunday in what felt like ages, the day was mine. All mine.

At that moment, it felt like the world was my oyster. Because I — for what seemed like for the first time in forever — knew exactly what it was that I wanted to do. 

I was going to laze around in my underwear. All day. I was going to drink tons and tons of coffee. And I was going to read the Sunday Times.

I laughed and extended my arms out to look at them, and then shifted my eyes to my bare stomach. "I'm going to work out."

God knew I needed it. "Maybe even a protein shake for lunch." 

I had it all planned.

And after all that, I was going to nap. 

My eyes fell to look at the en suite bathroom at the other side of the bedroom. I couldn’t help but wonder if I should put the energy into actually taking a shower. The walk seemed too far to muster and in all honesty, it wasn't something that really had to be done.

It was the weekend, and I sure didn’t plan on seeing anyone…although I wouldn’t mind seeing Kate at some point. Today, though, I’d take some much needed time to just veg. Today was definitely going to be a lazy day. 

I climbed out of bed, my back still stiff from sleep. My deep, restful sleep. I must have slept hard. I stretched my arms above my head, stretching my back for all that it was worth and twisted to the side. A load of cracks sounded and rolled up my spine as I turned. “Idiot yeah,” I moaned, almost sexually. That felt amazing.

It also felt so good not to have to worry about work.

Yesterday I had done enough worrying. Heck, all week I had done enough worrying. It was enough worrying to last a lifetime, let alone a week.

All the worrying was starting to give me a migraine, and I was pretty sure the five gray hairs I found sprinkled through my hair last night were directly correlated to work stress. 

The worst part was that work had seeped into my time with Kate. Everything about yesterday had been wonderful until my head of research had called and interrupted our date. 

I was informed that my dang weasel of a Vice President, that jerk Jerome Pfeiffer, was trying to make me look bad. Not that I was surprised by that. He always wanted to make me look like an idiot. But this time, he had really pissed me off.

He was making it look like I was the one who’d stolen the blood imaging technology from BioResearch — when I clearly hadn’t. Why would I put myself through the piercing headache of a lawsuit if I had done it? We had plenty of tech—we didn’t need to steal theirs. And the truth was, I believed my dad. If he said BioResearch stole it from us, then by the heavens, they stole it. When he said it was our research all along, then it was our research all along.

I was sick of the Cross name being dragged through the trash.

There was no way that I was going to allow Pfeiffer to ruin me. I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to do about him, but I wasn’t going to think about it. Not today. I wasn’t going to let it get me down. I was going to enjoy my Sunday. And the first thing I needed was sitting in a small jar in the kitchen. Coffee. Lots of it.

My feet slapped roughly against the heated floor as I raced toward the kitchen. It was my favorite room in the entire penthouse, yet probably the one I used the least. It was large, with shiny stainless steel appliances — gorgeous to look at, but too pristine, almost like something out of a catalog. 

Same with my white cabinets, and marble countertops — which reached all around the kitchen. They were gorgeous, but they were bare except for some expensive dishes my dad had stocked the shelves with. In the center of the room was a large dark wood butcher’s block. Which also was never used. Heck, there wasn’t even any real food in my place, I was pretty sure. I had a few protein bars that I had stuffed into a cupboard weeks ago, but that was pretty much it.

I wasn’t sure if there ever had been food in this place, even when Dad was alive.

I didn’t usually notice the lack of food because I was never home to cook. But unfortunately, no food in the house meant that I couldn’t lazily eat and lounge around on that rare occasion that I was off, not unless I ordered take-out. 

I sighed, taking a look at my stomach. The muscles were still there, but I had lost so much definition. I remembered a time when I actually cared about the food that went into my body. Heck, I remembered a time when I obsessed about the food I fueled my body with. 

Not that I’d do much better with my food choices today. I wanted to sit around and eat junk. There was something about sipping coffee early in the morning, working out, and then cracking open a beer and cooking weird trash. I really enjoyed that kind of day, that kind of cooking. It was something I had always enjoyed. To me, it was a good way to unwind. 

Before taking on the role of CEO, I used to have most weekends off, and those were my cheat days. Those were my days to eat like a pig. But that wouldn’t be happening — not only because I had eaten out every day this past week, but because I was almost positive that I didn’t even have milk or eggs in the fridge. If I did, they were surely long expired by now.

I couldn’t remember the last time that I’d gone grocery shopping.

My stomach grumbled and rolled almost angrily as I thought about food. I really was hungry…but first things first.

Coffee.

I walked over to the coffee pot where it stood just beside the refrigerator. As I scooped the grounds, I smelled a ridiculously pungent smell wafting from my pits. Idiot. Maybe I did need a shower.

I started the coffee and made my way back to my bedroom and through to the bathroom. 

As I lathered shampoo in my hair, I heard music begin to ring out. The beat was loud as it blared and echoed throughout the bathroom. It was catchy, and it was a song I knew by heart. But it was one I hadn’t heard in a while…a long while.

It was a small indie number that I’d first heard at a local festival with my ex-girlfriend. I began singing along with the words, almost absentmindedly, in probably the most tone-deaf way imaginable. But that didn’t matter. I was into it.

I loved that song… 

I stopped abruptly, finally realizing that music didn’t just start playing randomly on its own. This song meant only one thing…

I popped my head out of the shower just as the music stopped.

I sighed and wished more than anything — as I rinsed my body of the suds — for there to be some sort of supernatural reason for that song to start blaring. I hit my forehead against the shower in dread. Did I even want to get out of the shower now? Did I want to find out?

Idiot. I knew what I had to do. 

I yanked the lever to shut the water off. “Idiot, idiot, idiot,” I groaned, growing even more annoyed at the situation.

What did she want?

I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist, not even bothering to dry off. I wasn’t in a rush, except I wanted to get this over with as soon as possible, and get back to my lazy Sunday.

I glanced at the mirror as I made my way out of the door and stopped for a minute to look more closely. My stubble was jutting out in all sorts of directions. I kind of liked it. I smiled at myself a bit. Yep. I was leaving it. It was Sunday. I’d leave the shaving to tomorrow.

Today was all mine. Well, mine and hers for just a few short minutes. That was all I would spare her.

I tightened the towel around my waist and shuffled toward my nightstand, where my phone was still charging. I looked at it for a second and watched as droplets fell from my hair to the cherry wood bedside table. 

A missed call, and a text message.

A text message. Thank idiot she hadn’t left me a voicemail, so at least I wouldn’t have to hear her speak.

I was scared of the text, though. Like it was a rattlesnake, rattling its tail to warn me to back the heck off or it was going to strike.

I took an angry, deep breath and grabbed the phone, yanking it away from the charger. I clicked the display on, and there it was, a text from the worst woman in the world: Amelia. My crazy, stone-cold terror of an ex-girlfriend. 

I laughed out loud. She was asking me out for a brunch date. 

I blew out a large huff of breath and dramatically plopped onto my bed so that I was lying down. I eyed the message, reading it over and over again. I hoped all that I could hope that it would somehow change, that the texting gods would somehow erase it from my phone and make me forget it ever happened.

Of course, they didn’t — and it was still there, staring me right in the face. I knew better than not to respond. 

Hating this turn of fate, I tapped out a few words, agreeing to meet her.

It wasn’t because I remotely missed anything about her; it was for one reason, and one reason only: she was still one of the lawyers on Bio-Research’s team, and it couldn’t hurt to stay in her good graces. Knowing her, in fact, it was probably way more beneficial than being in her bad graces, and that was because, straight up, Amelia was crazy. 

After I hit send, I tossed the phone next to my pillow and looked up at the ceiling. I let my mind wander. I needed to calm down and to let my mind drift. I needed it to pull away from any and all thoughts of Amelia until it was time to go.

My thoughts drifted so far that it was almost like I was dreaming. Dreaming about Kate.

Part of me wished the day was just a normal working weekday. That way it would have been Kate that I was meeting up with as part of my morning routine, rather than Sunday brunch with a woman I still resented.

I inhaled, pretending that my lips were pressed against Kate’s red hair. It was almost like Kate was here with me.

It was like I could feel her, smell her…almost as if I could just extend my arm out next to me and touch her. 

She was torturing me, but in the best way imaginable.

She was different.

She was special.

I couldn’t help but think about Kate the entire way to the restaurant Amelia had chosen for us. 

Amelia wanted to meet at a posh downtown restaurant — one that I used to love frequenting but rarely did anymore. I just didn’t have the time. Plus, Amelia was the one who’d introduced me to it, and I didn’t want to risk running into her there.

It was a swanky little spot with the best ravioli that I had ever had. But it was small — and because it was so good, it was almost impossible to get a seat.

But Amelia was Amelia, and she could get us in anywhere, even on a busy Sunday.

Amelia was always good at that — heck, I’d venture to say that she was even better than I was at the art of persuasion, and I used to think myself quite the master.

Resigning myself to the inevitable, I got ready to go.

With a jolt of energy and a lot of newfound courage — mostly thanks to a couple swigs from a bottle of Jack that I’d found hidden underneath my bed — I walked through the front door of the restaurant. My gaze met the hostess’s, but only for a second. Almost immediately after capturing the hostess’s eye, I caught a glimpse of Amelia.

She was sitting in the small lounge area just off of the entrance, sipping a mimosa while playing what looked like a dumb puzzle game on her phone. And as much as I hated to admit it, she still looked really good. 

She always would, though, I was sure. She’d probably always look like a twenty-year-old. Forever in her prime.

I smirked as I made my way toward the small, intimate table she sat out. I had to admit, when we first broke up, a part of me really hoped she’d all of a sudden grow ugly. And I didn’t mean just run of the mill ugly…I’d hoped for boils, hives, moles, warts, and many, many deformities — all together, combined. I wanted her to look like a witch that had just been dipped into some sort of acid. Now that I looked back on it, I’d been demented to even think about it. Still, I’d known that it would never really happen, not that it would matter anyway.

Thankfully, now I was over her, and her looks did absolutely nothing to me.

Her long, golden blond hair looked silky smooth to the touch and lay over her shoulders in loose curls. And her blue eyes contrasted almost perfectly against her strangely bronzed skin. Idiot, it was New York — who could be tan and live in New York? Especially in the winter?

I sighed. She was still as sexy as ever, even though it was artificial. It was her trademark, and she sure used it. Every-frigging-where she went. Her seductive mien was hers, and she owned it. Other women may have claimed to have it, but Amelia really did. 

I had been with models — women who forged their entire livelihood on having pretty faces — but Amelia was still better at getting what she wanted.

She used it to her advantage — and I had never seen anyone not fall for it.

I used to love her sex appeal. I used to love that everyone in the room stopped to look at the woman I was with. It wasn’t that I’d needed the confidence or ego boost. It was just that I’d enjoyed having a woman that people deemed my equal. A woman who men wanted and women wanted to be.

It sounded shallow, and it that’s because it was. But in my defense, I had come a long way since then. Although not that much time had passed, I had changed. I wasn’t really the guy that fell for Amelia anymore, even though it was painfully obvious she still wanted me to be.

I’d always had a bit of a reckless side. Before my responsibilities at MTS, I was the best example of a cliché. A rich and reckless jerk with a thirst for women and nice things. 

I mean, really. Take one rich, over-privileged guy. Add in a jerky bombshell of a girlfriend and we had the makings for a fine jerk.

That was exactly what I’d been like when I’d dated Amelia.

Now, though, I wasn’t wrapped around her finger like every other person in the world seemed to be. Sure, when we’d first met, there was heat—a lot of heat. It was attraction in a purely sexual sense, and at very first sight. 

For a while, at the beginning of our relationship, there wasn’t a single day that her clothes would stay on her body. I’d been crazy ravenous for her. 

It had helped that she was smart. Not a lot of women as beautiful as her had bothered to hone their minds as well as their bodies, but Amelia totally had. 

Sometimes, though, even when we’d been dating, I found myself wishing that she wasn’t so smart. I found myself wishing that she had just been another one of the many airheads I met at the bar. Because if she hadn’t given me any sort of substance, I would have never kept her around for longer than one night.

And that would have saved me a lot of trouble — and a whole lot of disappointment. 

Looking back, I could see why she wasn’t the one for me. But dang, it had been a fun ride. And not only that but maybe, for the guy I’d been when we were together, maybe she had been perfect for me. But now, things were different — and as soon as they became different, I’d quickly realized she wasn’t right. She wasn’t good. She wasn’t kind. And she sure wasn’t equal to me like I’d superficially thought that she was.

Meeting Amelia hadn’t been anything like when I met Kate.

Heck, ever since I met Kate, I couldn’t get her out of my head. She was always there. I didn’t know what the two of us might have — or if we had anything at all. For all I knew, I could just be a cheap thrill while she waited to go to San Diego and start her teaching job.

I hoped that wasn’t the case because she didn’t seem like that type of woman, but I couldn’t help but wonder if we had a future as anything more than friends. Because dang it, I really liked her.

 The creak of the chair brought my thoughts to the present as Amelia leaned back, a coy smile on her face. It was like she was waiting for me to start the conversation. For probably the first time in my life, I didn’t have anything to say. Unlike her, I felt like everything that needed to be said had already been said and anything that needed to be done had already been done. I had my closure, and I wasn’t looking for anything more. Not from her. So I sat down in front of her and waited.

 “So, you just sit down and don’t say anything?” She raised a single, perfectly shaped eyebrow. 

“Well, I thought you’d stand to greet me and then let me know why it was that you wanted to meet here today.” I wasn’t about to play her game. 

“Well,” she huffed. “Come here, you.” She was like an obnoxious aunt who didn’t know when to quit. She came over to my side of the table and looped her arms around my neck and then kissed my cheek.

She angled gently pushed my head down, providing me with a view directly into her cleavage.

 “It’s really good to see you,” she whispered in my ear as she leaned her head down.

“Thanks,” I grunted. “Now let me go.”

She let me go, and her eyes were glazed over with something that I hadn’t seen on her face in a long time…

Lust.

She bit her lips and licked them just before turning slowly away from me. Her hips swayed, probably intentionally, as she went back to the other side of the small table and I watched, amazed at how obvious it all seemed. Nothing Amelia did was ever by accident. Every movement her body made was calculated for some self-serving end.

“So, how are things?” She smiled coyly, almost like she was innocent. 

I knew otherwise. I knew what she was trying to do. She was trying to wrap me around her finger once again — but that wasn’t going to happen. Not in that moment, or any other moment to come. “Things are good.” 

To me, this wasn’t a personal visit. It was business. I wanted to be as cold and unattached as possible. 

Amelia’s attention was already on her phone. This was so different from yesterday’s date with Kate. Kate was probably the sweetest person I had ever met, and she’d barely even glanced at the menu because we’d only had eyes for each other. Until my work call, I hadn’t even seen a phone on our table. It felt like Kate was from another universe. How could someone so kind, so genuine, be living in New York City?

“Sir,” a man’s voice said, shaking me back to reality. He laid a plate of Eggs Benedict directly in front of me. My favorite. But I hadn’t had a chance to order yet.

“Sorry,” I said to the waiter, “but there must be a mistake—”

“I ordered for you,” Amelia piped up as the waiter set a plate in front of her. 

“Your drinks,” the waiter said, just before placing a mimosa in front of each of us.

“Keep them coming,” she said with a giggle and handed him a folded twenty. 

Well, at least I was getting a decent meal out of this unfortunate brunch. But I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d invited me to this thing. I really hoped it wasn’t what I thought it was for. If it was a hook-up, I was not available or even interested.

Her subtle actions, though, told me that I might have been right. There was something there — in the tone of every word, behind every single one of the looks she flashed me. 

But I still hoped this wasn’t about sex. Even the thought of kissing those luscious and moist lips made me cringe. They were sexy, and she licked them seductively to make them glisten even more. The action didn’t turn me on, though; it did the complete opposite.

I felt vaguely queasy, and I worried I wouldn’t be able to eat my Eggs Benedict. 

“You know, I miss you,” she said, and my eyes immediately rolled to the back of my head.

My worst fears were coming true. She did want what I thought she wanted.

I knew that look. That stupid, flirty look. It was the look that had first trapped me in the beginning. It was the look I’d grown to despise when I saw her flirt time and time again, man after man, as she tried to get her way.

I thought that was all she knew. Flirt with some desperate guy; if he had something to give, he’d give it. 

My time with her hadn’t been all bad. Not always. But it got bad pretty fast. 

I remembered seeing the same look that she was giving me now when she’d first met my dad, and again when she first met the Murphys. Both of them. It was a seductive one. One that said, ‘if you do what I want, I can be yours.’ She was a human succubus if I’d ever seen one.

She wasn’t interested. Not in any of them — at least, I didn’t think. She just gave them the look they all craved. The look of being wanted. And she only gave it to them so that they could give her a leg up; she never bothered with men that couldn’t.

So I knew, as soon as I saw those eyes narrow and square in on me, what she was doing. When she licked her lips, subtly for most, but not for me. To me, it stuck out. Everything she did stuck out. It was all predictable, and none of it was surprising.

She even used her words to sound as sultry as possible and to plant the seed of seduction. 

But I wasn’t my dad, and I wasn’t the Murphys, and I sure wasn’t some poor rich fool she could run over anymore. I’d seen Amelia’s true colors. I’d seen her work my dad, right in front of me, after we broke up. To rub her cleavage pretty much all over him and whisper in his ear that he needed to give up on the lawsuit. 

‘Hard-on-for-days’ was what he called her behind her back. He’d known her game, too. But I wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have fallen for it if it hadn’t been for me.

“Did you hear me?” she asked, shaking me from my thoughts. “I miss you.”

“Oh, yeah?” I humored her, just before taking my first bite of food. Dang if I’d let her ruin my good breakfast.

“I’m not really sure why we didn’t work out,” she sighed, taking a small sip of her mimosa.

“Because you’re a cold-hearted jerk who disparaged my father?” I cut into my Eggs Benedict again and shoved the bite into my mouth. I was purposely careless in my actions. I wanted her to know how much of a jerk I really thought she was.

“Your father stole that imaging technology, Ian,” she said. “That’s what I told you when I took the case and joined their legal team. I wanted to be on the winning side.” 

“Yeah, you mean after I basically tortured it out of you to tell me if you were so much as considering taking on the Murphys as clients?”

She didn’t say anything, though. We’d already had the conversation. I just wanted to jab as much as I could, and maybe even a part of me wanted to believe that there was something human about her — that she’d somehow, someway, be able to show even the teeniest bit of emotion about something.

But that probably would never happen. She was a lawyer and a cold-hearted jerk. Those two things usually meant no emotions would ever be shown, even if they were felt. 

Her looks hadn’t changed, but the way that I looked at her definitely had.

If someone had told me that I’d feel disgusted when looking at someone so aesthetically beautiful just a year ago, I would have laughed in their face. Especially since I really had cared about Amelia, once upon a time.

If anyone asked me to describe her, I would say was that she was a tempting seductress. That’s all she was. She had very little other substance. She was smart, sure — but her tempting side more than surpassed her intelligence. 

But admitting that to myself didn’t mean that I wanted her physically. I had to stay strong in that regard. Because no matter how good she looked on the outside — no matter how sexy she was on the surface — deep down, she was as stone cold as they came.

“Anyway,” she said, “I texted you to come because I was hoping that we could discuss the lawsuit.”

“Why?” I asked. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or not. At least she didn’t want to get back together, but talking about business? I’d thought I was free of MTS and BioResearch for at least today. Just today to forget about work—that was all I’d wanted.

“Why?” She laughed. “Because this is costing everyone a lot of money and it’s silly. Just drop the case.”

“I’m not dropping the case.” I could only hope that my voice was firm enough this time because clearly, it hadn’t been the fifteen other times I said it when Bio-Research asked.

“Why are you being so stubborn on this?” She glared at me, clearly growing annoyed.

I didn’t care how annoyed she was because I was getting pretty dang annoyed myself.

“Why are you such a disloyal and cruel-hearted person?” I snapped.

She slammed her hands against the table and let out an aggravated sigh. It might have been funny getting that reaction out of her if she hadn’t pissed me off, too. 

She glanced at her cell phone to check the time. “It’s getting late.” 

“You’re the one who invited me here.”

 I was so sick of BioResearch trying to strong arm me — and using my ex-girlfriend against me was just making it worse. But I couldn’t really blame them for her — I could blame them for a lot of things, but not for her.

I wondered why she had to call me for the meeting in the first place instead of my lawyer. Sure, I thought that it might have to do with the fact that we’d had a personal relationship once upon a time, and I thought it was possible she might try and use it for leverage. But I had no idea she was going to use it to try to tempt, seduce, and then weasel her way out of a lawsuit.

She looked around the room, running a hand through her hair. It was probably the closest I’d ever seen to her losing her composure.

I couldn’t believe that there had ever been a time when I thought that the woman sitting in front of me was sweet. Since we’d broken up, I wasn’t sure she had a sweet bone in her entire body. 

Someone next to us must have been celebrating a birthday because the room erupted into clapping and cheering and singing. I was almost irritated until I realized it had completely filtered out Amelia’s voice. Perfect.

She looked extremely pissed off about the noise. In fact, I could have sworn daggers flew out of her eyes as she glared at the partiers through her snake-like slits. It looked like she was honing in on some sort of voodoo magic or something as she looked at the group, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had always been so jerky and high strung.

Sure, the singing was annoying. But it was only a short-lived nuisance; it wasn’t worth being so upset about.

She rolled her eyes as soon as all the waiters and waitresses left the table. “Remember when this place used to be nice?” she said, her gaze falling to the birthday group, loud enough for them to hear.

“It still is,” I muttered through gritted teeth. 

“What’s your problem?” she snapped. “Why are you being such a jerk?”

“I’m not.” 

“You are,” she said. “It’s like you’ve changed.”

Finally, something worth celebrating. With a grin, I said, “I have.”

She frowned, and I almost felt bad.

“Well, I’m dating someone new.” Her tone sounded like she was trying to rub it in my face. 

I laughed. Did she really think it would bother me?

“Oh, really?” I leaned forward, almost mockingly, and held my head up in my palms. 

She nodded. “And unlike you, he’s actually the man he promises to be.”

I had no idea what she even meant by that. I really just wanted to finish eating my brunch and leave now that I knew what she wanted.

“I mean, to sum him up in two words,” she said, “he’s fit and idiotable.” 

I rolled my eyes. Was this her attempt at making me jealous?  “Thank goodness!” I laughed. “I mean if you were dating an uggo, I might have been a little embarrassed.”

She kept on, clearly unable to detect sarcasm — or a hint.

 She talked about his “sexual prowess.” I stopped paying attention right about the time that she started talking about his apparently huge prick. 

Before this unfortunate turn in the conversation, I had been babying my mimosa from fear of getting sick. Now, I changed my mind and tossed it back. 

I just wanted to stop listening to her.

“Goodness, Amelia, would you shut up?” I snapped.

I’d actually wanted the lunch to go well just so I could stay on her good side for the sake of professionalism and for the sake of that lawsuit. But enough was enough.

“Would you like to see a picture?” she asked, completely ignoring my plea to shut the heck up. 

“Sure,” I said, almost exasperated. This meal was wearing me out. I’d look at the picture and make my excuses. “Why not.”

She held out her phone. I tried to focus on the jingly bracelet on her wrist as I gave the image a cursory glance. “Great job.” 

To me, the dude looked like a child. But I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea. I didn’t want her to think that I really cared who she dated.

"Thanks. Well, anyway, just thought I would tell you he’s a really great guy.…” 

I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to shut her up. I glanced at my fork. I really wanted to grab it and jam it right in my eye. Anything so that I wouldn’t have to listen to another one of these crazy mind games. Just let her talk, I told myself. Just let her talk for two more minutes, then make something up and go. Come on Ian, you can get through this.

“He’s smart.” 

Then he’d definitely run for the hills as soon as possible.

“He’s funny.” 

Good for him.

“He’s attractive.” 

Double good for him.

“He’s successful.” 

I rolled my eyes and sighed. “I get it, Amelia.” 

She sighed in return. “Are you sure there’s nothing that we can do about this lawsuit?” she said out of nowhere.

Flirting. Lawsuit. Boyfriend. Lawsuit. 

“I’m really not budging on this. No one can make me budge.” 

“You remember how we used to play?” she asked in a seductive tone. It was the tone that said she meant a lot more than just “play.” This wasn’t a video or board games talk—this was about sex.

I almost laughed in her face. It wasn’t because I was amused; it was because this was awkward. She was acting psychotic. Part of me hoped it was some sort of ploy to lower my composure and strike me down when I least expected it.

Maybe when we’d broken up, it had done a number on her. I hadn’t thought she really had feelings for me, but maybe the fact that I wasn’t groveling to get back in her pants was confusing to her somehow. Was I really the first person to turn her down? To show her that her sex appeal wasn’t enough, that she had to get some new material?

“We played teacher and student, and I was your teacher,” she whispered, clearly still thinking that I was interested. “I put you in detention when you were a bad boy…”

Did people really talk like this? Was this really something that happened in real life? She could tell I wasn’t interested, couldn’t she?

My eyes were wide in disbelief, and my mouth had opened in horror. I wasn’t sure I could even look at her. A blush rose to my cheeks, but it wasn’t because I was embarrassed by the stupid sex game we used to play—it was because I was embarrassed for her. I was embarrassed that she had brought it up, and that she thought I would somehow get turned on.

I scooted my chair back, still moving my gaze everywhere except for her. I really didn’t know what to do. I ran my hands through my hair. What was I supposed to say to this?

She must have thought her snatch was made of gold. And hell, if the lame sexual advances weren’t already bad enough, she had to throw in talk about her boyfriend’s toe.

I was no longer just embarrassed for her — now I just felt insulted.

“Well, teacher,” I said, “detention is over.” I tossed my napkin down, really glad that I had actually finished my meal. 

“You’re such a jerk. I don’t even know why I came here,” she spat, standing up.

She hesitated, though, instead of immediately storming off. It was like she half-expected me to beg her to stay, to apologize for being such a jerk. But I only smiled and took a slow, deliberate sip of my mimosa.

She growled, and without any other word, barreled passed me. Her feet thudded hard against the floor of the restaurant, and she had to be drawing every single eye in the room toward us — but I really didn’t care.

In fact, I grinned as I glanced over my shoulder to watch her leave. “Finally.” 

I didn’t even mind that she’d left me with the bill. I was happy to pay it just to get rid of her. I was smiling — ear to ear. And it was probably because her craziness was out of my life for good. 

I still remembered the time, just after we had broken up, that I’d come home and found my down pillows completely slashed. Feathers were everywhere.

I wasn’t scared of her, though. Besides the fact that my penthouse apartment had looked like a chicken serial killer had attacked, Amelia wasn’t dangerous. Just a little too emotional about rejection, it seemed.
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Chapter 15

Kate

My breath was heavy, and my feet bounced with ease as I kept up with the pace of the quick-moving treadmill. I hadn’t felt so free since before I moved back in with my family.  My heart was beating hard against my chest, and it was only a matter of time before my alarm was going to go off. The workout was almost over.

I breathed hard and decreased the speed. 

It felt so good to actually be able to work out — and it felt even better to feel so alive, especially on a Monday morning.

I felt amazing.

Heck, I had even woken up with a smile. One hundred percent on the right side of the bed. I felt phenomenal, especially for how early I had gotten up. It wasn’t even six a.m., and I had already run for forty-five minutes on my dad’s treadmill. 

I scoffed. Dad’s treadmill. I wondered if he had ever actually used it. It was pretty much just a large decoration in his office as far as he was concerned. 

I breathed heavily, and sweat dripped down my brow. I needed to shower — and then I’d head over to Starbucks.

I smiled.

Starbucks.

For once I wasn’t going as an escape. I was going just because it was my new morning routine. I was going because I wanted the taste of a hot and sweet mocha latte, warming me from the inside out. It was a feeling and a taste that I seemed to have been growing more and more attached to by the day. Coffee addiction…or Ian addiction? 

It was nice having some semblance of a routine, or at the very least, just a place to go — a place to be. Because the truth was, I was going crazy with my dad breathing down my neck when he was here at home.

Luckily, he worked most of the time. His schedule was especially busy on Mondays. Mondays meant even more meetings and conference calls than usual. And the more meetings and calls he had, the less I had to deal with him.

"You had no right!" I heard Claire scream, and I wondered who she was talking to. Wasn’t Dad already heading out to the office?

Confused and curious, I rounded the corner only to see Claire snarling at Dad in the middle of the hallway. 

I watched as Dad’s eyes narrowed at her. I couldn’t believe he was still home. And not only that but harassing Claire?

“Go back to your room!” he ordered.

“No!” Claire replied as she stepped squarely, defiantly even, up to him. “That was my journal! You don’t have a right to look in it!” 

She poked his chest, her face clenched, and red as a tomato. A very, very, angry tomato.

He slapped her hands away, and she stood there, almost taken aback, and honestly I was too. Not at the fact that he was slapping her hands away. I probably would have smacked her in the face had she been poking at me like she’d done to him, whether I was in the wrong or not. I was more taken aback by the fact that it was so early, and they were already fighting.

Not to mention, what was he doing looking in her journal?

“Jerk!” she screamed, punching him in his chest.

I stood there, eyes wide, feet basically glued to the floor. I didn’t know what to do in the situation. Yeah, I was pissed off at my dad, and Claire was definitely pissed off at him, but being pissed off was no reason to be disrespectful or hurt someone. He was our dad, and she was hitting him.

“Claire!” I warned. 

“He was looking through my things!” she pressed, her arms flailing angrily in the air.

I looked at her, my feet planted firmly in place. “Go to your room,” I hissed, trying to defuse the situation the best way that I could.

“Will you do something?” Dad growled over his shoulder, looking back at me. 

“Are you kidding?!” I blurted, not really knowing how to keep quiet. Was he really insinuating that it was my job to keep her in line when he was the parent? I didn’t know what to do more than I’d already done. Besides, he was the one in the wrong in the first place! 

“I’m the father, and nothing I say or do should be questioned!” he yelled, and immediately Claire and I both scoffed. I didn’t even mean to scoff. It was just too rich not to.

“Yeah, you’re the father, but you put everything on Kate, like always!” 

She was trying to defend me, but I really did just want her to just shut up. 

“Claire!” I bellowed, in one final warning. 

“Fine!” She threw her hands up in defeat. “I’m gone,” she said, and without another word stomped off toward her room.

“Three,” I said. 

Dad looked at me questioningly. 

“Two,” I said, and then a huge slam sounded throughout the entire apartment.

“One.” I sighed. 

Then I glared at Dad.

“What was that about?” I asked, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “And why are you not at work?”

“This is my house. I can be here if I want,” he said in a huff that was pouty enough to put him straight into toddler status. 

“Wow,” I said, trying not to look too disrespectful, but feeling that way just the same. “And you were looking in her journal?” 

It didn’t make sense—why would he do that? I walked a few steps closer to him so that we could keep our volume down. 

“She didn’t have the right to yell and curse at me like that, Kate,” he said abruptly, just before shoving past me to go toward his office. “And I don't appreciate the questions.”

"You were acting like a moron!” My eyes suddenly narrowed as my hands subconsciously formed into fists. I wasn’t sure how and why he drove me so crazy, but he did.

“Watch it!” he snapped, turning his heels back at me. 

“No!” I snapped back. “You watch it!” 

“What is that supposed to mean?” He was furious. I could tell by his reddened face and the giant vein that throbbed in his forehead. 

“You just upset her before she has to go to school, you jerk!” I growled. “Do you know how much of a pain in the rear it is every day to get her into class?”

“I’ll take her, just go get ready and do whatever you were trying to do without me knowing.”

I stopped, dead in my tracks, a whole new amount of anger bubbling under the surface. “Excuse me?” I asked, heat pouring from my tongue.

But he didn’t respond; instead, he walked over the threshold of his office and slammed the door shut. I huffed and walked toward the bathroom. Trying to push whatever that was out of my mind, I jumped in the shower, my mood almost completely spoiled for the morning.

The only good thing left for the day was the possibility of seeing Ian at Starbucks. The rest had been completely ruined, and I wasn’t even sure what my Dad’s damage was this morning. I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d somehow just pissed in his own Cheerios and wanted to take it out on the world. 

Really, what was he trying to say? That I couldn’t do things without him knowing? I was a grown rear woman. I might have been living in his home, and I respected that. I always had, but that didn’t mean that I should have to check in with him every time I decided to do something for myself. 

Did it?

“Ugh!” I groaned as I rinsed myself off. Even my shower was ruined by him. I’d known that coming back home to live with Dad and Claire wouldn’t be easy, but wow. This was horrible. “Guess I just need to get used to this.” I sighed with exasperation as I turned off the shower and headed toward my bedroom, with a towel wrapped around me.

I knew, though, that at the very least, Claire and Dad were already gone. 

I could tell because as I scrambled to get ready, I noticed that all the doors were open, and when I walked through the kitchen, it was a complete disaster zone from Claire’s morning raid. Cabinets were left open, bread was left open and out of the breadbox, and juice was left on the countertop. Even the refrigerator door was open a crack.

It was an every morning thing, cleaning up after her, but I did it.

Every. Single. Morning.

Even this morning, when I wanted nothing more than to soak my sorrows in caffeine and Ian’s gorgeous face and forget — for just a second — that my dad was the biggest flaming jerk I’d ever known. 

Luckily, or unluckily — I wasn’t quite sure which — my righteous anger made the cleaning go much faster than usual, and before I knew it, I was stuffing my arms into my coat and bundling it close before I began my trek outside.

The wind cut into me as soon as I exited the lobby. It was like it reached into my lungs and yanked the air out; it felt like I’d just lost my breath.

It was crazy, really. I had run for forty-five minutes on an intensely difficult circuit, and my lungs were perfectly fine — but take one step into the ridiculous Tundra of New York City and my lungs became flat tires. Deflated and useless.

It was still early, and that meant it was even colder than usual. No matter how good of a mood I was in, though, I still hated how cursed cold it was all the time. To make it worse, there weren’t any cabs. It was wall to wall morning traffic, and no unoccupied cabs seemed to be among the slew of cars for as far as I could see.

I’d have to walk. Incredible. Quite the turn to the day.

Seemed like I was always pissed at my dad when walking to Starbucks. “May as well make that part of this morning tradition as well,” I said to myself.

The wind ruffled my hair, and it felt like an icicle shiv had just stabbed me from head to toe. The gusts were strong and rough. If only I could somehow teleport to Starbucks….

I brushed strands of wind-blown hair from my face and scowled. There really was nothing like freezing cold weather to piss me off even more than I’d already been pissed off. It didn’t make it any better that no matter how thick my coat was in NYC, it couldn’t be thick enough. I didn’t think it was possible. And I was even more pissed because I didn’t have fifteen scarves on — or at least three pairs of pants.

My mom freaking hated NYC. She’d hated how cold it was, and I remembered how if she left at all on a cold day, she bundled up with tights under her pants and at least two pairs of socks. I didn’t think she’d ever worn fifteen scarves, but it wouldn’t have surprised me, either.  As for me, my sister, and my brother, she had always made us wear at least two of everything before we went outside in the winter. 

It was funny how randomly she’d pop into my head, but it wasn’t surprising. I missed her. I hated how distant we had grown since she’d moved to Phoenix. I hated how I didn’t even know her anymore, and I hated more than anything that Claire barely knew her at all. 

I couldn’t help but sometimes wonder if she might have wanted to see me more if she knew that I wasn’t always with Dad. If she’d known that I had no desire to follow in his footsteps, would she have tried harder to get visitation when I was a kid? Or was she just naturally not that attached? It was sad, wondering about these things, and I’d been wondering about them for years. 

Even when I’d been away at school, she hadn’t made much of an effort to get in touch.

I growled in frustration. I knew, logically, that it didn’t matter where I was. If she cared enough, she would have made it work. I was her daughter. There was nothing that could stop a mother from seeing her children if she really wanted to. That was why it was so freaking dispiriting that she hadn’t contacted any of us in so long.

Dad had always blamed Claire for our mom’s absence. And honestly, I wouldn’t have believed it at all if I hadn’t known how hard Claire’s behavior had been on her. I wasn’t sure if that was the whole story like Dad wanted us to think. It probably wasn’t — true, Dad was a hard man to deal with. I knew that firsthand. Claire was probably just the tip of a large and terribly cold iceberg.

That didn’t make it right, though. Claire was her daughter, too. And as much as I wanted to forgive her for leaving us, I wasn’t sure that I was ready to. Claire had needed Mom. Heck, we both did.

My lips quivered in the air that continued to beat me as I walked.

The Starbucks wasn’t far, but it may as well have been a million miles away that morning. With every step, I felt like I was trapped in an ice age.

And then, when I finally reached the door and looked inside, my shoulders fell in defeat. The line was, once again, long. I flung open the front door and ran inside, accepting the warmth as soon as I crossed the threshold. “It’s cold out there,” I gasped dramatically, almost completely breathless. I wasn’t sure who I was talking to — probably no one — but whoever it was, if anyone, they weren’t listening.  

Typical New York. No one cared.

I shrugged it off and went to stand in line. I sighed. At least the line was shorter than it had been the first day I met Ian. At least it wasn’t almost out the door, and at least I was standing inside.

I craned my neck to look ahead of me. I wondered if Ian was in line, but I didn’t see him. Maybe he was running late. 

I glanced over my shoulder every time I got closer to the register. I wondered if he would be coming in behind me. But every time I looked, all I saw were strangers.

I felt disappointment weigh on my shoulders. He really must have been running late. 

I sighed and ordered my mocha latte with almost a tinge of sadness. Although I loved the drink, it didn’t seem quite the same without Ian there to share it with me.

“Kate!” the barista yelled.

I picked up my drink and groaned in annoyance as I made my way through the packed crowd and finally sat down at my favorite seat by the window. I tried to look on the bright side; I was lucky to have found a seat at all, let alone my favorite. But it still didn’t make me feel completely better…and neither did the delicious taste of my drink.

Instead, all I could do was glance out the window — like a sad puppy waiting for his owner to return — and bite my lip.

I couldn’t help but wonder why he wasn’t here. Was everything okay? Hadn’t we said we’d see each other? Maybe we hadn’t—maybe I’d just imagined it. Like my sex-in-the-bathroom dream, I was prone to vivid imaginings, so it was entirely possible we hadn’t planned to meet here.

I felt a little nuts that I cared so much. If he knew he wasn’t coming, why would he have texted me? This wasn’t a date. It was a see-you-if-I-see-you sort of thing. The hour passed slowly while I sipped my coffee and hoped for an Ian sighting that never came.

After spending a long hour in Starbucks, I headed home. When I closed my Dad’s apartment door behind me, I found myself looking down at my cell phone. My finger hovered over his contact name. To text or not to text…that really was the question. 

The quiet living room beckoned; it would be the perfect place to mope or sulk or whatever it was I felt like doing. I threw myself face-first onto the large, overstuffed couch. I was exhausted, and it wasn’t even eight in the morning. And I was still cold. I rolled over to my side and pulled at the throw blanket folded on the arm of the sofa, and stretched it over myself. Maybe a nap would do me some good. I sighed as I snuggled into the comfy sofa. 

As soon as I closed my eyes, my phone buzzed.

My eyes shot open, quickly, but not as quick as my hands, which had instinctively begun searching for my phone. As soon as I found it, I pulled it to my face.

Thank freaking goodness. There was a text from Ian.

Missed my coffee this morning. Had an impromptu early morning meeting. But I’d really like to see you for lunch later if you’re interested?

I giggled like a school girl. 

It wasn’t that I had necessarily thought he was blowing me off — I had enough confidence to know that he liked me a little more than that, but still, there was something about getting concrete reassurance that boosted my mood.

Ha, I hadn’t been this giddy in a long time — especially over a man — especially when a phone was involved. It was like I was in junior high all over again and I was waiting on my crush, Billy Jackson, to call me after school. Goodness, junior high. That really was forever ago, which was a blessing as far as I was concerned. That phone call with Billy had been full of awkward pauses and high-pitched giggling.

His giggling, not mine.

Grinning at the memory, I glanced around the apartment. I took in all the pictures and all the little family touches. I found myself up off the couch, aimlessly walking around, looking at it all. Then, all of a sudden, as the images sort of melded together, the memories of my past seemed to come flooding in again.

I hated remembering my mom, and the time we’d shared in the large apartment together — because it didn’t seem real. Because while she was here, she’d seemed so loving, so protective, so motherly. But now, it all seemed like it had been one big fat lie because she was all the way across the country and hardly spoke to any of us.

I hated remembering how it felt when she left.

But more than anything, I really hated how much I had loved growing up in this apartment. I’d loved my bedroom, especially. It was still decked out in my teenaged fantasy posters, and full of purple and pink.

I smiled and walked into my bedroom. It was really, really juvenile, but I hadn’t gotten around to changing it. I’d left when I was eighteen and had only been back for holidays and breaks since. I hadn’t wanted to take the time to redecorate, and hell no I wasn’t going to take my dad’s offer of hiring a decorator to do the job for me. Besides, I wasn’t sure I was quite ready to part with it.

My room represented me from a more carefree time. Sure, I’d still been under my dad’s pressure to become a businesswoman, but overall I’d been happy and able to ignore him. Now I looked around my room, at the few pictures scattered around, and crayon measurements of my height on the doorway. They were all that I had in the way of sentimental things. So why would I part with it right away? Why wouldn’t I try and hold onto it forever?

It wasn’t like I was going to live with my dad for much longer. If I were, I probably would have put changing my room higher up on the priority list. But this wasn’t my permanent home; it was my childhood home. Shouldn’t my childhood be present? I smiled and leaned against the door frame, and my gaze fell to the room across the hall from mine.

Claire’s.

It was crazy, really, because as soon as I looked at her door, I felt almost a strange sense of foreboding. The icky sense that something wasn’t right was grabbing ahold of me, ice cold fingers causing a shiver to trail up my spine. Claire’s room always did that to me. I was always worried about her.

Always.

I took a deep breath and walked through the half-open door of her room and looked around. It was so different from my bedroom. She had all neutral colors — mostly gray — and even some black. Looking at her room always seemed to depress me a little.

It was all sort of ominous. 

And also sort of…disgusting. My nose scrunched. Strewn about the room were candy bar wrappers, dirty clothes, dirty dishes, and a whole slew of trash. I could only imagine what was here that I couldn’t see, and what she had hidden beneath the layers of trash and dirty clothes.

Who knew my sister was so disgusting?

“Ew!” I scowled as my bare foot ran over what looked like a peanut butter stain. I held my foot up, dramatically, like I would have if I had just stepped in trash or something. I hopped around on one leg and made my way out the door.

But on my way out, I passed a picture of Claire and me. It had been her very first day of kindergarten. She had been so nervous — but so excited. It was before she had been diagnosed with anything. She was just a normal, shy, little girl. And she’d looked up to me even then. Probably even especially then, as she hugged my legs in the photo, her smile wide.

I grinned, noticing a couple of her teeth had been missing. I paused to draw a deep breath as I stared at it a little more seriously.

The gravity of what I was doing with my new job in San Diego was starting to take hold. I was leaving everything that I had ever known behind. I had been away at school for so long, that I almost forgot how much I missed my family. Tears started to well up, and I felt the edges of my eyes start to burn…

But then, as if on cue, my phone vibrated in my pocket, breaking me away from any sort of moment that I was about to have.

Claire’s school.

Incredible.

That earlier sense of dread fisted and balled tightly in my belly.

I closed my eyes and wondered what was going on this time. Was it something that was going to piss me off and suddenly make my day worse? Was I going to have to cancel my lunch plans with Ian? I almost didn’t want to answer. I really didn’t want to resent my sister at the moment; I had been thinking so fondly of her all morning.

“Dang it,” I whispered before clearing my throat to answer.

“Hello?” I spoke quietly into the phone. The room around me was silent; I felt like I had to be quiet, too, for some reason. It was like I was scared of disrupting whatever peace I had just been enjoying.

Everything in the room went blurry as I focused on listening to the person on the other end of the phone. I balled my fists and squeezed hard until my knuckles turned white and my fingers ignited in red.

At first there was silence on the other end. Something was wrong.

Really wrong.

A slight breath hit the phone’s speaker, and I knew that the person on the other end had opened their mouth to speak.

Chapter 16

Ian

My eyes were heavy as I sat at my desk, staring at my laptop. The screensaver had been on a loop for probably a good five minutes or so, but I couldn’t even begin to force myself to hit a key and make it go away. 

I was lost in my own thoughts, and I couldn’t shake them.

Today had already been a nightmare. Way worse than the usual nightmare. I buried my face in my hands. I was overwhelmed, but saying that I was overwhelmed was the understatement of the century. It was still morning, and I was already beyond exhausted. 

The early morning meeting with MTS’s legal team had been a total trash show. It was always a trash show, but today, it had been even more awful than usual. The lawsuit wasn’t going well. Apparently, the attorneys on BioResearch’s team — including my cold-hearted, crazy ex-girlfriend—claimed to have some sort of evidence that the blood imaging technology had actually been theirs all along. Our case was faltering.

As much as I hated to doubt him — especially considering he wasn’t around to defend himself — I was starting to wonder if Dad had told me the entire truth. In all honesty, I was starting to wonder if my father did, in fact, do the deed himself and then create a lawsuit out of it just to pick and prod at his much-disliked business rival and competitor. Was it possible that he could, and that he would lead the entire company and me into a pile of trash this large — all for nothing other than to be a jerk? 

It really didn’t matter either way. If there was evidence, there was evidence, and I was messed.

“How the idiot am I going to get out of this,” I groaned, as I pressed my palms into my cheeks.

 Sleep would be so fantastic right now. Forget everything else going on. Finally, get some rest. But I had to keep going; I had to keep on working.

Plus, I’d just made a lunch date with the beautiful Kate.

I wondered if it was too late to back out of the lawsuit like the Murphys had asked me to do over and over again. I wasn’t sure if I would, though, even if I could. I wasn’t sure my pride would let me. Besides, I wasn’t completely sure this meltdown of mine wasn’t what the attorneys wanted. The whole thing could just be a scare tactic to get me to drop the case.

I wondered why they were sympathetic and wanting me to drop this suit. Surely they didn’t care about saving my rear.

My mind was jumbled, and I kept trying to focus, but my thoughts kept drifting back to Kate. She was the only thing lately that seemed to make me feel normal. I could relax around Kate, and feel like myself. To Kate, I wasn’t just a cog in a great big machine—to Kate, I was Ian again. Not a CEO, not some tight rear business man in a lawsuit. Ian. The past year it had been like I’d forgotten myself and who I was. Kate was bringing me back.

Seeing her gorgeous face had been the highlight of everything as of late, and I was beyond excited at the prospect of seeing her since I’d missed out on seeing her at Starbucks this morning. But dang, I was tired. I didn’t want to be a crappy lunch companion, but I couldn’t resist the chance at spending more time with her.

I grabbed my pen and started writing out checklists for the day. I always preferred to do it on paper instead of on my phone. It was so much more satisfying to check the trash off on paper rather than on a digital screen. Plus, it was nice to do something on paper for a change. Everything in my life was digital. Even my meeting planner was digital. I was surprised that my freaking secretary, Janice, wasn’t digital.

I needed to prepare for the major meetings of the day. I needed to know what the topics were. I needed to know what points I needed to hit, and what questions I needed to ask. I needed to be the boss. 

I didn’t think I could do this. I was seriously contemplating just getting my rat of a Vice President to stand in for me. But that wouldn’t fly. I dang well would need a better excuse than a whiney rear cry of “I’m so tired, I need to go to bed.”

But in all honesty, I didn’t have a better excuse. 

A knock on my door pulled me out of my self-pity fest. Janice stood hesitantly in the doorway, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. I couldn’t really blame her for that.

I tossed my pen to the side and stood, buttoning my suit jacket as I did. A small glimmer of light drew my attention to the laptop screen, and I noticed my reflection there. I stood up straight and slicked my hair down with my hands. 

“Yes?” 

Janice usually didn’t come in unless someone was there to see me — or someone was on the phone. But since I didn’t see a call on hold when I glanced down at my desk’s phone, I figured someone was there to see me.

So I was up, and I was ready. “Sorry to barge in, Ian.” She glanced to the side, no longer looking at me. 

“Yes?” I took a couple of steps closer. But she still wasn’t looking at me — she was still looking to the side, right at the ground. She was avoiding eye contact. “Janice,” I said carefully. “Is something wrong?”

Whenever it was something only mildly annoying, she smiled like a blazing idiot, almost like she was trying to trick me into thinking it was a good thing. A fake smile to end all fake smiles. But this time, she was looking away, cowering almost. Almost like she was afraid, or ashamed maybe.

 She looked exactly like a dog that had just torn into the trash, and I was her owner that had just come home from a long day of work to find it scattered all over the floor. 

“Amelia Markewicz is here for you,” she squeaked. She knew exactly what Amelia being there would do to me. She knew it’d cause an ulcer the size of Wyoming. She knew I’d be annoyed. She knew I’d even be a little pissed. 

But rather than show my anger to Janice, who had no part in the psycho’s presence, I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. “No,” I said simply. “Just no. Tell her to please leave.”

Janice nodded before she backed out of the office. She hated confrontation, but there was no way I could handle dealing with Amelia after the morning I’d just had. I unbuttoned my suit jacket and sat back down. I took a deep breath and tapped the keyboard of my computer. I really needed to chill out and focus. 

Because idiot, as soon as I found out that Amelia was in my building expecting to see me, I realized just how lucky I’d had it a few minutes ago. I’d much rather prep for meetings than so much as look at that woman’s face for even a second. 

I grabbed my computer roughly by its sides and pulled it closer to me, and began working on my notes. Just a little while longer, and it would be lunch time. I could see Kate. I’d be able to touch her hand, maybe even kiss her in greeting. We could talk, learn more about each other. 

I groaned as soon I felt warmth fill my cheeks. I was acting like a high schooler with a crush. I buried my face in my hands again. 

“Ian,” I scolded. “Get ahold of yourself.”

I rubbed my face roughly. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her lips…her perfect…frigging…lips.

They were soft, just like I had imagined they’d be. But much sweeter. Much, much sweeter—and full. That kiss had been the perfect end to a perfect lunch date. 

I rolled my chair back to its original place. I placed my hands on the keyboard and started typing. I wasn’t sure what the heck I was writing, but I had to do some kind of work.

But idiot, I couldn’t stop thinking about Kate’s lips. I could see them, almost if I closed my eyes….

My mind flooded with thoughts of her lips in slow motion, glistening perfectly in the light. They were seductive as they blew at me, kissed at me, and then all I could do was imagine them back on mine, where I felt like they belonged.

I wanted to catch her bottom lip just between my own, nip it with my teeth and part it from her top lip with my tongue. I wanted to explore her mouth with every fiber of my being and press her against the nearest wall or surface that I could find. 

I wanted to feel our bodies forming together — close and desperate. I wanted to fumble with her clothes and feel impatient as she fumbled with mine. 

“Idiot!” I shouted, slamming my hand against the desk. 

I needed to gain some sort of control. I had to get my trash together.

* * * * *

The coffee tingled against my lips as I continued to suck it down gulp by gulp.

It was a miracle I hadn’t had a heart attack with all the caffeine I’d been ingesting lately. But every now and again, I’d feel that familiar heaviness pull at my eyelids, and my focus would start to shift. I’d feel my body grow soft and pliable, and I knew that I was about to fall asleep. 

If it hadn’t been for coffee, I’d be willing to bet that Janice would have found me passed out at my desk every single day for the past six months. And if I were passed out every day, then the business would crash and burn.

Although a part of me really didn’t mind the idea of the business crumbling around me sometimes, that wasn’t what I really wanted. My dad had worked too hard — heck, I’d worked too hard — to lose the company now.  So, in my mind, because coffee kept me awake, it kept my business alive.

I set the mug down on the mahogany desk’s surface, not even bothering with a coaster. I was in the zone as my eyes darted across the screen of my computer. My hands continued to work like I was a machine. I was finally getting work done. I didn’t even realize how long my fingers had been pecking at the keyboard. As the words appeared on the screen in front of me, I started to wonder how I got so good at writing out trash. 

I had somehow gone from going over contracts and paperwork, to writing out emails to the board and even to the CEO of an affiliate company. I felt accomplished. I almost felt proud. No matter how much trash I seemed to have trekked through that morning, I was still able to get some work done. 

I smirked and checked the clock on my computer screen. Incredible. I was going to be late if I didn’t leave soon. I immediately slammed my laptop shut and smiled. It was finally time to pack up. 

It was time to see the woman I couldn’t get out of my mind if I tried. 

I slid my computer gently to the side and started gathering my things. Just the essentials. Wallet and keys. And a whole lot of nothing else. I was leaving everything where it was — except my overcoat. It was still dang cold outside. 

With my stuff in hand, I pivoted on my heel and grabbed my overcoat off the back of my chair and slung it over my arm. My desk’s wooden surface began vibrating.

I glanced over, only to see Kate’s name come up on my phone screen. Sadly, I still didn’t have a picture loaded in her contact info. 

I swiped to answer and smiled just before pulling the phone up to my ear.

“Hey!” I shouted with more enthusiasm than I intended. I sounded almost too eager. “Where do you want to have lunch? I’m leaving my office now.” 

“I’m calling to tell you I can’t come,” she said quickly. 

Her tone was different, and I couldn’t place it. Disappointment? Panic? I wished I knew her better, so I could figure it out easier. My breath caught in my throat, and I felt my stomach jolt. 

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“I just got a call from Claire’s school.” Her words were quick, panicked, and choked as if she was holding back tears. “She hurt herself.”

I knew by her tone that she didn’t mean that her sister had just gotten herself into some sort of crazy accident. She meant that Claire hurt herself…on purpose.

 “Oh goodness,” I said. “Is she okay?” 

I remembered Kate telling me about Claire the other day, that Claire was usually a huge topic of interest between her and their dad, that she played a big role in their many fights. I remembered that she was important to Kate. Really important. 

Knowing that Kate had chosen to teach kids like her troubled sister was enough for anyone to know how important Claire really was to her. Kate must be absolutely freaking out.

“Kate,” I said, “where is she? Where’s Claire, and where are you?” I focused only on Kate’s voice, and not on the several people that littered the halls. I listened intently as I raced down the hall toward the elevator.

“She’s in the emergency room at Mount Sinai,” she said, and it sounded like she was running. Her words were shaky, and her breathing uneven. 

“Can I do anything to help?” I was worried, and my volume was a lot louder than I had intended. I felt a lot more worried than I had ever been for anyone — let alone a person I had only known for a few days. But I’d do anything for Kate.

“No, I’m getting my dad to come down,” she said. “I don’t think it’s too serious…at least, I hope not. I just always panic when Claire’s involved.”

I heard sounds of the street whirling around her in the background. I knew that she was likely trying to hail a cab.

“Let me come and get you,” I said, quickly, not even thinking about how illogical it was. Even though I didn’t know exactly where she lived, I knew the neighborhood. Our last lunch was near her place. And what she hadn’t known was that it was also near mine.

I was clear across town from that area.

“No, no,” she breathed out, the sounds of running no longer there. “I just thought she was over this kind of behavior.” 

“She’s done it before?” I asked, leaning against the wall next to the elevator.

“Yeah, it’s something she used to do quite a bit…but that was before she started seeing a therapist and changed schools.” 

“I’m so sorry this is happening,” I said.

“It shouldn’t be. She’s in a good school now.” She sounded almost distant and in disbelief. “Which is why this is such a huge setback for her.” 

I felt terrible. All I could do was swallow and try to ease my mouth of the dryness that had taken over. I had no idea what to say, no idea what to do. Kate sounded destroyed. 

I was mad at Claire for doing this to Kate, but no matter how much I didn’t want to, I also felt bad for Claire. I had no idea what it was like to feel the need to hurt myself, to be so depressed I believed that hurting myself was really what I needed.

I punched the button on the elevator again, willing it to hurry up. I breathed out heavily, my shoulders feeling suddenly weighed down.

“I really need to go, Ian,” Kate said, her voice still hurried. “My cab is here. I’m sorry about lunch.”

“No,” I said. “Don’t be sorry about that!”

I couldn’t have possibly given less of a trash about lunch. I was worried about her. I was worried about her sister. I wasn’t worried about a blasted sandwich. 

“Keep me informed,” I started to say, but she hung up before I could finish.

I stared at the empty elevator in front of me, the doors open, waiting. But there was nothing I could do.

“Idiot,” I growled. I just wanted her to be okay. I wanted both of them to be okay.

I hated not knowing what was going on. I hated feeling helpless.

I sighed and walked back to my office. It was no use rushing off to help Kate like some knight in shining armor. She had her cab to get to the hospital, and her sister was probably fine, she’d said. I should get work done here while I waited for news. I doubted I’d get anything else done for the rest of the day, though. I wasn’t just worried about Claire—I was worried about Kate. I wondered if she was as all right as she said she was. 

Because she definitely didn’t sound all right. 
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The early morning meeting with MTS’s legal team had been a total trash show. It was always a trash show, but today, it had been even more awful than usual. The lawsuit wasn’t going well. Apparently, the attorneys on BioResearch’s team — including my cold-hearted, crazy ex-girlfriend—claimed to have some sort of evidence that the blood imaging technology had actually been theirs all along. Our case was faltering.

As much as I hated to doubt him — especially considering he wasn’t around to defend himself — I was starting to wonder if Dad had told me the entire truth. In all honesty, I was starting to wonder if my father did, in fact, do the deed himself and then create a lawsuit out of it just to pick and prod at his much-disliked business rival and competitor. Was it possible that he could, and that he would lead me and the entire company into a pile of trash this large — all for nothing other than to be a jerk? 

It really didn’t matter either way. If there was evidence, there was evidence, and I was messed.

“How the idiot am I going to get out of this,” I groaned, as I pressed my palms into my cheeks.

 Sleep would be so fantastic right now. Forget everything else going on. Finally get some rest. But I had to keep going; I had to keep on working.

Plus, I’d just made a lunch date with the beautiful Kate.

I wondered if it was too late to back out of the lawsuit like the Murphys had asked me to do over and over again. I wasn’t sure if I would, though, even if I could. I wasn’t sure my pride would let me. Besides, I wasn’t completely sure this meltdown of mine wasn’t what the attorneys wanted. The whole thing could just be a scare tactic to get me to drop the case.

I wondered why they were being sympathetic and wanting me to drop this suit. Surely they didn’t care about saving my rear.

My mind was jumbled and I kept trying to focus, but my thoughts kept drifting back to Kate. She was the only thing lately that seemed to make me feel normal. I could relax around Kate, and feel like myself. To Kate, I wasn’t just a cog in a great big machine—to Kate, I was Ian again. Not a CEO, not some tight rear business man in a lawsuit. Ian. The past year it had been like I’d forgotten myself and who I was. Kate was bringing me back.

Seeing her gorgeous face had been the highlight of everything as of late, and I was beyond excited at the prospect of seeing her since I’d missed out on seeing her at Starbucks this morning. But dang, I was tired. I didn’t want to be a crappy lunch companion, but I couldn’t resist the chance at spending more time with her.

I grabbed my pen and started writing out checklists for the day. I always preferred to do it on paper instead of on my phone. It was so much more satisfying to check the trash off on paper rather than on a digital screen. Plus, it was nice to do something on paper for a change. Everything in my life was digital. Even my meeting planner was digital. I was surprised that my freaking secretary, Janice, wasn’t digital.

I needed to prepare for the major meetings of the day. I needed to know what the topics were. I needed to know what points I needed to hit, and what questions I needed to ask. I needed to be the boss. 

I didn’t think I could do this. I was seriously contemplating just getting my rat of a Vice President to stand in for me. But that wouldn’t fly. I dang well would need a better excuse than a whiney rear cry of “I’m so tired, I need to go to bed.”

But in all honesty, I didn’t have a better excuse. 

A knock on my door pulled me out of my self-pity fest. Janice stood hesitantly in the doorway, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. I couldn’t really blame her for that.

I tossed my pen to the side and stood, buttoning my suit jacket as I did. A small glimmer of light drew my attention to the laptop screen and I noticed my reflection there. I stood up straight and slicked my hair down with my hands. 

“Yes?” 

Janice usually didn’t come in unless someone was there to see me — or someone was on the phone. But since I didn’t see a call on hold when I glanced down at my desk’s phone, I figured someone was there to see me.

So I was up, and I was ready. “Sorry to barge in, Ian.” She glanced to the side, no longer looking at me. 

“Yes?” I took a couple of steps closer. But she still wasn’t looking at me — she was still looking to the side, right at the ground. She was avoiding eye contact. “Janice,” I said carefully. “Is something wrong?”

Whenever it was something only mildly annoying, she smiled like a blazing idiot, almost like she was trying to trick me into thinking it was a good thing. A fake smile to end all fake smiles. But this time, she was looking away, cowering almost. Almost like she was afraid, or ashamed maybe.

 She looked exactly like a dog that had just torn into the trash, and I was her owner that had just come home from a long day of work to find it scattered all over the floor. 

“Amelia Markewicz is here for you,” she squeaked. She knew exactly what Amelia being there would do to me. She knew it’d cause an ulcer the size of Wyoming. She knew I’d be annoyed. She knew I’d even be a little pissed. 

But rather than show my anger to Janice, who had no part in the psycho’s presence, I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. “No,” I said simply. “Just no. Tell her to please leave.”

Janice nodded before she backed out of the office. She hated confrontation, but there was no way I could handle dealing with Amelia after the morning I’d just had. I unbuttoned my suit jacket and sat back down. I took a deep breath and tapped the keyboard of my computer. I really needed to chill out and focus. 

Because idiot, as soon as I found out that Amelia was in my building expecting to see me, I realized just how lucky I’d had it a few minutes ago. I’d much rather prep for meetings than so much as look at that woman’s face for even a second. 

I grabbed my computer roughly by its sides and pulled it closer to me, and began working at my notes. Just a little while longer, and it would be lunch time. I could see Kate. I’d be able to touch her hand, maybe even kiss her in greeting. We could talk, learn more about each other. 

I groaned as soon I felt warmth fill my cheeks. I was acting like a high schooler with a crush. I buried my face in my hands again. 

“Ian,” I scolded. “Get ahold of yourself.”

I rubbed my face roughly. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her lips…her perfect…frigging…lips.

They were soft, just like I had imagined they’d be. But much sweeter. Much, much sweeter—and full. That kiss had been the perfect end to a perfect lunch date. 

I rolled my chair back to its original place. I placed my hands on the keyboard and started typing. I wasn’t sure what the heck I was writing, but I had to do some kind of work.

But idiot, I couldn’t stop thinking about Kate’s lips. I could see them, almost, if I closed my eyes….

My mind flooded with thoughts of her lips in slow motion, glistening perfectly in the light. They were seductive as they blew at me, kissed at me, and then all I could do was imagine them back on mine, where I felt like they belonged.

I wanted to catch her bottom lip just between my own, nip it with my teeth and part it from her top lip with my tongue. I wanted to explore her mouth with every fiber in my being, and press her against the nearest wall or surface that I could find. 

I wanted to feel our bodies forming together — close and desperate. I wanted to fumble with her clothes, and feel impatient as she fumbled with mine. 

“Idiot!” I shouted, slamming my hand against the desk. 

I needed to gain some sort of control. I had to get my trash together.

* * * * *

The coffee tingled against my lips as I continued to suck it down gulp by gulp.

It was a miracle I hadn’t had a heart attack with all the caffeine I’d been ingesting lately. But every now and again I’d feel that familiar heaviness pull at my eyelids, and my focus would start to shift. I’d feel my body grow soft and pliable, and I knew that I was about to fall asleep. 

If it hadn’t been for coffee, I’d be willing to bet that Janice would have found me passed out at my desk every single day for the past six months. And if I was passed out every day, then the business would crash and burn.

Although a part of me really didn’t mind the idea of the business crumbling around me sometimes, that wasn’t what I really wanted. My dad had worked too hard — heck, I’d worked too hard — to lose the company now.  So, in my mind, because coffee kept me awake, it kept my business alive.

I set the mug down on the mahogany desk’s surface, not even bothering with a coaster. I was in the zone as my eyes darted across the screen of my computer. My hands continued to work like I was a machine. I was finally getting work done. I didn’t even realize how long my fingers had had been pecking against the keyboard. As the words appeared on the screen in front of me, I started to wonder how I got so good at writing out trash. 

I had somehow gone from going over contracts and paperwork, to writing out emails to the board and even to the CEO of an affiliate company. I felt accomplished. I almost felt proud. No matter how much trash I seemed to have trekked through that morning, I was still able to get some work done. 

I smirked and checked the clock on my computer screen. Incredible. I was going to be late if I didn’t leave soon. I immediately slammed my laptop shut and smiled. It was finally time to pack up. 

It was time to see the woman I couldn’t get out of my mind if I tried. 

I slid my computer gently to the side and started gathering my things. Just the essentials. Wallet and keys. And a whole lot of nothing else. I was leaving everything where it was — with the exception of my overcoat. It was still dang cold outside. 

With my stuff in hand, I pivoted on my heel and grabbed my overcoat off the back of my chair and slung it over my arm. My desk’s wooden surface began vibrating.

I glanced over, only to see Kate’s name come up on my phone screen. Sadly, I still didn’t have a picture loaded in her contact info. 

I swiped to answer and smiled just before pulling the phone up to my ear.

“Hey!” I shouted with more enthusiasm than I intended. I sounded almost too eager. “Where do you want to have lunch? I’m leaving my office now.” 

“I’m calling to tell you I can’t come,” she said quickly. 

Her tone was different, and I couldn’t place it. Disappointment? Panic? I wished I knew her better, so I could figure it out easier. My breath caught in my throat, and I felt my stomach jolt. 

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“I just got a call from Claire’s school.” Her words were quick, panicked, and choked as if she was holding back tears. “She hurt herself.”

I knew by her tone that she didn’t mean that her sister had just gotten herself into some sort of crazy accident. She meant that Claire hurt herself…on purpose.

 “Oh goodness,” I said. “Is she okay?” 

I remembered Kate telling me about Claire the other day, that Claire was usually a huge topic of interest between her and their dad, that she played a big role in their many fights. I remembered that she was important to Kate. Really important. 

Knowing that Kate had chosen to teach kids like her troubled sister was enough for anyone to know how important Claire really was to her. Kate must be absolutely freaking out.

“Kate,” I said, “where is she? Where’s Claire, and where are you?” I focused only on Kate’s voice, and not on the several people that littered the halls. I listened intently as I raced down the hall toward the elevator.

“She’s in the emergency room at Mount Sinai,” she said, and it sounded like she was running. Her words were shaky, and her breathing uneven. 

“Can I do anything to help?” I was worried and my volume was a lot louder than I had intended. I felt a lot more worried than I had ever been for anyone — let alone a person I had only known for a few days. But I’d do anything for Kate.

“No, I’m getting my dad to come down,” she said. “I don’t think it’s too serious…at least, I hope not. I just always panic when Claire’s involved.”

I heard sounds of the street whirling around her in the background. I knew that she was likely trying to hail a cab.

“Let me come and get you,” I said, quickly, not even thinking about how illogical it was. Even though I didn’t know exactly where she lived, I knew the neighborhood. Our last lunch was near her place. And what she hadn’t known was that it was also near mine.

I was clear across town from that area.

“No, no,” she breathed out, the sounds of running no longer there. “I just thought she was over this kind of behavior.” 

“She’s done it before?” I asked, leaning against the wall next to the elevator.

“Yeah, it’s something she used to do quite a bit…but that was before she started seeing a therapist and changed schools.” 

“I’m so sorry this is happening,” I said.

“It shouldn’t be. She’s in a good school now.” She sounded almost distant and in disbelief. “Which is why this is such a huge setback for her.” 

I felt terrible. All I could do was swallow and try to ease my mouth of the dryness that had taken over. I had no idea what to say, no idea what to do. Kate sounded destroyed. 

I was mad at Claire for doing this to Kate, but no matter how much I didn’t want to, I also felt bad for Claire. I had no idea what it was like to feel the need to hurt myself, to be so depressed I believed that hurting myself was really what I needed.

I punched the button on the elevator again, willing it to hurry up. I breathed out heavily, my shoulders feeling suddenly weighed down.

“I really need to go, Ian,” Kate said, her voice still hurried. “My cab is here. I’m sorry about lunch.”

“No,” I said. “Don’t be sorry about that!”

I couldn’t have possibly given less of a trash about lunch. I was worried about her. I was worried about her sister. I wasn’t worried about a blasted sandwich. 

“Keep me informed,” I started to say, but she hung up before I could finish.

I stared at the empty elevator in front of me, the doors open, waiting. But there was nothing I could do.

“Idiot,” I growled. I just wanted her to be okay. I wanted both of them to be okay.

I hated not knowing what was going on. I hated feeling helpless.

I sighed and walked back to my office. It was no use rushing off to help Kate like some knight in shining armor. She had her cab to get to the hospital, and her sister was probably fine, she’d said. I should get work done here while I waited for news. I doubted I’d get anything else done for the rest of the day, though. I wasn’t just worried about Claire—I was worried about Kate. I wondered if she was as all right as she said she was. 

Because she definitely didn’t sound all right. 
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Kate

I couldn’t help but wonder who found her, and what they saw. I was horrified to think about what she looked like laid out on the floor, motionless. I felt my throat clench, and my breath become ragged just thinking about it. My eyes burned as tears threatened to fall.

It sounded like it would be a vicious nightmare to witness. 

It sounded like I would have been scarred for life if I had been the one to find her.

Heck, I was pretty sure just seeing her now, lying in a hospital bed, was enough to scar me for life. Life was funny, wasn't it? In times like this, I could know about something. I could understand it to its absolute core, what really happened. But there was something about seeing the destruction that made it new and even more horrible. Seeing it made it worse.

I was just thankful that someone had found her quickly, no matter how badly I felt for the person.

I heard the sirens off in the distance as I looked at my sister. Another ambulance coming in. Another family on edge. 

I was tired. I’d been crying since I’d arrived and a young doctor gave me a brief summary of her injuries.

I thought I’d cried so hard, and so long, that I had completely worn myself out. Because now, I was drained.

I almost never cried. But I guessed there was something about seeing my baby sister pale, her skin looking cold as ice as she lay unconscious right in front of me, that brought out the real tears. Just thinking about her surrounded by a pool of crimson…it gutted me. 

I didn’t know why I hadn’t seen this coming, why I hadn’t realized she hadn’t been taking her meds. But before, there had been signs. She’d be evasive. She’d trap herself in her room and sit at her computer, all by herself. She’d skip out on dinner, avoid my calls. No appetite, no desire to chat.

But that hadn’t been the case this time.

Heck, I had just stepped on a trash ton of heaven knows what in her room. The girl had an appetite—there had been food everywhere.

But I still should have known. I was her sister and her best friend. I still should have seen it coming. There had to have been some signs, and I’d just been too blind to really notice them.

I’d been distracted lately. That was it. Goodness, the guilt. If I hadn’t been so obsessed with Ian, I might’ve paid more attention to my baby sister. I sighed as I looked over at her from the curtain of the cubicle, and remembered the doctor coming out and talking to me as soon as I first got there. The doctor had blond hair, and she was thin. She wore plain blue scrubs with neon orange shoes. Her face was pleasant, with deep gray eyes that glistened with sympathy. 

In fact, every single word that left her lips was sympathetic. 

She had sighed before she spoke. She truly felt bad for me — and bad for Claire. But I didn’t think too much of it. She probably felt something for all of her patients. Or she was just really good at pulling out sympathy when she felt it was needed.

“Claire’s sleeping,” she’d said. “No severe blood loss. Nothing too deep, just a good amount of damage to the skin.”

I’d barely nodded, only able to stare at the door leading to Claire’s room. I didn’t want to wait any longer before seeing my sister.

“She should be awake soon,” the doctor continued. “But once she wakes up, it’s our policy to keep her here with us for a while to place her on suicide watch. And then we would like to have her evaluated by a mental health professional.”

I knew the drill. I nodded and cleared my suddenly dry throat. “I’ll call her therapist immediately.”

She smiled faintly and nodded back at me. “You can see her,” she said, just before leading me to Claire’s curtain and pulling it to the side.

I’d walked in. Alone, of course, since neither my dad nor my brother was here. 

Claire was lying on the bed, almost zombie-like, with her arms at her sides. She was pale, and sweat beaded off of her face as well as what little bit of her chest was exposed from the gown. Her leg was halfway out of the blanket, and I saw the gauze wrapped tightly around her thigh. I’d immediately cringed. 

Now, I walked over and sat down on the single chair beside the bed. It took me a minute of heavy breaths. In. Out. Back in again. Just to take one of her hands in my own. 

I couldn’t speak, and I could hardly even move as I watched her lying there unconscious. All my silly, overactive mind could do was consider the what-ifs. 

What if no one had found her? What if I’d paid more attention to her lately? What if I’d looked inside her backpack? What if I’d monitored her meds?

“Why?” I choked out. My nose was congested, and my throat clenched tightly as I struggled to breathe. “Why didn’t you talk to me?” 

She was silent, asleep. Looking so small and frail in her bed.

My tears were flowing, stinging as they streamed down my face. “Claire. You’re everything to me.”

She continued to sleep. I knew the relaxation on her face was a guise—that inside, her mind was as tortured as I felt right now—but that didn’t matter at the moment.

“Do you know what this would have done to me?” I croaked. “Do you even care?”

My questions were getting angrier, fiercer by the second. And even though I asked them all, I knew the answer to each question: she was depressed. And that was all that there was to it.

I knew I was being ridiculous with how angry I was getting. I didn’t know what it was like to be her or to feel like she did. I had never felt so depressed that I felt like life wasn’t worth living. And I knew that because of that, being mad at her wasn’t the answer.

I just felt so many emotions, that I didn’t know how to deal with them all. And the one I felt the most was fear…I was scared to death. I didn’t want to lose my sister. Just because I hadn’t lost her this time, didn’t mean I wouldn’t. What if we weren’t as lucky next time?

“Next time,” I whispered under my breath. “What if there is a next time?” 

In reality, I knew that there wasn’t a “what if.” If we didn’t get her on the right path, I knew there would be a next time.  It was entirely possible that if she continued, she might very well fall to the illness.

I looked down at our hands and smoothed the back of hers with my thumb. I was heartbroken. Absolutely heartbroken.

I sighed and leaned forward. “I love you so much,” I whispered, hovering just over her forehead.

I placed a single kiss on her head and hesitated there for a second. I found myself taking in her scent. The smell of her shampoo. Brisk and spicy, like men’s deodorant, almost. She’d been using it for years, and it suited her. I sat back down and closed my eyes for a second.

I wanted it to be a nightmare that I could be woken up from, but I knew that it wasn’t. I knew that I was here in this hospital room — and this terrible scenario was real. I just wished she’d wake up. Waiting to talk to her, to get over the part where she sobbed and apologized, was torture.

Almost as if she could hear my thoughts, her hand tightened around mine, and she gave a small groan.

My head snapped up, and I watched as her eyes squinted open and her lips curled in pain.

She had to have felt groggy. In a sense, she literally was death warmed over. 

“You’ve been out for a while,” I said quietly. 

She was starting to stir even more, and her head fell slowly to the side so that she could look at me. But only for a second. Because as soon as her eyes met mine, she closed them and sighed. 

I stood up and roamed to the other side of the cubicle, pacing, unsure of what to say. 

“So can you handle telling me what you remember?” I didn’t want to seem like I was grilling her, but I wanted to hear what she had to say before we saw her therapist. I wanted to hear it from her.

“Let’s not do this,” she whispered, just before a single tear fell down her ghostly pale cheek.

“We need to,” I said.

“I went to the bathroom at school!” she snapped back in anger. 

But then, something changed. It came just as suddenly as her outburst had. Her breath became shaky, and a stream of tears rolled down her cheeks. Choking sobs sounded from deep down in her throat. I knew that she didn’t want to do this. 

I knew she was sad — ashamed even. I knew she was having a difficult time telling me what happened. I knew she knew how messed up it was.

“Before I got there, I spent all class…” Her lip was quivering. “…trying to break the metal piece off my ruler.”

I cringed, but I’d asked her to tell me about it. The least I could do was listen without judging her. 

“When I finally got it off, I just stuck it in my pocket and asked permission to go to the bathroom.” She was trying to steady her shaking breath. I could tell it was hard, reliving it all, retelling it. Especially to me. 

“When I got to the bathroom, I had already made my mind up that I was going to cut myself.” Her voice had returned to normal. It was matter-of-fact. She was trying to shut off the emotions, to act like it wasn’t a big deal. In some way, it was probably the only way she could deal with it. 

“And what happened then, Claire? Can you tell me what you did?” I didn’t want to push her, but I didn’t want her to act like it didn’t matter. To act like she could just go her entire life not talking about it. 

“Stop, Kate,” she groaned. “Please, stop. You know.”

I did know. But I wanted her to say it. I wanted her to admit it to me.

“I cut myself! I cut the heck out of my thigh! Carved pieces of my skin out, and then went deeper and deeper!” she yelled. “There, I said it. Does that make you feel better?!”

She balled her fists and pressed them to her drenched eyes. Then she punched the bed beside her, sobbing. Her chest heaved up and down, and even though I hated to see her cry, I knew that she had to be forced to face reality. To face what she almost did.

“Shh,” I soothed, moving toward her bed.

I sat down just beside her, at the edge of the mattress, right where the side rail opened. “I love you,” I whispered, pulling her quivering body to me. “I’m so sorry you’re feeling this way. I don’t want to make it worse, honestly. I just love you, and I know you, and I know you need to talk about it.”

I wasn’t going to leave her alone. She knew that by now. She closed her eyes again. I knew what she was doing — it was what she always did. She was pretending to be asleep. But she couldn’t do that forever, not with me.

I rose from the bed and paced the room some more, just before turning back to her. I crossed my arms in front of my chest. I was prepared to stare for as long as it took.

“Can you please not look at me like that?” she growled. “I can feel your eyes still on me!”

“My eyes are always going to be on you!” I said loudly, not caring who heard our conversation. “I love you.”

We stared at one another with anger, sadness — and a mix of a million other emotions unknown to either of us. 

I wanted to take my rear to bed and just cry it out until I didn’t hurt anymore. But I knew that I couldn’t. I knew it wasn’t that simple. I knew that I had to be strong. I knew that if she saw me break, that she’d break right there with me.

I knew why she didn’t want to look at me—it was because she didn’t want to see the sadness, the disappointment, and the fear.

“Can we really just drop this for right now, Kate?” Her eyes glistened with tears.

“We really need to talk about this now.” My voice was sharp, but no longer angry. I knew that I had to ease off. I had to keep my cool and hear her out. I had to be here for her. 

I eyed her bandages. I knew she felt numb. I knew she felt empty. And that scared me…but what scared me the most was how numb and empty I felt at that moment — at just the notion of losing my baby sister. And I hated that she knew me so well that she could feel how empty I felt.

“Kate,” she said.

“No,” I stopped her. I didn’t need to listen to a half-ended excuse. “Talk. Right now.”

Finally, she opened up. She cried a little, but that didn’t stop her. She talked to me about everything she’d been hiding from me for a long time. She said for a while, she took the medicine. For a while, she tried to do what everyone wanted her to do. But she said one day, she felt like she was a robot — being controlled by everyone and everything, including the medicine she was taking.

When I asked if she was taking her medicine, she told me the truth. She told me that she wasn’t. Not that I was surprised. She probably wouldn’t have pulled this sort of stunt if she had been. But she did say that she would swallow the pills — and she’d done that every day for a long while. She’d hoped every time that she’d start to feel better. But she never did. Not completely. 

She said it was true that after taking them, she hadn’t felt sad, necessarily, but she didn’t really feel anything. She’d even eat loads and loads of food and make herself throw up just to feel, but it hadn’t worked, either. She tried to go to school and act like none of it was happening, but because she was finally in a “good school,” there was someone always there “breathing down her neck” as she so beautifully put it. I chose to look at it as someone constantly monitoring her, trying to assess and manage her needs. 

But she clearly didn’t like people checking up on her. She said there was always someone asking, “Are you all right?” or “How are you feeling?” I guessed I could understand where she was coming from. I wouldn’t like to feel constantly monitored either. 

She told me with all of their “checking in” all the time, it made it impossible to forget how messed up she felt. How messed up she had to have been to make Mom leave — to drive her all the way across the country. 

She said she hated the struggle she put on everyone. How much money she cost me, how much resentment Dad felt toward her. She said she saw all of our faces — every single day — and wondered what the point was. Everyone was always so worried — or angry. She thought we were all mixed up with emotion, and none of the emotions was happiness.

She said she was sick of making everyone miserable. Especially herself.

I shed one more quick tear and wiped it away. My voice was hoarse, but I didn’t care — I had to say something. “I don’t ever want you to feel like that.”

She shrugged. I watched as she took her hand and ran her fingers over her bandages. 

“I just felt like this was the easiest way to get rid of the feelings,” she said.

“And since when do we do the easy thing?” I was full of compassion and love for her, but she’d scared me to death, and I was mad, too. “Do you think anything I do is easy?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Kate.”

“I just want you to know that you’re not a burden, and I never want you to think that you are. I worry about you because I love you, and I would worry even if you weren’t depressed — and even if you didn’t have a single issue or problem.”

She looked 

defeated, and my heart felt heavy for her.

It was hard biting my tongue. It was hard not doing what I wanted to do. I wanted to go up to her and shake the trash out of her. I wanted to scream in her face. I wanted to yell loud enough that she’d finally, finally hear me and be well—even though mental illness didn’t work like that. I wanted to try and make her understand that I wasn’t the one who didn’t understand — she was.

She nodded, so faintly that I barely noticed. Her tears continued to fall in steady drips. I wiped them away. 

“I’m sorry, Kate,” she whispered. It was like she was crumbling, right there, and I was there to witness it. I held her close to me as she sobbed. “I’m so sorry…”

I held her while she sobbed. I comforted her, soothed her, and held her close to me as she cried. And cried. And cried so hard that she cried herself to sleep again. I gently laid her head back down and kissed her forehead before leaving the tiny room. 

I needed to walk around, get out of the tiny room. I needed my own space without my little sister in it. Just for a second. As soon as I walked out of the cubicle, I was surrounded by white. The hospital walls were bright white in color. And so were the floors. All white. All over. 

I stared at the fork in the hall: a waiting room on one side and a check-in desk to the right. I craned my neck to look around, hoping my dad would be at the large check-in desk. But he wasn’t, of course. 

I sighed. I hoped more than anything that he’d walk through the doors soon that he’d put everything behind him when it came to Claire, and he’d just be her father for a day.

But somehow, I wasn’t as hopeful as I should have been. I walked toward the waiting room. It looked comfortable enough, at least. There were a lot of chairs — and plenty still open. My legs shook as I walked toward a seat, and my eyes felt dead. It had been the longest day in the history of long days. I was tired. Emotionally and physically.

I looked over to what I assumed to be a mother and son. The mom, beautiful, thin, young — and absolutely drained-looking — was reading a magazine, every now and then glancing over the pages to her little boy, who played on the floor with a pile of blocks. He was talking, the best that he could for his age, about “aminals” and how he wanted to go to the zoo. 

I couldn’t help but smile and wonder why they were here. I couldn’t help but wonder why everyone was here. 

I could only hope that all of their loved ones were safe and sound and that they were as fortunate as I was. Terrible as this hospital visit was, at least Claire was okay for the moment, and her injury would heal.

I looked over to couples who held each other close. Parents and children — of all ages. They were all just people. Some old. Some young. But all here in this waiting room — all worried. A group of strangers with nothing in the world in common, except for the fact that their worlds were shaken that day by concern for the well-being of a loved one.

I noticed that no one was really talking — except for the one little boy playing on the floor. The quiet in the room felt almost ominous, as everyone seemed filled with worry and dread.

I stood directly in the center as my gaze fell over everyone. I sighed, and just as I was about to shake myself away and find a seat, my gaze fell on a young man. He couldn’t have been older than his mid-twenties, and he was with a woman. He held her close as she snuggled into his chest from the seat just beside his. He held her hand over his lap and rubbed small, slow circles over the back of it. In the midst of all their turmoil, they were experiencing comfort and love.

I took a deep breath and sat down. Relief seemed to come as soon as my rear touched the seat. I had really needed to be out of Claire’s room. I needed to stop looking how pitiful she was for a second. I needed to stop hearing how incredibly depressed she was.

And I really needed, for just a second, to stop feeling like a huge failure of a sister. My eyes pointed upward to the ceiling in sadness. I wondered how my mom could live with just not knowing about all of this, how she could sleep at night knowing that her teenage daughter had problems, and she wanted no part of them.

I knew how upset I was that I had failed Claire, and I was just her sister. I wondered why Mom felt nothing about failing Claire. Mom knew that she was Claire’s mother, that she was the one person who was supposed to stick around through it all.

I was starting to get angry. But it was an ancient anger, and it wouldn’t help. She was gone. Long gone. It had been years. It was hard for me not to hate her in that moment.

My phone buzzed inside my pocket. I took a deep breath and groaned before retrieving it. The display was lit up with my brother’s face. He must have gotten my message.

“How is she?” he asked in a panic before I even got the chance to say anything. 

“Well, she’s alive,” I answered. I wasn’t going to say she was fine. Truth was, she wasn’t fine. I walked out of the waiting room to stand in the hall, giving us some more privacy for our conversation.

“Are you okay? How could this happen? What was she thinking?” The questions kept coming, and they were coming at a rate that I really wasn’t ready to deal with. Especially the last one. She was depressed and off her meds.

He finally spoke again. "What happened to our sister?" 

I could tell that he had been crying — and he was trying everything in his power not to cry now. His voice quaked and shook with every word he spoke. “Why is she so messed up?”

He sounded concerned. And I knew that he was. He was her brother, after all. But sometimes, it felt like he was too busy following in our father’s footsteps to really care.

“She’s not messed up.”

“She is!” he said, angrily. “She wouldn’t have done what she did if she wasn’t!”

“She’s off her meds!” I snapped back. 

Yes, he was worried and upset — but so was I. And Claire didn’t need another person telling her something was wrong with her.

“Look,” I said after he went quiet. “She’s going to be fine.”

“Should I come? I want to make sure she’s going to be okay.” 

“Not unless you can be kind and keep your mouth shut,” I answered firmly. 

He sighed. “I probably can’t do that.”

“I didn’t think so.” The last thing Claire needed was everyone in the family being there and interrogating her about why she’d hurt herself. Besides, my brother wasn’t always the gentlest of people. He was an amazing person — caring, kind, genuine even — but sometimes that kindness was overshadowed by his ability to care. Because when he cared, he really cared. That meant that whenever anything bad happened, he was on edge — and sometimes the way he dealt with that edginess was by lashing out. 

“I’m on top of everything,” I reassured him. “Besides, I think Dad is coming. I left a message for him.”

“Well,” he said. “Please let me know if you need anything.”

“I will.”

“Take care, Kate,” he said. “I love you. Tell Claire I love her.”

“Love you, too. Talk soon.” I hit the end call button and buried the phone back in my coat pocket. I knew I should get back. I wanted to be there when she woke up. 

I stood up and walked back down the hall toward the emergency cubicles, and pushed Claire’s curtain to the side when I reached it. 

She was still asleep, which was good; at least she hadn’t woken up alone. I walked over to the chair just beside the bed and sat in it. I didn’t grab her hand again; instead, I nuzzled into the arm of the chair and tried to drift off myself.

Try being the key word. All around us, there were sounds of machines beeping. Low, long beeps. Short, high-pitched beeps. There were machines whirring. There were the tapping sounds of nurses typing information into their computers. People were walking around, rushing from one place to the next, their rubbery soles squeaking on the clean floors. It was enough to drive anyone insane, and I had no idea how Claire had even begun to sleep through it, even after having lost a load of blood. 

A man’s scream echoed from nearby, and I jumped up.

Claire jumped, too. “Goodness. I’m going to have a heart attack in here.”

“Watch your language,” I said, reaching out to grab her hand.

“You can’t be all strict parental on me, and then hold my hand all lovingly,” she said. “You gotta either be a hard rear or a hippy all-is-love type. Can’t be contradictory, sis.”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up, and be glad that I’m not smothering you in your sleep.”

“Is Dad coming?” she asked. 

I sighed. It was an excellent question. He still hadn’t shown up, and I’d left a message ages ago. But instead of depressing her further, I smiled and nodded. “I think so.”

She glanced down at her sheets. “Does he hate me?” 

“No!” I shouted. Dad was a jerk sometimes, but he loved her. I knew that he did. He just had a nasty way of showing it. “Don’t ever think that—” 

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I grabbed it and glanced at the screen—and speak of the devil. 

“Dad,” I answered quickly. I had been waiting to hear from him for a while. I wondered if my brother had told him to call, or if he really had been that busy and just didn’t know until now.

 “I can’t make it,” he said. “I have a lot of work to do, and we can’t coddle and encourage this sort of stupid behavior.”

I stiffened when he said that, but instead of ripping into him, I said, “Fine.” 

I was tired of fighting. If he didn’t want to be there, he didn’t have to be. But I really had to wonder what his problem was. This was his baby girl — and he always complained about how his family wasn’t what he wanted it to be, how it didn’t live up to his expectations. His actions showed me that he didn’t deserve any better.

Heck, as far as I was concerned, he didn’t deserve the family he had.

I felt broken. And when I glanced over at Claire, I could tell that she knew — just by looking at my face — that Daddy Dearest was going to be a no-show. 

Someone yanked open Claire’s curtain.

“I’ve got to go,” I said to Dad, and ended the call. 

The doctor stood before us, clipboard in hand. “Hey guys,” she said as soon as she came in. I watched and listened as she began talking to Claire. 

Claire nodded as the doctor explained what was coming next. Honestly, Claire looked worried. Scared, even. I knew that I’d hear complaining every step of the way, but I was in it. And she was going to be in it too — even if I had to drag her, kicking and screaming, into the therapist’s office every single day.

“Kate, I’d like to have a word with Claire alone, if that’s okay?” the doctor said. 

I nodded, and took a final glance over at Claire and flashed a half smile her way. “I’m going to go in search of a good ol’ crappy hospital cup of coffee,” I said. 

“Good luck with that,” the doctor said with a laugh. “If you find a ‘good ol’ anything in this place, be sure to let me know.”

I smirked and continued on, perking my ears to listen as I walked toward the curtain.

“Your sister has made an appointment with a health-care professional, so we’re going to release you to her.”

I turned back around, a fistful of the curtain’s fabric in my hand. I caught a glimpse of the doctor nodding gently to herself as she jotted a small note down on her pad.

I closed the curtain and sighed.

It was going to be a long road, and it was going to be a tough one.

I just hoped we could get Claire the help that she needed and deserved.
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Ian

I couldn’t work, not with something so serious weighing on my mind. I had sat at my desk after talking to Kate on the phone, and I’d just stared at the screensaver of my laptop. For a whole forty-five minutes. The whole time, I was going back and forth on what I should do.

“Phoo.” 

I grabbed my stuff, got in my car, and drove. Finally, I was there, in the halls of Mount Sinai. And I was wandering through every single corridor that I came across. I could’ve asked where Claire was, but I didn’t know her last name. Besides, I didn’t want to see Claire—I didn’t even know her. I wanted to see Kate.

My feet pounded in a nervous sort of panic, and I couldn’t tell where the heck I was going. 

I had no idea if I was even going in the right direction, or if I had crossed through the same zone twenty times. But I was searching for the emergency department. 

I was searching for Kate, and the place was like a maze.

“Dang it,” I growled as I turned a corner. I was getting pissed. I turned another corner, my feet still pounding in a panic. “Dang it!” I said as I looped my body around the next corner. And then all I saw was a bouncing cloud of red before I felt the wind knocked out of me.

I gasped for breath, and my eyes shot open in shock. I had just run smack dab into someone, and that someone was Kate.

I finally caught my breath, and as soon as I did, she stood up tall on her tiptoes and threw her arms around me and flung her body against mine. I could tell by her uneven breathing that she was fighting back tears. I inhaled deeply, relishing the clean scent of her hair.

This was the first time that I had seen her so vulnerable. Sure, I had caught her right after a fight with her dad — but that had been nothing like this. This was different — completely different. I was touched that she felt comfortable enough with me to let me see it, and to let me hold her while she was going through it.

She pulled away and wiped at her red, puffy eyes. I could guess that she was trying to hide the fact that she’d been crying. I smiled at her and tipped her chin up with my index finger and thumb. 

We hadn’t spoken any words, and I wasn’t sure words were really necessary. I was there for obvious reasons, and she was apparently happy to see me. There were no words that would explain it any more than I already knew. 

“I’m so glad you came,” she whispered.

I couldn’t believe it. All this had happened — her day had been a total piece of trash, and she looked as beautiful as ever. She was wearing an oversized sweater, and everything on her — her face, her clothes, her make-up —looked absolutely gorgeous. She was almost flawless. The only things that stood out — the only things that would indicate the nasty day she was having—were her red, puffy eyes, and slightly frizzed hair.

But even despite that, she looked unbelievable.

“How’s Claire?” I asked, remembering why we were here.

“She’s okay. She’ll be fine, but right now, she’s just tired and sad.”

“Understandable. Have you eaten?”

“No, but I just want to be with you for a minute, if that’s okay?”

It was more than okay. We sat down in the waiting room, in one of the large, two-person chairs just against the wall. I draped my arm around her shoulders. 

She leaned her body into me, pulling her head in, resting it against my chest, and then we fell into a surprisingly comfortable silence. 

I loved moments when words weren’t needed. Especially right now, because I had no clue what to say. It was real. The whole situation was just real. It was one of the most real things I had ever experienced. 

“Do you think,” I mumbled, breaking the silence, “that maybe talking about it all will help?”

Kate lifted her head off my chest and looked into my eyes. Her gaze was deep. What had I done to deserve such a gorgeous woman lying against me, snuggling close? 

“I just don’t know how to explain it so that anyone could understand what it is that I’m feeling,” she finally said. 

“You don’t have to talk about any of this,” I said, “but I won’t really get it unless you explain it to me.” 

She nodded as if considering my words. She sniffled and snuggled closer.

I pulled out my blue silk pocket square and handed it to her. “It’s not really a handkerchief, but it’ll do,” I said with a smile, hoping that she wouldn’t take offense to the fact that I’d noticed her getting snotty.

She looked up at me. “I can’t wipe my eyes with that.” 

She was smiling, and her eyes glistened with more than just tears. Maybe, despite all the uncertainty in her family life right now, I could give her something solid and real—I could give her my companionship and friendship and even some affection.

“Yes, you can,” I said, smirking slightly. I put the cloth over my fingertips and wiped at her eyes as gently as I could, trying my best to dab them dry.

“Good thing I’m wearing water-proof make-up, huh?” she laughed, her head instinctively leaning into my touch. 

I continued to dab her cheeks and eyes dry. I really didn’t give a rat’s rear about that pocket square. Not when it meant making her feel a little more comfortable. 

She even eventually took it from me, her gratitude spread across her face and bright within those gorgeous green eyes. She seemed comforted, even if it was for just a moment.

“Thank you, Ian,” she said softly. “It was so sweet of you to come here.”

She pulled me into another hug, and I felt myself wrapped up once more. 

Sweet. I couldn’t help musing at the description.

That was a word I’d never heard someone use to describe me. Usually, it was something along the lines of jerk, overbearing, difficult. Insensitive jerk had been a favorite, too. 

I felt her warm breath run over my ear as we hugged. It caused a shiver to roll down my spine. 

“I just hate that I keep crying,” she said. “I feel like an idiotic little girl.”

“No,” I said firmly, pulling away. “You’re not.” I tilted her chin up so she could look me in the eyes. “You’ve had a really bad day.” 

"I know, but it’s still something I hate doing,” she said. “I hate when people look at me, and that’s what I feel like everyone’s doing right now.”

“It’s just me,” I said softly. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

“Thanks, Ian," Kate whispered as she hugged my side tighter.

She leaned her head against my shoulder, and I felt her lips and cheeks move against me. I knew she was smiling, at least faintly. 

While comforting her, I had become aware of just how much I really did care for her. As if it wasn’t already blatantly obvious by the fact that I had even left work in the first place. 

I glanced back down at her. I noticed, for the first time, that there was a small circle of freckles just on the nape of her neck, and even a small cluster of two or three just over her luscious lips.

Those lips looked even more inviting than they ever had before.

Her red hair shimmered in the fluorescent light of the hospital waiting room. Fluorescents made everyone look like trash, and being in a hospital usually did the same. But Kate looked good. Her hair shone and framed her face in a halo of beauty. 

She kept glancing at the doors, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was still waiting on her dad.

I turned and put my arm around her. She immediately melted into my embrace. I couldn’t help but breathe in her scent again — it was flowery and soft, and so intoxicating. 

I had never had the urge to hug a woman, not in a comforting sort of way. Hugging was never really my game. Why would it be? What good did a hug do?

Well, before, I thought nothing good could come from a hug. It wasn’t that I was against them, just that they didn’t make sense. I’d been wrong, though. Hugging Kate made all kinds of sense.

I ran my hand through her long, red, silky hair just before pulling back.

I felt my heartbeat quicken, and sweat formed above my brow. I couldn’t help but nervously gaze into her deep and intense green eyes just before leaning in again. Only this time, I wasn’t going for a hug.

I didn’t care — and she didn’t seem to either — that we were in the middle of the waiting room. Before I knew it, our lips came together.

It was bliss. Complete bliss. I hated how much I was enjoying being with her, while her sister lay in a hospital bed not too far away, hurt.

But Kate’s body warmed me, and I felt her arms wrap around me, holding me close. The kiss was desperate, and it was like we were the only two in the room in that moment. It was like everyone else had disappeared.

It was almost exactly what it had been for our first kiss. We were in the middle of so many people, but it felt like we were the only two in existence.

The feeling that I had felt building all day finally started to bubble out. The kiss, which had been soft and tender, turned passionate, desperate, and lustful. We were both moaning.

Until, at about the same time, we realized where we were.

No matter how alone we felt we were, we weren’t alone, and we were being rude. Reluctantly, we pulled apart from each other. The other people in the waiting room were studiously ignoring us, except a little old lady who gave me a wide grin and a thumbs up. Kate had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

As I situated myself in my seat and looked at the time on my phone, I realized that although it was getting a bit late, I wasn’t tired in the least. My mind was so busy. I couldn’t help but think about how much my life had changed in one day, that day I first met Kate.

It had been a Monday just like any other Monday. I had gone to Starbucks just like any other day…but unlike any other day in the history of all my days — I’d forgotten my wallet, and a beautiful woman rescued me and bought my very much-needed caffeine for the morning. And that woman had started to make me feel something more than the day-to-day existence I’d been enduring.

She filled me with passion, excitement, and energy.

And now, she had me here, and I was worried about a girl I didn’t even know. Because I cared about Kate so much that I hated the thought of anyone close to her being hurt. I hated the thought of her being sad.

I had always loathed hospitals, especially after my dad died. But here I was, voluntarily. Unlike with every other woman I had ever dated, I wasn’t doing things like this hospital visit just to gain brownie points. I genuinely just wanted to be here with Kate. If I had any sort of doubt before about how much I had changed, this definitely sealed it. I was different. 

She must have sensed that something was wrong because she turned to me, her face full of worry. She placed her warm hand on my forearm and asked gently, “Are you all right?”

I sat up and laughed a faint, tired laugh. “I should be asking you that.”

There really wasn't anything wrong with me — I wasn’t sad. I was confused. I was a little scared. This thing between us, whatever it was, felt powerful.

She tilted her head and gave me a slight smile. “I’m okay.” 

I wrapped my arms around her again and gave her a soft, gentle kiss on the top of her head. She smiled in response and snuggled into my side. 

“Really,” she said with a sigh. “Thank you for coming.”

And together we cuddled in the uncomfortably stiff chairs, holding each other. 
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I sensed another bout of anxiousness in Kate. There was a tightening in her body, a sudden rigidity to the set of her shoulders. 

“What is it?” I asked, and took her hand in mine. I squeezed it gently, but firmly enough to let her know I was there. To let her know that I wasn’t going anywhere. 

“Nothing new. Just thinking about Claire.” She looked up and gave me a small but encouraging smile. She squeezed my hand in return — only tighter. At that moment, it felt like we were the only two left in the waiting room.

“Do you trust me?” I asked.

“What?” 

“Do you trust me?” 

“Is this Aladdin, and you’re about to take me on a magic carpet ride?” She was chuckling, which was a good thing. “But yes. I don’t know why, but I really trust you.”

And as soon as she said it, I immediately felt my heart pound hard in my chest. Pride. Joy. Honor. I felt them all because I had this woman’s trust.

“Can you tell me about everything?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” She looked at me, and her brows furrowed in confusion. 

And then I realized how nasty I was for even asking in the first place. She was vulnerable, and here I was digging—poking and prodding, even—for information. I wanted to take it all back, to shove the questions back in my mouth, and then stick my foot in it to seal it closed. But it was too late. 

“I just mean..." I stammered a bit. I still couldn't believe I could even begin to stammer around a woman. I'd never had that problem before. "Well…" I sounded like a blithering idiot trying to figure out how to save it so that I wouldn't sound so incredibly insensitive. "Just, you know, tell me a little more about Claire, about your family — about everything. It seems like there’s a lot going on with you, and your world. And I think it might help if you have someone to finally listen to you...but if not, don’t worry about it right now."

She glanced down to her hands, which were nervously fiddling. 

"And yeah, maybe selfishly I even want to learn a little more about you —and your family.” I laughed, almost nervously, but I hoped it would ease the tension of my question.

“Oh goodness,” she said, still a little sadly, but with a hint of her own smile. “That’s a little hard to explain.”

Her voice became shaky again, and I couldn’t help but scold myself for how dumb I'd even been to bring it up in the first place.

“You don’t have to tell me anything you’re not comfortable with,” I reassured her. “But like I said earlier, I won’t ever understand unless you explain it. We could always talk later, though, when the feelings maybe aren’t so raw.” 

“I want to talk,” she said. “I really do. I just don’t know how.”

“Just let it out,” I whispered. I put my hand on her knee and squeezed it firmly. “If you really want to talk, I think it could help you feel better. You’ve been holding all of this back all day, and probably for a whole lot longer than that.”

 “You’re the first person who has cared enough to ask,” she said. 

I felt my throat clench in pain at the notion. But I knew she wasn’t done. She probably still had a lot more on her mind. I could tell she was about to give me the whole story, just by looking at the change in her expression. 

She sat up and leaned away slightly, then cleared her throat. She clutched my pocket square in front of her. “I mean, I told you before that she had some mental health issues — and some learning disabilities. It’s been an ongoing battle for a long time.”

I nodded. “It sounds really hard, Kate.”

“Yeah. Constant battling with the illness itself, with schools, with therapists, with my parents, with my brother…” 

I felt terrible how un-encouraging her family seemed. She hadn’t really talked much about them; she’d mostly just talked about Claire. It said a lot that Kate was the only one here for Claire right now.

“Both parents?” I asked, remembering that she hadn’t mentioned her mom very much.

“Mom left a long time ago. Claire was really young.” Kate dabbed the corner of her eye with my pocket square before continuing, “Dad always blamed Claire for it — and in truth, my mother did leave because she couldn’t deal with Claire’s special needs.”

“Your mom should feel like a jerk,” I muttered as my head fell back and rested against the wall. “And so should your dad.” I knew it wasn’t my place, but I was angry for her. “Why isn’t he here?” 

“Dad?” she said with a laugh. It wasn’t a humorous laugh, though—it was a bitter one. “He thinks paying attention to her after something like this is ‘fawning’ over her and ‘encouraging’ the behavior.”

“But that’s not how mental illness works, is it?” I asked.

“I’m hardly an expert,” she said. “But that’s not how Claire’s symptoms are. So his problem is more than just Claire. It’s his deep-seated beliefs and prejudices, and his business. I mean, I get it. He’s a really busy man…”

No excuse. No excuse. I was a busy man, and I was here. 

“It’s just hard for him to break away,” she said. 

I wondered if that was really what she believed. I had to wonder if she always glossed his actions over, if she was that much in denial, or if she really just had to say it to make herself feel better.

My money was on the latter.

I could tell that she was confused about her family situation. So was I, for that matter. It didn’t make sense that a mother could leave her children behind, that her sister could even think of taking her own life, or hurting herself. It seemed that Kate had a hard time trying to put herself in Claire’s shoes, and I could definitely relate to that.

But it was in that moment that I understood how Kate had become the wonderful woman that she had become. She was kind, genuine, responsible, and wise beyond her years…and that was because she’d had to be. She’d been forced into some sort of sisterly-motherhood type lifestyle. She had become a mother-figure — the biggest role model in existence — to a little girl. She’d had to learn how to take care of this girl from a young age, all the way through her teenage years.

She had to be that one reliable source of love. She had to be that one constant role model.

 “I know it’s been hard on you,” I said. “For you to constantly have to be strong, to be a mother figure to your little sister…to have non-stop responsibility.” 

She nodded. “You’re right.”

“But you can’t be strong all the time — no one can,” I whispered.  “Sometimes you need someone else.”

She watched me the whole time I spoke. Her eyes were full of unshed tears, but she held a faint grin on her lips. And I felt like she knew that I was right — that she needed to let go. That she needed to trust someone. That she needed to rely on someone.

I was pissed at her parents. Had they not seen what they had done to their oldest daughter? Did they even care?

“You’ve constantly been alone, with no one there, and that’s trash,” I said. “But I’ll be here.”

She hugged me tight, and when she did, I couldn’t help but wonder how upset I would have been if I was in her shoes. Claire was the only person who seemed to be there for Kate — and vice versa. And now Claire was laid up in a hospital bed, having just harmed herself due to a mental disorder that no one except Kate seemed to want to deal with.

And Kate was in a hospital waiting room, clinging to a man she’d only known for a week. I didn’t know exactly how I’d feel, but I’d imagine it was confused, angry, and almost like I wasn’t strong enough to handle the tough trash. But I knew that idea was wrong. Because it was clear, at least to me, that Kate could handle pretty much anything.

 “The only weakness you have,” I said, feeling a little sentimental, “is the one that everyone would be so lucky to have.”

She leaned back to look at me again. “What’s that?”

“Love. And fear of losing that love.” The truth of it ripped through me, because as much as I could try and put myself in Kate’s shoes, I couldn’t really understand what she was feeling. I didn’t really have anyone in my life that I truly loved. 

I’d truly loved my dad. And I had lost him — and I knew how terrible it was. I still wasn’t over it. I’d never be able to look at Christmas the same way again. He’d died that same week. The difference with my situation was that my dad was older. A person expects their parents to die. People don’t usually want that, of course, but it’s not such a huge surprise. 

Nobody expects their baby sister to go before them — let alone by her own hand.

So as much as I’d try, I’d never understand. Especially now that I didn’t have anyone left to love.

Kate nodded, agreeing with what I said. She gave me a large, enveloping hug. As I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close, I realized something. Her body was relaxed, and her breathing was soft. Had it worked? Had I actually given her real comfort? 

“Thank you for saying that,” she whispered in my ear.

I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “You don’t need to ever thank me.”

She smiled and shifted herself in the chair so that her head leaned against my arm.

“So what does your dad do for a living?” I asked. “You said he’s busy all the time.”

 “He's the CEO of a company.”

I laughed. Talk about vague. But just as I was about to ask what sort of company, the doctor came around the corner and asked to speak to Kate. I wondered what sort of business would pull a man so completely away from his family. I wanted to understand how he wasn’t there for his daughter…for either of his daughters.


  
    Chapter 20
    
  




  
Chapter 20

Ian

My thumb scrolled over the screen of my phone. I took a deliberate deep breath and blinked. After thirty minutes of going through my inbox, I had been reading too many messages. It seemed like hours had gone by and all of a sudden I felt like I was at work all over again

Kate had been with Claire for the past hour or so. Meanwhile, work didn’t quit. Text messages and emails had seemed to flood in, and I figured since I had some downtime I’d go over them.

Big mistake.

Now all that I could think about was work and how I’d just left without warning. I hadn’t given much of an explanation when I took off, either. Just because I was the “man in charge” didn’t mean that I could do that. The Old Man would have never done that. I could hear him in my head. A business is only as good as the man who runs it. If you aren’t responsible, son, and you’re in charge, how do you think your employees will behave?  

Thankfully, I was lucky to have such a wonderful assistant. Janice would keep things running smoothly for the day. She had sat in for me and taken notes at the meetings. Really, really thorough notes at that. She’d already sent them over to me. It was the very first email I read. There was a huge run-through and briefing over every single topic that had been discussed.

That woman deserved a raise.

I smirked, wondering what my Vice President, Jerome, had thought about her sitting in. Especially considering I didn’t tell anyone where the heck I was going. I was sure he just loved that.

I always wondered why my dad put such a wiener in the VP slot. It wasn’t like Jerome was any better at his job than any other higher management drone. And my dad didn’t really take a liking to rear-kissers, so I knew that wasn’t the case either. I sighed. I guessed Jerome drew the lucky straw out of the rest of the jerks in line for the job. 

I leaned to the side and glanced around the corner toward the emergency area on the far end. Kate must have still been in with Claire and the doctor. It felt like it had been forever.

Not that I was complaining. I was there to support her, not to monopolize her time. She needed to be there for her sister. I was just there for when she needed me. But still, I was starting to feel a little antsy. I hated sitting in one spot for long. 

I looked up at the clock on the wall. It was a typical black clock with a white face, but it was a little worse for wear than a typical wall clock. It was duct taped around the edges, and the number three was missing. Heck, the worst part was that the time wasn’t even right. Not even by a long shot when I checked it against my phone’s display. A couple of minutes off, I could understand, or even five. It was off by twenty-three minutes. 

Time moved however it wanted to in hospitals, it seemed.

When my dad was about to die, it’d felt like I was in the hospital for a year, just waiting for him to go— when in reality it had only been a few days. 

Time seemed to either speed up, or slow down until it almost stopped in a hospital. 

I sighed. It seemed like almost yesterday when I was sitting in a chair, very similar to the one I was sitting in now, waiting for my dad to die. As soon as that realization hit, I could feel myself getting antsy, touching my chair, tapping my feet, fiddling with the buttons on my shirt.

I never really liked sitting for long periods of time. It always made me feel sort of on edge, but because this was in a hospital, it was definitely worse. I leaned forward and glanced at a small table just a couple of seats from my chair. There was a large stack of magazines scattered over it, and I wondered if any of them were even from this year. I could tell, just by scanning the covers of a few of them, that most were old as sin, though.

Come on, when Scotty Pippen and Michael Jordan were on the cover of a Sports Illustrated together, especially rocking red Bull’s uniforms, you could definitely tell it had been a while since the magazine was printed.

I sighed again and pulled my phone out, suddenly losing interest in reading anything at all. It looked like it was either warp myself into straight up drone status and play a game on my phone, or die of boredom. 

May as well play a game.

“Hey, you,” I whispered to a guy sitting near me. He looked young, maybe nineteen at the oldest. His hair was long, but it was held back by a slouchy beanie cap. He’d been staring at his phone’s screen for longer than Kate had been gone. 

 “Uh, yeah?” he asked, as soon as his gaze hit mine. His brow twisted, and his face scrunched up. I couldn’t tell if he was confused or if he was pissed off, but I didn’t want to harass him; I just needed to ask a question.

“What are some good phone games?” I asked, gesturing to his phone. I had my app store open, ready to buy anything and everything that could help pass the time.

But as soon as I asked the question, he looked even more confused.

“Relax, man — I’m a person, you’re a person.” I laughed. “I’m just asking you about phone games.”

He looked back down to his phone and then back at me. His mouth opened and closed as if he was at a loss for words. Did kids really not know how to communicate anymore?

 “Is Angry Birds even still a thing?” I asked, glancing down at my phone and trying to ignore the kid’s weird behavior.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he mumbled. “I don’t really play many games on my phone, though.”

I looked over at his phone. I’d thought that was what he’d been doing all that time. But as soon as I looked at the phone, I saw words instead. It looked like a PDF to a book or something.

“Oh,” I said. “A book?”

“Yeah.”

“For school?” 

“No, sir.” His voice was still quiet and timid. “I just like to read.”

He threw a faint smile my way and glanced back down.

 “Well, heck, that's refreshing,” I said with a laugh. “But please don’t call me sir…I’m not much older than you.”

He slumped down further in his seat and smirked. “But if you really want to play a game, I’ve heard of a couple.” His eyes darted back up, and I could see a smile begin to form.

 “By all means, download them,” I said, and I handed him my phone. I was usually a little wary giving strangers my phone, especially considering my phone was my lifeline. But this kid, even with his goofy awkwardness, seemed pretty okay. 

He smiled and took my phone, and within just a few seconds, I had it back. 

“Thanks,” I said. 

“You’re welcome,” he said. “Now let me get back to my book.” 

His tone told me he was just kidding, but I let him get back to it anyway. Besides, I really did want to try out the games. I hit the home button on my phone and tapped one of the new icons.  

Killing zombies as a soldier was the definition of a mindless pastime. It helped. But I couldn’t get my mind off Kate. She’d been gone for a while now.

I just hated that she had to deal with everything on her own. What kind of man would leave this kind of trash to his daughter? What kind of man wouldn’t get his rear in gear and rush to the hospital when his baby girl was hurt? Every second that passed with him on my mind made me angrier and angrier. My thumb started to scroll faster through the game, and I realized I wasn’t even playing it anymore.

I was just thinking about Kate’s dad — and how much of a complete tool he must have been. 

I scowled and shoved my phone in my pocket before crossing my arms over my chest in a huff. I glanced around the room at all the parents and couldn’t for the life of me believe that neither of Kate’s parents was there. 

They both should have been ashamed of themselves. 

My old man had been a lot of things — but he was still what a dad should have been. He had still made a effort when he was alive. He was always there for me when I needed or wanted him to be. And a whole heck of a lot of times that I didn’t. 

A lot of times he was just there to be a royal pain in the rear.

I was getting pissed off all over again just thinking about how Kate deserved more. And idiot, I didn’t even know Claire, but she deserved more, too. 

Everyone deserved more. 

Everyone deserved a parent that gave a blasted.

A loud bang pulled me from my thoughts, and I jerked my head up to see what had made the noise. It had been the double doors down the hall, slamming back shut behind a blurry figure of a man.

As the figure grew closer, I noticed a familiar suit, cut in a familiar way. He was barreling down the hall like he was ready to punch someone. There was something about him that made me crane my neck just to watch him as he pounded closer and closer to my seat. 

The suit was navy, expensive, and draped perfectly over the large and stocky body of the person wearing it. It was more than just tailored; it was made for him. His expensive monk strap shoes clicked against the white tile as he continued his journey down the long hallway. 

He was growing larger and clearer with every step. His white-gray hair illuminated him like his head was a desk lamp. It glistened and shone brightly against the fluorescent lights as he continued to pound his way down the hallway. His eyes, deep and intense, were narrowed. They were like slits, determined and set on a target.

On what target, I couldn’t be sure, but he was definitely going somewhere.

A large brown overcoat lay slung over his forearm, and it whipped and fluttered as he walked. Then he was close enough I could see his face, and my initial guess had been correct.

Michael.. Murphy.

I groaned and leaned back and down in my chair. I could only hope and pray that he wouldn’t see me. I didn’t want to deal with him — not now. Had he searched me out? To talk yet again? This was a new, and very desperate, strategy. I was so beyond sick of that lawsuit that I could vomit. 

No, I decided. He couldn’t have hunted me down because no one at my company knew where I was. Short of putting some sort of tracking device on my phone, he wouldn’t have been able to find me.

So idiot, if today hadn’t been bad enough already, that jerk was here in the hospital? Of all places.

But his steps weren’t aimed toward the waiting room. With relief, I watched him completely bypass the room I sat in and head straight to the check-in counter nearer to the emergency department. Even though I hated him, I felt bad that he was here. Nobody should have to come to the emergency room.

It was strange to think of Michael being an actual person, to think of him actually caring about anyone but himself.
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Chapter 21

Kate

I could hear the words coming out of the therapist’s mouth, but I wasn’t really registering them. In my mind, it was all the same stuff I’d been hearing all day. Heck, it was the same thing I’d been hearing for years now. 

Claire was sick. She had depression. She needed support. The therapist could tell that I was a good amount of support, but that didn’t mean that Claire wouldn’t need therapy. I knew the drill. I knew it all too well. 

Her tone was quiet, just like all the other doctors before. She spoke in almost a whisper, sort of like she was trying to save me from embarrassment. Most people would have probably been grateful for that, but I wasn’t. 

It was that “I’m so sorry you have to deal with this shameful illness” tone that made me realize how incredibly happy I was that I was going into the field that I was going into. Kids like Claire — and kids with other issues, perhaps completely different from Claire’s — needed people to understand. Kids with special needs deserved someone to look at them without pity and without judgment. 

They deserved an un-hushed conversation about their issues. They deserved to feel accepted and like it wasn’t some disgusting or taboo thing to be the way that they were.

They needed a safe environment to work through whatever ailments they had. They didn’t need this kind of talk the therapist was giving us now, a tone that said this was a shameful topic, no matter how well-meaning her intent. I could tell that she meant well. This doctor was kind. Her eyes, a deep brown, were wide with worry and her pale face — as well as her entire demeanor — was soft. She sympathized with our situation like she really cared. I just wished she didn’t act like it was something to be ashamed of.

I wasn’t ashamed of my sister. I wasn’t embarrassed by her.

 I was hurt. I was scared. I was a whole slew of other things — but embarrassed was not one of them. I believed that the illness could be overcome. I believed that it was something that was a burden — and it sucked. It really, really sucked. But it wasn’t something to be ashamed of.

Being ashamed only led to fear. Fear led to denial. Claire didn’t need to deny that she had an illness — no one needed to deny that. It was there. No matter who wanted to act like it wasn’t.

“We’d like to keep Claire for observation a little longer,” she said. 

Her words shook me away from my thoughts — and my inward rant. The blond doctor looked up from her clipboard and nodded at me. It was a reassuring sort of nod, and I wasn’t sure why, but it worked. “But since you’ve already made an appointment with her primary therapist, I wouldn’t have a problem with releasing her into your care.”

I nodded back. I didn’t want the responsibility, but it felt natural at this point. I threw a small, sideways glance just over my shoulder to a sleeping Claire. I still couldn’t believe our dad wasn’t here. And moreover, I couldn’t believe that Ian — of all people — was here instead of him.

I just still couldn’t believe Dad was blowing us off at a time like this. It should have been him taking care of this. It shouldn’t have been me…

But the difference was that I wanted to take care of it. I wanted to be there. I loved Claire, and to me, showing that love meant showing up. 

 “Thank you so much,” I said. My voice was weak because I was exhausted from the entire day. “I really appreciate it so much.” 

“Not a problem at all,” the doctor said with a grin. “I wish your family the best.”

She flipped her charts down so they lay flat against the clipboard and tucked it underneath her arm. I sighed in relief, knowing that meant the conversation was coming to a close. 

She walked away, clipboard still tucked beneath her arm. The therapist followed after her. I breathed out a large huff of air as soon as I watched them disappear behind the curtain. 

I turned my body so that I could look at my sister. She was still sleeping. Her head was back, mouth open. She must have been exhausted.

For a second, I felt sorry for her — for how terrible of a day it had been. But then I shrugged it off. According to the therapist, she needed a little tough love.

I wasn’t going to pull an act like my dad would, but I wasn’t going to baby her. I’d show her I loved her by being here for her. Sure, she needed understanding. She needed encouragement in other areas. She needed patience. But I wasn’t going to coddle her. She was going to have to do some of it herself. 

All of a sudden, another part of me wished that my dad was there. I never was good at the tough-love part. 

I was relieved that I at least still had the opportunity for tough love. That she was still here — that she was alive. All I really wanted was for her to get off of that hospital bed and onto the large brown leather couch in her therapist’s office. 

More than anything, though, I wanted to take her home. I wanted to do a movie day, just the two of us. I wanted to show her what she’d be missing out on if anything were to happen to her. What I’d be missing out on….

I just wanted to drown her in love and show her that life was worth living. 

The four steps to her bed were in slow motion as I thought about how I would shower her with love. I couldn’t help but watch every breath she took as her chest rose and fell. A tear burned and pulled at the edge of my eyes, and I knew that I had every reason in the world to be thankful. 

She was with us, despite everything.

I swallowed the large lump in my throat and sat on the bed next to her. I looked at her face. She looked so peaceful in that moment. I couldn’t help but feel my heart leap with joy, realizing that there were moments where she wasn’t completely miserable.

Asleep or not — in that moment she was content.

She even held a faint smile on her face as she slept. And even though it was a faint smile, it was just enough for me to see the vaguely familiar dimple in her cheek. I smiled and reached out to swipe away a few strands of hair that had fallen in her face.

Someone cleared their throat behind me. “Hey,” a deep male voice said. 

My eyes widened, and my mouth fell open as I looked at the man who stepped in. 

His hefty girth of a belly held the curtain open as he looked in with tired eyes. Even though he looked a little disheveled, he still looked like a million dollars. He always did, though. His custom navy suit was gorgeous even in the fluorescent lights. It displayed him nicely for the whole world to see, which I was sure was exactly what he wanted. He was a man of power, and he’d never tried to hide it.

I was pretty sure, though, that I looked like a sewer rat next to him. “Mr. Murphy,” I said, angry that he hadn’t been there sooner. 

“Don’t do that,” he said with a sigh. “I was busy. I’m here now.”

His gaze was strong, but his eyes were sad — and a little vulnerable. It took me aback because I rarely saw him look vulnerable. As much as I wanted to stay mad at him, I really couldn’t — not completely, that is.  He’d finally decided to show up. He was doing a lot better than usual.

“How’s she doing?” he asked in a low rumble, almost so low that I didn’t hear him. He was purposely being quiet. I wasn’t sure if it was because he just didn’t want to hear it — to hear himself feel and worry about someone like Claire — or if it was because he really was that distraught. 

“The doctor was just letting me know that she’ll be released to us soon,” I said.

“So they’re not going to keep her on suicide watch?” he huffed, his voice growing in strength by the word. “What kind of hospital is this?” 

He was getting angry, and his steps reflected that anger. They were powerful and aimed directly at me.

He leaned against the hospital bed just beside me and threw his hands in the air in defeat. “Why are they not keeping her?” 

“Calm down,” I snapped. What right did he have to get upset now? “I’ve already taken care of an appointment with her therapist.” I didn’t even bother telling him her therapist’s name, how long she’d been seeing one, or any of the other million things he already should have known. It wasn’t worth it.

“She said that she should be good to go soon enough, provided she’s seeing her therapist right away — they just have to keep her for a little longer for observation.”

He nodded, grumbling beneath his breath. I couldn’t understand a thing he’d said, but it didn’t matter. He sat down on the bed next to me, and gently grabbed hold of Claire’s leg almost absentmindedly.

With his other hand, he swiped his whitened hair, smoothing it down. I couldn’t help but stand there. I was still wondering what had changed his mind, and why he’d finally decided to come here.

I continued to stare at him, unblinking. Dang, he’d aged over the last year. The fluorescents hadn’t done him much justice after all; they showed every blemish. Every wrinkle.

His white-gray hair even looked snow-white in the room.

The stress of the job — that’s what he’d always tell me. Now, finally, I believed it.

Apparently, there was a huge ongoing lawsuit or two at the scompany, and it was keeping him busy. Too busy for my taste. But apparently not too busy to finally care enough to come and visit Claire in the hospital. 

“I’m glad you came, Dad,” I said. And I was glad, for Claire if nothing else.
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Chapter 1

Ian

The last thing I expected was that meeting a woman in Starbucks was going to knock me for such a loop. But that was exactly what happened the morning a fiery redhead paid for my coffee to save my rear from an angry, caffeine-starved mob. I was attracted to her the moment our eyes met.

Now, here I sat a week later in a hospital waiting room because I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else when I knew she needed a shoulder to lean on. Even though we didn’t really know much about each other, in the few days we’d hung out we’d grown close enough that I knew I wanted to be here for her. And based on her family situation, I knew she needed me to be.

Sitting in the middle of the white-everything room with the faint smell of chemicals and sanitizers stinging my nostrils, I’d been wrapped up in a game on my phone for a good hour before I realized that Kate still hadn’t come back. I felt like it’d only been a few minutes when I paused the game to check the time, and I realized my neck was stiff as I stretched. 

I could hardly believe I’d been absorbed in my phone that entire time. I should’ve been working, but I’d been so hell bent on getting to Kate that I hadn’t brought my computer or anything to do work on. All I had was my phone…and the silly game I’d downloaded. 

Kate had been gone for a while now, which was fine. I was here for her, not here for me. 

I couldn’t believe the severe lack of trash to do in the waiting room. Every other time I’d been in a waiting room there had been a crappy old TV programmed forever on some boring channel, but this time I didn’t even have that luxury. 

Truth was, I was a little concerned. The doctor was just supposed to borrow her for a quick second and that had turned into an hour. Hopefully everything was okay. 

I loosened my tie and unfastened the top button on my collar. I felt like I couldn’t breathe all of a sudden. The musty smell of chemicals and piss must have been getting to me.

Sighing, I pressed the palms of my hands into my eyes and rubbed and then leaned back, sinking further down in the seat. My rear was getting numb. I couldn't stop my mind from drifting. My thoughts didn’t fall on Claire or Kate, though, like one might expect. Instead, I started thinking about the man I’d seen sauntering down the hospital corridor just after Kate disappeared with the doctor. Michael Murphy. The current thorn in my CEO side. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was somehow wracked with the sort of terrible thoughts that I’d been thinking. The ones that an idle mind always shifted to in times of distress. 

What was he doing here, anyway? I had to wonder if he was here to see a loved one, and if that loved one was okay. Or, maybe, like me, he was here to support someone else.

Hilarious idea—Michael Murphy, the biggest jerk in New York City, being at the hospital, or anywhere, to support someone.

Then again, his walk had certainly seemed hurried—too hurried for a casual visit. He’d seemed awfully determined to get somewhere, and his eyes had looked haunted, troubled. To say it was strange to see him that way was an understatement. The man was a stone-cold statue — strong, sturdy. People like Michael Murphy didn’t feel. He’d never shown any sort of emotion for as long as I’d known him.

My phone buzzed in the palm of my hand, and a name flashed with a text notification at the top of the screen. It was Jerome. Senior Vice President Jerk. One of the sharpest pains in my rear. He couldn't stand that I'd been made CEO after my father’s untimely death a year ago.

I scowled as I hesitantly unlocked my phone and opened the text message. I wondered if I should even bother to read it. I’d taken the rest of the day off. He was VP. He could deal with it.

But I knew it had to be important. Jerome and I weren’t best friends. We barely spoke unless it was something pressing, and we sure never texted one another. So it had to be something big for him to text me in the first place. 

Before I could read it, another text came in. This time, though, it was from Janice. I sighed as I stared at the two names and the small little envelope beside each of them. I took a deep breath and growled as I flipped my thumb over the screen to read one at a time. Naturally, I read Janice’s first. She was slow at texting, so it was entirely possible that hers was supposed to be sent — and therefore read — first, anyhow. Besides, I was far more interested in reading what she had to say, as well as her take on whatever colossal trash awaited me, than I was in hearing Jerome’s trash.

The text read, Sorry to bother you. Mr. Pfeiffer needs you back ASAP.

“What the heck?” It looked like I was definitely going to have to read Jerome’s text now. 

I moved my thumb over my screen again to pull up his message. We had a total of three exchanges on the entire thread.  I shook my head at how much of a jerk he was in all three of them — especially the newest.

Unlike you, I actually worked today and landed a big investment opportunity. Papers are ready for you to sign. 

Asshat.

I sighed and tucked my phone into my pocket. I gathered my scarf and overcoat and folded each over my forearm and looked toward the direction Kate had disappeared. I wanted to find her before I left. I really didn’t want to leave without seeing her, but Jerome was right — I had work that needed my attention. The company wouldn’t hold its breath, waiting for me to return. My dad probably would have promoted Jerome and demoted me right on the spot if he’d known I’d let my feelings get in the way of landing a “big investment opportunity.” 

I could only wonder what Jerome meant by a “big investment opportunity.” How big were we talking? Although it was Jerome who made the deal, a part of me couldn’t help but feel a little excited about it. I always loved big opportunities that meant more money for the company. Money talked to me. It pumped adrenaline through my veins and made me feel alive.

But still, despite that feeling — and the fact that I usually craved it — I was willing to give that up to at least find Kate and say goodbye. If Dad were here, he’d tell me to forget Kate, forget about saying goodbye, forget about having a life. A part of me nearly listened to his voice in my head, urging me to drop everything and get back to the office…but another part of me couldn't stomach the thought of abandoning Kate without at least a goodbye. 

I stood and started walking. I rounded the corner, away from the nurse’s station and toward drawn curtains. It didn’t take me long to figure out that the emergency cubicles were like a maze. All I heard was sickness and sorrow all around me. Behind every curtain I passed, someone lay suffering on the other side. It was like walking alongside the Grim Reaper as I searched through the maze. The sounds of coughs, moans of pain and anguish, vomit splattering against the floor echoed at every turn.

All of a sudden, dizziness swirled in my head. The world was spinning on its axis and my stomach began to whirl and jolt. I felt like I was going to hurl and pass out. Hard. Right in the middle of the hallway.

I wondered if I was even allowed this far back. Why hadn’t anyone stopped me yet? But no one even looked at me. Doctors ran past. Nurses, too. No one looked my way. I mean, I understood on one hand. They had a job to do. Their job was to keep people alive, not be security guards. But I still had to wonder why no one seemed to question a man who was clearly lost and roaming the hallways.

Clearly she was in an office, or behind a curtain with her sister. I knew the chances of me finding her without making a scene were slim, but I had to try. I couldn’t leave without telling her, and somehow a text just didn’t seem right.

Just as I was about to turn around and go back toward the waiting room, I heard a curtain screech open. A familiar head of fiery red hair emerged from behind it.

She looked as beautiful as always, and she sure was a sight for sore eyes. I smiled in relief. She smiled back, but I could tell something was wrong. Her bright eyes were shadowed in worry, and her eyebrows were scrunched together in a concerned scowl. Her complexion was still drawn and pale.

“Kate?” I said, concerned.

Immediately, her eyes filled with tears. Something more had happened.
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Chapter 2

Kate

My heart had finally stopped pounding in my chest as I pulled open the blue patterned curtain separating Claire from the rest of the hospital. I hadn’t realized how long I had been back there. It was strange, really, how it was just a curtain, but it felt so private. 

Ian was probably reeling from boredom. It’d been at least an hour since I’d left him sitting in the waiting room. 

I shivered. The air seemed a lot colder on the other side of the curtain. As I stepped out, I felt goosebumps start to prickle at my upper arms. I could even see them starting to form as I closed the pale blue curtain behind me. When I turned to look out into the hallway, I caught a glimpse of the gorgeous blond-haired man turning toward me — almost like he was in some sort of a panic.

 Ian. 

I smiled, fighting the urge to throw my arms around him and pull him close to me. I’d just been thinking about how much I wanted to get back to him. He was far more comfort than my father was. Maybe having Ian there for a little more support was all I needed at the moment… a little more than the ton he’d already given me.

I needed that comfort. No matter how glad I was that my dad was actually there, his presence wasn’t calming and there were still residual feelings that somehow I knew would be soothed away by Ian’s presence. There was something about him… he just made me feel calm. I couldn’t explain it.

Maybe it had something to do with my father. Dad’s demeanor and attention made me feel like a giant weight was on top of me, suffocating me. Each and every day I had to fight for his time with work, or just fight him in general. 

With Ian, there hadn’t been any disappointments. Not yet, anyway. It was also a different sort of feeling. Whereas, with my dad, I was constantly fighting to bring him into my life, Ian had already completely penetrated my life without any sort of battle. 

And here he was with me now, even when he didn’t have to be. Heck, even when I’d told him not to be. 

Dad had basically been guilted into being here and fighting tooth and nail the whole time. He almost hadn’t come at all. 

Thankfully, he’d stayed in the cubicle with Claire. As soon as she’d woken up, he was the first person she saw. Her eyes squinted open, and he was there, holding her hand, looking down at her.

It was strange to think of it as something beautiful, given the circumstance, but it was. Claire’s smile had been bright and glowing. Her grin was so large, dimples formed in her paled cheeks.  My heart thudded with emotion, especially when Claire flung her arms around Dad. It was like she’d gathered up all of her energy for that hug. I could do nothing more than watch as she closed her eyes in a sort of contentment, almost in bliss. For her, having Dad there when she woke up meant he cared. And, somehow, I imagined that was all she wanted to know . . . that he cared.

I heard sniffles from behind me as I’d closed the curtain. I almost thought I heard two separate sniffles. But that would mean Dad was showing some of his softer side, and lately I wasn’t so sure he even still had one. I knew Claire could hardly believe Dad was actually here. Heck, I could barely believe it myself — and he’d let her down a whole heck of a lot more than he had me. Because of that, I still had a little more faith in him than I probably should have and certainly more than Claire did. Not that it was warranted; after all, I’d watched him let my little sister down time and time again. He probably didn’t deserve even the small amount of hope I still held out for him to be the kind of father Claire needed him to be. But, even a terrible day could sometimes have an unexpected happy ending.

With a deep breath, I focused my attention back on the man in front of me. A man who did deserve the faith I had in him. Ian looked a little worried as he stood there. He reached up and gently brushed away a tear from my cheek with his thumb. 

“I’m fine. I swear!” I dabbed at my eyes and cheeks. “I’m just happy that Claire is okay.”

He looked confused for a second just before giving me a soft smile and taking another step toward me. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling back at him. I felt a little guilty that so much happiness was washing over me when my sister was just behind the curtain, hospitalized because she was so unhappy.

At least Dad was there for her. But, with my dad, who knew how long it would last. He’d never been the most dependable man in the world. I doubted that he ever would be. That might have been fine if I were only concerned with me, but I had Claire to think about too. Of course, I didn’t really know with Claire either. With her mental state, who knew if she’d even want to be around much longer herself. And where would that leave me? 

I felt my breath catch in my throat. Before I could even say anything else, I felt Ian’s warm fingers wrap around my hand and pull it to his lips. 

I shuddered. He was so perfect. A little too perfect. Everything he did was pure magic. 

His lips felt like hot silk gently on my skin, and I felt light all of a sudden. I didn’t feel weighed down with that sort of nauseous feeling I always seemed to have when I was dealing with Dad or Claire drama. 

I couldn’t fight my draw to Ian anymore. I needed the warmth of his comfort. I launched my arms around him, pulling him close. His clean and intoxicating scent wafted over me. Spicy. Fresh. 

I took a deep breath, vanilla and spice still filling my senses, continuing to calm me. The problems with Dad and Claire would always be there. I had no way of knowing if the comfort of Ian’s presence would be. I needed to take advantage of it while I could. Dad and I had always had our differences, and Claire always seemed to get into some sort of trouble that I had to handle. It was a never-ending, and incredibly cruel, cycle. As soon as I thought it was getting better — boom. Something came up with one or both of them again. This relationship that was happening with Ian, though, it was helping me . . . calming me. I hugged Ian tighter as a little more of the anxious weight pressing down on my chest shifted. 

I lingered against him, reveling in his warmth. Breathing in his scent. Feeling his heart beating hard and fast against me. I even enjoyed the feeling of his clothes against my skin. 

I took a deep, longing breath, and closed my eyes as I found myself taking in a final and deliberate whiff of vanilla and spice. I had to pull myself together. But when I pulled away, my gaze met his, and I melted. He was looking right into my eyes with a tender expression and his eyes were glistening.

How was I supposed to pull myself together when everything he did — even when he did nothing at all — melted me like a snowman in Miami? 

I smiled despite my inner battle to play it cool. I hoped more than anything that I wasn’t making it awkward between the two of us. I hoped he hadn’t noticed the fact that I had just been breathing in his sent, or that I was melting by merely looking at him. 

The last thing I wanted was to appear desperate. He gave me a faint smile and reached up slowly with the smooth tips of his fingers and wiped the remaining tears from my eyes. I smiled, leaning into his palm, which simultaneously cupped my cheek. He was taking care of me — when he was clearly upset about something himself. 

“Are you okay?” I whispered. 

He nodded. “Just work stuff. The usual trash. Besides, I should be asking you that.” 

We shared a look, and it was like we were bonded together. Like each of us felt what the other felt.  I couldn’t believe how much emotion I was feeling for him — a man who was basically still a stranger.

“I’m fine. Really,” I assured him, breaking the silence.

“I have a work emergency and have to get back to the office,” he whispered.

I could tell he didn’t really want to break the news to me. He seemed worried about how I’d take it. It wasn’t just that, though, I could also tell that he was disappointed. 

“I’m so sorry, Kate,” he continued, his voice cracking. “I wish I didn’t have to go.”

I smiled, trying to reassure him. “No, don’t be.” 

 “Are you going to be okay here?” he asked. “I can come back later, once all this stuff is settled at work.” 

“No,” I laughed. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’d like to—” he started, but I couldn’t let him finish. 

“No, really, that’s sweet of you,” I said, “but not necessary. They’re about to start the discharge process — and then we just need to take Claire to her therapist.”

“And then home?” he said with a smirk.

“Goodness, yes!” Home sounded so good, even with the tension I knew would fill the air. It was a thousand times better than this hospital.

I’d been lounging about, taking a quiet morning at home for granted, when I’d gotten the call. Now, all I could do was hope to get back to the house that I’d been complaining about ever since school ended. That dungeon, I’d sometimes called the apartment. 

“You seem ready for it,” he said, laughter in his voice. 

“Words cannot express how much I want to be home,” I said with a wistful sigh. “I can only pray that tomorrow will be a little less eventful than today has been.”

I watched his head fall down to look at his feet. I wondered if he was feeling as nervous as I was all of a sudden. But then, he smiled and glanced up at me.

Inside, I swooned.  Part of me would have sworn that the look he’d just given me had to have been some sort of tactic he’d done it so perfectly. Some move he’d developed over what I could only assume had been his many, many female conquests. It was a look I was certain could have broken down the Great Wall of China. A woman’s defenses didn’t stand a snowball’s chance.

He nodded his head down the hallway with a devilish smile, clearly gesturing for me to take a walk with him. He pivoted on his foot, never breaking eye contact and walked away with a cocky spring in his step. He knew I’d be on his heels. I almost didn’t follow him because of it. But I couldn’t resist.

I also couldn’t help but stare at him as he walked. His head was up, his chiseled jaw parallel to the floor. He walked smoothly, with confidence, and probably more tenacity than I felt any one man should possess.

After a few steps, I was walking next to him. He slipped his hand around mine and we continued on in silence until we were back beside the chairs we’d sat in earlier that day.

I released his hand and crossed my arms in front of my chest. He moved so that he was standing in front of me, but he still didn’t speak. Instead, he slung his arms into his overcoat and pulled it close to him. 

“You know, you’re not what I expected,” I found myself saying, breaking the silence between us.

He studied me for a minute. “You’re not quite what I expected either.” His voice was throaty. “I didn’t expect to like you so quickly, for one thing.”

I smiled at the sentiment, realizing that I really wasn’t alone in it. Not that I should have ever questioned it. He was standing there. He was in the hospital, waiting with me for hours, skipping out on work just because he wanted to offer me comfort.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

“For what?” He raised an eyebrow curiously.

“Everything,” I said. “For leaving work, coming here, being with me. You didn’t have to do any of that.”

“Of course I did,” he scoffed. “When you care about someone, you do have to be there for them.”  

I was sure he was the type that had all sorts of barriers up. I bet he rarely showed who he really was. There wasn’t any need for that in the business world, I’d learned. My dad was the best example, because he hardly even acted like he even knew he really was. 

Yeah. I was sure Ian was the type to protect himself from the outside world. Careful to never show too much. Never to become too human. Too personal. 

“I really am sorry that I have to go,” he offered. 

“It’s all right, really. We’re almost done.”

 “Still, I’d so much rather stay here.”  His voice was deep and husky and it sent a shudder straight through me. 

His mouth was crooked up to one side resulting in a smirk on his face. A devilish, devilish smirk. He knew exactly what he was doing.

I closed my eyes and pressed my hands on my cheeks, trying to cool the blush I felt growing there. “Stop looking at me,” I said with a laugh.

 “I don’t think that’s possible. I like you too much.” 

With my stomach in knots, I responded, “I like you, too.” 

It wasn’t the boldest, most beautiful declaration I’d ever made, but dang it, it was the truth.
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Chapter 3

Ian

I couldn’t stop grinning. She’d just made me the happiest I could ever remember being — and all she’d done was tell me she liked me. There was just something about the way her words wrapped around my heart . . . a heart I wasn’t so sure even worked like it should most of the time. It wasn’t just the words, though—it was the way she looked at me when she said them.

“Okay. This has been probably the world’s longest goodbye,” she joked. “You need to get back to work.”

I knew by her tone that she wasn’t telling me to leave. In fact, I thought she was implying just the opposite. “Well, can I see you later?” I asked. 

She smiled and nodded. “Of course.” 

When she bit her lip, I almost groaned out loud, wishing that those lips were on mine again. 

 “Well, until then,” I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. 

A smile spread over her lips and she nodded. “Until then.” 

And with that, it was time to go. I’d always been good at that — when to leave, when to stay. Although Kate sometimes made me question everything I thought I knew and thought I was good at.

Just as I turned, a heavy-bodied nurse approached from the hall, her stare fixed directly behind me. Directly on Kate. As soon as I saw her, I worried that something with Claire might have taken a turn and something was wrong. But as she got closer, I realized she was smiling. She didn’t look worried at all. 

I quietly let out the breath I’d drawn in and kept walking.

“Ms. Murphy,” the rounded woman called out as she passed me.

“Yes?” Kate responded. 

I immediately stopped dead in my tracks and cringed. Murphy?

The nurse sounded content — like everything was fine. But it didn’t seem very fine to me. Something twisted in my gut, that little knot that says things are about to go to perdition in a hand basket. But I began walking toward the exit again, pushing it to the back of my mind. Reminding myself that I always had that gut reaction at the mention of the name Murphy. Why wouldn’t I? Until now, the name had been nothing but synonymous with causing me stress. I rolled my shoulders, trying my best to loosen the tension in my neck and back. There were probably thousands of people with the last name Murphy in this city. It was New York City, after all. 

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief as I exited through the hospital’s large glass front door and the crisp, clean — yet incredibly cold — winter air hit me. I pulled in a cleansing breath and settled myself on the idea that it wasn’t Kate’s last name that bothered me, but the hospital itself. I had negative emotions about hospitals—it had to do with what being at a hospital meant, rather than the building itself. Death. Illness. Hospitals were places you went when things were wrong. And those wrong things didn’t always have a positive turnout. 

I could only hope Claire would have a positive outcome. I wished I could meet Claire, but it wasn’t exactly the appropriate time to meet her. Not only had Kate and I barely even had one date, but the poor girl was in the hospital. The last thing she needed was to feel like she was on display to strangers, like she was straight on the cover of Depression Magazine. 

I just wanted to meet her because she seemed to be the only person that Kate really got along with in her life. That was why I’d felt like I had to go to the hospital in the first place. I had no idea what it was like to have my favorite person in the entire world try to kill herself. I knew what it was like to lose them, but at least it hadn’t been my old man’s choice to bail out on me. It was just life. And after what Kate had said about her mother leaving, I couldn’t imagine how hard it was for her knowing her sister might too. 

I watched the swarms of people pass by me on the sidewalk in the evening rush and I couldn’t help but wonder about their stories. Who had left them, who had stayed, who they were rushing home to? I hated when the streets were so crowded. I was shoulder to shoulder. Packed in like a sardine with people shopping, laughing, talking, getting off work. I didn’t like being around that many people at once. But what did I expect? I It was evening rush. The sun was making its way lower in the sky, so of course the street was bustling with people. 

What I wouldn’t have given to just go home and take a nap. With my job, that was rarely possible. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gotten home at five o’clock, not unless it was five o’clock in the morning after pulling an all-nighter. Those had occurred more often than I cared to recall. 

But I was certain if anyone was wondering about me, they would assume I was on my way home after a day at work, not on my way back to the office to likely work until the city that never sleeps was dozing off. People continued to shuffle quickly past me on the sidewalk. Everyone seemed normal and fine, but I didn’t feel fine. I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that I still didn’t know how to react to caring about someone I hardly knew, or if I was still worried for Kate and Claire. The one thing I was sure of . . . I was confused. Everything in my world was in some form of turmoil. The lawsuit had my company in a state of commotion and now, Kate had everything inside me doing and feeling things I didn’t even know how to describe. It was unsettling and confusing. 

The only comfort, the only constant, was New York City. Even the smells were the same. Food was a big part of it. There were dog vendors just down the street — on every dang street, it seemed—food trucks, restaurants, weird meat on stick stands. Then there was the smell of car exhaust, and even that smell was comforting.

It all intertwined to create a feeling of being home for me.

I breathed in heavily, the cold air stinging my lungs as I continued to pound toward the parking garage where I’d left my Bentley. Street parking in this district was even more of a nightmare than everywhere else in the city. For good reason, too. People were trying to get to the medical centers. Of course they’d want to park as close as possible. 

Once I got to my car, I flung the door open. The puff of air that wafted out smelled just like my old man. That scent reminder was the kick in the rear that I needed to get my head back in the game. Time to get back to work. 

* * * * *

Finally, back in my office, I sank into my favorite swivel chair and turned around to glance out the large windowed walls behind me. It was snowing again. Dad always liked when it snowed. Said it was the perfect weather to stay in and get things accomplished. It was as if he were reminding me I had things to get done.

I wasn’t good at feeling emotions. I wasn’t good at being myself, especially not when I didn’t know a person well. Paperwork was a relief compared to all of that.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Cross,” Janice called faintly from the door of my office. 

I looked up and met her gaze. “Hmm?” 

“Mr. Pfeiffer left these for you to sign,” she said, as she pushed the door open further and walked in, holding a small tan folder.

“Of course,” I said, taking it from her. “Oh, and Janice, I’m sorry if I was short earlier with you. It wasn’t you.”

“No, I didn’t think you were mad at me, Mr. Cross,” she said a little more formally than I would have liked. “This job is a high-pressure one.”

“That it is,” I said with a sigh. “But I think I’m starting to handle it better.” I tried to smile reassuringly as I swiveled my pen over the bottom of all the pages. I wasn’t signing it. I was just making a few little doodles. I wasn’t going to sign anything that Pfeiffer wanted me to sign. At least, not without fully reading over them first. 

Call it juvenile. I didn’t care.

I didn’t trust the man. And he wouldn’t have pissed on me if I was on fire, and I felt the same way about him. If it was something I really had to sign, I would. In time. 

“You’re doing a great job,” she said with a smile. “It’ll all come together.” 

She sounded pretty convinced, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride that she actually had faith in me. It was nice to have people believe in you. And although I knew most people did believe in me — with the grand exception of my Vice President — it was still nice to see and hear once in a while.

“Thanks, Janice,” I said as I closed the folder and handed it back to her with a smirk. “Make sure Mr. Pfeiffer gets these back. And would you mind making me a copy of those, I’d like to read over them.” She turned to leave my office. 

She took the papers and gave me a knowing look. She was fully aware of the bad blood between me and him. She cracked open the folder, flipped a couple of pages and grinned. “You’re just trying to piss him off, aren’t you?” she asked. 

“Not at all,” I replied in my most innocent tone of voice. She just shook her head at me and started for the door.

As I watched her silhouette disappear into the shadow of the hallway and shut the door behind her, that same uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach came back — full force. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t for the life of me place what it meant.

I shook my head and decided to ignore it. A notification symbol was lighting up in the top corner of my screen saying I had an email marked as important. I took a deep breath. I only received that notification for a few reasons. That sign usually meant there was another office announcement and those were hardly ever good things in my opinion. Even when they were generally positive in nature, they still seemed like the bane of my existence. “Let’s have a Christmas Party,” or some other trash. Everyone was always trying to do some sort of potluck at the office.

I sighed, hoping I wouldn’t have to rain on everyone’s parade. But we’d just had two Christmas parties and a Thanksgiving potluck not long before that. Too many parties were just as bad as no parties at all. It was bad for productivity. Dad always said: Give them too little; and they don’t have incentive to work hard. No reward means unhappy workers. Give them too much and they think the workplace is a fun-only zone. 

It was one area I tended to agree with him on. 

I clicked on the notification, expecting it to be an interoffice memo. Instead, I was surprised to see a message from Ben. Not a memo at all. 

Ben. Murphy. It was the last name I even wanted to think about at the moment. But there it was. 

Murphy.

Ben Murphy.

Michael Murphy.

Kate Murphy.

That’s when it hit me like some sort of high-voltage, crazy electric shock had struck within my brain and fried it. I couldn’t quite understand what was going on. Couldn’t fathom it. It gave me a headache. 

Why hadn’t I put two and two together earlier?

Her last name was Murphy. I’d seen Michael Murphy…and I’d see him smack dab in that same exact hospital, on the same hall Kate and Claire had been on.

The light bulb had been there flickering the entire time. On and off. But I didn’t see it. Maybe subconsciously I didn’t want to see it as my mind continued to rationalize it. Suddenly, it was like it had illuminated so brightly that it exploded in my brain. Now, the idea crashed into me so hard it was like the shards of the bulb were real, and they were cutting me deep.

I came to the conclusion my mind had been wanting me to reach but my heart had been pretending wasn’t likely. The room started to spin. 

Kate’s last name. That was exactly what had been bothering me, twisting my gut into knots.

Could they really be related? Michael Murphy had been at the hospital. But, couldn’t it have been a coincidence?

I hoped — but something told me I wasn’t that lucky.
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Chapter 4 

Kate

It was slow going, getting Claire dressed to leave. She was finally being discharged, and you’d think she’d be hopping up and down for joy, but she was sluggishly complaining about anything and everything I did. 

“Will you please be careful!” she snarled, her teeth clenching as I pulled her pants up. 

I’d already known the drill enough to grab a pair of sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt from her pajama drawer before I left for the hospital. I knew she’d want to go home in her own clean clothes.

“My leg hurts, Kate!” she hissed. 

“Well, probably because you — how did you put it — ‘took a chunk out’ of your skin?” I snapped.

“Stop it.”

“Nope. Not this time, Claire.” I pulled the sweatpants over her butt and snapped the waistband.

“Goodness, I thought I was leaving the torture chamber!” she cried.

“Stop being dramatic,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I was trying to give her tough love or if I was really pissed off. Maybe it was a mix of both.

“Can I come in or not?” our dad’s deep, gruff voice called through the curtain. 

“Not unless you want to see her boobs!” I shouted, frustrated as I jerked the white and blue hospital gown off from the front of her body. I could feel her cringe as soon as I mentioned her breasts out loud and I knew Dad was doing the same. But I didn’t care. I yanked hard at the cotton gown and it slid off her arms.

“Ouch!” Claire seethed, gesturing to the small cotton balls where her IV had been in. 

“Sorry,” I said, finally getting her top on her. “Come on in, Dad!” 

Dad walked in wearing an odd expression. His eyes looked more tired than usual and he had a half-smile on his face. I twisted my brows, confused. What was he on? He looked high.

He walked toward us, an emotional grin on his face as tears edged their way at the brims of his eyes. His arms extended out to us and, immediately, I tensed as I felt one of his hands graze my shoulder. I held my breath as he pulled me and Claire close to him. 

“Uh?” I grunted, as I felt my breath being squeezed out of my body.

What had gotten into him?

“I love you both so much,” he whispered, almost too faintly to hear. By the tension I felt come from Claire, I knew that she’d heard it too.

He pulled away from us and his hands dropped to his side for a second. He took a deep breath and then looked at me. “I have to head back to work. Will you be able to take her to the therapist?” 

His voice was hurried. He was in a rush, but there was something genuine in it. It almost sounded like he actually felt guilty for having to leave.

As much as I wanted to be mad, and as frustrated and stressed as it made me that he was leaving and I had to finish all this on my own, I couldn’t be too angry. After all, he was there. And I was happy that he was there, finally. It meant that he was making some progress, and it meant that maybe he was actually going to try with Claire. At the end of the day, that was all I ever really wanted.

Well, that, and for the day to actually end.

Dad left, and I sat on the bed beside Claire. We talked while we waited for the nurse to come back with Claire’s discharge paperwork. Very few words were said at first, neither of us knew what to say about the behavior of the man who had just left. But, then we talked about her therapy. How she’d probably need treatments for a while after school. Every day. I wasn’t even sure it wouldn’t be for more than an hour if it meant individual and group therapy too. And then she’d be free to come home, or go out with friends, supervised.

“What friends?” she snapped. 

I huffed and clammed up for a moment, realizing that she really didn’t have any friends. Not any that I knew of anyway. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe she needed friends.

“Kate, snap out of it, already,” she said. “You’ve been zoning out all day.”

My eyes narrowed into slits and I looked at her. “What are you talking about?” I said. “You’ve been sleeping most of the day while I’ve been running around here worried to death!”

“Well, when we’re talking, you just start looking all thoughtful — like a million things are going on in your head.” She sounded angry, although I had no idea how me having trash on my mind would make her mad. “I need you to be in the moment. Right here. With me.”

“Well, sorry to burst your bubble, little sis,” I spat, “but you didn’t even want to be here at all a matter of hours ago!”

I knew it wasn’t the time to bite her head off about it. I knew — in all my training — that it wasn’t the way I needed to handle it. We were both getting angry. The waiting game was never a good one. We knew we still had a lot left to do in the evening, and it didn’t help matters that the discharge process was taking its sweet rear time. 

With every tick of the clock, I was pretty sure my anger and annoyance toward her grew just a little more. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock. My eye started to twitch and I had to bite my lips so that I wasn’t snarling at her.

But I had to stay calm, and I had to be supportive.

I wanted to show her how much I loved her, but I wasn’t really sure that I could; I didn’t know if I had it in me to be very loving at all.

She grabbed my cell phone right out of my hand, surprising me. I watched as she went through it like it wasn’t a big deal. She even went as far as immediately signing out of my Facebook account — and then into her own. 

I rolled my eyes. She was such an annoying teenager sometimes. On the bright side, if she was signing into Facebook it had to mean she had some friends. “You know, you could’ve asked before grabbing my phone out of my hand.”

“Where’s my phone?” she asked. “Seriously, where is my cell phone?” 

I shrugged. “No idea.”

I knew very well where it was. I’d be taking charge of it for a while.

“Dang it Kate! Where the heck is my cell phone?”

I had to love how eloquent my baby sister was. All that intellectual language spouting from her mouth. I loved how clean and crisp all those words were. 

“You can have it back after the therapy appointment,” I said. 

I wasn’t sure why exactly I was keeping it from her. If I just gave her the cell phone, she’d be a whole lot less of a headache to deal with. She’d leave my phone alone, for starters. Oh, and let’s not forget — she wouldn’t have been pestering me constantly, asking where hers was.

 “That’s so annoying!” she whined. “Just give it to me. I need contact with the outside world!”

“Well, you didn’t seem very concerned about that when you were cutting yourself,” I said. “Besides, you’ve barely been here long enough to merit a need for contact with the outside world.” 

“Just lay off it!” Claire snapped, tossing my phone angrily into my lap. “I’m trying.”

“How are you trying?” I snapped back. 

“Just,” she sighed, sadly. “Please, can I have my phone?” Her voice seemed defeated. Tired. “And please stop giving me that tough love trash like Dad does. I just need someone in my corner.”

“You know what?” I said. “Whatever.” I reached over to the foot of the bed and into my coat pocket. I grabbed out the phone and jewelry they’d given me as soon as I got here. “They had your jewelry, too.”

I really wondered how long I’d be able to take that attitude of hers. I always knew teenagers were bad, but it was even worse having an angsty teenage sister, who always put you through hell and back. Tried to kill herself, and then still had the gall to continue on and act like a total jerk after I’d worried and been there all dang day.

And just as I felt my eye start to twitch, her doctor came in. 

“Hey, guys! We’re all ready to go!” she said, walking over to Claire.

“I’m going to give a final dosage of pain killers before you get completely discharged,” she said to Claire, in a tone that said she’d just been freshly perked up. It was like she’d just downed her fourth cup of coffee, running on fumes — but very alert and pepped. 

“Once you have all her things, feel free to leave at any time!” she said with even more pep than before. 

“Great, thank you,” I said, shooting a glance at Claire. She could at least be polite.

Claire shrugged, barely looking away from her phone.

“I want to wish you both the best of luck,” the doctor said quietly, as she turned to walk away. 

I nodded and watched the woman continue on before disappearing completely around the corner. As soon as she did, I hopped up off the bed and clapped my hands. “Let’s get all your stuff together!” 

There wasn’t much. She had most of it in her hands, actually, so it didn’t take long. She stood — quickly, and then staggered a bit.

“I feel so faint,” she whined. 

I stopped dead in my tracks. I was way too tired to deal with whining. 

She leaned against the bed, as if she was using it to brace herself up. Like she’d fall if it weren’t for it holding her. Her head was down, like it was too heavy to lift up. 

I groaned. “Just wait here and I’ll find a cab for us.” Big sister role once again. I wasn’t sure if she was being dramatic, or serious — with Claire, you could never really know. But I wasn’t going to take the risk of her fainting, hurting herself, and ending right back up in this cubicle again. But still I felt my patience wearing thin. Because seriously, I did not need any more on my plate. 

“I’ll get cab and a wheelchair.” 

I ran down the string of hallways and out the front door. The cold air hit me, but this time, I didn’t care. I was more concerned with just getting the heck out of there so I could eventually get home. I didn’t give a hoot about the cold.

The sidewalks were busy, but I managed to squeeze through people and hail a cab, fairly quickly.

I could see through the glass window that my cab driver was a large fellow. He was bald and his head was shined with grease and he had a cigarette hanging in the corner of his mouth. The mouth that held what looked like a permanent scowl. 

I knew the type. I hated to pass judgment based on looks — but I could tell that this guy wasn’t just having a bad day. He was a total jerk. I opened the back door and a foul stench of smoke hit me right in the face. 

“Come on, come on!” His voice was raspy and thick with a Jersey accent. “We ain’t got all day, lady!”

I rolled my eyes and bent down so that my head was just poked inside the backseat.

“I have to go back up and get my sister; she’ll be in a wheelchair,” I said sweeter than I’d intended, especially considering his nasty attitude. I’d about had it with poor attitudes for the day. Taking it from my sister was one thing — I didn’t have to take it from a stranger.

“I ain’t got room for your wheelchair!” he said.

“We won’t be bringing the wheelchair. I just need to bring her down in one.” I was getting mad, and my tone was showing it. I wasn’t going to just take being talked to like that. He was a cab driver. His job was to sit, wait, and run his meter until I got to my destination.

“Well, meter’s runnin’ — just so ya know. Your money you’re wasting — not mine!”

“My thoughts exactly,” I mumbled under my breath as I slammed the door shut. 

I turned back and jogged toward the large glass doors of the hospital. If I wasn’t paying for it, I probably would have snail paced the entire way. I pulled on the handles almost violently and stormed in. I wasn’t just annoyed at the rude-rear cabby, but also at the fact that it’d been the longest day to end all long days — and it wasn’t even over yet. 

When I finally reached Claire’s curtain, I noticed it had been drawn shut again. I almost wondered if they’d moved someone else in her cubicle and kicked her out until heard her talking in a hushed whisper. 

She’d just told me she didn’t have any friends, so who was she talking to?

I leaned my ear against the curtain to eavesdrop, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t hear anything she was saying. There was too much interference—either a machine beeping, a person wailing, or the sound of footsteps blocked her words. So instead, I reached out and grasped hold of the curtain and pulled quickly. 

She was still on the phone, and she looked at me wide-eyed. I wasn’t sure if she was caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to, or if she was just wondering what the heck I was doing lurking about and flinging curtains open dramatically, but her mouth was open wide and she pulled the phone away from her face, slowly, before ending the call.

She didn’t say goodbye to whomever she was talking to or anything. 

I almost laughed at the shocked expression on her face, but part of me couldn’t help but wonder if she was hiding something from me. She usually was, after all. 

“Who were you talking to?” I asked, hoping she’d just come clean.

“Mind your business,” she said, the shock wiping clear from her face. 

“Whatever,” I said with a shrug. I wasn’t going to fight with her about this. It was probably a boy, and as far as I was concerned, she could have her silly little angsty boyfriend if she wanted. I just wanted to get her some help and maybe gain some of my own sanity back in the meantime. 

“Let’s get going,” I said, before ushering her out of the opened curtained cubicle. “Meter’s running.”

We walked hand in hand. Not because we were joyous sisters having a grand old time, but so that she could hold her weight on me. Although she seemed perfectly fine when I’d busted in on her talking on the phone. She seemed like she was able to hold her weight up just fine.

And although I knew she was embellishing, I didn’t mind too much. I knew she probably really was tired. I felt bad for her. I wanted to hold her close to me and tell her it was all going to be fine.

When we reached the large desk between the waiting room and emergency department, a nurse brought out a wheelchair almost immediately. She grabbed one of Claire’s hands and helped me lower her into the chair. 

Claire’s head fell forward, groggily. “I’m so tired.” 

“Me, too,” I said. “Let’s get you to the therapist then home, yeah?” 

The nurse smiled at me. “Have a good day, Ms. Murphy.” 

I smiled back at her and wheeled Claire gently toward the double doors, trying my best to hurry. Having Claire so portable definitely made my job a whole lot easier. I flew down those halls, taking the corners as sharply as I could, until we got outside.

As soon as the cold air hit us square in the face, and I saw the cab still sitting there, I couldn’t help but feel relief. Despite the fact that the exhaust was sputtering out a gray cloud of nasty, I viewed that little yellow cab as heaven on earth. It’d be heated, and it was the first step I had to take to get home and back into the comfort of my bed.

I reached the back seat, and noticed before I pulled the door open, that the chubby man sat there, his face sullen. Clearly, I’d taken too long for his liking. I just rolled my eyes and flung the door open.

I took a deep breath and grabbed both of Claire’s hands, trying to pull her up. Instead of offering to help me, the cabbie just sat there while I struggled to get her to her feet.

“Hurry up, lady!” his disgusting raggedy voice bellowed out.

With one final pull, Claire was on her feet — at least long enough so that I could help her into the back seat. 

“I’m going to just take this wheelchair back up to the front doors,” I said to the man, showing no sort of emotion whatsoever. I watched as Claire scooted to the other side and rested her head on the window, a smile of contentment on her face.

That must have been an awesome painkiller. 

I pulled the wheelchair back up onto the sidewalk and raced it to the front doors. I wasn’t about to just leave it out on the street for someone to take. As soon as I got close enough to the door, a young male nurse rushed over and opened the door. “I’m so sorry!” he said quickly, looking genuinely concerned. “I should have helped you. Did you get her all loaded in?” 

I nodded with a smile before pushing the wheelchair gently towards him.

I didn’t wait much longer after his hand grabbed hold of the handle, because I knew my cab bill was going to be absolutely heartbreaking. It was going to get worse if I didn’t hurry.

I turned on my heel and jogged to the open back seat before launching myself inside and slamming the door shut.

“Where we heading?” he asked, his voice softer as he looked at me in the rear-view mirror. 

I rattled off the address and the cab began to move.

“So, earlier, you were gone a while when I slept,” Claire mumbled.

I turned to look at her. I had to admit, I was almost amused. She acted like she was high. “Yeah, a friend came by and he kept me company while you were out.” 

“So is that the guy?” she asked, just as faintly as before.

“That’s the guy. Ian. He came to sit with me at the hospital.” I could feel my stomach flutter like it had nothing more than a million butterflies inside of it. I still couldn’t believe what sort of crazy effect he had on me.

“Tell me about him,” she said, but I knew she was drifting off, which was a good thing, because I wasn’t sure my nerves would let me talk about Ian. With the way my stomach had just leaped, it was a miracle I hadn’t hurled in the back seat. The cabby would have loved that.

I really wasn’t sure what it was about Ian, but I liked him.


  
    Chapter 5
    
  




  
Chapter 5

Ian

I stared at the black phone on the top of my desk. I couldn't tell if I was dreading the call because I didn't want to meet with the Murphy’s after the meeting I’d already had with lawyers earlier that morning, or if I was dreading the call because of Kate…because of what I was pretty dang sure of already.

I forced myself to pick up the phone. I had to do my job, and right now my job was to call Ben Murphy back and handle the company’s business.

“Hello?” the woman's voice sounded on the other end of the phone. It was a higher-pitched voice. Very sweet in tone. 

“Yes, Marcy?” I asked, even though I knew it was her. I could recognize her voice anywhere. She was a perfectly plump older woman with a mousy voice that matched her face. Her lips were always turned up in a smile, and she wore glasses down at the bottom of her nose. 

“Yes?” she said, bringing me back to the moment. 

I sighed. I knew I had to say something now. There was no turning back. 

“This is Mr. Cross of MTS and I’m returning a phone call made by Benjamin Murphy. I’m assuming it's in regards to a late-evening meeting which was scheduled earlier today.”

“Yes, Mr. Cross!” the woman squeaked. “Mr. Murphy said you might call back. I was instructed to tell you that due to a family emergency, the Murphy’s had to cancel the meeting.”

“I see,” I said, my breath catching in my throat. Maybe it was true. Maybe Kate really was related to them. “Well, please let him know I called, and that I hope all is well.”

I was proud of myself for my manners when I felt like I had none. 

“I’ll tell him you wish his sister a speedy recovery!” she said brightly, and then it all came together — without a shadow of doubt.

Michael was Kate and Claire’s father. Ben was their brother.

I was stunned, although I wasn’t sure why. I’d felt uneasy about it all afternoon. I’d even suspected as much as soon as I’d heard Kate’s last name, having just seen Michael Murphy pounding his girth through the hospital hallways.

But surprise was the only word to explain what I felt. I couldn't believe what was happening. My heart raced and my head pounded. My palms were sweating.

There were over eight million people in New York. I had to find one of Michael Murphy's spawn and develop feelings for her.

My dad had always hated the Murphy’s. I’d inherited that hatred, especially once I gained control of the company. 

Ben was tolerable, but that was about all I could say in his defense. I always suspected that he was trying to play me, that like his father, there was something sneaky and slimy underneath his sleeve and he was trying to deceive me in the name of business. 

When we hung up the phone, my gut felt heavy with dread and even more unease than before. 

“Dang it,” I cursed under my breath. I didn’t know what to do.

On one hand, I was glad I didn’t have to sit through another meeting, but on the other, the confirmation of Kate being a Murphy made me wish for a meeting. I sighed and rested my head in my palm, moving my gaze to look out the window at the dreary day.

Could I possibly date Kate now that I knew she was Murphy’s daughter? Just the thought of the name Murphy, the fact that it was right there on the tip of my tongue, left a terrible, soured taste in my mouth. 

I was torn. I really did like her. There was something about her that made me feel like me again, like there was an Ian Cross – the man, rather than just Ian Cross – CEO and son of the late-great-pain-in-the-rear, John Cross. 

But would I ever be able to just be Ian, the man? Would I ever be able to get past the feud between our families? And what about Ben and Michael? Even if I could somehow bury that hatchet, would her brother or her dad be able to do the same?

Could everyone be fine with it, fine with us? Or was our business rivalry too much to overcome?

I sighed, closed my laptop, and pushed myself away from my desk, letting the wheels on the bottom of the chair do all the work for me. I rubbed my eyes, which felt heavy all of a sudden. 

When I stood up, my legs felt wobbly, and I wondered how I could feel so physically drained. I’d barely worked today. I wasn’t sure what prompted the action, or what had come over me, but I suddenly found my body moving out of my office and toward Jerome’s.

I figured I’d throw him a bone. Heck, I’d just wanted to jerk his chain a little bit in the first place. I had every intention signing the papers he needed me to sign. He’d done well as far as the job aspect went. Besides, I figured I needed one last task before I could finally take my rear home and dissolve myself in a nice stiff drink.

I knocked on his open door, and stared in.

“What do you need?” he asked warily as he looked up from his computer screen. I almost laughed. Sometimes it seemed like everyone treated me like some sort of cursed phantom in the night. Like it just had to be bad news if I was around.

It was dark in his office, with the large wall-to-wall blinds completely closed. All that lit the room was the single light from his computer screen. It danced over his face in a way that made him look almost demonic.  

“I didn’t get a chance to sign those.” I gestured to the papers with a sly grin, barely even able to see the files at all. It was probably the only grin that I could have possibly mustered in that moment, and it was because I was being a toe to Jerome. 

His brows contorted, and I couldn’t help but notice how disheveled he looked. His tie was undone, not just loosened; his hair — drenched in pomade and grease — was a complete mess. I figured it was likely from combing his hands through it too many times, as he tended to do when he was on edge.

“You could have just asked for a digital version instead of sending Janice with an empty signature slot,” he said, visibly frustrated.

“I could have, but I didn’t.” I was still bitter about a lot when it came to Jerome, and I knew the same applied to him. “Go ahead and send them back and I’ll be sure to look over them.” I turned to leave, but thought I’d do one last kindness. “By the way,” I said, cocking my head over my shoulder, “the Murphy’s cancelled the meeting for later, so there’s no point in staying late.”

With that, I left.

It was time to have a blasted drink and get to bed.
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 Chapter 6

Kate

We’d made better time getting home than I thought we would, especially given the fact that it was rush hour when we’d left the hospital. But we’d made it to our apartment a good hour before I was expecting, and that meant a considerable amount of downtime before we had to go see the therapist. 

I really just wanted to head straight for the doctor’s office and sit. Wait for as long as we had to, until he had a slot open. 

But we both needed to rest. I just didn’t want to go home because I knew as soon as I got there I’d want to throw my rear on the nearest comfy surface and go to sleep—I wouldn’t want to go back out.

But I’d do anything for my sister and her wellbeing.

So, with her arm draped around my shoulder, and her feet not really moving with me, I basically dragged her to her bedroom. Her feet slid roughly against the hardwood, making the weirdest sound. As soon as we crossed over the threshold to her bedroom, I heard her feet slither over gunk and catch and drag trash behind us. But I didn’t care if her feet dragged the disgusting floor of her room. Served her right for leaving a mess all over the place.

I reached her bed, almost out of breath from lugging her through the house, and laid her down as gently as possible. I pulled off her shoes and grabbed a small blanket from the foot of the bed. I tucked it around her before sitting on the empty space just beside her.

I leaned over her and kissed her on the forehead. I smiled as I pulled back away from her soft, youthful face. I really did love her. She looked so beautiful and peaceful sleeping. I knew it’d kill me if I couldn’t see that again. 

I sighed and stood up, moving my gaze away from her. I probably could have stared at her all day, relished the image for all time, if I would have let myself. But that was weird. I didn’t have time for weird.

I trekked across the hall to my bedroom and went straight over to my dresser. As I walked, I noticed how teenager-y my room looked again. I couldn’t help but think back to when I was a teenager. I had been nothing like Claire. I’d been so innocent, and happy. 

The difference between my bright colored, butterfly-clad room and Claire’s was striking. They were like two separate worlds.

I pulled a pair of oversized black sweatpants from the back of my dresser. I didn’t even care that I had to go back out. I needed loungewear, and I needed it now.

After I changed into the sweats, I smiled, feeling almost relaxed for the first time since that morning. I couldn’t believe it: what had started as a pretty dang good day had turned into a really, really nasty one. It was probably the longest in the history of long days at that. Seriously, longest day ever.

Being in sweats helped. I already felt a little better, and I knew what would make me feel even better than that. With a smile, I traipsed to the kitchen. I went right for the kettle and filled it with water. Then I turned off the faucet and turned around to face the gas stove. It was stainless steel, top of the line. The entire kitchen was the kitchen of my dreams, actually.

Too bad a teacher’s salary would never pay for something quite like it. 

That was fine, though. I couldn’t whine about it now. I’d made my choice — I’d taken my path. Business, money, the corporate world — none of that was what I chose. That was all Ben. 

It was apparently all Ian, too. Ian had chosen business. I couldn’t stop thinking about him, and how sweet he’d been to come to the hospital. I knew he was busy. Yet, he still made time for me — to show his support. I wondered how he might be in a relationship, although I knew it was dangerous territory thinking about that. 

Did I really want to get so invested so quickly? I was moving across the country in a matter of months, after all!

While the water heated, I grabbed my phone and searched for the number to Claire’s therapist. I had to debrief the doctor before the therapy appointment. When I’d called earlier, his receptionist was screening his calls. I’d only gotten to speak with her briefly. According to her, the therapist knew nothing of Claire’s mishap at school. If I could tell him what had happened, it would save time. 

On the third ring, someone picked up. It was a pleasant sounding woman, younger in age than the usual receptionist.

“Dr. Furhman’s office,” she said in the perkiest voice I’d ever heard. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been digging into the doctor’s stash of medication with that sort of chipper voice. I held my laugh in after my mind automatically shifted into stupid-territory. I was good at that when I was exhausted. 

“I’d like to speak with Dr. Furhman directly, please,” I said. 

“He’s in with a patient at the moment,” she said. “I’ll get him to call you back as soon as he finished — which should be soon. Would that be all right?”

I nodded, although she couldn’t see me. “That’s perfect. Kate Murphy.”

“And a number you can be reached at?” she asked. I could hear her pecking on the keyboard of her computer through the phone. 

I frowned. “He has the number.” Unfortunately.

We ended the call. I’d known Dr. Furhman for a long time now. He was young — incredibly intelligent, and incredibly attractive. In truth, I could tell he had a little bit of a thing for me — or at least, he used to, once upon a time.

It wasn’t more than a few minutes before my phone rang, and Dr. Furhman’s name rolled across the screen. I smirked and answered.

“Hi, Kate. My receptionist said you called.”

“Hi, Dr. Furman. How are you?” I asked, trying to make a little small talk before just leaping into the nitty gritty.

“Better now that I’m talking to you,” he said with a laugh. 

Maybe I hadn’t put my naïve teenager days behind me. I couldn’t tell if he was flirting, or being funny. Sometimes I liked it about myself, and sometimes I hated it. In this moment, I hated it. Because, whether I wanted anything to do with it or not, it would have been flattering to know that a stud doctor was trying to flirt.

I listened carefully as we continued to chat quietly. All small talk. A book he read the other day that reminded him of me, a wonderful new mocha latte that he’d tried at a coffee shop down the street from his office. 

I didn’t stop him because I wanted to see if he’d bring Claire up, and bring up why we needed an appointment. I was waiting for him to ask what the matter was. He always did, after all. But the more we spoke, the more I realized that he wasn’t asking. Annoying. He should be asking about his patient’s health.

After a lull, I said, “So I called earlier to make an appointment because Claire was in the hospital. She tried to hurt herself today.” 

“Excuse me?” he asked. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?” 

He seemed alarmed, and not just in a doctor sort of way — in a way that seemed like he genuinely cared.

I answered a few of his generic questions, same as usual. Whether she’d been eating, showing signs of increasing depression, and if she’d been taking her meds.

All “No.” Which was fine on all the questions except for the last.

“You need to make sure she’s taking her meds,” he said forcefully, as if I didn’t know. 

“I understand that,” I said as I rifled through cabinets looking for the tea packets and sugar. “Just calm down for a second and let me debrief you on everything before our appointment later on.” 

“Kate?” he questioned. 

I wondered if I was breaking up. My apartment building liked to have shoddy dead zones hidden and tucked away in the strangest of places. 

“Dr. Furhman?” I laughed. “Sorry if you’re losing me.”

“No, no,” he said, in a strange tone. “It’s not that.” He cleared his throat. “It’s just — you don’t have an appointment anymore.”

“What do you mean?" I asked as I rolled my eyes and reached for the box of teabags on the top shelf of the pantry. I knew he was kidding. But it wasn’t funny — not today.

“I didn’t know she was hospitalized. You just called to ask for an appointment,” he said.

“Ha. Ha.” I said in the most sarcastic, monotone voice that I could muster.

“No, Kate, seriously,” he said, sounding pretty dang genuine.

“I called you earlier and set one up.” 

“And then Claire called an hour ago and cancelled it. I didn’t know she’d been hospitalized. As far as I knew, she was rational enough to make her own decisions on mental healthcare.”

“What?” That was all I could manage. I was stunned. 

“I thought everything was fine,” he said quietly, and then the line went quiet for a moment.

I found the box of tea and the sugar, and pulled them both down, my phone pinched between my ear and shoulder. 

I flipped through the variety pack of tea, trying to get my mind off the phone conversation I was currently having. Trying to calm myself down before I blew up. I scrounged through the box until I found chamomile. I needed chamomile. Anything to relax me. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but I had to try. God knew I needed it.

“She called and cancelled her appointment. Said that the appointment was no longer necessary. I didn’t know she’d been hospitalized.”

That’s who she had been talking to when I overheard her through the curtain at the hospital. That’s who she refused to tell me was on the other line. That’s what she was hiding.

“That jerk,” I muttered, just loud enough for it to be audible. Whether or not he heard it, though, I didn’t know. I cleared my throat, shaking free my anger for a second. 

Dr. Furhman was quiet.

“Well, then can I make another appointment for later today?” I asked, dividing my attention between him and the tea.

“Kate,” he said, “I’m sorry, but I’m booked for the rest of the week. I was going to see Claire on my dinner break because my secretary had said you sounded so disturbed when you made the appointment.”

“There’s nothing you can do, even for an emergency like this?”

 “If it’s an emergency, we can have her admitted.” His tone was that of pure displeasure. I could tell that he knew that was the last thing I wanted — or needed — to hear. That it was either get Claire help — or admit her into a facility with twenty-four hour surveillance.

“No. That’s fine. Let’s just make an appointment, and give me instructions on what to do in the meantime.” I couldn’t keep my tears from falling, but at least he couldn’t see them.

He rattled off instructions and medicine directions, and I responded, trying to keep my voice in a measured tone. I was good at that. I had perfected it over the years, actually. I was a master at concealing the anxiety and tension I felt. But when we finally hung up, I was furious. Claire had ruined this appointment and thrown a wrench into her recovery. I wanted to stomp to her bedroom and shake some sense into her. 

But I knew I couldn’t, of course. I took a deep breath, trying to figure out a better way to channel my frustrations.

I found myself with my phone still in my hand. I tapped the screen as soon as I saw his name, and a smile grew across my lips. I knew what I needed. I needed Ian. Just seeing his name in the contact list was enough to calm the anger that had been boiling up in me. I let out a breath of air. It was crazy that a man I hardly knew could make me feel like this. He could make me smile when smiling seemed impossible.

I knew this was foolish. I’d be moving to San Diego in a few months. I really shouldn’t want a relationship — but I couldn’t help myself. The more I got to know him, the more I wanted him—the more I liked him.

I texted him, and as I did, the frustration left me. I was putting my feelings into words and directing them to someone that I knew would help me feel better. Heck, he’d already made me feel better. It felt more than good—it felt freeing. It felt like whatever terrible hold this day had on me was now fluttering away somewhere in a text message.

I knew I was texting a novel, and I hoped more than anything he wouldn’t mind. 

After hitting send, I put down my phone and watched it for a second. Ian would probably text me back quickly. If he were anything like Dr. Furhman, it’d only be a matter of seconds before he did.

But the screen faded after a minute and went black.

I tapped my fingers on the top of the table. I didn’t know why I’d expected such an instantaneous response. I sighed, and rested my chin in my palms until my teakettle whistled.  I jumped, caught off-guard by how loud it was.

I bent down to grab hold of the silver tray my dad kept on the bottom shelf of his drinks cart. It was beautiful, and as my fingers grazed it, a slew of memories rushed to the forefront of my mind. I remembered him and Mom using it to entertain guests over the years. 

I remembered that Mom had even let me use it during my tea parties as a little girl; she said that it — along with all the other silver we had — would one day be mine.

It made a clanking noise as I pulled it out of the shelf. With pursed lips, I examined it. I couldn't help but admire how beautiful it was. It was so well kept — after all the polishing that’d been done to it over the years — that I could still see myself in the reflection. I hated thinking of Mom. Especially memories that should be happy ones.

Dang it, she should be here. She should be comforting Claire, comforting me. If I was being completely honest with myself, part of me blamed Mom for what Claire was going through. If she hadn’t left, maybe Claire would have never felt depressed or anxious or not good enough. 

No. This was as much Mom’s fault as Dad’s, maybe more. The sad thing was, I was really all Claire had as far as a supportive, loving comforter. And that was more than I had. I should have had a mother for that. I shouldn’t be relying on a man I’ve known barely a week to assuage my fears and calm my demons. 

After I finished making my tea, I placed it and a small plate of cookies onto the silver tray and then I carried everything over to the table. Although I tried not to, I kept glancing over at my phone. Ian still hadn’t texted me back. I thought for sure he would have by now.

I sighed as I bobbed my tea bag up and down in the steaming water.

I wanted to drink my tea and forget about texts and depression and hospitals, and it worked for a minute or two. But it didn’t stick. My phone was there taunting me with its silence, and I couldn’t help but glance at it again and again and wish more than anything he’d text back.

When I finished my tea, I put everything away, and he still hadn’t texted me back. 

I laughed and shrugged it off. I wanted to tell myself I was being ridiculous and even a little clingy. After all, Ian had said he needed to get back to work when he left the hospital. Whatever it was that he had to rush off to had to have been important, because, otherwise, I don’t believe he would have left. 

As I went to throw away the tea wrapper, I noticed the label. “Soothing blend of chamomile and herbs.” It sounded exactly what I needed—to be soothed and calm down. So far, though, it hadn’t worked. The one thing I knew would work was hearing back from Ian. In the meantime, I needed to try to relax. Because once Claire woke up, there was going to be terrible to pay for her cancelling that appointment.
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Ian

My alarm sounded in my ear, and my heart jumped. I leapt a good four inches off the bed with a shout. The alarm had nearly given me a heart attack. 

I felt like I hadn’t even slept, like my clock and the sun were playing some sort of cruel joke on me. It couldn’t already be time to get up. My mouth felt dry, and my throat was sore. I must have been sleeping with my mouth wide open.

I pushed my covers off of me and stepped onto the heated floor, thankful that clouds were covering the sun just enough not to burn my eyes out. Without hesitating, and with a whole lot more energy than I thought I had, I walked over to my closet and grabbed a pair of black slacks and a plain white oxford.

I didn’t have time to hesitate. I didn’t want to hesitate. I needed to get on with my routine. I didn’t want to have time to focus on how I felt. I wanted to use my boring morning routine to not think about yesterday, what I had learned, or how the heck I felt about it.

I’d always thought I was pretty good at preoccupying myself in order to push my emotions aside. But Kate was, once again, proving to be an exception to that. My mind was only occupied with her, despite all of my attempts to distract myself.

A call I’d missed from her still showed up on the status bar of my phone. She’d even texted me a couple of times. But I couldn’t bring myself to text her back. Not knowing what I knew. I still didn’t know what I was going to do about it, and, until I did, it seemed easiest to ignore her calls and texts.

I know. It was a douchebag thing to do and I felt bad about ignoring her, especially because I was the one that asked if I could see her soon. Besides, she had no idea who I was or why I’d be upset. I doubted she knew the inner workings of MTS and BioResearch. And even if she did, was it really grounds to ignore her? She was innocent in all of it.

Better to keep her unaware of our connection for now. Heck, for all she knew, everything was fine.

I felt strange, almost depressed, as I showered, shaved and got dressed. We didn’t have a future, anyway. Not with her moving to California, and not with her father being Michael Murphy. So, I wasn’t sure why I cared. It shouldn’t be a problem to just tell her the truth and say au revoir, adios, sayonara, ciao, or just good riddance.

But I couldn’t bring myself to make a decision either way.

I walked out of the lobby before I’d even realized I’d left my apartment. The young valet smiled at me and nodded. 

“She’s all ready for you, sir!” he called as I walked toward him and pulled my money clip out of my overcoat’s breast pocket.

“Park it, will you?” I asked. “I’m going to walk today.”

I handed him a twenty. He smiled brightly and scurried off to the driver’s side of my car. Something told me that he didn’t even need the money to be happy when it came to parking my car. Something told me he got a lot of joy just being in a car like mine. I could relate to that.

“Are you sure you want to walk in the cold, sir?” he called over his shoulder, before opening the door.

“I’m sure,” I said. “Thanks anyway!”

I needed the fresh air. I needed to clear my head. Plus, I really needed to get some extra cardio in. 

It wasn’t freezing — not as bad as usual, anyway. All I had to do was pull my coat closer and button it. I had a scarf and gloves, and I was as toasty as I needed to be. 

It was January, but for the first time in weeks it felt more like March. Chilly, but not so cold you couldn’t stand it. The sun was coming up over the sidewalk lined trees spreading an array of orange and pink hues through the sky. Pigeons cooed around me as my footsteps echoed from the sidewalk. I was amazed that I could even hear them over the sound of the cars on the street. 

My stress was finally easing off — if only for a few moments.

I purposely avoided the Starbucks when I passed it.

I didn’t even look at it. I wanted to. I’d even felt a magnetic force try to swipe at my head and draw me to it from across the street. I wasn’t sure what it was, if my intense longing for Starbucks coffee was that severe, if my body was just accustomed to stopping off before work, or if it was something else.

Whatever it was, I knew I had to keep walking. I couldn’t give in to whatever was trying to get me to run straight for it.

Instead, I walked a couple of blocks and hit another coffee shop. It was a small, locally-owned place, quaint. Busy, just like Starbucks always was. Friendly workers. Less than friendly patrons. Seemed like my kind of place.

And they made a blasted fine cup of coffee.

But still, there was something about my Starbucks—something even I couldn’t explain as I sipped on the delicious mocha-whatever I had warming my hand for the rest of the walk to work. Who was I kidding? It was Kate. Kate was the difference. Starbucks and Kate went hand in hand, and I was lying to myself if I said otherwise.

I downed the last sip of my coffee just as I hit the front doors of MTS. I was feeling a little better. At the very least, I felt confident enough to walk through the building without people thinking I was some sort of emotional mess. 

Coffee was my super power. I loved who I was when I had it in my system. I grabbed hold of the front door with a firm grip and tossed it open like I owned the place. I did own the place, after all.

As soon as I crossed into my own domain, I felt a sense of calmness rush over me. I was a god here. I was the boss. I was in charge. It was the only place that I had control of literally everything, and there was something about this power that made me feel happy to be at work for the first time in a long time.

I nodded to a few nameless faces as I straightened my appearance. I tidied my tie to perfection and smoothed my wool suit down. I even swiped a hand through my hair, to fix any imperfections the wind might have caused on my walk to work. No one would have known that I’d been worked up all morning. No one would have known that I was unfocused. As far as anyone else was concerned, I was a reflection of my father through and through. 

I was strong. I was unwavering, and I sure didn’t have emotion on my sleeve.

When I reached my office, I all but threw my briefcase down on my desk, shrugged my overcoat off, and tossed it over the back of my chair. I didn’t even bother hanging it up.

My fingers grazed the brass buckle of my briefcase. It was still cold from being outside. I clicked it up and pulled the flap over and pulled at a brown envelope that I’d sworn I’d get to this week. It was a stack of papers—jotted notes and overall plans for some new x-ray imaging technology we were developing.

I yanked them, as well as my laptop, free of the briefcase, tossed open the folder holding them and slowly started to read. I couldn’t help but wonder how many CEOs were as involved with the development process as my father had been, and as I was expected to be because of his example. Most just signed off on whatever the research and development team created and collected the benefits. After the whole fiasco with the lawsuit, though, I knew better. I wanted to know anything and everything we were developing, and I wanted to stay on top of the development process.

Sometimes, I wished MTS were only worth measly thousands, rather than billions. Just enough to live comfortably. It would have been a lot easier on me, especially since meeting Kate. I’d been procrastinating a lot in the past week. Mostly, it was because I couldn’t get her off my mind. I wanted to see her, to talk to her, to hear her laugh. I felt like she was something special. Dang it. Why couldn’t I keep her out of my head?

I turned my attention back to the report and hoped that I’d be able to concentrate for a minute. “Focus,” I kept repeating as I jotted down notes and questions.

I sighed heavily, flipping through the notes some more, glancing at the sketches. I had to get through it. The project couldn’t go further without my approval—I’d made sure of that. I had to get back with them, because they’d all been working really hard on this. I could tell, too, as I looked through the work they put into the proposal packet. They had spent a lot of time on this. Months.

It was things like this that made me feel like the company was starting to speed back up again. We’d had a tough couple of quarters. Nothing bad, but nothing grand or extraordinary. We were still the frontrunner in the business, but I wanted more. I wanted the numbers to reflect what my father’s numbers used to be.

I wanted to be so far on top that no one would ever catch us. And that was going to take focus. That was going to take some kicking rear and taking names.

After two hours of looking over proposals and scribbling my own notes, my thoughts kept drifting to Kate and the fact that she was the daughter of Michael Murphy. My inattention didn’t have to do with her, I reasoned with myself. It had to do with my low blood sugar. I was hungry, and I’d hit a wall.

I sighed and pushed myself away from my desk and stood. I needed a coffee break and a little something to eat to reboot.

Buttoning the top button of my suit jacket, I walked out of my office. Another one of my dad’s office purchases was about to do me some good. Instead of sticking a coffee pot in the break room, like a normal person, he’d decided to install a cafe center in the building. 

I smiled to the few people I passed as I walked down the hall. But after a few more steps, I couldn’t help but grumble a little in frustration at the way everyone was looking at me as I passed. I mean, sure, I hardly ever came out of my office when I was at work. Janice brought me everything I needed. But they were acting like I was some sort of mystical unicorn or something.

“Biggest cup of coffee you have,” I said to the young man at the counter. 

He grinned and I wondered why until the moment he handed me the oversized coffee cup.

It was basically the size of a Big Gulp soda.

I laughed out loud. “I like you,” I said with a smile, before grabbing a few creams and sugars then turning on my heel and heading back down the hall with my Big Gulp coffee.

When I got to my office, I sat back at my desk. After taking a fortifying sip of my coffee, I got to work. Before I knew it, the pages of the proposal that had once lay haphazardly over my desk’s top, were now in one, neat, tidy pile. I flipped through the pages in disbelief, trying to figure out what else I needed to look at, only there wasn’t anything. Was I actually done looking over it?

I stared, wide-eyed, at the notes I’d jotted on the proposal plan sketches. This was the first bit of work I’d been able to complete in a decent amount of time since meeting Kate.

Trying to ignore thoughts of her, I stood up and walked over to the window. I leaned my head against it and looked down at the world below me. The glass was cold against my cheek but it felt good. I couldn’t help but admire the outside world. It looked so inviting from twenty stories up.

Early lunch today, I decided. A reward for finishing that proposal. I made my way down the hall and into the elevator, out onto the first floor, and onto the sidewalk. It was like a wish being granted when I stepped out into the fresh, crisp, midday air. 

It felt colder than it’d been that morning. The wind blew my clothes against me as I walked down the sidewalk, and my overcoat whipped behind me. My thoughts returned to Kate. I felt almost like I was living a nightmare. The woman that seemed to have hold of me was the daughter of someone I despised.

I didn’t even know where I was walking until I found myself smack dab in front of a black metal gate, in front of a few hills of trees with a sidewalk running down the middle. It was a park I’d gone to when I was younger. A place that help fond memories for me. A time when my dad actually took time to be my dad. We’d played catch here, and gone on evening strolls. We’d laughed here, and relaxed away from work.

Placing a hand on the gate’s cold surface, I pushed it open. It creaked, and I stepped through. I strolled down the narrow paved path until I came across a young couple, standing up from the nearest park bench. I couldn’t help but watch them from the corner of my eye. They seemed so happy—their arms were linked, and their heads were together. Honestly, I felt like I shouldn’t be watching. Like the moment was too intimate for me to intrude on, but I was intrigued by it. I couldn’t look away. 

I felt a large lump in my throat when I heard the woman laugh. It sounded almost like Kate’s laugh, but it wasn’t nearly as beautiful.

Kate had a wicked hold on me.

I was only human. I’d have to understand that things bothered me, and that I had feelings. No matter how good I was at hiding those feelings, sometimes I did care. 

I wished I didn’t give a hoot who she was or, heck, for that matter, I wished I didn’t care about her in general. Unfortunately, I did. 
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Kate

The book in my lap wasn’t holding my attention. It was supposed to be one of those popular teen books that got all the movies made about them, but I couldn’t seem to get into the story. But if I was honest, it wasn’t the book that was bothering me—it was my sister. Claire and I had been arguing on and off all day, and the tension was starting to get the better of me. 

Right now we were in one of those “off” times where no words were being spoken. She was in her room doing her own thing, and I was out in the living room, trying to clear my head by getting absorbed in a book. 

As soon as I heard her movements and the sound of her footsteps growing louder, I knew that “off” time was about to be very much “on.” 

Seconds later, she stepped into the living room. She wore a large, baggy, red and black flannel shirt and a pair of leggings. Her hair was uncombed and held up messily in a bun on top of her head, and she was running toward me, skidding over the hardwood floor of the hall in her blue fuzzy socks.

“Kate!” she said with a grumpy tone as she quickly held her phone up and pushed it at my face. 

The phone had been the subject of one of our earlier arguments. After the whole “cancelling the therapy appointment” debacle, I’d taken her phone and put it into the kitchen drawer for safekeeping.

Well, she decided to have a little bit too much gumption and take it out, thinking I wouldn’t notice. 

In the end, I’d let her have it on the condition that she cleaned that disgusting room of hers. 

It wasn’t as clean as I’d wanted it to be, but it was a start. So, I’d let her have the thing. Never in my wildest dreams did I think a few hours later it’d be shoved directly in my face. 

I put my book against my chest and looked up at her, trying to keep my cool. 

She pushed it almost up to my nose. “You got your disgusting, grubby finger prints all over my screen!”

I rolled my eyes, gently pushed the phone away from me, and went back to my book. I wasn’t about to give in to her ridiculous outburst. 

She growled. I wasn’t sure if she were mad that I didn’t care enough to respond, or if she was genuinely mad that I’d put a few fingerprints on her screen. Regardless, I didn’t care. 

In my peripheral vision, she pulled out a small leather sleeve from her shirt pocket. Despite my best judgment, I looked up and studied her for a minute. In fact, I really couldn’t help but watch her almost anxiously, wondering what she was doing.

“Chill,” she said with a sigh. “It’s just a cloth to clean my dang phone.”

She opened the sleeve and carefully pulled out a small grey cloth. She slowly unfolded it and huffed in frustration.

She wiped in small, deliberate circles at first until she gave another huge sigh. I watched—eyes wide—as she began meticulously scrubbing her phone’s screen. Her swipes were growing in fervor by the second.

“Stop watching me,” she grumbled, not looking up.

“I’ve never seen someone so compulsive about their phone before,” I said. “It’s a little intriguing.”

“What?” she snapped, as she scrubbed and scrubbed at her phone. “You don’t like that I care about my stuff?”

“You’re worried about a few smudges on your screen?” I couldn’t help but laugh some more. “Your room looks like the Loch Ness Monster threw up in it, and you’re worried about finger prints on a cell phone.”

“You aren’t respecting my things,” she said.

“Are you kidding me?” I clenched my jaw tightly and balled my fists. I didn’t know why the comment made me so angry, but it did. I wasn’t sure if it was because I couldn’t believe she had the gall to say something so stupid, or if it was just a mix of everything that’d already happened over the last couple days. If anyone was being disrespectful of someone else in any way, it was her.

I knew I was shooting a death glare right for her as soon as she said that to me. “Sit down and calm yourself,” I said in a low, but serious, tone.

She was so tense that I was a little terrified. I wasn’t terrified of her—I knew she’d never hurt me. She could hiss, shoot death glare after death glare, or push me away. She could even tear at my skin, claw at me, pull on my hair — she could do it all — but I wasn’t scared of her. 

I was terrified for her mental state. We still hadn’t gotten to see the therapist, which bothered me because it was in direct violation of her doctor’s orders and hospital requirements. I was supposed to get her to a blasted therapist.

Dr. Furhman had recommended a few emergency-case colleagues of his that could take us if it was bad enough. But he hoped that it wouldn’t get to that point. So did I. She already had trust established with Dr. Furhman. Sending her to talk to someone new wouldn’t be productive, and the risk was that it would be counterproductive.

She sat down on the couch, looking at me with unease. I wasn’t sure if she was sorry for the way she was acting, or confused as to why I was pissed off. But whatever it was, I smiled at her. I couldn’t help myself.

Even when she crossed her arms and gave an annoying sigh, I still smiled.

“You don't take me seriously!” she said. 

Instead of giving in, though, I scooted closer and placed a hand on her shoulder. She began to cry. First softly, and then harder and harder. 

I felt bad. I knew she was fragile, and yet I’d argued with her too. 

I considered leaving the situation right then and there — escaping. It was a tempting thought, but all I could hear were my dad’s words, telling me to just bail. I couldn’t, though. I knew I couldn’t. Instead, I whispered reassurances in her ear, trying to calm her, but it didn’t calm her. Instead, she jerked up to look at me, and all I saw were mixed emotions spread all over her tear-stained face.

I didn’t know what she was thinking, until she launched her arm back and threw her phone. 

“What are you doing?” I asked a little louder than I had intended, throwing my hands up. I took a deep breath to try to calm my nerves. “How can I help you, Claire? Please, just tell me what you need, because I’m jumping through all the hoops these days, and I don’t know what else to do.”

She froze. “Sorry. I’m just going to go to my room.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Okay, listen. I shouldn’t have yelled. But I do need to get out for a few minutes. Are you going to be okay on your own?”

“Yes.”

“Really. Because I can’t do another hospital trip, and I’m so tired, Claire. I worry, and I love you, and I want you to be well.”

She smirked. “But you also need time to be on your own. I get it. I’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Thanks. But I’m only a phone call away if you need me for anything. Got it?” 

“Got it,” she responded as she walked across the room to pick her phone up.

I stood, and as much as I really didn’t want to leave her alone, I knew that I needed to get away for a minute. I was on edge. Not only because of the whole Claire situation, which was enough to even stress a monk the heck out, but also because I hadn’t heard from Ian since yesterday. 

He hadn’t been answered any of my texts, or my call. It wasn’t like him. He had texted back before, even though he had been busy. But I knew to leave him alone. Better to leave him alone than to show desperation—desperation wasn’t pretty on anyone. 

Still, though, I couldn’t help but growl out in frustration every time I thought about it. 

I gathered my things and pounded my way out of the apartment and into the hall. I hated leaving Claire, but I was useless to her if I was on edge. 

Once outside, it was only a matter of time before I found myself in the one place that I probably shouldn’t have been—Starbucks.

I cringed as soon as I realized where my feet had taken me. I cringed even more when I wanted nothing more than to go in. I even debated with myself for a full minute before gathering up enough courage to actually pull the door open.

As soon as I stepped in, I was greeted by a giant burst of warm air and the most intoxicating smell in the world: roasting coffee beans. I took a moment to breathe it all in. Then I stopped, abruptly. I thought it’d be impossible to grow tired of that tantalizing scent. Unfortunately, now I couldn’t help but feel a little upset by it, because the smell reminded me of him. 

How could it not? This was where we’d met. It was “our” place.

I felt like a crazy person getting so upset about a man not texting me back after one day. Heck, it hadn’t even been a full twenty-four hours. Also, he didn’t owe me anything. We’d had coffee a few times and one lunch date. We weren’t even in a relationship. 

I shook my head, freeing myself of the thoughts. I slipped quickly — and awkwardly — between a couple about to embrace, and stood in line. 

All the hipsters and businessmen were running in and out. The younger crowd and the older crowd were intermingling and lounging just inches from one another as they read newspapers and books. Some were just sitting; others were typing away on their laptops. They looked peaceful, you know, before the day decided to sink its hooks into them and ruin it all.

It was quiet, but loud at the same time. The sound of feet rustling, the hushed voices of people in line, and the loud clinging of the baristas behind the counter — it all seemed to fuse together to create one sound. It all seemed incomplete, though, without Ian. I missed him. As much as I could miss someone after having just met them. He really had come to mean a lot to me, especially after how he’d been with me in the hospital the day before.

I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d scared him off somehow.

I glanced up at the menu with tired eyes. I’d been up over half the night, sleeping in spurts on Claire’s floor, scared to death to leave her alone. Yet, here I was now, in a coffee shop while she was alone at home shut in her room. And the one person in the world who could make me feel better with just a slight touch or a kind smile—he wasn’t anywhere to be heard from.
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Ian

I was still wandering around aimlessly when I realized I was nearly back home and standing right next to “our” Starbucks. I couldn’t help but to feel a sort of longing to go in.

I’d already been gone from work for a while, so I should’ve been getting back. But I cocked my head to look at the door a little more intently.

“What good is being CEO if there aren’t a few perks?” I whispered to myself. I was sure I sounded like a crazy person, but surely, taking long lunches every now and again had to be a perk of the job.

I kept rationalizing it in my head, and the more I did, the more I was leaning toward just going through the door. 

Work could wait; it wasn’t like I would end up staying until several hours after everyone else left anyway. Besides, what was I so worried about? Any chance that I had of running into Kate was minimal. It was lunchtime, she was likely dealing with the crisis with her sister, and I’d only seen her here in the mornings.

Feeling reassured, I gripped at the cold metal door and flung it open. The café wasn’t as busy as it usually was during the morning rush, and I was glad for it. Peace and quiet seemed to be just what I needed. 

I took a couple of steps to get in line, and that’s when I saw it. One of the three people in front of me had a head of very familiar fiery red hair. 

It couldn’t be. Incredible. Kate.

My first instinct was to walk over and grab her, wrap my arms around her. My second was to turn on my heel and get the heck out of Dodge before she could see me. I was frozen in place, though. That’s when she glanced over her shoulder. It was like she was magnetically drawn to my face. We made eye contact, and in that moment I would have sworn my heart stopped.

I was like a deer caught in headlights. 

And where I’d before been unable to take my eyes off of her, this time I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at her, not for longer than a second.

If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t really want to even be in the same space as her. Nothing had even begun to prepare me for the wave of emotions that choked me as soon as I’d seen her. 

I couldn’t move. I sure couldn’t speak.

Everything was different now. No matter how beautiful she was, there seemed to be a foul taste in my mouth as soon as I so much as thought about her.

She was a Murphy.

She watched me, her forehead scrunched in confusion. She could tell that something was wrong as we danced a waltz of emotional stares in the middle of Starbucks.

She smiled. Normally when that happened, I felt overjoyed. I loved that smile. Even though I’d barely seen it, I found myself missing it since meeting her. But not this time. This time, I felt disheartened. I couldn’t even return it.

“Hey.” Her voice was gentle, a voice that, until yesterday, I thought I’d be over the moon to hear every day. 

It was a voice so sweet, yet full of promise and mystery. It was a voice I had loved hearing, but now all it did was alarm me. I felt shaken. She immediately took me to a place of emotion, and right now, I couldn’t handle emotion. I especially couldn’t handle emotions that I didn’t understand. Still, I couldn’t stand here like a complete idiot. I wasn’t a coward.

I didn’t know what to say as I approached her. I took my steps slowly, hesitating with each one. I probably looked like an absolute wreck. I felt like an imbecile, just staring at her without saying a blasted word. Even though I wasn’t a coward, I probably looked like one as I took these baby steps toward her. I was terrified, slumped like a cowering dog, as I walked toward a girl almost half my size. But I had no clue what to say to her. What was my excuse for not texting her back? For avoiding her? Did I tell her? Did I keep her guessing? Did I act like nothing was wrong at all? 

Would I even be able to act like nothing was wrong?

Her expression changed from happiness at our chance meeting, to suspicion. What on earth must be going through her head? She certainly realized that I’d been ignoring her, and now, something had to happen. I couldn’t simply pretend that I hadn’t meant to leave her texts unanswered.

I soon found myself right in front of her — so close that I could smell her floral fragrance. My heart was racing, and mind whirling.

“Hi,” I managed, a little breathily as I struggled to stay calm. Why was my heart beating a thousand miles per minute? I never felt like this, not even when I was standing in front of a boardroom filled with billionaires.  I wondered if I should just bite the bullet and tell her. Rip the bandage clear off. 

My mind was on overdrive as I debated back and forth with myself. I wanted to act like nothing was wrong. I wanted to make it seem like she was crazy forever believing that I’d ever even imagine blowing her off. I wanted to just pretend like I was busy forever so I never had to face what I knew to be inevitable.

But as soon as I opened my mouth to speak, I noticed her face growing pink, and her eyes narrowing. Even if I had been able to come up with the words to say, seeing her expression made me stop and wish I could run for the hills. 

“What is going on with you right now, Ian? You’re kind of acting like a jerk,” she barked, ignoring the other people in the coffee shop. 

 Instinctively, I stepped back. “Excuse me?” 

“You are being a jerk,” she said slowly as if I was an idiot who couldn’t understand her words. But at least she’d lowered her voice just slightly. “You’re stereotyping mental illness like it’s something absolutely terrible, like it’s something wrong!” 

“I’m what?” 

“You judged her—you judged me—and I can’t believe it! Not after the day we had yesterday at the hospital.” 

In a low voice, almost a whisper, I said, “What are you talking about?”

My eyes had to be wide, like a deer caught in headlights. I sure seemed to be paralyzed like one. If anyone else had come out with some sort of personal attack like this, I would have already turned around and walked away. I didn’t usually take trash like this. But this was Kate, and for some reason, my feet stayed planted. Whatever this was, I needed to see it through.

Her fists were clenched at her side, and her face was still flushed. “I just can’t believe you pretended like you cared all dang day at the hospital, acting all smooth and understanding. Then, out of nowhere, you stop texting me, and don’t try to deny it because that look of guilt on your face says it all! So, it seems like you’re judging not only my sister, which is bad enough, but you’re judging me!”

I blinked, slowly, deliberately, hoping that she’d see and realize how completely ridiculous she sounded. 

She seemed oblivious, because she continued, “I wish you’d just stayed put, and not acted so sweet if you were really a steamy pile of assfunk!”

“Assfunk?” I repeated. “What the—” part of me wanted to be mad and part of me wanted laugh in her face. But I didn’t finish questioning her choice of insults. As pissed as I was getting because she was jumping to conclusions, I also couldn’t help thinking how adorable she was when she was cussing me out.

Instead, I shook everything away, took a deep breath and took a step toward her. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know where all this trash was even coming from, or how she could think that Claire was any reason for my distance. I had sat there all day at the hospital. She was right. But it sure wasn’t because of Claire if I was willing to spend my time like that.

I was the CEO of a multibillion-dollar company. I didn’t usually just take the day off like I had that day. Not only that, but I wasn’t the type of man to waste my time, even if I didn’t have so many responsibilities. Plus, I hated hospitals—their smell, their look, and the fact that time always got lost — I hated it all. But I’d stayed there all afternoon and into the evening. 

I felt like the old saying, “actions speak louder than words” should have given off the fact that I didn’t care about Claire’s mental illness. Then again, Kate’s rampage was proof that she had no idea who I really was. That meant she really didn’t know all of those things about me. The only way she was going to know was for me to tell her.

“I don’t care about your sister,” I said. 

Her eyes flew open in a wide surprise, and her face reddened even more. 

“I mean, I do care,” I corrected, realizing what I’d said. “I mean, I don’t care about the problems she has. They don’t bother me.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to figure out what it was that I wanted to say. I was vaguely aware of the people around us, and a part of me wondered what they thought of our argument. But it was a very small part of me. 

“I mean, we all have problems, in some way or another, Kate,” I said, as I pushed my hand through my hair in frustration. “Which is what brings me to what the issue really is.”

I took a deep breath, just trying to work up the nerve to end it. It had to end, and drawing it out, leaving things unresolved, was not going to work.

“We have a problem.” I said. “A big one.”

She looked at me, concern and confusion battling on her face.

“It has to do with your dad.” 

Her eyebrows scrunched and she looked even more confused. 

“Your dad is Michael Murphy,” I said, but by the look on her face, I knew she didn’t understand. “I just found out!” 

 “You’re not making any sense,” she said. “Yes, my dad’s name is Michael Murphy. ”

“I know,” I said, but her admitting to it almost made it worse. I tossed my arms in the air, feeling defeated. I didn’t care what sort of blabbering idiot I looked like in the middle of the coffee shop. I really didn’t know how else to say it, or how to explain it so that she knew. 

“Maybe you should just take a deep breath, Ian,” she suggested, “because I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I did just that — took a deep breath, just like she’d said, and began again. “I am the CEO of MTS Incorporated, which is the largest competitor to BioResearch Labs.” 

A man behind us said loudly, “Well good for you, jerk! But let’s get this line moving or take that trash outside!” 

It reminded me of the first time we met, when I’d held the line up after forgetting my wallet like an idiot. Only this was worse. It probably looked like we were having a straight up domestic in the middle of Starbucks. 

I grabbed her quickly but gently, making sure not to raise any alarm bells to onlookers, and moved her away from the man, and everyone else behind us. There’d been a huge gap in front of Kate, where the line had moved, but she hadn’t moved with it. I was trying to close it, and at least calm the people around us down. As soon as she stood, inches from the person in front of her, though, I started again. I wanted to figure out a way to make some sort of sense out of it and tell her what was going on. Because as it stood, she was looking at me like I was crazy.

Maybe I was. I was absolutely crazy for her, and the situation was driving me crazy with stress. I hated Michael Murphy more than anything, and I hated that he was her dad.

“Michael Murphy, your jerk father, and my father, John Cross, hated each other.” 

Her eyes flickered with a small glimmer of recognition and she nodded faintly. Even if she didn't have anything to do with the business, she still had to have known who my dad was. My dad and her dad had been bitter rivals for as long as either of them could even remember — years and years before my dad had passed away and well before any sort of lawsuit.

Her mouth opened and closed and I could tell that she was searching for words. But there weren’t any. There was nothing left to say. From here, I knew she could put together the pieces.

The silence lapsed between us, until the barista cleared his throat, and called out, “Ma’am?”
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Kate

I looked at the barista, confused. It took me a minute to realize why he’d called after me. I was up next in line. Nothing like a good fight to make the time pass quickly, I supposed. 

The young man looked terrified. His eyes were large as they shifted between me, the crowd behind me, and Ian. Then back all over again. He’d clearly seen our situation unfolding, and he was clearly uncomfortable.

“I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, trying to process what I’d just found out, as well as hopefully fix a little bit of the public embarrassment that I was feeling. I knew I had to snap out of it, though. I was holding up the line. When I glanced back over my shoulder, I saw a load of death glares aimed right at me.

I’d never seen a group so angry — especially with me. The person that stood out the most, though, was large in girth as well as height. His tummy was rounded and jiggled a bit as he shifted impatiently from one foot to the next. He was trying to look intimidating, but instead he just looked like a jerk.

I understood his frustration.

“Hurry the heck up, lady!” the guy yelled, clearly annoyed even more that I was taking the time to look at them all. 

“Hey,” Ian said, stepping in front of me defensively. I would have been flattered had he not been the reason I was so flustered to begin with. “Why don’t you shut up and show the lady some respect?”

“It’s fine,” I murmured, just before I slapped at Ian’s bicep. I tried to pretend like I didn’t notice how hard it was, how perfectly defined. Just like I was trying to pretend like whatever was happening, wasn’t actually happening. 

I wanted to get out of the spotlight. “I don’t blame him for being mad.”

“Yeah, see, your broad knows you guys are being jerks!” the man said with a mean chuckle, and immediately I rolled my eyes and turned back to face the barista behind the counter. 

“We’re being jerks? You’re the one yelling at a lady!” I heard Ian say from behind me. The Starbucks kid’s eyes were wide, and I could tell that he was just ready to go home already. I had to wonder how many altercations he’d seen working here, and whether my stupid argument and hold-up was the worst. 

I felt undignified. I was embarrassed beyond belief. 

“I’ll just have a coffee,” I said in a whisper, as I looked up at the barista apologetically. 

I didn’t even want to bother with my mocha latte anymore. It seemed too complicated to order.  I just wanted to get the heck out of the line, and out of the way of the mob behind me.

I was the type of person that preferred to do everything in private. And I had clearly not been having a private discussion. Now, because I’d just been yelling in public, I was flustered. I didn’t know much about my dad’s business, but I did know the name John Cross and I knew what MTS was. I’d heard those names more times than I cared to remember. 

From what I could tell, John Cross and Dad had some sort of professional falling out several years ago, and Dad had always accused John of stealing BioResearch’s technology. I just took it as the truth. Why wouldn’t I have? But by the way Ian was acting, I couldn’t help but wonder what really happened—if there wasn’t another side of the story. My dad was good at bending the truth the way he wanted it. I knew that better than anyone. 

I felt like I was in a haze as I walked away from the ordering station and toward the other end of the counter.

Ian was still staring at me. He placed his order and came to stand at my side.

“I don’t know what to say to all of this, Ian,” I stammered.

“Well, that makes two of us.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been going over this and over it in my head since yesterday when I realized it. And I don’t think we should see each other again.” His tone was rehearsed, but held a hint of remorse. 

I almost started to protest, even though I wasn’t really even sure why. Why would I want to be with a guy who got me into a yelling match in the middle of a public coffee shop? Why would I want to be with a guy who cared about who my dad was more than he cared about me? Still, when I looked up and our eyes locked, something inside me knew I couldn’t simply let him go. I opened my mouth to say something, but he raised a hand to stop me and spoke, his voice louder than before. 

“My father would roll over in his grave if he knew I’d spent so much time and energy on a Murphy.”

I felt my cheeks grow red hot. “What is that supposed to mean?” 

“It doesn't matter what I meant,” he said. “Or what I think or feel. Our relationship can’t go anywhere.”

“Ian, this is ridiculous.” Then I realized what I was doing. I was arguing with someone so unreasonable, he couldn’t overlook a disagreement between our dads and continue to see me. If he couldn’t work this through with me, he’d make a nasty boyfriend. It hurt that I’d misjudged him, but forget it. I was through. “You know what? Never mind. Just go.”

Without a word, he turned on his heel and trudged out of the coffee shop.

“Good riddance, sweetheart,” an elderly woman said from behind me. “He’s proof that terrible things come wrapped up in pretty packages.”

 “You’re exactly right.” I forced a smile for her benefit. “Good riddance,” I whispered under my breath.
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 Chapter 11

Ian

I didn’t know what was going on with me or why I was so on edge, but she had really gotten to me. It wasn’t even her fault. I knew, in all reality, that the reason I was so pissed off was because I didn’t want to end things with her—I just felt like I had to. For my sanity, for hers, and for the sake of my company.

The way she looked at me when I said what I did about spending time with a Murphy broke my heart. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw it. I’d hurt her; I’d caused her that pain. How was I going to erase that from my mind?

The cold air rubbed my nose raw with its piercing stabs as I heatedly stomped through the crowds of people on the sidewalk. I didn’t want to think about Kate or what had just happened — or the fact that I’d been too pissed off to remember my dang coffee. I didn’t want to think about her or any of this ever again, really. Because I knew that if I had, it’d just be one more thing that I’d felt short-changed of since agreeing to come into the family business.

It was one more thing I’d grow to resent my father for. 

I bundled my coat close. The air was frigid, harsh, and it stung every time I took a breath into my lungs, but maybe I needed this punishment, for how I’d treated Kate. I deserved whatever abuse Mother Nature could inflict on me.

Jerome was waiting for me in the office building, an accusatory look in his weasel eyes. “Where were you for so long?” he snapped, as I hurriedly walked toward my office door. “If you need lunch, eat it here! Your dad had that cafe made for a reason, you know.” 

I tried to keep walking. I tried to ignore him. 

He continued, “You have a company to run and it seems like you’re not taking it seriously.” He was basically running to catch up to my heated stride. 

“Do you want to know what I’m taking seriously?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah, because it sure isn’t this company!” he snapped. 

“I’m taking your misconduct and blatant disregard of authority seriously,” I replied through gritted teeth. I couldn’t believe I’d said something so authoritative. I couldn’t believe I’d pulled that card. But I couldn’t stand Jerome.

I couldn’t stand the way that he continually snapped at me, the way that he acted like he was my boss, the way that he smugly thought he was smarter, better, and all around far superior to me in every single way.

I hated it all, and right now, I especially hated his face. 

I had no idea why my dad had kept him around so long. He was a jerk. Maybe if we looked at only his performance, there’d be reason enough to keep him, but taking everything into consideration, there were Jerome’s everywhere. Business sharks flooded New York City. A lot of them were just as competent as Jerome, and I was sure some had better attitudes and came without a major vendetta against me. 

After I continued to ignore him, I heard his steps cease, and before I knew it, I left him in my dust. 

I smirked, because leaving Jerome behind was the first good thing that had happened all day. Finally reaching my office, I passed Janice’s desk.

“Mr. Cross?” she said in a concerned tone, standing to greet me. 

Trying not to take my mood out on her, I whispered, “Yes, Janice?” 

 “You have a lot of missed calls, and the board wants to have a meeting later today—” 

I held up a hand to stop her. She was just doing her job, but it was a little too much for me at the moment. I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath. “I can’t handle anything else right now, Janice.” 

 Despite trying, I couldn’t keep the growl from my voice, and I watched her face go from slightly stressed to completely horrified. She cowered and sat back down, almost if she were a scolded animal or baby. 

“Yes, sir,” she said quietly. “I’ll let them know your schedule is full.”

“I’m sorry, Janice,” I said. “I’m having a rough day. I shouldn’t take it out on you.”

She nodded and gave me a brief smile before I stepped into my office.

I was being an idiot, but I really was upset. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I missed Kate. She already felt so far away. And why was she so far away? Because I’d pushed her away, verbally and emotionally.

I hated to admit it, but I liked her. I cared about her. No matter who her father was. I took a deep breath and walked over to my desk. I knew I needed to get some work done. Or, at the very least, try and get some done.

Before I’d been able to do anything, I saw Jerome’s smug face peer in at me as he passed by my office.

“Idiot off,” I mouthed before looking back to my computer, not bothering to see if he took offense or not.

I smirked. At least being a toe to Jerome made me feel a little better.


  
    Chapter 12
    
  




  
 Chapter 12

Kate

After Ian left the café, I had stood there and gaped after him like an idiot. I couldn’t believe what he said. Not that he called my dad a jerk—that part I could believe. I actually agreed with him, there. What I couldn’t believe was the fact that he had completely ignored everything I’d ever said about my dad, myself. I knew my dad was a jerk. So why should his perception of my dad make him not want to see me anymore? How could he just break it all off without even giving it a chance? 

Heck, had he not had a pretty nasty perception of my dad before he knew who he was? I mean, the whole time we’d been talking, had he not once thought, “Wow, that guy’s a jerk”?

If he hadn’t, then I wasn’t even sure about what to say to him at that point. 

My dad was a jerk.

I just couldn’t believe that he was judging me because of that. 

“Kate!” the barista called out, and I sighed. I knew there was only black coffee in that cup, so it wasn’t even enough to perk me up. 

“Thanks,” I managed, accepting the drink and taking a sleeve to put over it.

Angry and flustered, I grabbed a handful of sugars, ripped them open and poured one after another, after another. I did the same with packages and packages of creamer. I couldn’t believe I’d ordered plain coffee. 

“What a morning,” I whispered as I stirred the sugar and cream into my drink. 

I couldn’t believe what had just happened. Just like I hadn’t liked the possibility of Ian stereotyping Claire, I couldn’t stand the fact that he wanted to judge me based on my dad. Based on BioResearch. I had nothing to do with that world. I had chosen to leave that world for a reason—I didn’t want any part of it. 

The only thing I’d ever wanted was to be kind, to surround myself with people who were kind — and to leave the cutthroat business world behind me. Business had never been my calling. 

Coming to get a coffee was supposed to be a little treat—something to get me out of the house and away from all of the conflict I was facing with Claire. It had done just the opposite, though—now there was a whole new conflict in my life, and apparently I was no longer seeing the guy who had been the one bit of happiness in the nightmare of yesterday.

My stomach growled as soon as the door of Starbucks closed behind me and immediately my nose was flooded with scents of restaurant foods all around. The aroma was intoxicating. When was the last time I’d eaten?

“Why didn’t I get any food?” I moaned, glancing over my shoulder back at the Starbucks. But I didn’t want to go back in, not after the entire restaurant had just witnessed my argument and “break up” — if you could call it that — with Ian. I craned my neck to look around, desperate to find an easy meal nearby.

A little sandwich shop caught my eye. Tucked away, barely noticeable. I hugged my coat closer to me, and walked toward it. There was a huge window, where I could see in from the street. People were crowded in, packed tightly like sardines. I smiled. This place must be good.

I walked in. Immediately to my side, a hefty man was gulping down the best looking sandwich I’d ever seen. I looked at him — and the sandwich — and instantly started salivating. I wanted to ask him what kind of sandwich it was, but with the way that he was biting into it, devouring it without even taking a breath, I was a little scared.

“He’s eating a pastrami on wheat, with lettuce, tomato, sautéed onions, pickles, oil and vinegar drizzle, topped off with avocado chipotle mayonnaise,” a female voice whispered into my ear. A small-framed body nudged against my shoulder.

I jumped from the contact. People never got so close to me — and when they did, I questioned their motives. This was New York. If someone was that close, they were either about to mug you, pick your pocket, or turn on their creep factor to above ten. 

I clutched my wallet and turned, slowly, to look over just enough to see who had leaned in so close. Only I wasn’t met with a stranger, exactly. It was a familiar blonde-haired woman, with gorgeous blue eyes and a warm smile.

“I wondered what he was eating, too. I made the mistake of asking, and almost got sprayed by food,” she winced a little at the thought. “You’re Kate Murphy, right?”

I squinted. I felt like I should know her from somewhere. I just couldn’t place it. 

She smiled as if she understood my confusion, and said, “Amelia Markewicz. I’m part of the legal team working for your father, Michael Murphy.” 

“Oh!” I said, still trying to recall when I might have met her. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a heck of a day.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, swiping at the air with her hand. “We haven’t actually officially met. I’ve seen the pictures in your dad’s office. He seems very proud of you,” she informed me. 

I gave her a strange look. Surely, she couldn’t be talking about my father. If he were proud of me, he’d never said so. No doubt she was just being polite.

“Do you live on this side of town?” 

“As I’m sure you know, my dad does,” I said simply. I didn’t want to go into the whole I-live-with-my-tyrannical-dad-and-absolutely-hate-it story. Especially since she knew the man and worked with him. She could infer what she wanted to. “What about you?” 

“I happened to be on this side of town to talk with someone about one of the cases I’m working on.” she said. “I recall your dad saying you’d just finished your Master’s degree. How has the job hunt been for you?”

“I’m actually starting a job in special education on the West coast soon.” 

“Wow, that’s pretty far from home!” she stated with a smile that told me she was a little surprised. “I’m not sure I could do it,” she continued. “I would miss being close to my family and friends too much.”

I nodded without saying anything. I didn’t really want to go into the fact that I didn’t have a lot of friends left after graduation, since everyone had pretty much moved on with their lives. Nor did I want to bring into play the fact that my family was absolutely dysfunctional. The biggest thing I wanted to keep to myself was that my prospect of a boyfriend had recently—minutes ago, in fact—dwindled down to non-existent.

I had no ties at all to New York City. None except Claire, and I knew that we’d make it work out somehow. She knew I cared and I’d still be with her, no matter how far apart we were. I just hoped more than anything that Dad would make sure she stayed in therapy. I didn’t even expect it to stay long-distance with us. She knew that I’d welcome her with open arms. Whether she graduated this year or not, whether she ever got her trash together or not— I’d welcome her always. If she asked to finish high school in California and live with me, I probably wouldn’t object.

As Amelia settled in front of me in line, I couldn’t help but look around and watch everyone in the crowded deli. My eyes scanned everyone, but they actually fell and hesitated on a beautiful man with rich chocolate brown hair. He had gorgeous, luminescent skin. 

He walked toward a woman who looked equally perfect. She had chestnut hair that shone brightly against the light blaring in from the large window to the shop, and wore a gorgeous long gray pea coat and oversized purple scarf. They looked like they were a match made in heaven.

He bent his arm and held his elbow out as he looked at her and smiled. He was gesturing for her to loop her arm inside his, in the most perfectly gentlemanly fashion that I’d ever seen. I couldn’t believe that sort of behavior existed at all — let alone in New York City.

She smiled back and I couldn’t help but wonder how far they were in their relationship. Was it young, passionate, puppy-love stage? Or had they been together for a while? Would it even be possible to be so happy after being together for so long? 

She accepted his arm and leaned against his shoulder. I heard a faint giggle even through the crowd of people, as they walked in looped-arm-bliss. 

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes and scowl. Not just because it was so cute it was disgusting, but also because the man was so gentlemanly as he walked her to the seat. They weren't in a five-star restaurant. They were in a sandwich shop, and yet he was still kind enough to pull a chair back for her and gesture for her sit down, but not before taking her coat and folding it gently over his arm. He didn’t even toss it over the back of her chair. After he helped scoot her in, he made his way around to the other side of the table.

“Serious gentleman alert,” Amelia said, clearly having followed my gaze over to the couple. With a scorned chuckle, she said, “It’s nearly impossible to find a man who will do stuff like that.  I had one, but I let him get away. I’m working on remedying that, though.” 

I smiled in response, but couldn’t take my eyes off the couple.  The guy reminded me too much of Ian. Gentlemanly, with an aura of honesty.  Heck, it almost made me wonder if this guy was as full of trash as Ian was — as full of trash as all men seemed to be.

I knew for sure it’s what my ex, Jonathan, was like. He was the biggest jerk ever. But Ian was starting to give him a run for his money, after today.

When I got up to the counter, just after Amber placed her order, I realized that what I really wanted was to eat away at my feelings. I excelled at this. It’d always resulted in weeks in the gym afterwards, but I didn’t mind. Both provided some sort of euphoric release away from my thoughts. So I just took it as one whole process — stuffing my face, gaining a few pounds, working out until I wanted to throw up, and then losing the weight that I’d put on. 

“Give me the biggest burger you can make,” I said to the older man behind the counter. 

He looked like Santa without the beard. His eyes widened and he looked me up and down. “We have a monster burger, but it’s something we usually give for the challenge. Eat it all in an hour and your meal is free and picture goes up on the wall.” He gestured to a wall just beside the register with only twenty or thirty photos plastered on it, in no particular special layout. 

I smiled. “The biggest you have. No challenge. I just want a burger. With the works. And onion rings,” I added.

He looked at me, unsure, as if he wanted to somehow come up with a way to talk me out of it. Like I was about to go on some crazy suicide mission, involving guns, parachutes and explosive planes. Then he shrugged and grabbed a pen to jot down the order 

After placing my order, I stepped to the side and followed the long glass counter, where I could literally watch my food being made on the other side. There were hot steaming grills, toasters, and lots and lots of sandwich toppings. 

“You got the monster burger?” the young clerk asked, staring at me in shock. 

I nodded.

“It’s going to be about a ten-minute wait. It’s really big. They’re pattying it out now.” He glanced over, and I followed his gaze. Incredible. My burger was as big as an adult’s head.

“I really should have listened to the man at the order station,” I said. 

We had a good laugh, and I paid for my order. I glanced around at the diversity that filled the sandwich shop. When my eyes fell on Amelia, she really seemed out of place in her expensive designer dress and perfectly styled hair. She was as near to a living Barbie as I had ever seen. She motioned me over, inviting me to sit with her. Considering how crowded the place was, I decided to take her up on the offer. 

Naturally, she was sitting in perfect view of the couple we had envied earlier in line. I watched them while I waited for my order to be ready. 

“It’s almost stomach-turning, isn’t it?” Amelia sniped. 

“Huh? Oh, yeah.” I realized I was staring at them again. It hadn’t been intentional; I just couldn’t get over the resemblance the guy had to Ian. 

Amelia watched them for a brief moment with a forlorn gaze then shook her head as if clearing it of a thought she wanted to be rid of. “It’s a little uncanny how much that guy reminds me of my ex, too. Same build, same impeccable taste in suits, and his facial features . . . it’s just so much like Ian,” she sighed. 

I immediately perked up. Did she just say Ian? I realize New York is a big city, but the odds of the both of us thinking this guy looked like someone we knew who also happened to be named Ian couldn’t have possibly been that good. I tilted my head and asked her to repeat what I thought I’d just heard. “Like who?” I leaned in, listening intently this time. 

“Ian,” she repeated. “My ex. He’s the one I was referring to a moment ago in line. The one I said always did those sweet things for me like he was doing. Holding the door, pulling out my chair, offering his arm when we walked anywhere.”

Amelia had my full attention. I was hanging on every word. “So, how long have you guys been broken up?” I asked. 

“Too long,” she said with a hint of disappointment. “But, I have a feeling it won’t be for much longer.” Her ruby red lips curved into a knowing smile.

“Oh? Why is that?” I asked, still not completely sure if she was talking about the same Ian I’d just had a heated discussion with in the middle of Starbucks. But, if she was talking about the same Ian, I wanted to know everything I could find out. Call it morbid curiosity. “Are you guys trying to work things out?” I inquired further.

Her smile beamed across the table at me. “As a matter of fact, we are. He’s still a little reluctant because right now he’s on the opposite side of a case I’m working on, but I could see it in his eyes when we had lunch this past weekend. I know him so well. He’s ready to come around.”

I didn’t want to come straight out and ask if she had been talking about the same Ian, and the entire time I’d been listening to her speak, my mind had also been trying to think of a way to find out without giving it away that I had feelings for the guy . . . the guy my father was battling in a court case. The guy who looked like Mr. Manners at the table across the shop. The guy that I was almost positive she was talking about. 

“You know, it’s funny you mention that guy reminds you of your ex. I saw a guy a few days ago at a Starbucks who he looks a lot like too. That was one of the reasons I kept staring at him. I was trying to decide if it was him or not. I don’t know the guy’s first name, but the man he was talking to called him Mr. Cross when they parted ways,” I spilled, trying to keep any emotion from my expression. 

“Really?” Amelia looked at me, stunned. “That’s Ian’s last name. Was it the Starbucks just down around the corner? He goes there all the time,” she gushed as if she was familiar with his current routine. And maybe she was. Maybe Ian Cross was nothing more than a playboy douchebag.  

“Actually, it was that Starbucks. Yes. I go there early in the mornings after I drop my sister off at school.” I was about to launch in to a hundred more questions I had about the conniving Mr. Cross when Amelia’s phone rang.

She held up one perfectly manicured finger to keep me from speaking as she answered the phone. Thirty seconds later she sputtered out, “I’ll be right there.” Then she ended the call and stuck the phone neatly into her designer purse. “I am so sorry, Kate, but I have to get back to the office. It has been so nice to meet you. I really enjoyed our chat. Maybe we can do it again sometime,” she offered as she placed the uneaten portion of her BLT in the bag it had been given to her in.

“Oh, the pleasure was all mine, Amelia. I assure you,” I said with a forced smile. And in so many ways, I meant every word. Hearing her gush about Ian Cross only made me realize that he had most likely been playing me all along. What I didn’t understand was what exactly he had to gain from doing so. 

Amelia shrugged her wool coat back over her dress and buttoned up. “You have a lovely day, Kate, and I’ll see you around. Call me if you’d like to grab lunch again sometime. Your dad has my number.” And with that and a smile, she hurried out the door, leaving me with the stewing thoughts of Ian Cross. 

Not long after she’d disappeared, my name was called from behind the counter. They handed me a brown paper sack. As I sat down at the table and pulled it out of the bag, I could have sworn it weighed nearly ten pounds.

I glanced at the small clock on the back wall before taking a shaky bite of the giant rear burger I’d stupidly ordered. The size of it astounded me the more I looked at it. And hell, the more bites I took, the more bites I felt like I had left — and my stomach was filling up quickly. I wasn’t sure what was pushing me at that point to keep eating it, the hurt from how Ian had ended things, or the anger from knowing he’d been lying to me the whole time.

Regardless of the motivation, the clock on the wall kept reminding me that I needed to get back to Claire. I was honestly mad at myself for leaving in the first place, especially for so long. Sure, we’d gotten into a fight. We often did—but she needed me now more than ever.  My dad had always gotten pissed at me for giving her “attention” when she acted out, but the truth was, she needed it. Maybe not so much “attention,” but she definitely needed support. 

Part of me didn’t really want to go back home, though. Part of me wanted to stay away. It wasn’t because I was still pissed at her—that had quickly been smoothed over, and replaced with anger for Ian. It was because I knew that as soon as I saw her, she’d know something was up, and I didn’t want to deal with explaining things. I didn’t want to talk about it and become even more confused and pissed off than I already was. 

I let out a frustrated sigh and rubbed at my temples, trying to will the incoming headache to go away before it really got started. I couldn’t deal with a headache on top of everything else.

I was still so mad about everything that I didn’t even realize how much of the burger I’d eaten. I hadn’t eaten it all, I knew that much, because I held part of it in my paper bag as leftovers. But as I walked through the streets toward home, I noticed my stomach basically felt like it was full of lead. 

“Idiot,” I groaned, holding my tummy as I walked. The exercise was honestly good. It was a good introduction to the week in the gym I was going to have to hit after eating such a ridiculously huge burger. 

At least it got my mind off Ian. At least for a moment I wasn’t so mad. Right then, I realized how often I seemed angry on my walks to and from home, and I couldn’t wait to get a fresh start in California. It’d be nice. New surroundings, new feelings. But it couldn’t come quickly enough, because while I was in New York, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ian. He was there, constantly, the memory of him tormenting me on my way home. The questions I had now that I didn’t have before meeting Amelia Markewicz.

I would just have to forget him. That was all there was to it. It’s what I had to do for my own sanity. 

The nagging thoughts of him just leaving me standing there in the middle of Starbucks like an idiot, without hardly any sort of explanation other than “our daddies didn’t get along” really irked me. Who gave a blasted what our dads did?

I sure didn’t. 

Once I got upstairs, I took a huge huffed breath and barreled into our apartment, only to trip over a purple backpack. My legs flew behind me, face went forward, my brown paper sack of food went flying, and I felt impact with the hard floor.

“Claire!" I yelled as I punched the floor with balled fists. 

She skidded on the floor as she ran into the living room. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” I sighed sarcastically and kicked her book bag away from my feet to make a point. I then bent to pick the brown bag off the floor before walking it to the kitchen, holding it close, as if I should have been whispering “my precious,” in an overly creepy voice. It was silly, but even though I was already incredibly full, I just wanted to stuff my face, sit on the couch, and forget about the nasty day I’d had. 

I slammed the paper bag down on the counter and pulled out the burger. I needed something to drink, and it was going to be a party. I reached up above me to look for the glasses, only I didn’t find any. Nor did I find them in any of the other cabinets I tried. The only thing I found was wine. Lots and lots of wine. And some scotch. 

With every cabinet I opened, I grew more irate.

Claire was watching me as I slammed the cabinet doors shut. “Goodness, what are you doing?” 

I whipped around to look at her, even though I knew that I probably had one of the nastiest looks I’d ever have on my face. “I’m looking for a glass,” I said. “Why are there no cursed glasses?”

Tears were starting to form in the brims of my eyes, burning, aching to fall.

“Just go grab one out of Dad’s bar cart,” she said.

I moved across the room to the bar cart and tried to pull one of the glasses from a shelf. When it got stuck, I lost it. It was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. I screamed. Kicked the bar cart over and over. Then pounded the top of it with my fist and just collapsed over the top of it sobbing.

I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me. I usually didn’t let things affect me this much. I’d been used to having arguments. My dad and I had a good argument about every dang day. I barely even knew Ian, so why was I so upset?

“Stop freaking out!” Claire’s eyes flashed in panic. 

I wanted to ask her what she was going to do about me freaking out. After all, this was the kind of trash that she made me deal with on a daily basis. Heck, she’d sworn at me just earlier this morning. I glared. “Then don’t talk to me right now!”

It didn’t seem to matter how counterproductive my outburst was. I wasn't in a place to comfort her even when I saw the flash of hurt in her eyes, no matter how bad it immediately made me feel. Instead, I just pulled out my burger and laughed at how much I’d eaten — and even more when I saw what was left. So, I went from screaming at a bar cart to laughing at a monstrous burger. I officially felt like I had snapped.

“What the heck?” Claire asked, her face contorted as she looked down at the monstrosity of a burger.

“What?” I asked, as I grabbed it up and took a giant bite.

“Did they slaughter a whole cow to make that thing?” she asked, as she came closer to see what I had.

“I think it’s possible. I accidentally ordered a burger the size of six burgers,” I said with my mouth full. My voice was muffled, and I really couldn’t help myself from laughing at how much of a pig I’d been.

“And you’ve eaten half of it.” She looked disgusted. “That’s three burgers!”

“Want some?” I asked, trying to entice her. 

“Not even a little bit.” She still looked disgusted, but instead of leaving, she walked closer to me and leaned against the countertop. 

“So, really, you wanna tell me what’s going on?” Claire asked. 

I still wasn’t ready to talk about it. That’s why I was stuffing my face so much, because I was trying to avoid it all together. 

“You know, you’re acting crazy,” she pointed out as I stuffed another large bite into my mouth. “Do I need to share my meds with you?” 

I grabbed the bottle of wine, instead of the glass that I’d assaulted the bar cart for and already poured wine into, and I started to chug. She was right. I was acting crazy.

If I were an onlooker, I would have sworn that I was the sister with the personality disorder. 

“I just want to go up to him and kick him square in the balls,” I said.

“Who?” she asked, and that’s all it took. From there, I let the whole story pour out, divulging everything that’d happened today with Ian. And then with Amelia.

“You said you want to kick him in the balls?” she asked. 

“Uh, yeah,” I laughed. “Honestly, I’d prefer to do a lot more than that now.”

“Well, go upstairs and do just that, then,” she said with a laugh. 

“What? I don’t get it,” I said. “What’s the joke?”

“I mean go upstairs and kick in him the gonads,” she replied, as if what she was saying made the most sense in the entire world.

“What do you mean, Claire?” 

“Well, if that Ian guy is John Cross’s son, then he lives upstairs in the penthouse,” she said in the most matter of fact tone possible. 

“What?”

“You don’t know that?” She laughed as she turned around and headed out of the kitchen, toward the living room. 

Confused, and completely interested in what she was saying, I left the food and wine behind and followed. 

“Explain, please,” I insisted.

“I mean, I overheard Ben and Dad talking about being so close to the competition or whatever.” She rolled her eyes.

“Wait, what?” I asked, still unable to understand exactly what was going on. I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. Ian. Upstairs? In this apartment building?

“They were rattling on and on about it and finally just chilled out after saying something about ‘keeping enemies closer.’ I don’t know.” 

“Claire, focus. Which penthouse is his?” 

 “I don’t know which penthouse he lives in,” she said. “There are like four of them up there, right? All I know is that he’s definitely up there.”

It clicked. Every time I thought I’d seen him around — there might have actually been a few times where I’d actually seen him—I wasn’t just imagining things. If he lived right here in my building, then it was entirely possible.

I couldn’t believe we’d been so close. How could I not have realized it? I zoned out, thinking about him and the entire situation. Suddenly, Claire was snapping her fingers in front of my face. 

“I swear,” she huffed. “How could you not know this? You say that I don’t listen. You must never listen to Dad. He complained constantly—bitterly—when Ian first moved in after his dad died. Just go downstairs and sweet talk the security guard to figure out which one he’s in,” she said diabolically. “I’m not allowed to ask him for favors anymore. The manager told Dad I was into too much ‘mischief.’”

She cackled, proud of herself. But all I was able to think about was the fact that I needed to talk to the security guard. Maybe Ian thought he could just drop me without hearing from me again, but I needed closure. I needed to tell him exactly what a dipshit I thought he was. I may or may not have been planning to use the word “assfunk” again. Repeatedly.
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 Chapter 13

Ian

The thinking chair. That’s what my dad had always called it. He’d positioned his dark brown leather chair at a nice angle in between the kitchen and living room area, facing the large wall-to-wall window so that he could look out over the city.

It was sort of appropriate, really, considering my dad had a bit of a god complex. He always had to be in control. It wasn’t a coincidence that his favorite spot was above everyone and everything across the city. It wasn’t a coincidence that it was looking down on all the “small people” beneath. 

It wasn’t a coincidence because Dad had thought he was a god in a sense. 

The thing was, though, that he wasn’t far from one. He was still the most powerful man that I had ever known. He was everywhere, even after death. So much so that a part of me felt that maybe if I sat on his little throne, looking out at the world beneath me, maybe I might somehow inherit some of that power.

Maybe that power could bring me some sort of clarity.

But it didn’t happen. I wasn’t a god, and I sure as idiot never would be. I didn’t want to be. I sighed and swirled the half-empty glass of whisky in the palm of my hand. If Dad was here, sitting right in this spot, and he knew what I knew, he’d probably throw his glass right square at my head for even entertaining the thought of Kate Murphy.

Even now, as I looked over the city’s lights and down at all the ant-sized people, I was thinking only of her. I usually loved the view from up here, whether or not it gave me any sort of insight into the mind and tenacity of my late-father. That much was irrelevant. I liked the view. But today, I couldn’t enjoy it. 

I shouldn’t have left her like that, standing alone in the middle of Starbucks.

I knew in order to move past it that I shouldn’t care. I knew that I shouldn’t even think about it. I was trying to unwind atop my dad’s “godly” throne. I didn’t want to think about the whole reason I was trying to unwind. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d been cruel to her. I’d basically reached a whole new level of jerk status by leaving her like I had.

It wasn’t her fault who her father was — just like it wasn’t my fault who mine was.

 “Idiot, Ian, stop being stupid. Stop thinking about it,” I growled. “There’s no way a relationship could work with her.”

I slumped down further in the chair and looked out over the city once more. My old man was probably be rolling over in his grave at the thought of me and Kate.

But, then again, he wasn’t always the most rational man either, especially near the end. The time that stood out the most was one of our last meetings together. 

We’d been in the middle of a big, late-night meeting at the office. I remembered looking down at my leather-bound binder. I was avoiding eye contact with Mr. Bartlett, a senior board member, because I’d just had a fling with his daughter the night before. 

He was speaking, about what, I wasn’t even sure. I never really used to listen in board meetings. The only thing I remembered was Jerome piping up and yelling, “Where is he going?” which immediately made me snap to attention.

By the time I — or anyone else other than Jerome — had realized that my dad had stormed out, he was gone. I tried to excuse myself to follow him, but Jerome said, “We lost him, we’re not losing you, too—you can fill him in.” 

One Cross had to be in the meeting. We owned the majority of the company. If I left, too, nothing would have been agreed on that night — and the whole stupid meeting would have been in vain. 

 I tried texting Dad while everyone else talked, as we all sat around the large wooden conference table. I felt annoyed that he’d left me there, surrounded by men twice my age, with egos and tempers tenfold my own. I even tried calling during my one bathroom break of the evening. But he didn’t want to talk—or at least, he hadn’t wanted to talk to me.

After the meeting, I’d gone to his penthouse—the one I was sitting in right now—and drank a cup of coffee, waiting for him to come home. I was drained and completely exhausted. Sitting at the table in his breakfast nook, just off of his overly luxurious kitchen, I’d felt a hundred years old. 

I’d waited up on him, my anger giving me the energy I needed to stay awake. I sat quietly, my hands balled up in knots so tight that I could see the whites of my knuckles. Just past my anger, I was getting nervous. I hated feeling worried. It was a useless emotion—Dad had drummed that idea into me from a young age: What was the point with worry? You couldn’t change any sort of outcome — good or bad. There was no use worrying about it.

But it didn’t stop me as I sat there and wracked my brain, thinking about him that night, wondering where he could be. 

With a sigh, I’d glanced at the presents unopened beneath the tree. There were two of them. One was from me to him. The other was from him to me. Depressing, really. It was crazy how unlike a regular family we were. We didn’t care about Christmas, or anything else for that matter. Well — at least not like normal people did. It was a miracle there was anything under the tree — and that there even was a tree — at all. Christmas was still almost a month away, but his housekeeping service brought the tree, like they did every year. As for the gifts, Dad had probably asked his secretary to pick up the gift for me, and I’d gotten him an expensive tie like I did every other year.

I’d looked out through the dark windows. It was cold as idiot outside already, and the darkness made it seem colder. Shivering cold. Face frozen, lips chaffing, pneumonia type cold. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was out in it, walking around in the streets like an idiot…

Despite my resolve to not worry, I kept thinking about all the trash he could have been into — the trouble or harm he could have found himself in. I’d been working myself up into an anxious wreck, and I was starting to get pissed that I was here playing concerned parent to my freaking father of all people. 

“Phoo,” I’d growled to myself. He was a grown man. He could take care of himself. I didn’t need to run after him, and he likely didn’t need or want me running after him.

All of a sudden there was a noise at the door—the jingling of keys, and the sound of a heavy body falling against the door. I knew before I even saw the door swing open that he was drunk. 

“Dang it!” I heard his voice sound out from the other side in a growling slur.

I knew I could have helped him, but I wasn’t going to. Instead, I sat and watched from my dim place in the kitchen, waiting for him to finally manage to come inside. When he did finally manage to open the door, though, something happened that I didn’t quite expect.

I immediately felt bad for him. His jacket was gone. I had no idea where he’d left it. I knew he didn’t leave it in his car. He hadn’t even taken his car to work that day. I knew he didn’t leave it at work. When he’d run out of the boardroom, his jacket had been very much on his body, perfectly draped over his shoulders. 

His tie was completely undone, and his shirt was untucked on one side. The one exposed tail of the once crisp shirt dangled freely, and seemed to be frayed at the bottom. It looked like he’d completely gone through the wringer that night. 

I’d watched him as he stumbled completely through the door and felt for the lights. I only knew what he was after because he kept grumbling, “Lights, where are you, you lights,” over and over and over again. 

He’d moved closer to me. Incredibly close, and he was nowhere near the lights. Heck, he wasn’t even anywhere near the walls. 

He was directly in the center of the kitchen, his hands outstretched in front of him. He shuffled forward and the toe of his foot caught the kitchen island. Although I reached for him, I wasn’t fast enough. He stumbled forward until he fell all the way to the floor.

It was like seeing a god fall from his throne, all the way to the feet of his subjects. 

His feet wobbled beneath him as he pulled himself up by grabbing ahold of cabinet doors and counter tops. 

“Idiot!” he growled, over and over again, until he finally reached his feet and stabilized himself.

“Idiot, idiot, idiot…” he said. His last “idiot” had been solemn, almost spiritual. He looked sad. I wasn’t sure what it was, but there was a look of great pain and emotion in his eyes. They were red and puffy, from what I could see, and it looked like he’d been crying. 

A glass toppled off the counter, and the glass shattered on the floor. 

"Dad, you’re drunk,” I said, finally breaking my silence. “You should go to bed." 

He looked at me, un-blinking, focusing — as if his life depended on it — before flashing a lopsided grin. “No, I’m not drunk,” he said with a high-pitched chuckle. 

“That’s convincing,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Seriously, Dad.” 

 “Well, maybe just a little bit.” He held his finger and thumb only an inch apart.

“How many drinks did you have?” I asked, challenging his “just a little bit” incredible, while I continued to watch in horror at how completely sloshed he actually was

“A few thousand,” he said. He lost his balance again, and gripped the counter so he wouldn’t fall. “Obviously, Ian!”

Despite my rising anger, I moved forward and grabbed his shoulders to steer him toward the bedroom. He struggled to straighten himself upright and flashed me a crooked grin.

"Come on," I said quietly. “All I need is for you to fall and break a hip.” I was partially joking, partially not. 

It was obvious that I wasn’t going to get anything out of him that night — such as why he bailed on the late-night meeting in the first place. I knew it was pointless to question him, so I didn’t bother.

He’d needed his bed — even more than I needed one. But as soon as I pulled his sweaty body toward the hall leading to his room, I could tell he had other plans.

With a fueled, jolt, he shook himself free my grasp and moved towards the bedroom himself. "It's okay, all right?” he snapped. “I’m fine!”

I let him go.

“I’m fine!” he yelled again, even though I wasn’t touching him anymore. With an unsteady hand, he leaned against one of the walls in the hallway to stay upright. “I can manage.” 

"Go to bed, we'll talk in the morning." I said.

“I’ll go to bed when I’m dang well ready!” he shouted, and took his supporting hand off the wall to point at me. 

“Dang it!” I yelled, grabbing him by his shoulders again before he toppled over. 

He brushed my hands away and stared at me.

"Okay," he slurred. “Bed.”

“Goodness,” I whispered, watching as his head tilted and he fumbled all over the place. He looked like he’d just been knocked out in a video game with the circular motion he was making, and his eyes looked deserted, like he wasn’t even there.

“Well, we’ll go in a second…let me just stand here for a second.” He smiled strangely.

This night had been bad enough with the meeting. Now my old man was freaking me out.

“Son,” he slurred. His drowsy eyes seemed to sharpen a fraction. “It’s about time you remember this, and make a lesson of it.”

“Make a lesson of what?” I asked, not really sure why. I didn’t want to get into any sort of conversation with a drunken John Cross, but I had been in the habit of questioning people when they didn’t make any sense. The only thing I could learn from this was that I needed to handle alcohol more appropriately than he had.

"I learned that no matter how hard I try, people will still be pissed off. All the time.” 

I still had no idea what he was talking about, but I figured I’d let him continue.

“So eventually I had to learn — and you will too — that you may as well piss them off by trying to rather than trying not to. Because it’s worse when you’re trying not to and still wind up doing it.”

He was almost losing me. “Dad, I’m not really sure what you mean.”

“At least then, you’ll be happy,” he said, ignoring me completely.

“Are you happy?” I asked, still not sure why I was still humoring him. 

“As happy as I can be,” he smiled. “But no matter how much I lie to myself, I will never do what I wanted to. My own employees are scared of me, and the people in the community hate me. I’m the tyrannical jerk that is ruining BioResearch. Idiot BioResearch. Harass the Murphy’s!”

Now alone in the penthouse that used to be his, I thought about how he’d said it like that — “Harass the Murphy’s!” — and it made me feel even guiltier for entertaining thoughts of Kate, even though I knew the truth.

At the time, I’d felt like someone had slapped me across the face. I wasn’t in complete shock. I’d known he wasn’t thrilled about how everything was going with the lawsuit, but I was still speechless. He never talked about his feelings, drunk or not drunk. Heck, I hadn’t even known he cared that much.

"I should have known, really. It should have been obvious,” Dad continued. No matter what I do, I'll always be known as a jerk and a snake.” He was talking nonsense. I didn’t understand where it was all coming from or what he meant with all of his rambling.

"Dad," I started as I took a small step closer to him.

"No, no, it's all right. It's the truth isn't it?” His words were badly slurred, but they were just clear enough that I could understand. “Murphy is right. He's right, he's right. I'm evil and cruel and a snake. He's right. I shouldn't be trusted.”

He laughed, almost maniacally for a second before speaking again, with a slow, deliberate nod. “But he’s a snake too.”

It was the first time in my entire life I saw emotional pain visible on my Dad’s face. It was there, and once I was confronted with it, there was no ignoring it. Seeing him like that made me want to rush over to his side, even though neither of us was touchy-feely. I closed in on him and held him by the shoulders, supporting his staggering, unsteady body.

“What brought this on?” I demanded. This had all started in the board meeting. No one had said anything to prompt such ridiculous behavior. So what was it?

He didn’t answer. He probably didn’t even know I was talking to him — or remember how he’d abruptly left the boardroom. He looked out the big window by his chair to where the stars would have been if we could see any. 

“I need to have a seat,” he said, as he tore his eyes away from the sky. He pulled away from me, stumbling about until he flopped into his chair. He reached beside him and grabbed the crystal bottle of whiskey that sat on the little side table. 

“Idiot,” I groaned, as I moved to confiscate the bottle. But it was too late. He took a long swig, and then another one before gripping it tightly in his hand.

“I had a love once, you know?” he slurred.

“Yeah, I know, Dad, I know.” I was trying my best to stay out of the emotional territory and urge him back toward the bed. 

He and my mom had a rough marriage. I never thought he cared about her as much as he seemed to in that maudlin, drunken moment — but that was just the way he was. He was a rock. He didn’t show any sort of emotion. Not unless he was belligerently drunk, it seemed — but even then, this was the first time I’d really ever seen full emotion. 

“No, you don’t understand — not your mom.”

I pulled back just enough to look at him fully. “What do you mean?”

But that was all he said. He fished his hand into his coat pocket and grabbed out a shimmering metal flask.

“Dad, no!” I grabbed his hand and pulled the flask away from him sharply. “You’re drunk enough!”

“Idiot off, Ian!” he snapped, fumbling for the flask — trying his best to get it out of my hands. His tongue was sticking out, concentration set. I didn’t even care at that point.

“Fine,” I said, as I tossed it over to him. If he wanted to drink himself into oblivion, could I really stop him? “Not like there’s much left in it anyway.”

There were just a few drops from what I could tell, but he really didn’t need any more at all. Even a few drops. As I watched him take hold of it, swigging, it seemed as if he was desperately trying to bury whatever memory had just been swirling around in his mind.

I understood. I knew that sometimes alcohol brought on things that weren’t necessarily wanted. 

“I wonder if she’d be ashamed of me,” he said as he tucked the flask underneath his armpit and lay back.

He started crying. Now, sitting in the same chair, I couldn’t recall everything he said, but tears were trailing down his face. He hadn’t even made any sort of movements to hide them or wipe them away.

I’d stiffened at all of his emotion and all of his words. Everything he was saying was too much to handle. I hated seeing tears. I stood awkwardly, almost in the hallway, feeling like I was witness a nervous breakdown. His shoulders start rose and fell, and his body shook with a sadness that I’d never seen before.

Next to the overwhelming feeling of confusion and a reluctance to get involved with his emotions, I felt angry. He’d put us all behind and made me miss out on a good chunk of sleep. Sleep that I cherished after all the hours he already worked me. It was hard to stay angry at a crying man, but a part of me couldn’t help feeling like he’d brought this on himself. If he hadn’t had so much to drink, he wouldn’t have become so maudlin.

I was trying to collect myself the best that I could as I turned to face him again. 

“Listen to me, Dad. You’re successful, and you’re well liked. And our business is on top!” I was trying to cheer him up at first, but I wanted to push my point even further. “So just focus on work and stop abandoning your responsibilities.”

I realized my words were useless. 

He wasn’t coherent enough to hear anything I had to say — or understand it, even if he had. 

He was staring between the large window in front of him, and the floor, muttering to himself.

I pushed down every single emotion I felt, grabbed ahold of him again, and yanked him up from his chair. He barely protested as I pulled him toward the direction of his bedroom. “Come on, Dad. Let’s get your rear in bed.”

There was a large lump in my throat all the way to the bedroom. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been this close in proximity. We never hugged — and that’s what this felt like. A sweaty, smelly hug. It lasted all the way to the bedroom, and to the bed, which was strangely unmade, still. 

I helped him lie, carefully, down into the plump luxury of his expensive sheets.

He smelled like a bourbon filled ashtray.

“You smell like trash,” I muttered. I glanced down at him, and then over to his closet before shrugging. He could wake up in his stinky clothes. Served him right. 

I tucked him in, and pulled away before looking down at him one final second before leaving the room. I remembered running through the penthouse, until I found a cleaning bucket just underneath his kitchen sink, and placed it beside his bed. I knew he’d need it, and for some reason, I wanted to give it to him.

After that, as well as placing a glass of water, and a couple of tablets of Advil beside his bed, I left again. I remembered fumbling about in the darkness of the entire penthouse, before finally collapsing onto the sofa. 

The weight of the world had seemed crushing on that night. I remembered holding my head in my own hands. Pissed off that he’d left the meeting, but even more pissed off that his drunken trash caused me to lose out on some much needed sleep. With that, I’d found myself drifting off. 

The next morning, I’d gotten up off my dad’s couch and made my way into the kitchen, where I somehow managed to not step in the broken glass from the cup he’d knocked over. I made him breakfast, and was surprised when he didn’t insist on coming to the office with me. Instead, he’d eaten his eggs, thrown up, and then shuffled back to bed.

Whatever had been bothering him had really been bothering him, and I had been worried.

Around midday, he texted me with a pissy attitude. “What is going on today? Keep me informed,” the text read. 

I’d responded with a simple, “Shut the heck up. Relax. Be back soon.”

The job would still be there when he was feeling better, but he didn’t seem to care. In perfect Dad fashion, he texted back, “Shove it up your skinny rear. I’m fine. Keep me informed.”

Now that I thought back to it all, I had no idea what all happened that day. I had no idea what Jerome had to say, or what people asked when they realized John Cross was a no-show. 

All I remembered was that — just to piss him off — I let him know every single little non-work related thing that happened. Every time I moved a pen. Every time I took a piss. Every time I scratched my nose. Every time I heard Jerome kissing up. Every single thing I thought of, I texted him about all of it.

The only thing work-related that I actually remembered was the fact that I’d had lunch with the board members. I’d had no idea what we talked about. Just that I did my best to smooth over his bailing from the night before.

 When I left the office, I’d gone straight to his penthouse. “So I met with the board today,” I said. “You’re going to have to make it up to them, for bailing like that last night.

His slightly bloodshot eyes stared up at me in surprise, like he hadn’t expected me to take the reins. 

He sighed deeply before nodding his head. “You’re going to do well.” 

“Do well at what?” I asked.

“Running the company.”

“Hardly!” I choked, completely amused just before clearing my throat. “But luckily we don’t have to think about that for a good long while.”

He growled in what seemed like annoyance, and now that I thought back to that day, I wondered if he had any sort of clue of what was coming in his near future. I could have kept the conversation going and discussed what he was really thinking. I could have pushed for some kind of emotion from him, maybe some truths on the past love—who was not Mom—that he’d lost. Unfortunately, I was too uncomfortable with emotion to do anything like that.

Now, though, the more I remembered that day, the more I wished I’d just had the conversation. I could have talked to him about it, heard what he had to say about the past regrets he had, and his thoughts for the future of the company. At the time, I wasn’t ready to hear about his expectations for me, but now I wish I’d just sucked it up because now I didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to be doing except sitting at that stupid desk in that stupid office and looking at documents on my computer, or having meetings with rich men who were just as bored and angry as I was.

I still wondered to this day if he ever came to the conclusion that I’d helped him get to his bed that night he came in drunk, or that I’d heard him talking and ranting about all those weird things. I wondered if he even cared. I also wondered if he’d remembered anything that he’d said to me. If it made him nervous that he’d somehow given me a glimpse into a world he’d kept hidden from me so long before. 

It had certainly made me nervous. I barely knew anything about my dad. What was it that he had been talking so heatedly and passionately about that night? What had bothered him so much?

I knew those questions would never be answered — especially not now. But even if he hadn’t died, I probably still would have never found out what his erratic ramblings had meant. 

It would have wrecked him if I’d ever brought it up. I had hoped that from that day forward that his drinking would slow down — and eventually maybe even stop. But it didn’t. 

Not that it had much of a chance to, because he died so soon after.

I sighed. The bottle of whiskey, now only half full, clanked as I placed it back on the table. My vision was slightly blurred, and my head spun whenever I moved. 

“Oh goodness, I'm drunk.” It was like a weird form of father-son déjà vu. Drunk on the throne chair, overlooking the city.

I was a shadow of what my dad was. A drunken man with a lot of work left to do. Drunk because the world was heavy, and having it on your shoulders all day every day was the most straining experience anyone could ever face.

The only difference I could see was that my dad had actually wanted to go to work. He was fine carrying the weight of the world. 

I, on the other hand, was sick of it. I didn’t have any sort of motivation to do it anymore. I didn’t want to be the CEO of a company, let alone a CEO involved in a trash lawsuit that I wanted no part of, or a company that would keep me from someone as awesome as the woman I’d already fallen for.

I took a swig of my drink again, allowing my thoughts to sink in. I wasn’t really making a lot of sense to myself. My brain was getting fuzzy. It was getting late. 

I needed to get to bed. I stood, only to find myself unable to really stand, and with a ridiculously hard thump, I found that I’d landed on my hands and knees beside the chair I now thought was cursed. I teetered a few moments, before the alcohol completely took over and I fell, ungracefully, the rest of the way. 

“Ugh,” I groaned, as I reached up to the couch trying to pull down a blanket. I didn’t want to even bother getting up. I just wanted to sleep. I unfolded the blanket and laid it over myself — probably less over me than off of me, actually — and laid my head down flat against the hardwood.

I reached up and grabbed hold of the crystal whisky bottle, not even bothering to pour it out into a glass anymore. I was already on the floor. I’d hit rock bottom. Who gave a trash if I drank out of the bottle?

I leaned up to take another large gulp, hoping to drown the terrible thoughts that had been bouncing around my head for hours. I was hoping to numb myself against the maelstrom of emotion that was wracking my entire brain and causing my mind to go into overdrive.

In all honesty, I was sick of continually taking one for the team; I wasn’t sure if I even had it in me anymore. 

My dad had taken one for the team — every single day of his entire career. Everything he did was for the good of the company. And, well, he wound up dead. So was it really the best choice?

I wanted to hide from my life, but I knew that wasn’t an option. The only option I felt like I really had was to lie here, or get up. That was the only thing I had control of.

So I lay there, eyes open, blinking heavily. I should have just gone to sleep. That might have stopped me from thinking on it all too much. Well, might have. It also might have plagued me with dreams that I couldn’t stop—dreams about her. 

First it was Kate. Now it was my Dad. The emotions were never ending. 

I clenched my eyes tightly as I fought to not let the tears fall. I refused to be weak. Not now. Not over this, and not because alcohol made me into a big whiny jerk. 

I used to find comfort in the fact that my dad had had so much faith in me being able to do the job. Because hell, he knew more about me than I’d ever wanted him to. I always thought if he still thought I could do the job, then maybe he was right.

But now I wasn’t so sure. Maybe he hadn’t known me as well as I thought he did. Maybe he just knew more than I wanted him to, but he still hadn’t really known me.

Maybe I couldn’t be a good replacement for him. Maybe I didn’t have it in me. The only thing I knew for sure, was that after that night with my dad, I came away with a new sense of clarity: my dad was human after all. He made mistakes, and he felt emotion.

Whatever it was that he was holding onto burdened him more than I’d ever known him to be burdened. It burdened him even more than this job burdened me. 

I sighed, ashamed that I couldn’t be just a little more of what he thought I was. I was ashamed that I still wanted Kate, and ashamed that I didn’t give a idiot about the stupid lawsuit that had seemed like everything to him.

I hated that I didn't care like he gave a blasted when he was alive; and more than that, I hated feeling like I wasn’t good enough to sit in his chair and look out over the city like he once did. And I hated, most of all, that the all-of-a-sudden half empty bottle of whisky wasn’t making it any better.
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Kate

I held the remote so tightly that I saw the whites of my knuckle as I twisted it to the side and clicked through the channels. I sat with Claire on the couch, a scowl plastered on my face.

I’d been muttering to myself, apparently.

Apparently — because I didn’t notice it myself. The only thing that tipped me off was Claire.

“Oh my god,” she’d said. “I can’t handle your constant muttering!” 

“Then go away,” I said.

“You’ve been going on and on about Ian, and it’s driving me insane,” she snapped over her shoulder as she stomped out of the living room, likely toward her bedroom. “Just go cuss him out already,” she yelled back before slamming her bedroom door.

She left me sulking. Brooding. Thinking about the entire day all over again, which was making me mad all over again. How dare he just blow me off because of my dad? 

For some reason, knowing he lived upstairs made it even worse. Not only did I know that he lived just up above me, but I also knew which exact penthouse to bust in on, all thanks to the wonderful security guard downstairs, who seemed like an open book if you just batted your eyelashes in his general direction.

I just needed to just calm down. I needed to stop thinking about Ian, and it needed to happen soon before I did something stupid like go up there and punch him square in the mouth.

I was dwelling too much on it, and getting angrier and angrier. I was angry with Ian. At the situation. At my dad. At the cheeseburger in my stomach the size of a wooly mammoth that didn’t seem to agree with me. At everything

I was so angry that I slammed the remote down on the coffee table. Without thinking anything through, I got up, ran out of the apartment, and to the elevator. 

I hadn’t bothered putting my shoes on, or my coat. 

I didn’t even question where I was going. I’d already talked to the security guard. Luckily, though, Claire didn’t know that I’d stooped to that level. As far as she was concerned, I was still the rational sister she knew and loved. Aside from the constant mumbling under my breath. I’d called out some stupid excuse of how I was going to go check the mail, and since it was something I always did, I was sure she didn’t even question it. For that matter, she might not have even heard me at all.

Now, I was fuming and stomping over to the shimmering steel doors down the hall of my apartment. I’d set it up so that this was all possible. I’d let myself sulk over it all day, and now I knew which apartment was his.

I reached the elevators and repeatedly jabbed at the button for the top penthouse.

I was going up. By the heavens, I was going up. I let out the breath that was starting to feel sharp in my lungs. I could feel the familiar feeling of nausea begin to churn in my stomach and I knew that I was nervous. I took a deep breath. In, and then out, slowly. Again and again until the doors slid open and I shot like a bullet out of the elevator to the closest penthouse door. I rapped at the door with as much strength as I had. Over and over and over again. He was going to answer me. I wasn’t going to let this go. 

Ian Cross was going to get a piece of my mind.
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Ian

I was drunk, and that was going to be the excuse I used when I found myself daydreaming about her. I’d tried to shake my head and wish away the sudden images that were popping in. But the silence wouldn’t let it happen. 

In my daydream, a small moan left Kate’s lips. "Ian..." 

I wanted to press nibbling kisses over her long, sensitive neck. I wanted to kiss, lick, suck, and nibble every inch of exposed flesh. 

I envisioned her delicate hands sliding into my hair, gripping hold of me, pulling me closer. I imagined her grabbing my shirt right at the hem along my lower back. I imagined her sliding a hand to my front to travel the length of my body. 

I shivered, almost as if I felt it in real life — the sensation of her delicate soft hands atop my burning skin. I wondered if she touched me if she might get the same satisfaction that I would experience by having her touch me — or better yet, by touching her.

It was almost like I could feel her warm hands pull at me, and her hips against mine as our mouths made contact with each other. I imagined teasing her lips, barely touching them to mine before capturing her lower one just between my teeth, tugging and suckling gently. 

I imagined her sigh, a sigh of pure ecstasy and bliss. I was growing impatient with my own thoughts. I hated that I liked someone so much that I was willing to think about what it was like just touching her…

Usually when I imagined myself with someone I would jump ahead to the action—the real action, that is. I didn’t usually imagine sex like this, though. Never a soft, gentle thought of something closer to lovemaking rather than just pure hungry sex.

I wondered what it was like to shove my mouth on hers and have our lips sync into a wonderful, longing rhythm. I wanted her to wrap her legs around my waist, pull me closer as I felt her tongue on mine. 

I wanted to feel the electricity that I knew was between us — even knowing what I knew now. I wanted to explore every crevice of her mouth, and I wanted her to do the same with me. I wanted to feel her hot heated breath fall over my skin when she gasped my name. 

I wanted my hands to flow through her luscious red hair and wander down her body — that perfect, perfect body — so far that I’d find her soft delicate skin doing the impossible, lighting a fire of friction right in the palm of my hands, scorching me to the core. 

I could only hope that I wouldn’t be alone in my exploration. I could only hope that she’d want me just as much as I wanted her. I could only hope she’d explore me, tear away at my shirt and never pull away from my kiss unless it was to gasp for a much needed breath.

I imagined what it’d feel like to feel her hands roam down my bare chest, and I felt myself tighten in my pants, despite the large amount of alcohol in my system. 

I wondered what it’d be like to feel her mouth on mine, our tongues dueling as we ripped at each other’s clothes. I wondered if I’d have the strength and smoothness to skillfully rip everything away without damaging it. Over the years I’d perfected the art of undressing a woman. It was something I was proud of. Because hell, I knew how I was — I was impatient, and not only was I impatient, I was also very in-the-now. When it came to sex, I was ready. The problem was that women — no matter how in a hurry, no matter how heated, no matter how incredibly turned on — hated when you ripped their clothes. 

Once I got her clothes off, I wanted to know what she tasted like. I wanted to expose her breasts. I wanted to drink them in with my eyes and tease every single inch of her with my tongue.

I wanted to look into her innocent eyes and see mischief. I wanted to see the look of pure enjoyment — of blissful lust — all over her face.

I wanted her to tease me, too. I wanted her to tighten her legs around me and press the most sensitive area of her against me. I wanted her to grab me. Squeeze me. Claw me. Shred me to pieces.

A low, throaty groan escaped my lips as I thought about it all. 

“Kate,” I found myself moaning out, completely absorbed in my own imagination.

Somehow I’d made it back to my dad’s chair, but moaning Kate’s name woke me from my fantasy. My eyes shot open and I sat up in the chair, sweat trickling down the back of my neck, dampening my shirt collar. 

In all honesty, I’d felt bad for fantasizing about someone I’d ended things with. Or, someone who was basically supposed to be my sworn enemy. I couldn’t help but chuckle at how ridiculous that sounded — even in my head. My sworn enemy. Kate wasn't an enemy—far from it.

I pulled at the top few buttons of my shirt and pulled my shirt open just a little more. My bare chest felt cooler almost immediately as the air from the room whispered against it.

 I wondered if I’d drifted off. I wondered if parts of my fantasy Kate images were actual dreams, but I didn’t bother thinking about it too long. 

My brain was flooded and I really needed to lie down. But just as I was about to stand to head toward my room, a loud banging sounded from my apartment door.

It took a moment to realize what was happening, but then it clicked. Someone was there, and they sure weren’t going away by the sound of it. The knock was loud, hurried, and annoying.

I groaned at the incessancy and rudeness of it.

“Who the heck?”  I got up from the giant chair, suddenly realizing just how tipsy I was. The room started to spin, as well as the buildings outside my window. I groaned and closed the curtain with one hand. Setting my drink down on the kitchen counter just a few wobbly steps away, I shouted, “Who is it?”

No answer. I walked to the door.  I honestly didn’t care who it was; I just wanted them to go the heck away.

Whoever it was, they were going to get a huge piece of my mind. No one needed to get into my apartment as much as this person’s knocking seemed to suggest. The pounding continued, as if the knocker had an issue with my door. 

“Hold the heck on!” I yelled. I gripped hold of the door handle, but just before I slung the door open, I halted. Maybe this was a stupid move. I had no idea who this could be. Did I really want to open it quickly, without any sort of thought of what kind of psycho waited on the other side? A small bit of determined carefulness might have been the answer I needed. So instead of slinging the door open, full force, I opened it slowly.

 “What the heck do you want this late in the—?” I started to bellow, hoping that a bout of anger might scare someone away if they intended me harm. But what I saw caused my breath to catch, and I couldn’t finish the question.

Kate. She was standing there, right in front of my door.

I didn’t know whether to be happy, to be relieved, or to be worried.

Maybe I was losing my mind all over again. Or dreaming. Was she actually there, or was she a mirage? She could be the product of the most realistic fantasy I’d ever had in my entire life.

I didn’t know what to feel. Didn’t know what to say.

“We need to talk!” she barked, and immediately I knew that this was no fantasy. 

I had no idea why she was here, or how. But there she stood, and all of a sudden, the energy in the room was intense. It crackled all around us and pulled tighter and tighter. I felt so many emotions whirling up inside of me, assaulting me from the inside out. I knew my facial expression probably looked pained. It wasn’t pain, though; it was confusion that I was feeling. It was raw emotion. I wanted nothing more than to take this woman in my arms and kiss her.

In that moment, I realized something. I didn’t give a hoot if she was Michael Murphy’s daughter. I liked her too much for something stupid like that to matter. 

I held my face still, trying not to show too much emotion until I could figure out why she was here. For all I knew, she was there just to punch me in the face and leave. It would be nothing less than I deserved, after the way I treated her today.

“Come in.” I moved to the side and gestured toward the living room, almost lazily, as if I didn’t care at all.

“You, Ian Cross, are the biggest phony rear, lying assfunk I have ever met. And on top of that, I can’t believe you’re going to judge me by my family!” she started as soon as she crossed the threshold into my apartment. She didn’t even wait until I closed the door to start in on me.

Before I could respond, she continued, “How dare you assume that I’m a certain kind of person just because your dad had issues with mine? I kept out of my father’s business on purpose.” 

I could tell that a lot of her feelings had been pent up and I wondered if she’d been thinking about our encounter all day like I had been. 

“I’ve always wanted to be my own person,” she snarled. “I disagree with most everything my dad says, pretty much, and every action he takes. Shame on you for making assumptions!”

I couldn’t help but watch her as she paced back and forth, her hair wild, her face flushed. She had never looked, or sounded, any more amazing than she did right then. “I’ve been distancing myself from him and his ways ever since I can remember. I love him, but I’m not him. And you’re an asshat for thinking I might be.” 

I realized how stupid I’d been. 

She was a good person. A beautiful person, inside and out. 

She was caring — not just with her sister, but other people too. I mean, heck, she had even tried to rescue me when I forgot my wallet. Who did that in New York City these days? Who was kind in the city at all, really? Especially to strangers?

And she had a amazing desire to make the world a better place. She wanted to be a teacher for goodness sake. Special education. She was a miracle, and she was here in my apartment.

I smiled as I thought about all the wonderful things she was, while she continued to rant. After a couple of minutes, she suddenly noticed my grin.

“Not to mention, you have a girlfriend already. And what the heck are you smiling about?” 

I couldn’t help but chuckle a little bit at the outburst, but she didn’t seem amused.  She stopped and took a deep breath, as if trying to size up the enemy: me.

We stared at each other for what seemed like forever, and I felt my smirk completely fade away.

“Well, say something,” she whispered. 

The whispering was worse than the ranting. It meant she was calming down, and some of the passion was leaving her. No, I couldn’t have that. I opened my mouth to speak, but words wouldn’t come. This was an important moment, and just minutes ago I’d been ready to pass out. My buzz was all but gone now, after being flooded with the adrenaline that had started up as soon as she walked in.

I took a step toward her. Don’t think about it, Ian. Just do it. I took her in my arms and pulled her toward me.

My lips crashed into hers with more passion than I’d ever experienced before. For the briefest moment, she seemed to melt into me, clenching me even tighter. But just as quickly, she pulled away.

“I can’t do this. Not with a man who is trying to get back together with his ex-girlfriend,” she said as she pushed me away from her.

I tilted my head, not quite sure I even heard her right. “What did you just say? What ex-girlfriend? I’m not trying to get back with anyone,” I insisted. “I haven’t even had a girlfriend since well before my dad died.”

Her hard glared softened into confusion. 

“What ex are you talking about, Kate?” I asked her again.

“Umm. Amelia,” she stuttered out.

I laughed. Loudly and uncontrollably. I couldn’t stop myself. The idea that I would ever work things out with Amelia was one of the funniest things I’d heard in some time.

“This is not funny, Ian,” she exacted.

“Oh, I beg to differ,” I snorted between laughs. “The idea of me being with that self-centered, money-hungry witch again is hilarious. Where did you get such a crazy idea?” I asked as I calmed my amusement. 

“She told me,” Kate announced matter-of-factly. 

“Well, she is delusional if that’s what she thinks,” I said shaking my head in disbelief. I took a few steps closer to Kate, closing some of the gap she’d put between us. With a gentler tone, I told Kate how I felt. “Besides, Kate, there’s only one woman I want to make amends with.

“She wrinkled her nose. “How much have you had to drink tonight, Ian?”

I stopped in my tracks and exhaled hard. Dang it. She was going to think I was even worse than I’d thought my dad had been.

" You’re going to lecture me about this, now?” I sighed dramatically as I threw myself on the couch. I realized after I’d done it, that it probably looked childish. But I felt myself sobering even more as I flopped back against the cushions.

A few moments passed before she finally broke the silence and walked closer to me. “I’m not judging. I pretty much ate my feelings this afternoon. You should have seen the size of that hamburger." 

“Those must have been some major feelings, then.” I glanced up. 

She looked at me with kind eyes, beautiful eyes full of compassion. They still flashed with emotion and agitation, but behind that, I could tell she really cared.

I wanted her badly.

I wanted her then—right then. 

I had a sudden urge to reach out and touch her. Her face, her hair—anything, really. I just wanted to touch her. I wanted to run a hand through her loose curls and pull her toward me. 

“I guess that means you’re the only person in the world not judging me,” I said, smiling.

“I’m not judging, but you’ve definitely had more than enough.” She grinned, and I couldn’t help but flash her a sideways grin in return. 

We continued to gaze at each other. I kept marveling at how strange it was that she was here. And now that she wasn’t yelling at me, I felt a sense of peace growing inside of me. There was no argument, there was no kidding about our families or my company. There wasn’t any of that trash to get in the way.

It was just us, as if nothing had happened. As if she was still just the woman I’d met in Starbucks. As if there was no reason she shouldn’t be here in my suite with me tonight and glowing like this with emotion and kindness.

I broke the silence. “Kate?”

“Mmm?” she said in a tone that made me, once again, feel a familiar constricting in my pants. 

I smiled and propped my elbow on the couch pillow. “Are we done with your rant?” 

Stupid move. I watched as the content expression on her face changed again.

“Are you this big of a jerk all the time?” 

“Pretty much,” I admitted sheepishly.

“It’s a miracle you have any friends at all.” She looked like she was about to start yelling all over again.

“I actually don’t have a lot of friends,” I said. “No one really likes me unless it’s for my money.” I chuckled a little bit, because, in all honesty, it was true.

“Shocking,” she said with a wry look.

I looked hard at her and gave her a self-deprecating smile. “I’m not really a nice person, I guess.” 

“I thought you were,” she said softly. I could tell that she was being genuine for a moment, but then she smiled devilishly and continued. “But then I guess I got to know you.”

“So you’re saying that my shining personality didn’t draw you to me!” I laughed, standing up, pretending to be offended.

“No,” she said, still smiling. “It was your suit. I could tell you had money.”

“You could tell I had money even though you had to pay for my coffee that first day?” I laughed and moved closer to her. She was just a few tantalizing steps away. “I just always thought it was my wit that drew you to me.” 

“You’re not that witty, actually,” she said, eyeing the distance between us.

“My charm, then?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Hmmm . . . It wasn’t your charm, either.” She seemed to be thinking. “Honestly, I don’t know what it was.”

But I could tell from the glimmer in her eye that she knew exactly what it was. So without any more trash between us — I pulled her to me once again, and kissed her. 

I thought I’d had meaningful kisses with her before, but this was the most passionate kiss I’d ever experienced.
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Kate

I couldn’t believe it. He was kissing me. Kissing me! When I’d come over, a kiss was the last thing I expected. I’d been planning on telling him off, and I’d succeeded at that. But somehow the tone had changed, and we were flirting, and now, my lips were moving against his.

My reaction surprised me even more than the kiss did. 

I felt a heat like no other begin to course and rage through me. We pulled apart and looked at each other. He was breathing heavily; he was flustered. His hair was a mess. He’d never looked sexier. 

I smiled as I leaned in again. This kiss grew even more heated than the last, because our hands were even more adventurous. My hair tumbled down my shoulders, and he ran his fingers through it, and then gripped me to him. I groaned with need. He was moving against me, making love to me — without even bothering to remove my clothes. 

We were both moaning, raging with an intensity that I’d never known before. 

“Tell me to stop,” he gasped through his ragged breaths. “Tell me to stop and I will.”

But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t dare. I knew what was about to happen, and I wanted it just as much as he did. I’d thought about doing this for much too long; I wasn’t going to deny myself.

In response, I grabbed his face with my hands and pulled him to me once more. As soon as our lips met, I felt myself melt completely into him. 

My hands trailed behind his neck and locked, pulling him even closer. Then I pushed against him. At first he resisted, but then he grew more pliant. I maneuvered us over to the wall and shoved him against it.

 I felt him smile against my lips, just before a moan escaped his.

He broke the kiss, his lips moist. His eyes searched mine, a question in them. It was like he was scared of how into it he was getting. I knew exactly how he felt, I felt it too. It was terrifying knowing what this man could do to me.

I could see him faintly in the dim light of his penthouse, and what I saw was nothing short of absolute beauty. He was the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on. Even though I’d been pissed off at him just a few minutes before, I was now turning that anger into a different kind of passion.

His gorgeous brown eyes trailed lower until they fell on my collarbone, then lower. I felt a blush creep to my cheeks. I could only hope that he hadn’t noticed it through the darkness. But dang, to have his eyes so fixated on me felt surreal.

 It was something incredibly new, incredibly intoxicating. 

His eyes drifted further down, all the way to the valley between my breasts, which were covered by my V-neck sweater. I watched as he bit his lips. It was like he was imagining what I looked like underneath my clothes. I could only wonder what it was exactly that he was thinking about, what images were playing in his mind. 

He leaned in and kissed the nape of my neck, and then my collarbone, and then he kissed and licked all the way to my clothed breasts. He pushed away fabric and suckled gently at my flesh. I was on fire.

I pressed myself against him and felt him growing harder in his pants. 

His fingers skimmed down my torso and hips until they crossed my clothed thighs, where I couldn’t help but let out a light moan as his fingers brushed over me.

Our lips slammed into one another’s once again, our tongues instantly meeting, dancing, dueling even. He grabbed my waist roughly, and picked me up, our mouths still intertwined. At the sudden motion of being carried, I squealed in surprise right into his mouth. I felt him smile, cockily, against my lips. He moved me up his body so that my legs were wrapped around his waist and placed me down on the arm of his couch. 

His hands gripped tightly at my hips, and then he palmed and squeezed my rear. It felt amazing, and chill after chill rolled down my spine.

Our lips broke apart once again, and once again we looked at one another, completely breathless. I could feel my body lurch instinctively, grinding against him as he held me. 

“Holy idiot,” he gasped through gritted teeth.

Our fingers laced together as his lips moved down my neck, stopping at my collarbone. 

He bit, he sucked. I moaned and writhed against him. 

He sucked roughly and nipped at my shoulder, and immediately I felt all the frustrations of the day start to melt away. I whimpered more and more with everything he did. I was at his mercy, feeling the pleasure consume me. As he sucked, I knew that there’d be a purple mark on that spot the next day, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. The downward trail of his tongue made me feel like I was floating. Like his strong, muscular hands and arms weren’t there to hold me up — like the couch arm below me didn’t exist — and my legs weren’t wrapped strategically around his waist. 

None of that mattered. All that mattered was us. I was completely lost in a lustful, pleasurable haze. So lost that I felt the rush of an animalistic frenzy come on, and all I wanted — more than anything — was to have him, and to be as close to him as possible, wrapped up in him as he was wrapped up in me.

He trailed his tongue down, until it made its way down to the dip of my sweater, right between my breasts. I could do nothing but mewl as a long lick of his tongue swirled in the crevice of my cleavage. My hips moved, almost instinctively, bucking against his growing erection. 

I could feel my own arousal between my legs, and I knew that I was ready for him. Heck, I wasn’t sure I could wait until he took my clothes off.

“Kate,” he said, and it was the tone of someone in complete desperation. He, too, must have felt that need — that sudden and incredible need.

His lips caught my hardened nipples, even through my clothes. I could feel the garment grow wet, and heat form around me. It traveled all the way down my spine. 

He bit and sucked and nipped, causing me to drop my head and suck in a deep breath. 

“Yes,” I moaned. I was almost embarrassed by the noises I was making. I felt a hot blush form on my cheeks.

It seemed like my encouragement was all he needed, though. That one simple word seemed to evoke some sort of wild, instinctive urge inside of him.

 He let out a throaty groan, masculine and desperate, and used his free hand to tug at my pants. It didn’t take much, a small snap at the button and a small tug and they were off. Sucking in a breath, he gazed at me and I saw a glimmer of something possessive and desperate flash in his eyes.

His expression made me even hotter. To feel as wanted as I did was a powerful aphrodisiac. It was something that I’d never thought I would feel — or see someone feel for me — but now that I was witnessing it, it was amazing.

He pulled my panties to the side, not bothering to take them off. I watched, completely enthralled in the moment as he pulled his own pants down just enough so that his erection could spring free. I breathed heavily, wanting him to just come here, to stop messing with clothes and come over to me. 

The need was great and gnawing. I needed him. He needed me. Right then. Right there. Clothes or no clothes. Keeping our clothes on was just much, much quicker, and that would work just fine for me.

As if he’d somehow sensed what I was thinking, he yanked me up, his strong, rippling arms scooping me up as if I weighed nothing. He pulled me up above him so that we aligned perfectly. I wrapped my legs around his waist and groaned out at the contact of bare skin against bare skin. It was something I’d never felt with him, and it was incredible, intoxicating, and freeing.

This was the moment of magic, the miracle. It was everything I’d hoped it would be.

He carried me with him until his back was against the wall again, his heat electrifying me to my core. It jolted me into another dimension, as if I was transported somewhere else. We now existed somewhere where no other worries existed. There was just this — us — and the amazing heated feeling of our bodies connecting.

When his mouth latched onto my breast again, I threw back my head in pleasure. 

I snaked my hand between our bodies and gripped lightly around his member, and his head threw back in equal pleasure. I smiled against his mouth, and pumped my fist up and down, slowly at first, increasing speed as he groaned against my neck.

His body jerked—but not away from my touch — toward it.

“Oh. My…God….” he breathed. “Keep going. Please, Kate. Please.” 

I loved that he was begging, that he wanted me that badly. Heck, I loved that I wanted him so badly. 

Our lips collided again, each of our mouths hungry for the others.

He replaced my hand with his and guided himself into me, stretching me and filling me up. I sighed with release. 

Moans escaped our mouths. 

He held me up as he leaned firmly against the wall. He gripped my rear as I rode him up and down, over his body. Hips grinding against hips. Nails digging into flesh. Kissing. Panting. 

The rush, the need, the desire. It was all fast and extremely desperate. 

He gripped my hips, his fingertips digging into flesh, and pushed himself fully within me. I groaned with a relief I hadn’t quite known before, as I felt his heat and length, fill me completely.

“Yes,” I gasped. I ran my fingers through his hair, grabbing a handful of locks with every movement, and then slid my hands down to desperately claw at his chest and back.

He made noise after noise. I was doing the same. I squeaked out in nothing but pure ecstasy as he slipped inside, all the way to the hilt, thrust after thrust. His strength, lifting me up as he remained flat against the wall, astounded me.

His hands palmed and massaged my rear with every stroke and I felt my body clench tighter and tighter with every movement. His biceps pressed firmly against my body as he held me tightly.

My head dropped down to his shoulder, and I didn’t even realize what it was that I was doing until I was unbuttoning his shirt and moving his collar away to bite his neck. My teeth sank deep as I felt myself tremble in his arms, his nails digging into the flesh of my rear.

I felt a fire build up deep inside of me. He was grunting, growling, his eyes closed tightly. I could tell that he was closing in on something incredibly powerful. He was getting close to pure and utter bliss. I knew because I was feeling the same way. I knew because he felt so good — and I could only hope that I did as well.  

I watched him as he turned a bright pink — flushed and heated — and it was all for me. I felt a release, an extreme pleasure as if my entire body was consumed with lust and joy.

I screamed, rippling around him. He kissed me tenderly and moved us back over to the couch. It was crazy how much energy he had. I wasn’t doing any lifting at all, and I was almost completely exhausted. The only thing that was keeping me going was the complete and utter desire I felt for him.

He walked us to the oversized chaise, and he was still thick within me. I couldn’t help but breathe out in excitement as I watched his chest and biceps flex as we moved.

I wrapped my arms around his neck even tighter as he lifted me up just enough to pull himself out. I wanted to protest, but I knew we’d come together once again after we got situated. So instead, I merely got up on my knees and kissed him as he sat on the couch. 

His hands snaked up my back, massaging me as they went, and I was once again reminded how many clothes we still had on.

I couldn’t even see his body well, as he journeyed over mine. His shirt was unbuttoned just enough for me to see his chest, and I could see his large, rounded biceps through the fabric — but that was all I saw of him. I craved more, but I was in so much need for him, that I didn’t even want to begin to bother taking anything else off. 

I needed another release. I craved it.

“I hate your sweater,” he whispered in between kisses.

“I hate all of these clothes,” I whispered back. “Mine and yours.”

I let out a breathy sigh as he moved his pants further down and moved my panties to the other side. I knew what was coming. And by the heavens, it couldn’t come quickly enough.

I whimpered when he teased the area where my thigh meets my womanhood. I wanted him to hurry. I wanted him to keep going — to finish what we’d started.

He ran his fingers down the length of the wet cotton between my legs and I couldn’t help but jerk my hips up to reach his delicate, teasing strokes. He smirked, devilishly, from what I could see from the one light barely shining throughout the room. 

His fingers laced, purposely, around the material of my panties, playing with it.

“Please, Ian,” I found myself begging. I never begged, but it was torturous — there were too many feelings, too many pleasurable feelings.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered as he moved to position himself between my legs once again.

And in one instant, he entered me.

It was only a matter of moments until we were moving in time with one another once again. The perfect rhythm to elicit perfect responses, perfect whimpers, perfect sighs and oh-so-perfect moans. 

I was floating again.

He nuzzled my neck, kissing as he did, until he slowed his pace to an excruciatingly teasing one. 

“Ian,” I begged again, almost in a whisper.

But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t even act like he heard me. Instead, he just continued. Slow. Short. Delayed thrusts. Over and over again.

I was getting frustrated.

“Ian!” I yelled, and I felt him smile at my neck just before he bit it roughly. Then, as if I’d said some sort of magic word, the pace increased and what had been slow, short, and delayed thrusts became long, deep, hard ones.

I felt like I was going to explode.

My breaths became shallow, as did his. My body twitched in delight at all the sensations, and I could feel my nipples tighten.

He moaned and bucked against me wildly, so wildly that he was becoming sloppy… I knew that it was all about to culminate in the biggest and most euphoric experience I’d ever been a part of. I felt myself reach that point where I was about to come again, and this time it would be even stronger. 

“Oh my goodness, Ian!” I screamed out, loudly, in between panting breaths. Before I knew it, I was convulsing around him, feeling freer than I ever had before. Which was ironic, really. He was pinning me down into the softness of the couch. I had nowhere I could escape to; I was trapped between him and a mound of fabric and cushioning.

I felt my back shift a few inches as he leaned down even more against me, his head falling to my shoulder. His breath puffed against my ear. It was hard and ragged and full of quiet moans. And then, I felt my entire body tighten once again. Waves crashed into me from every direction, originating between my legs. I was on fire, jolting and writhing with pleasure. “Yes!” I screamed.

With one final thrust, I knew it was all over for him as well. “Kate,” he groaned. “Kate, my beautiful Kate.”

I felt the weight of his body crash into my chest as he fell on top of me, completely spent. But I didn’t mind, in fact, I felt strangely empty when he moved off to curl beside me. But then he wrapped his arms around my waist. I turned to him and smiled, tucking my arm on the inside of his shirt and around his hips. We pulled and tugged at the other, and I marveled at the fact that we were still almost completely clothed.

“Maybe next time we can do it without our clothes on,” he laughed, mimicking my thoughts exactly.

“Who says there’s going to be a next time?” I breathed. Although I was just kidding, I realized that we still hadn’t talked about anything—we still didn’t know how this was all going to work.

Not only did he and my father have a professional rivalry, but there was obviously a clear-cut history between our dads as well. Not to mention I was west coast bound in only a few months.

“I really like you,” Ian whispered as he kissed my shoulder softly. I cuddled closer into his embrace. It was probably the most bliss that I’d ever experienced.

“I like you too,” I whispered back.
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 Chapter 17

Ian

I couldn’t believe that I wasn’t drunk as I glanced around the living room. The light was dim, perfect for the mood, and the curtains were drawn shut. I honestly couldn’t have planned it better if I’d known what was going to happen. Drawing curtains and dimming lights were both part of my many moves. I’d met very few women who enjoyed having a good idiot right up against my wall of windows—too many onlookers. And Kate didn’t strike me as the type to particularly love such a display either.

But it was strange how things worked. If I hadn’t been sitting at my window before she arrived, looking out into the city, I wouldn’t have been right next to the remote to draw the curtains.  

I still couldn’t really believe what had happened between me and Kate.

It had been incredible, even better than the fantasy I’d been enjoying just before she arrived. It was different than I’d expected, in the best way imaginable. It wasn’t just that it was more heated and hurried. It was real, she was real, and nothing could have prepared me for how good the real Kate would feel. Not even — and maybe even especially — my own intense imagination.

The room smelled of sex and sweat, and it would have been uncomfortable if I had company—well, company that didn’t include the woman I’d just fallen in bed with—but it did nothing but turn me on with her here beside me. 

We were both exhausted, tangled up in one another — and our clothes— as we lay, still spent, on the couch. I glanced over at her and smiled. She was looking up at the ceiling, and her hair was plastered to her face with droplets of sweat still beaded atop her forehead. Every time I looked at her, she grew more and more beautiful.

Our breathing was ragged and rapid, because we still hadn’t gained our composure. She took her eyes off the ceiling and looked at me, a smile on her face. I wondered if she was as shocked as I was by what had just happened.

“You okay?” I asked, barely able to compile a sentence. 

She nodded, still smiling.

I grinned back, and pulled her to my lips to lay a single kiss on top of hers.

Her lips were amazing. Perfectly luscious and plump. I felt like the most blessed man in the world that she was sharing them with me. She was so beautiful.

“Wow,” she said with a smirk. She turned her body away from me, prompting me to hold her. I did, gladly.

The fact that we were spooning didn’t make me feel weird at all. Usually I wasn’t big on cuddling, and the fact I was cuddling now would have freaked me out if I hadn’t been so incredibly distracted by the warm, lusciously soft feeling of Kate’s perfect rear pressed against me. My arms were wrapped around her, and my head rested just above hers.

I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, savoring the scent of her shampoo. She smelled good, like honeysuckle and melon. It was a smell so unique and so good that I knew it was one that I’d have locked away forever. It was now one of my favorite scents. 

I felt myself getting aroused again, as she shifted her body slightly, wriggling against me. Her warm flesh lightly moved over mine, and I couldn't help but stifle a deep moan low in my throat. I didn’t even realize that my pants were still down until I felt her there. I knew that I was going to be ready for round two at any moment.

I wanted her so badly. But I knew that I shouldn't test my luck. We still hadn’t talked about anything.

I whispered in her ear as I pressed a gentle kiss on her neck, relishing the taste of her skin. “So it’s not exactly morning yet,” I said. “But, good morning.”

“Good morning,” she whispered back in what sounded like the most angelic voice I’d ever heard.

Her voice was sweet, quiet, and full of what I could describe only as wonderment. Kate clearly lived in a world different from the one I lived in. Even with all the trash she had to put up with her family, she still seemed like one of the most positive people I’d ever seen.

Sure, she’d come in ranting and raving like a lunatic. But everyone was allowed to be angry. She had emotions. She had sadness — I’d seen it. She’d had anger — I’d definitely seen that. 

Positivity still remained. She never gave up. She never quit fighting for a life she wanted.

“Go to sleep,” I said, a smile forming on my face. I was leaning over her, watching her eyes blink closed every couple of seconds. She was completely exhausted, ready for bed. There was no telling how long she’d been awake — and by looking at the clock, I could tell that it was well past my own bedtime. Three a.m.

I smiled again. Each time her lids fell, it took longer for them to open back up again. I knew it was only a matter of time before she was out completely.

“I’m not tired,” she whispered, but her voice sounded exhausted. 

I smirked. She was so freaking adorable.

“I’m telling you, I’m not tired.” She shifted again, grinding against me. I had to bite my lip to stifle the moan that was trying to escape my throat, and just enjoy the moment. 

She was probably the cutest sleepy-woman that I’d ever seen in my life. It was even cuter that she kept saying she wasn’t tired, when I was literally watching her fall asleep. I could even hear it. Her breath began to slow in pace, and increase in volume—into little snores.

“Shh.” I marveled at her a little more, until I noticed that I was fondling her as my fingertips grazed over her fair skin at the uppermost area on her thigh. I bit my lip as I moved over the exposed flesh, which was her entire bottom half.

I smiled. I was proud of myself for getting that much clothing off of her.

I was still almost completely clothed. The only thing askew was my unbuttoned shirt and my pants, which were halfway down my rear. 

I felt a chill roll down my spine when I heard a giggle elicit form her mouth.

“I need to get in the shower,” I whispered, leaning down in her ear. “Go to sleep.”

I knew that if I stayed any longer, round two would have to commence. I’d go crazy otherwise. 

“Actually,” she said, just before rising up and facing me. “That sounds like the perfect thing to wake me up.”

I groaned, suddenly feeling a nervous a catch in my throat. I was terrified. In confined spaces with her naked, our sexcapades would have only just begun, and despite my old ways of and forgetting about it, it seemed like maybe Kate and I should talk about things before we got too carried away. “Maybe you should just rest,” I suggested.

“You better let me in that bathroom, or you’ll regret it.” Her eyes were dark. It was comical, but it was also enough to make me shudder. Those dark eyes were full of lust as she pulled herself up to stand. 

I watched her adorable rounded rear saunter off toward my bedroom. I was mesmerized by her. I watched as she combed her hair with her fingertips and continued on, until she disappeared around the corner.

Forget talking. We could talk later. Right now I had the most beautiful woman in the world strutting naked toward my shower. My jaw dropped and I sat there frozen for what was probably longer than necessary, before getting up in a hurried frenzy to follow. My pants almost tripped me as I stood, so instead of bothering with them for a second longer, I pulled them the rest of the way down and stepped out of them. 

I’d been in a trance, and I didn’t have a clue how long. All I knew was that I didn’t want to miss a shower with Kate. So with probably a little more urgency than necessary, I jogged to my bedroom and then to my en-suite bathroom. The door was shut.

I took a deep breath, ripped my shirt off my arms, and opened the bathroom door.

Watching the steam fill up the room, clouding up the mirrors and the glass, I couldn’t help but grin to myself. She was in there. She was naked likely lathering suds over her gorgeously fair body. But the best thing of all was I knew that she was in there waiting for me to join her. 

I could see her silhouette through the glass door, but only her silhouette. I couldn’t help but curse my frosted glass in that moment. It would have been nice to have a preview before opening the door, alerting her to my presence.

I loved what I saw as soon as I opened the door and stepped in.

Kate. Dripping wet. Water droplets slid down her body, teasing me. The image brought me back to memories of how I’d stood around daydreaming about her and her supple body beneath a stream of water.

It was like déjà vu, but it was a very, very welcome one.

The water continued to stream over her skin. Down her face to her bottom lip, where I wanted so badly to kiss her. 

She looked at me, innocently. “What is it?” 

“Goodness,” I said. “You’re beautiful.”

She smiled as I looked down at her, and I felt something ball up in my stomach. Nerves.

Because I knew, right then and there, that she was the woman I wanted to be with more than anything in the entire world. It was frightening, but it was also exciting.

I was so incredibly turned on, just by looking at her. She had an amazing power over me, a power that I couldn’t understand. She had so much control—and it astonished me. No woman had ever had this much control over me. It was thrilling but terrifying, all at the same time.

She wasn’t all sudsy like I’d envisioned, but I could fix that. She purred happily when I reached out and slid my hand down the entire length of her body, as far as I could reach. 

She licked her lips, and I could tell that she wanted my mouth on hers once again.  
But I wanted us to take our time. Instead, I kissed her porcelain skin. First, grabbing her hands, trailing my lips to her fingertips, and then up her arm, to her shoulder, and finally her neck.

She whispered, “You feel so good,” as my fingers threaded into her wet locks. I moved away from her neck and pulled her closely to me, gently, by a handful of her gorgeous red hair. 

From there, I sort of lost place of where I was. The next thing I knew was that we were soaking wet, battling tongues as we made our way hurriedly to my bedroom. I didn’t even know if we’d cleaned ourselves off, or if we’d even turned the shower off.

All I knew was what came next—our bodies moving rhythmically together once again, and the way I felt when she brought her hands around my neck. I felt at ease. At home, even — more than in just the physical sense. 

I leaned forward to bring her into a passionate kiss as we moved in perfect rhythm with one another. The timing was perfect as if our bodies and spirits were connected to one another so closely it allowed us to fall into a synchronous bliss.

She wriggled and I growled roughly in her ear. She gripped the sheet beneath her, pulling it from the bed as she writhed beneath me. I always loved watching a woman’s orgasm. To see a woman completely at my mercy with pleasure so intense that she no longer had any control over anything—it was a joy and a privilege, and I liked it even more with Kate. She was so powerful. She was so in control of everything that it was nice to see her lose it for a second. It was even better — euphoric even — to know that it had been me to cause her to lose control.

Something unleashed deep inside of me as I caught sight of her lustful, half-lidded eyes. It was so incredibly powerful, so incredibly wild, that it caused me to slide into her faster until we were both screaming in pure ecstasy. 

Completely spent, I rolled off of her and my head hit the pillow. I slung one arm over Kate and pulled her to me so that she was resting on my heaving chest. I smiled and placed a small kiss at the top of her head just before pulling the blanket over us. 

Having sex with Kate was something I’d hoped for from the very beginning, but it was never something I’d expected to happen. If it did, no matter how I’d felt about her before the act itself — no matter how different she was — I still hadn’t thought the sex would be any different than it was with anyone else. I’d always loved sex, but this was something more than that. I couldn’t fully explain it, but it felt like a homecoming.

I’d never been one to cuddle, either, but now there was nothing in the world that I could imagine being better than her resting in my arms. With every small kiss she gave me, all I thought about was holding her closer. I didn't even think about the clothes we’d left strewn across the penthouse. I didn’t even think about how great the sex was in bed, against the wall, or on the couch. I didn’t think about our bodies moving perfectly with one another as we gasped for breath.

I felt a lot more than just red-hot desire—I felt something else. I felt weak in the knees when I thought about her. I felt weak in the heart as I held her. 

Tangled up in her legs, I pressed lazy kisses over her skin while she did the same to me.

I felt for this woman, in every way possible. It started with the slope of her nose, and the sweet luscious curve of her lips, all the way down to her belly button and then to her kneecaps and ankles and toes. I loved her mind. I loved her body. I loved it all.

Was it only a matter of time before I fell in love with her, too?

I continued to admire her as we lay there, completely lost as to what time it was. I realized that my head had been cloudy with only images of her since I’d met her. She made my heart flutter. Thoughts of her distracted me every single minute of every single day.

I wanted to be with her for as long as she’d have me. I wanted to listen to her stories while we cuddled close. I wanted to hear her fears, her dreams, her hopes — and everything in between. I wanted to have dinner with her every single night, and watch a nasty television show with her. Most importantly, though, I wanted to wrap myself around her every single night and hold her as we both slept.

I wanted to be the first ‘good morning,’ and the last ‘goodnight.’ I wanted her. To say it didn’t scare me would be the biggest lie that I’d ever told.

“I really can’t believe we did this,” she finally said, breaking the silence that I hadn’t even noticed. I shifted to look at her.

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“You know what I mean,” she said with a laugh. “But I can’t really say I’m sad about it.”

“I’m not sorry,” I said. 

“Me either, oddly,” she whispered, snuggling in close. “But we still have to do something about this.”

I nodded, just before placing a single kiss atop her forehead. I knew she was right. I just didn’t know what we could do — other than just not see each other again. No way. The option of not seeing each other again wasn’t acceptable.

“Well, first I need to ask how you knew where I live,” I said, laughing. “You’re not a stalker, are you?”

She laughed. “Sort of. I actually live in this building, and Claire found out and told me to ask the security guard, so I did — so I guess that part is sort of stalker-ish.” 

Now that I thought about it, I did remember that douchebag Michael Murphy lived in this building. I never saw him. Didn’t bother to try to, though. I just remembered my dad always talking trash about how he had the penthouse and the Murphy’s lived below. 

“At least it makes sense why I feel like I’ve been seeing you everywhere,” I said.

“I thought the exact same thing! We both thought we were going insane!” 

I chuckled and looked down at my pillow, letting a silence fall between us for a minute.

“You know,” I said. “I don’t care who you are, or who your family is.” I cleared my throat. “You could be the daughter of anyone in the world—Adolf-frigging-Hitler in fact, and I’d still want you.” 

“I’ve wanted you this whole time,” she said, and immediately I felt a hint of guilt rise up in my stomach. I’d rejected her today, or yesterday, rather, when we’d run into each other at the coffee shop. That had been a nasty thing to do.

“So that’s it then?” I asked, a bit amused.

“I think so,” she said, seeming pretty sure of herself. “We’re dating. Deal with it.”

I smirked, and then she spoke again.

“So are we going to tell my family, or keep it all a secret for a while — to see if we have anything worth telling?”

“Didn’t we already do that?” I laughed, gesturing towards her bare breasts. It was pretty obvious, at least to me, that we had something.

She giggled, almost shyly. “I suppose we did,” she agreed. “I’ll tell him.”

“You don’t care about causing trouble, do you?” I said with a laugh. She sounded so sure about this, about telling her dad. If I were in her place, about to tell my dad, I’d be a nervous wreck.

“I just don’t care what he thinks,” she said. “It’s my life. He knows that now. He also has to know that I’m going to see whoever I want.”

She looked down at my hand and took my fingers in hers. I heard her gulp, and pull in a deep breath.

“But,” she said, “I think the bigger problem is that I’m moving across country in a few months.”

I felt a pang of worry hit me, and my stomach whirled with nausea. I cleared my throat again, hoping I wouldn’t show how bothered I was by the thought of her moving. 

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” I said with a half-smile. 

I couldn’t believe it. I’d managed to sound convincing. My tone was actually reassuring. Too bad it was completely at odds with how I felt. 
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Kate

It didn’t even feel like a walk of shame that morning as I went back to my dad’s apartment. I took the stairs. I needed to give myself a little more time to muster up the courage to go into my family home, reeking of sex and betrayal. 

I couldn't even pretend like I was upset about “betraying” my father, though. I couldn’t pretend like I wasn’t glowing as I took each and every step down, like I didn’t have a stupid, silly grin plastered on my face.

I couldn’t pretend like I gave a blasted about any professional issues. In that moment, it felt like nothing in the world could possibly bring me down. I just hoped that I wouldn’t be proven wrong. 

When I reached my floor, I took a deep breath and barreled through the door to my hall, and before I knew it, I was standing face-to-wood with my door.  I reached out, hesitating for moment. My hands were a little shaky. 

No matter how happy I was, I was nervous.

I wasn’t nervous because I’d done anything wrong—I hadn’t done anything wrong. Being with Ian had been the most right thing in the world. But I was nervous that my perfect mood would somehow feel heavy and burdened as soon as I walked through the door I’d called home for so many years.

With a deep breath, I slowly turned the knob. I dreaded having any sort of talk with my dad, and I knew that right now he’d likely be home. I also knew that I’d have a hard time keeping my blush away from my cheeks if I talked to him. 

He’d read me; I knew he would. He was good at reading people. He was even better at reading me, specifically, especially when something was on my mind.

I knew I’d have to have the conversation as soon as I saw him. There was no denying my feelings for Ian. 

The door creaked open and I took a step forward, cringing at the sound of the hinges. As soon as the entire living room came into view, I noticed the lights that were always on in the hallway were off. I felt my face twist in confusion and I threw the door closed behind me, just hard enough that it shut without slamming. 

I glanced around, craning my neck, remaining still — my feet planted in the perfect safety zone. 

There were no sounds. It was quiet. Too quiet for anyone to be home.

“Hello?” I called, almost afraid that I might have been wrong, and therefore alerting everyone to my presence. But no one answered back.

“Claire?” I called again, my feet leaving the safety zone in front of the door.

I traipsed through the living room, toward the hall where the lights were off. I peeked around the corner. “Claire?” I called again, knowing that if she were there, she already would have said something by now. 

“Dad must have taken her out for breakfast or something,” I muttered, almost in relief, before turning on my heel and heading back to my bedroom across the hall. I needed a shower.

“Kate?” a deep, gruff voice called from behind me as soon as I reached the threshold of my room. I stiffened and stood still, frozen in fear. I didn’t have to turn around to know who was behind me.

Dad.

“I thought you were out,” I whispered, almost breathless. 

“Claire went out to grab some bagels. I was working in my study.” 

I closed my eyes, tightly, and took a deep breath, trying to regain my composure.

“Where have you been?” he asked, a little more harshly than I’d anticipated. 

It was now or never, I supposed. I turned to face him. He looked a little curious, but mostly suspicious.

“I was out,” I said, “and I think it’s best that I tell you where.”

His brows contorted and his lips tightened. I could tell he was already preparing himself to be pissed off. I never started a good conversation out this way. I was more of the ‘get right to it’ type when good news was concerned.

“I don’t have a lot of time to waste, so out with it,” he grumbled.

“I’m seeing someone,” I said, simply. 

Immediately his expression changed to confusion. Not only confusion, but complete uncaring confusion.

“Kate, I really don’t care about who you’re dating,” he said, “or who you’re sleeping with for that matter, considering you’re coming in like this in the morning.” 

“It’s not like that,” I said. Even though it was — it really was like that. This was mortifying.

“Why are you acting so strange about it, then?” Dad asked. “Does he have some sort of crazy defect?”

“No,” I said with a sigh. I didn’t really know how to say it. “It’s just that it’s someone I’m not sure you’ll approve of.”

I felt my throat tighten. I wasn’t even sure why I was doing this so quickly. 

“What, are you dating a bearded lady or something?” He laughed, amused with himself, but when I looked at him, eyes serious, not laughing, he stopped. His eyes narrowed. “Who?” 

“Ian Cross.”

He laughed again. “Ian Cross, like MTS’s Ian Cross?” 

I nodded, not sure of what else to do.

“Uh yeah, that’s a hard no,” he said sternly before turning on his heel and walking away.

I was confused. Did he just tell me no? No to what? And I hadn’t expected him to take the news well, but this was…strange. 

“No, what?” I called after him. 

He put his hand up in the air and continued walking, without making any sort of motion to stop. “Just no,” he said again, without even so much as turning his head over his shoulder. 

I wasn’t going to accept that as an answer. He was a complete idiot if he thought this was the end of it. I mean, seriously, what kind of nerve did a man need to be so ridiculous as to think that he could say no without giving any explanation, discussing anything — or hell, what made him even think he could say no to anything and have me listen?

“Dad, there’s nothing you can do about it!” I yelled as I ran after him.

He spun his body around to face me. His anger was right there on the surface—shades of red, his eyes slit into sharpened points. Even the vein in his forehead was beginning to throb. He was quaking. 

I didn’t care, though, because I was pissed, too.

“You never hear me out. It’s not like I went searching for this man,” I said. “We just sort of bumped into each other, started dating, and I just now found out who he was to you.”

“That man isn’t trash to me!” Dad bellowed, red spreading out across his forehead and neck, and I knew that if I kept baiting him, he’d eventually bust a blood vessel—or worse, have a heart attack.

I quieted down to let him get himself together. He could take a deep breath, compose himself. I knew him, and I knew it was only a matter of time before he’d catch on to how much of a jerk he was being.

Usually, he didn’t care — but I hoped that maybe in this case he might. He took a deep, dragon-filled breath, and nodded.

“It’s your life,” he said, in a tone that was so quiet that I almost didn’t hear it. “You can do what you want.”

I stood there, my mouth open, waiting for him to say something else. Instead, he just turned around again toward his office, and went in. He didn’t say another word. He didn’t even look at me.

It was his way of telling me to go ahead and do whatever I wanted. He knew I was going to anyway, and I knew that by now, there was a high possibility that he was sick and tired of fighting with me about my future. I was going to do what I was going to do. Neither he, nor anyone else, could stop me. And maybe he was finally coming to terms with that.

It was about dang time.

The door clicked closed, and I stood, staring after it, barely blinking. 

I couldn’t help but wonder — a bit amazedly — how and why he didn’t get angrier. But rather than sit around and contemplate it, I needed to go to sleep. My night with Ian had left me exhausted. 
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Ian

I walked briskly through the halls of MTS that morning, nodding and smiling at all the familiar faces on the way. Even though I was in a good mood, I still resisted the few small attempts at conversation. More than anything else, I wanted to get to my office. I wanted to sit down and get to work. Admittedly, I hadn’t been getting a lot of work done, with all the plaguing thoughts of Kate whirling about my mind. 

When I finally reached my floor, I sighed. Not with dread to be at the office, like usual. I wasn’t in a piss-poor mood or anything. On the contrary, I was in a pretty dang good mood. My sigh was one of longing, not irritation. I longed for Kate. I wanted her long limbs to be wrapped around me again.

A part of me felt self-conscious that I was sighing dreamily like a love-struck teenager, but luckily for me the top floor was deserted. It was still early, before most people arrived. 

Janice — one of the first top-floor people usually in the doors— wasn’t even here yet. That was probably a good thing, because no one could read me quite like Janice. I knew we’d have some sort of conversation about it all. But in the meantime, I could actually concentrate on some work. Then I’d be doing well. I’d have a huge chunk of it done before Kate was even up and able to tell her father about us, or Janice was in the office to question me. 

I trekked to my desk, laid my briefcase down, and wandered over to the giant windowed wall. Gazing out, I let my mind drift off, just like I’d been doing ever since first meeting Kate. 

I wondered what she’d think about the view, and what she’d think of my office. After spending her life with Michael Murphy, she probably couldn’t care less about medical innovations, but maybe she’d be curious about how we ran things here.

No more thinking about Kate. I really needed to get to work. I sat at my desk and opened my laptop. For the next two hours, I worked steadily. I’d glanced up occasionally over the top of my screen and watched as people started to filter in. I’d only been distracted once, and that was when Janice had brought in a cup of coffee for me, her mouth turned up in a sweetened smile.

“You’ve been working on the new concept for a while,” she said. “How’s that going?” She leaned down to look at the screen. 

I smiled. Usually assistants didn’t give a rat’s rear about anything technical with the company. All the other assistants in the office, in fact, skulked around and only focused on the job two-dimensionally. They only focused on knowing what they had to know. They only did the minimum. Janice wasn’t like that—she was concerned about what was going on. She knew my days in and out, and she helped me in times of stress and need — and heaven knows I had experienced plenty of those times after being left in charge of the whole company.

She was the best assistant I’d had. She felt like a mother, of sorts. She was a friend at the very least, and I needed friends in a business as cutthroat as this one.

“I think it’s going to be just what we need to slaughter the competition.” I chuckled proudly as I looked at the technology’s schematics. 

“Slaughter,” she sighed. “I love that you talk about this like it’s war.”

“It is war,” I reminded her. 

She sighed. “When I first signed up for this job, I didn’t realize how ruthless medical technology companies could be.”

“Any business that sells anything in a competitive market is ruthless. Especially in New York City.”

She patted my shoulder. “Let’s get you some of this coffee. You’ll like it, and who knows — it might actually get rid of this ridiculous stress knot right here.” 

She pressed firmly down on my shoulder and immediately I groaned out in euphoric surprise. I hadn’t even realized that I’d been tense in that spot.

“That feels amazing. Look out, future wife of Ian Cross. She might have found her match with you,” I joked.

“What’s up with the really early start this morning? Everything okay?” Janice questioned. “Probably not good on the stress. You need to sleep more.”

“Actually, I think being here and getting work done is a little less stressful.” I said. “Everything’s great. Just getting started.” I smiled as I shifted in my swivel chair. “It’s about time that I get ahead again.”

“All the details are working out, though?” she asked. 

I was sure, from her tone that she really didn’t care. She was asking because she knew it was important to me, and because it was important to the company. In reality, she probably had no interest in it; this was just conversation.

But then a terrible guilty feeling balled up in my stomach. The thought of how attentive she’d always been caused my eyes to drop to the floor in shame. I didn’t even know the first thing about Janice’s life, but she knew almost everything about mine. 

“They are. Really well,” I said, relieved by the fact that things were starting to look up. I also felt immaculately at peace all of a sudden as Janice continued to rub my shoulders and upper back. 

“And what about the reason you’re in such a good mood?” she asked, leaning over my shoulder so that I could see her face. She wore a mischievous smile. 

“What do you know?” I asked.

“Only that I have access to your emails, and your date and address books, and I know you’ve been seeing someone named Kate.”

“You dirty, rotten sneak,” I joked. 

She grabbed hold of her chest and her mouth fell open in mock offense. “I absolutely have no idea what you mean.” 

“Kate and I haven’t even known each other long,” I said, knowing that a blush was coming up on my cheeks. I didn’t know how to answer her question about Kate. I should have prepared myself, though, because I knew Janice — and I should have known she’d ask. “I can’t even explain it.”

“Sometimes you don’t need to explain anything,” she replied with the most knowing smile I’d ever seen. 

“Look at the wise old owl,” I joked.

“Old is right. Not sure about the wise part.” She rolled her eyes and chuckled as she started straightening up my desk. 

 “I can tell there’s been a big change in your demeanor lately, though,” she quipped. “Some of it, not the best demeanor. Are you sure this is healthy?”

I cringed. I must have been acting like a complete jerk for Janice to say anything. In fact, I remembered snapping at her just the day before, right after my confrontation with Kate. 

“Yeah, like my attitude last night,” I said, feeling terrible.

“I wouldn’t call it an attitude,” she said with a laugh. “You’re stressed.”

I held my hand up to stop her. “I might be stressed, but it’s not an excuse to treat you the way that I do sometimes. I’m sorry.”

She looked at the floor for a second before she glanced back up with a glistening film over her eyes. She threw a half smile at me, and I knew that she was holding back tears. I could only hope that they were tears of a happy nature. Maybe she was happy that I was apologizing, and not sad that I’d hurt her feelings yesterday. 

I had to lighten the mood, and fast. I laughed, lightly. “You are right about one thing, though.” 

“Oh, yeah?” she asked. “What’s that?”

“Things are going really well, and I’m feeling good about whatever’s happening.”

She smirked. “Happiness from the CEO? This must be a sign of Armageddon. This is my cue to leave.”

She turned on her heel and tried to walk away, but I grabbed her forearm gently, stopping her. “I really am sorry,” I said. 

“You were a little bit of a toe,” she said. 

When she’d said the word “toe,” she whispered it. Almost like she was ashamed of the word, or embarrassed. She was usually terrified to tell me off — or tell me when I was being a toe.

“But yeah, anyway, things are moving with this,” I said. “The relationship has been going pretty fast. I’ve never felt like this, but there have been a few other pressing matters. She’s moving to the West Coast soon — not to mention she has to take care of her teenage sister. And her family…” I stopped. I didn’t feel like airing out the entire sordid story. The term sleeping with the enemy was something I definitely took to heart in this case. I didn’t want it to get around the office just yet.

Not that Janice would say anything, but I couldn’t be too careful. So I closed myself off. I didn’t want to give too much away, and she seemed to understand. She changed the subject — only a little. We were still talking about my pending relationship. 

She pushed my coffee cup toward me. “What’s she like?”  

“Great. She’s a special education teacher. Very kind, sweet, and gorgeous.” I didn’t want to go into too much detail.

There was a flicker in Janice’s blue eyes, and it was fleeting, but it was there. The look of care. “She sounds wonderful.” She was smiling. “I’m sure whatever it is that’s causing the problems will settle with time.” 

 “Thanks. I hope so,” I said as I stood up and went to look out the window. I needed to gather up my scattered emotions, but I didn’t want it to be obvious. I could open up somewhat, but I couldn’t completely become an open book overnight, especially with someone I worked with. My employees needed to see me as fierce. They needed to think that I was emotionless as a businessman, that I was powerful, intimidating — the complete epitome of a New York shark.

I turned around and faced Janice again. She was just finishing up with my desk, straightening a folder as I turned to look at her. 

I wasn’t sure why, but the moment felt a little intense. I wondered if it was because I was so uptight, so scared of the possibility of people finding out who I was dating. I hoped not, because that would seem like I was ashamed, and I wasn’t. 

I was worried. That much was for certain. 

Janice didn’t push anymore. She didn’t ask for another word about Kate. Instead, she talked about the task at hand — straightening the folder of papers and making sure my coffee was situated just so on my desk.  

She always knew exactly what it was that I liked.

“You always make the perfect coffee,” I mused. I took a sip and enjoyed the feeling of the hot liquid sliding down my throat. It jolted my taste buds awake. I hadn’t gone to Starbucks that morning, hadn’t had time. I’d wanted to be at work early, and besides, I knew Kate was still sleeping off our night together. 

“Glad you like it,” she said. “Enjoy the rest of it. Message me if you need anything!”

And with that she was gone, and I was back to looking at my computer screen. 

A few minutes later, voices raised in argument outside my office. I glanced up to see what was going on. It only took a second before I saw a very red-faced Ben Murphy pounding his way through the hall toward my office door.

I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d somehow had some crazy big-brother attitude that prompted such an early — and unannounced — visit. 

“Mr. Murphy!” Janice exclaimed in an indignant voice. 

I knew she was trying not to disturb me, but I’d already heard a resounding, “I’m going in!” from Ben.

I wasn’t deaf, but I sure was amused.

“You cannot go in there!” she yelled, chasing after him.

But he didn’t listen. Instead he continued toward my domain and barreled through the door, Janice hot on his tail.

“Nice to see you, Ben.” I rose up from my desk and walked around to greet him, without even bothering to button my jacket.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Cross!” Janice yelled.

I waved my hand and winked at her. “No problem, Janice. Hold my calls.”

She nodded, out of breath, and hurried off, closing the door quickly behind her. 

I walked toward him. I still didn’t button my suit, and I also didn’t bother trying to shake his hand. Instead, I stuffed my hands into the perfectly angled pockets of my bespoke suit pants and looked at him, a friendly grin on my face. I didn’t want him to think that scare tactics were going to work, and I sure wasn’t going to back down from Benjamin Murphy, Tiny Tim of the business world. I’d seen newborn babies who were more intimidating.

The good thing, though, was that he didn’t seem to care. He didn’t seem like he was there to shake hands, anyhow. I just wondered what he was there for.

“Becoming a workaholic again, Mr. Cross?” he asked, almost in a snarky tone as he removed his overcoat and tried to hand it to me.

“What do you mean, Ben?” I didn’t even bother to call him ‘Mr. Murphy.’ He wasn’t polite enough to wait until I beckoned him, so I sure wasn’t going to be formal enough to call him by his last name.

But to say that I wasn’t amused by him and his actions would have been a lie. I was definitely amused. 

“I just want to cut to the chase,” he said, dryly. “Are you going to let me come in?”

“You already came in.” I laughed, not even bothering to pretend to be professional. 

“I mean to have a seat,” he said.

I couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing in my office — and not only in my office, but in my office and giving me attitude. It definitely took balls. I hadn’t known Ben had any.

“Well, come on in, Ben, and don’t forget to take a seat.” I kept my voice low. If he was on the rampage, I wasn’t going to give him the benefit of a childish reaction, although I did make a silly gesture toward one of the chairs, as if I were really excited to see him. Sarcasm through gestures—it was one of my specialties.

“Thanks for meeting with me,” he said as he made his way toward the chair. He’d calmed down, and now acted like nothing was out of the ordinary. 

“Of course,” I said. Two could play this game. If he wanted to pretend everything was fine, then I could, too. I sat at the edge of my desk, directly in front of where he sat. I liked that my body was above his. It made him look even smaller than normal. 

I looked through the interior glass window toward Janice, who was still glaring daggers at Ben. She didn’t like when people didn’t listen to her, and she sure didn’t like when people “put her job in jeopardy.” Not that it was in jeopardy, but it was always what she worried about when things didn’t go to plan, or if routines or procedures were ignored.

I watched as he moved forward in his seat so that he was leaning toward me. Although he was no longer shouting at me or my employees, his body language still looked aggressive. I didn’t want to show that I was bothered by it, so I settled more against my desk like I was comfortable. 

“Now, to business,” I said. “Let’s talk about why you’re barging into my office like a lunatic. It’s a rather early start, so tell me what’s going on.” I knew my face was stern. It was an expression I’d practiced in the mirror from a young age; it was my best attempt at a John Cross intimidation.

“You got me there,” he said, quite seriously. “It is an early start.” He leaned closer to me. It was too close for comfort, and his face looked almost menacing. “I think you should just drop this lawsuit.”

I shifted on top of my desk so that I was a little further away from him, and his head wasn’t so close to my package. He was here about the case? What for? Given that he’d made the same request multiple times over the past week, I wondered why he was here. The request couldn’t have waited, or better yet, he couldn’t have sent the request to drop the lawsuit via email? Messenger pigeon? Smoke signal? Nothing really explained his presence in my office.

“I hate all these meetings,” he continued. “They’re using up our legal resources, and they waste time. I hate how all the customers and people within this community are always full of so many opinions and accusations because of the slander this lawsuit has created. I hate it all.”

He definitely had a point. I’d been feeling the same way. 

Ben stood and walked over to the side of my desk. Now we were on the same side, and I wondered if some sort of negotiation wizard had taught him that trick. He stared down at my cup of coffee.

“Mind if I have some coffee? I haven’t had my morning coffee, yet.” 

“Sure,” I said, not really sure how else to respond. It was a strange request—coming in here, metaphorical guns blazing, and then asking for coffee. I pressed the intercom and requested some coffee for Ben.

A few minutes later, Janice waltzed in with a cup. I wondered if she’d spit in it, but she had a strange look on her face—almost as if she felt hopeful about this meeting. She handed the cup to Ben, who mumbled a thank-you, and returned to her post outside my office. Even though the whole process only took a couple of seconds, it felt like an eternity of quiet. I wanted to know how he thought this conversation was going to go.

“You know, Janice really makes the best coffee,” he said. “Don’t ever get rid of her.” There was a smug look on his face. It reminded me of one that I wore whenever I was about to negotiate something. It made sense, since that’s what he was trying to do. 

“Yeah, and she does every other aspect of her job perfectly. But you’re not here to talk about Janice,” I said, returning to the edge of my desk.

Nodding, he said, “As you know, we — and our legal team — have come across a bit of evidence that really incriminates MTS as being the ones who stole the patent in question.” He took a sip of coffee, and sighed. “I mean, I’ve known my dad was telling the truth the whole time, and when I got this evidence, I’ll admit, I was actually a little excited that I could shove it in your face.” he started. “But then came this new development with Kate…”

Ding ding ding. I knew that’s what all this was about. 

“I’m just tired of all the bad blood,” he said, causing me to listen even more intently. “Frankly, I think we all need to grow up and end this petty rivalry that our fathers started. Our resources—yours and mine—are being wasted in something completely useless. We didn’t steal the patent. That’s all there is to it. We now have proof of that. So here’s your bone, Fido. Take it.”

I leaned back on my hands and glanced up at the ceiling. I’d assumed he wanted to beat me up for dating his sister, but apparently not—he really wanted to end the lawsuit. The more he spoke, the more I started to believe him. He was tired of the trash, just like I was.

“We have another lawsuit that needs to free up my legal team, and you need to save face for your late father’s sake,” he said. “It’s a win, win.”

I knew he had a point. If there really was evidence that my dad was as shady as I’d hated to suspect, then I knew it would ruin our reputation, and a lot of our longstanding customers would begin to distrust us.

“So how about it. Let’s settle?” he asked. Although it was a question that was relatively innocent in nature, it sounded like it was loaded. Loaded with what, I wasn’t sure. But loaded, nonetheless.

“Let’s put all the trash behind us,” he continued. “It’ll be so much better for both parties involved. Even though, I’ll admit, I was really looking forward to showing everyone how wrong MTS really was, and gaining our good name back. I’d wanted to prove to the world that this huge, ridiculous scandal was all trash, and that it wasn’t our fault.”

He rounded the desk and set the cup down right next to my hand.

“I’m just willing to give that up for peace’s sake,” he whispered as he leaned in and winked.

“You’re right,” I couldn’t help but say aloud. He was. 

The whole lawsuit really was nonsense. Incredible. Useless.

I’d known that from the beginning, but even more now that Ben had voiced it — that this all really was just our fathers’ pissing contest. It was stupid.

I couldn’t help but wonder something, though. Was this Michael’s olive branch? Did he want Kate to be happy? I’d assumed she told him. Was his daughter’s happiness really worth more than his hidden win in the shadows? Because I knew Michael Murphy, and normally, he’d be screaming out on the rooftops just how much of a “lying snake” my father had been.

But now it seemed like he was perfectly fine keeping it quiet. Heck, even keeping his own innocence quiet. 

I smiled and took a deep breath. I knew my eyes were probably glazing over as soon as my mind drifted to Kate. I was lost in her. It was almost like I could smell her in that instance.

I started to feel an excitement that I hadn’t yet let myself feel because I was so worried about how it was all going to play out. With work. With her family. With me. With everything. But if Ben was extending this act of good will, maybe things could actually work out.

“But there’s one contingency,” he said with a smile. 

I sighed. Of course there had to be a catch. “Yeah? What is it?”

He lowered his voice to a growl. “This is all void if you don’t stop seeing my sister.”

My stomach dropped, and my mouth fell open in shock. 

His act of good will was contingent on his sister’s personal relationship with me? It was wrong. I was beyond pissed, as I felt my blood begin to heat up in my veins. I couldn’t believe Ben would mix business and personal life like this. 

“You’re a rat mongrel, if you’re going to bring Kate’s life into the business,” I said. “Mixing professional qualms with personal ones will get you nowhere in business. You have to separate your worlds.” I was honest, I had to give myself that. Truthfully, I should have bit my tongue for fear that he would ruin me. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to suck up for someone like Ben.

“Well, Mr. Cross, you decided not to separate the worlds,” he said. “You decided to bring it all together, into one big knotted mess.”

“No. I fell for a beautiful woman in a coffee shop. This had nothing to do with you or your idiot father.”

“Name calling isn’t going to change my mind, Ian,” he warned. 

I laughed, mockingly. “You sound like you’re warning me, and you’re the idiot in my office.”

“What’s your answer?”

“You’re really going to do this?” I scoffed, with a hint of laughter underneath.

He didn’t say anything. He just stood there, arms crossed over his chest, and I could tell he was waiting on an answer.

The little idiot was trying to back me into a corner. There was no way that I was giving him an answer without talking to Kate. 

I smirked and held the bridge of my nose, trying to wrap my head around what was going on. I wasn’t sure why I was so surprised. I dealt with backstabbing douchebags all day, every day. But I never would have thought Ben would have given me an ultimatum. If I hadn’t been so pissed off, I might have been impressed.

“Did Michael put you up to this?” I asked. “Of course he did.”

“My dad had nothing to do with this,” he said. “He only told me that you and Kate had been seeing each other, and that he wasn’t happy about it. So it was my idea to drop the lawsuit and let all of this go. So give me your answer.”

I couldn’t believe how Ben was behaving. This was completely opposite of the Ben I thought I’d known. 

I couldn’t help but think about the impact the lawsuit had on me — my company — and what it had done to my dad. 

He gave a short laugh and continued, “We have a lot on MTS, and I know this ‘means a lot to you’ because it meant a lot to your old man, to screw over BioResearch, but I’m really throwing you a bone by offering to let everything go.” 

He was still talking, and talking about bones only made me want to beat him over the head with one, shove one down his throat, and feed him to a dog.

“It’s a bone that you didn’t want to throw to us, so you should be happy that I’m not the type to hold onto grudges.” 

And there was that bone talk all over again. That little jerk. He really thought he had the upper hand right now?

“You okay, Ian?” he asked. “You look a little tired.”

I didn’t answer. I knew he didn’t care how I felt, just as long as I stayed away from his sister. He was baiting me, trying to piss me off. He had to be. Because he was getting dangerously close to my face, and I was about to snap. I’d listened to him for his whole spiel and I wasn’t impressed. 

“Are you sure Michael didn’t put you up to this trash?” I asked. 

“I assure you, he did not.” His eyes flashed in annoyance. “So what’s your answer?” 

I still couldn’t give him one. I needed to speak with Kate before anything else. 

“No matter what you think,” he said, “even if you guys survive the long-distance — there’s always going to be family tension. Even if she isn’t part of the company,” he said, walking around me like a vulture circling dying prey.

I sniffed, trying to pretend like he wasn’t getting to me.

He said, “She’ll end up in the middle of all of this. And you know this world better than I do. People get hurt. She’s going to get hurt.”

He leaned into me once again, so close that I could smell his aftershave. I wanted to punch the scent right off his smug face. I stood up, quickly, balled my fists, but then he spoke — gently, in a small whisper.

“Do you want that, Ian?” he asked. “Do you want her to get hurt?”

I sat back down, slowly, my legs suddenly weak as adrenaline raced through my entire body. I was shaking like a leaf. But I knew that he was right.

The internal conflict was painful. Business or happiness. Business or happiness. Because apparently I couldn’t have both. I cleared my throat and opened my mouth to speak. Only no words came out. I honestly didn’t even know what I was going to say until I said it. “Okay,” I managed. “Okay.”
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Chapter 1

Ian

It was evening, but not quite dark yet. The streetlights wouldn’t switch on for another couple of hours, which meant sunset was still a little while away. Even without the visual cues, I could tell by the dramatic drop in temperature that nighttime was approaching. 

The wind was almost numbing, as it whipped around my body. It swept snow from the heavy banks on the curbside over the street in small powdered swifts. 

  I thought I would have developed an immunity of sorts to the bitterness of winter in New York City. But I hadn’t.  It cut swiftly through me like a sheet of ice sharpened to a razor-sharp blade. I didn’t bother to bundle my wool overcoat closer. I didn’t bother to button it over my crisp Italian suit. 

Heck, I didn’t even wrap my scarf around my neck. Instead, I let it drape across my shoulders and droop over my chest.

I deserved to be cold. 

I knew it’d sound dramatic if I ever said it out loud, but I felt that I deserved every ounce of pain that could have possibly been thrown at me. In all reality, I wasn’t so sure I hadn’t made the decision to walk home, despite how cold it was, just to punish myself.

I even deserved the way thoughts of her kept nagging and tearing away at me.

She was haunting me, and rightfully so.

What was killing me, though, was the longer I stayed away from her, the more intensely thoughts of her flooded my mind. Thoughts that reminded me what kind of complete rear I really was.

After more than two weeks, I still couldn’t shake the memories of that passionate night, the way it felt to hold her close, and I certainly couldn’t forget the feeling of her lips against mine.

But all of that was before.

Before I messed it all up. 

Before I basically sold my soul to the Devil. That is, if the Devil’s name was Ben Murphy.

I took the deal he’d laid out for me; the deal that meant BioResearch would agree — alongside MTS — that the lawsuit would come to a close. I took the deal that would inevitably save my dirty, rotten late-father’s name, and my own for that matter.

I took the deal.

And I still wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do or not, but I knew that, regardless, the way I handled it was nasty. And even if it was the right thing to do from a business point of view, I didn’t feel like it was right for me.

I also didn’t feel that living in that apartment building, living where I knew she was still living, was a good idea. Yet, there I was. Still there. 

All I could do was try to keep my distance from her. Which included, even longer hours at work than I’d already had jam-packed in my week’s schedule, and I guess the worst — and probably most pathetic part — included stalking around the building like a thief casing the joint; peeking through the glass doors and windows every time I got home.

Anything, and everything to make sure I didn’t run into her.

Admittedly, this involved watching her from afar, when I did actually catch sight of her, and then creeping away in the shadows like a scared weirdo. But I feel like anyone would have lost their nerve to face someone like Kate if they’d done what I had done.

I still couldn’t even believe how I’d ended it. It was even worse than the fact that I had ended it. 

I’d sent her a text message.

A darn text message for goodness sake!

And what was more, ever since I had hit that send button, I knew that I’d made the biggest mistake of my life — and I knew mistakes. I’d made a lot of them. I even knew it was a mistake when Ben actually held his end of the deal. When we all actually started the process of dropping the lawsuit. Because that’s when I realized what I’d traded the only thing to make me smile in ages for. 

A clean name. 

Which is exactly what it boiled down to. At least, that is, after BioResearch proved that my dad was a huge liar. 

As much as I didn’t want that to happen, I didn’t want to lose Kate more.

MTS was always his dream, and although I loved it for him — and I appreciated my job very much, Kate was my dream.

But it was too late.

Even if she might have forgiven me for being a huge toe and breaking up with her via text message, the deal was already done, and she probably knew about it by now. 

She was gone. She had to be. Something told me that Kate wouldn’t be so easy to forgive a ball-less excuse of an ex-boyfriend. Heck, I wouldn’t blame her. 

That wasn’t the type of guy she’d signed up to be with.

Ian Cross wasn’t usually ball-less. Ian Cross — at least the man I thought I was — was confident, powerful; he was a blasted nightmare to mess with.

Yet, I feel like I’d tucked my tail between my legs and cowered away to the likes of Ben Murphy. Junior-frigging-Murphy!

And what was worse was that I was stalking around my own apartment building like a creep, peeking into windows, every single night.

I wasn’t even sure who I was anymore.

All I was sure was about, was that I wished more than anything that I would have had the sense to realize everything before I’d actually pulled the trigger.

I would have happily gone through with the rest of the lawsuit, and risked everything — including tarnishing my old man’s name, and my own for that matter — if it meant still being with her. 

But now I knew there was no hope for us. I was too cold to her; and beyond that, I hadn’t fought for her.

I hadn’t even gotten a response from it. Not a confused one. Not a heartbroken one. Not an angry one. 

Nothing.

Not that I could blame her for not responding. I didn’t deserve a response.

Each stride brought me closer to my apartment building, teeth chattering together as I walked slowly, shivering more and more withe every step. My eyes had watered almost the entire way. It was a darn miracle they weren’t frozen solid. 

The lobby glowed vibrantly against the contrast of the approaching night. In perfect criminal form, I began to cautiously move closer and closer to the front door of the lobby, pivoting my head slowly back and forth, holding my breath as I walked.

It was as if I expected her to have sonic-super-power-hearing or something to a point that she could hear me approaching from the outside. I was being that weird.

As I reached the corner of the building, I made efforts to stay as close to the wall as possible — just like I had every day since I’d sent that text message — just in case she was in the lobby. I had to be able to get away from the door quickly if she happened to spot me. 

And as stupid as it sounded, for a minute, I almost felt almost like a spy. Which, I was sure I was just telling myself because it sounded a whole heck of a lot better than “douchebag who was avoiding his ex-girlfriend because he’d done her wrong.”

I moved alongside the wall of the building until I reached the corner near the lobby entrance, and glanced slowly around the edge of the building and through the front lobby door to look for any signs of her. As I scanned the lobby, a large banging noise rang out from behind me. 

I turned quickly, wondering what it was. What I saw was a dark, masculine figure emerging from the alleyway. The dimming of the light of the day, mixed with the shadow of the alley and the good fifteen-feet of distance between us, made the man almost impossible to make out. He moved closer but all I could see was a scarf wrapped around his. His steps were determined and quick. At first, I thought he was just running toward my building, maybe late to meet up with someone. But then, I realized he was approaching me. 

I was almost ready to swing at the man, until he’d brought a hand to his scarf to unwrap it from around his face.

“Mr. Cross?” the man asked sounding surprised before a smile broadened over the familiar face of the young valet.

“Thank, Goodness.” I sighed. “I thought you were about to murder me.”

“And I thought you were about to bomb the building or something,” he laughed. “I just saw you from the back, lurking against the wall, looking into the building suspiciously.”

I smirked. I probably did look like I was up to no good.

“What were you doing?” he asked, his brows furrowing in confusion.

“N-nothing…” I stammered, not really sure how to answer. 

“Here, he said,” moving to the lobby door and grabbing at the long golden handle bolted to the glass. “Allow me, Sir.” 

He pulled the door open, and gestured for me to walk in. I smirked, not wanting to protest. Not wanting to say that I hadn’t quite finished casing the place yet. “Have a good evening,” he smiled, his young, juvenile, face shining more brightly than I’d ever seen it. 

His cheeks held dimples, and his smile made him look like he couldn’t have been older than fifteen years old. Although I knew he had to be. He was a valet, after all. 

I flashed a half-smile at him and powered through the door, scanning the lobby as I strode toward the elevator. In my mind, I knew once I was inside that little box and the doors closed behind me, I’d be home free. 

But, karma was tough, after all.

Just when I thought I was in the clear, the elevator doors slid open and my eyes fell on a sight that nearly stopped my heart completely. 

“Kate…” I whispered, before I could even stop myself. I halted dead still and stared straight at the familiar form revealed by the elevator doors as they opened. I couldn’t help but wonder if it really was her for a second, but when she looked up and her gorgeous figure stepped out into the lobby it was unmistakable. That striking red hair, those beautiful eyes. It was her. No doubt about it. She was like a ghost from my past sent to haunt me. 
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Chapter 2

Kate

My stomach dropped, my feet refused to move forward, and my heart tightened in my chest — all in one single instant. Just as I thought my heart was going to cease beating all together, it began racing and pounding, trying to fight its way to freedom. For a moment, I thought I was seeing things again. The same ghost I’d seen a dozen times in a matter of two weeks.  The ghost of the man I’d been angry at for all of that time.

Ian.

Ian.

Angry because not only was he a coward, but also because he’d broken my heart. Completely. 

I shuddered at the thought of his last touch. His last words.

I crossed my arms over my chest almost defensively as if trying to protect myself from any thoughts of him invading my mind. I had been trying to move on.  But the wound still felt as fresh as it had the first day my heart had been ripped open, and seeing him was like someone had just poured a bucket of salt in the wound.

I looked down, hoping to avoid eye contact. I needed time to collect myself. I wanted it to be impossible that he was standing in front of me. I wanted my mind to be playing tricks on me. I wasn’t sure what that said about me — or this messed up situation — but I knew it probably wasn’t anything good.

What I really wanted was to already be on the other side of the country, as far away from Ian Cross and this bad memory as possible. Soon, I would be. I’d be doing my own thing, doing what I loved. And I would be better off not being attached. 

I took a slow, deep breath and steeled myself. “Hello,” I said, breaking the silence, trying to simmer the boiling anger inside of me as I looked him squarely in the face.

I’d hoped that we could have gone longer without running into each other. In fact, I’d wished I could have made it to the other side of the country without seeing him. 

I struggled to hold back the tears sparkling in the corners of my eyes. I didn’t want to give myself away. I didn’t want to show that I was upset; that I still cared. He looked surprised when I spoke to him.

“Hello,” he responded quietly. An edge of pain tinged in his voice. It was a sound I recognized because it matched exactly what I’d been going through for the past couple of weeks.

I’d have been lying if I said it didn’t give me a touch of satisfaction. It did. I was extremely satisfied. And angry. Very angry. Not to mention a touch on the spiteful side. So, in the name of spite, I decided to pour a little salt in the wound by being as nonchalant as possible.

“How have you been?” I asked in the friendliest voice I could muster. 

I could see that he was thrown by my pleasantness. He looked even more shattered than before, and when the question was over he looked almost completely devastated. In fact, it took him a good ten seconds of his mouth opening and closing before he managed a simple, “I’m okay…Yourself?” he gulped, his eyes settling on mine finally.

A rush of that feeling I always got when our eyes met flooded through me. And I hated it. I wanted to be done. Be over it. I wanted to feel nothing for this man. But I couldn’t. All I could do was get away from him as quickly as possible. “I’m good. But sorry, I can’t really talk right now…” I said, as I rushed forward, forcing myself to ignore the clutching feeling of my heart as I walked closer to him. “I have plans with someone, and I’m already late.” I’d sounded legitimate until the last word. By that last word, I was basically brushing shoulders with him, and I faltered. I’d finally betrayed my true emotions.

But I couldn’t stop. I had to keep going. I had to pretend like I hadn’t. So I took a deep breath, straightened myself up, cleared my throat, and walked straight for the door. I’d even tried to force a faint smile to seal it even better, although part of me felt guilty…
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Ian

I’d been dreading running into her since I’d broken up with her. That wasn’t a secret. The thing I didn’t know was how bad it really would feel. Especially because I hadn’t really known how she’d felt about it all — since she never replied to me. 

I’d gone over the scenario in my head hundreds of times — but none of them could have compared to what had just happened.

I just stood there like an idiot. 

I watched her leave with what I could best describe as a heavy heart. It was probably a full minute after she left that I was still standing there, staring at the spot I’d last seen her at the door. A lump had formed in my throat a long time ago, and in all honesty, it was probably a miracle I was able to speak at all.

I hated that I’d just stood there, though.

It hurt to see her walk away.

I sighed, sadly, feeling emotion well up again, and tears threaten to strain at the brims of my eyes as the burned like hot coal. I hated emotions. I hated feeling. So much that I knew I needed to get upstairs, completely out of sight from others. I didn’t want anyone see me cry if it got to that point.

I walked through the shining double doors of the elevator and took a deep breath, trying to choke down as much pain as I could. 

How did she feel nothing? 

I slammed my fists into the wall of the buttons, making sure to hit the one that read, “P” for penthouse as I did. I barely even noticed the pain from the impact. I shook my balled fists, cooling them down and punched it again. This time, I felt the edge of the button bad tear at my skin. 

Compared to the emotional pain of it all — knowing that I caused it; knowing that today could have been completely different had I just had the balls to tell Ben Murphy to mess himself — the physical discomfort seemed almost inconsequential. 

I wanted her back. That was the truth. 

But I knew it’d be a bad idea to try after how I’d treated her. I’d thought — before actually seeing her face-to-face — that I’d probably caused her pain. Not to mention a whole lot of confusion and anger.

 I hated that seeing her — not just from afar, but face-to-face, and hearing her voice— no matter how cold it’d felt, was the highlight of my past couple of weeks. What I hated even more, though, was that even if I wouldn’t admit it, every time I saw her, I felt more and more drawn to her.

I wondered if that feeling would ever go away. Especially now that there clearly wasn’t anything left between us — not from her side, anyway. I felt the tears burning again.

She had felt the same way. 

She meant it when she’d said it. I knew that she did. And this was my fault. I messed it up. I was the reason she didn’t care anymore.

Her words echoed in my head. She had plans with someone. I just wondered who she was going on a date with. I wished more than anything that I would have asked her; that I would have found out who it was.

I raised my fist to attack the elevator’s wall again, feeling the need to express some of my frustration through the only means that seemed available at the time.

What place did I have to ask though? She’d moved on. Rightfully so.
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Kate

I sighed with relief as soon as I made it outside. I hated the cold, but it almost felt pleasant compared to the heat rolling through me standing face to face with Ian. I’d felt like the walls were about to close in on me and I was losing my grip. Like I was suddenly claustrophobic and unable to breathe. 

He had that effect on me.

Just as I stepped onto the sidewalk, out from under the safety of the roof to my building, I felt it. The icy sting of wet snow. 

I hated the winter. I hated it too much for words. And I didn’t have time to deal with Ian — or snow. I was already late for a meeting at Claire’s school. 

“Dang it!” I growled. Around me, dozens of people were rushing around in the rain and snow mix. Cabs were picking them up one after another. Which meant that I was in competition to find one — against all the other people also wanting get out of the weather.

There was a particular skill needed to hail a cab on a nasty-weathered day in New York City. Fortunately for me, after my successful confrontation with Ian, I felt like Liam Neeson. If only for a second. “I have a particular set of skills,” I muttered with a sly smile as I held my hand up.

“Taxi!” I shouted as a cab rumbled past me. “Idiot!” I growled, as I watched it continue to drive on and pick up people a few yards down from me.

And I watched it happen again. And again.

I was starting to get pissed off. I was usually so good at this. And it was becoming less and less about getting into a cab to make my meeting, and more about the fact that I was supposed to be channeling Liam Neeson. 

In fact, I’d long ignored the fact that I was already completely soaked through, shivering. It’d even come to the point where I was using my dang purse to shield my eyes from the wintery mix so that I could see better to catch a cab.

 “Idiot, I should have just gone to the Subway!” I bellowed to myself, not caring who heard it. At least I would have been underground and out of the elements. I cursed my luck again, and really contemplated just throwing myself straight off the sidewalk. Not to die, but because I felt I’d get better attention that way. At least if I was out there, in traffic, flailing my arms around and screaming like an idiot, someone was definitely sure to see me. Possibly run me over in the process, but at least see me, right?

“Ohh, screw it!” I growled as I turned to start walking to the subway. At this rate, I would be a year late for the meeting and poor Claire would have to get herself back from school. 

I’d barely made it a few steps when I heard the slowing of tires just next to me. My head whipped, in caution, and honestly a little fear when I realized that there were no meter-parking spots there, and I knew that whoever it was, was pulling up next to me.

I felt my heart tighten — just like it had earlier when I’d seen Ian — before I finally laid eyes on what it was.

A taxi.

A taxi.

The passenger side window rolled down and a man’s voice sounded, “Hey! Do you need a lift?”

I turned and sneered. “Nah, that’s just why I’ve been waving my hands in the air for twenty dang minutes!”

I usually wasn’t so blunt; and I sure wasn’t usually that mean, but my buttons had probably been pushed enough for the day.

“Chill out, Lady!” he yelled out. I couldn’t really see his face through the soaked window and the continually falling snow. It was almost blinding. “I saw you when I was down a ways but it’s not exactly quick-moving traffic!” 

Maybe everyone in New York wasn’t a jerk, after all.

“But you should probably hurry up!” he called. “It’s raining, you know!”

“As if I hadn’t noticed!” I yelled, rolling my eyes, with a smirk. I was genuinely impressed with how nice the guy was. I popped the back door open and hopped in. 

“Thanks…” I said, settling myself a little bit in the backseat. “And I’m sorry for the tirade.”

“It's no trouble, you'll catch your death out there,” he laughed, waving over his shoulder.

“Oh, so this was just a kind gesture and you don’t accept Visa?” I laughed.

“Oh, Visa is very much appreciated,” he grinned into his rearview mirror.

He was young and pretty attractive if you liked the rugged look. He had a full beard and short, wavy brown hair — and a jaw line for days. Not only that, though, but his cheek was laden with the most adorable dimple I’d ever seen in my life.

If I hadn’t been in such a nasty mood, and just laid eyes on the man that could cause even the deadest of fires to erupt into a sea of flames, I might have been attracted to him. But I was and had . . . so . . . at that moment, he was just a cabbie — and I was just a lady in need of a ride.

I flashed him one more grateful smile just before he glanced away from his rear-view and started up the meter.

“I caught pneumonia once by standing outside in weather like this,” he laughed. “So, where are you headed?”

I sighed, and told him to take me to Claire’s school. I felt like I’d basically lived there at that point. And just like that, a long, tense thirty-five minutes passed. The nice cabbie had long stopped talking, and I was thinking more and more about Ian, hence the tension.

Strange thoughts seemed to travel with musty-smelling cabs, I mused, as the driver kept adjusting the radio. It seemed like it was my thinking spot. No mountaintop. No riverbank. But a nasty, rolling tin can with thousands of people’s sweat and smells trapped inside.

I needed to stop. So I started focusing my attention on what was happening in the outside world, rather than just staring blankly at it all. When we came to a red light, I took extra care to glance around and when I did, my gaze fell on the sidewalk just beside us. A mother with a small toddler in a stroller, stood waiting to cross the street in front of us, and few high school girls decked out in uniforms joined just a second later. I smiled, realizing that it was working. I stared off at the distant shops lining the busy street before glancing back at the mother and toddler.

He was grabbing the high school girls’ skirts, hiking them up for the whole world to see. Not like there was much there. They all had thick tights on, but I could do nothing more than laugh at the sight. 

The cabbie swiveled his head to look at me, and then to where my gaze was set. 

I’d seen the girl turn around looking horrified and the mother make apologizing gestures, almost in a panic.

And just as the cab was pulling away, I saw a mischievous grin on the toddler’s face.

I cleared my throat. “That little rascal,” I mumbled. 

The cabbie glanced at me again, through the rear-view mirror. “What did he do?”

“Kept raising the girls’ skirts up,” I smiled. 

“Yeah...he'll probably be a ladies man,” he chuckled. “The kind of man that similar school girls will be chasing at the end of the day!”

We darted looks at one another and I smiled, despite the thoughts edging on in my head. The only thing I could think about was Ian, and I lamely wondered if he was like that little boy when he was a child. I hated that I didn’t know anything about his childhood. What I hated even more than that was that I cared that I didn’t know.

I turned my gaze to focus back out the window, trying to hide the fact that I was almost in tears. 

I hated thinking about him.

And I sure hated how much I’d wanted him to touch me when I saw him, even with all the anger I’d felt. I hugged myself, knowing that I could pass it off as just trying to warm up.

“I can’t wait for Spring,” the cabbie said, glancing back in the rear-view mirror again. I wondered if he might have caught a glimmer of sadness in my eyes, and that was why he was suddenly changing the subject.

I had to admit, as refreshing as it was to find a nice cabbie, I almost wished he had been quiet. I actually had gotten pretty used to not speaking when I was in cabs. And, although it was probably good that he wasn’t leaving me completely to my own thoughts, I was finding it hard to make conversation — and that made me feel almost a little awkward. 

“So you’re heading to a private school. Have a kid?” he asked, clearly not feeling the same way. But as soon as he spoke the words, I almost choked.

How would I have a kid in high school?

But then I thought about it; and I knew women my age with kids in high school. They’d had kids while they were in school; but it did happen.

I cleared my throat and choked out a, “No. My little sister,” I continued. 

There was almost what seemed like a ghost of a smirk that seemed to linger on his lips.

“So not a mommy?” he asked, his brows rising. I couldn’t help but blush. 

“I just made a ginger blush; is that an accomplishment?” he asked, lightly. 

I rolled my eyes. “No, but you get a point for being so nice,” I said as we approached Claire’s school.

When we were completely stopped, I noticed that the rain and snow had lightened up since when we’d passed the mother and her toddler.

I sighed, realizing what I had to do now. I had to somehow compose myself in the few seconds it took to pay the cabbie and get out of the car. I had to come off as an involved, loving sister. Not a nervous wreck.

I had no idea what I was even doing. I had no idea why I was still so trapped by Ian, by his devilishly beautiful eyes. I had no idea how he had so much power over me. He was like a drug I couldn’t quit. I hated it.

I reached into my wallet, and swiped my card in the backseat’s card reader before I popped the door open and thanked the cabbie for coming to my rescue. 

As I began my march toward the overwhelming double doors that led into Claire’s school, I felt as though I was walking into a lion’s den. I halfway expected ominous music to begin with every step I took closer to the entrance. It suddenly dawned on me how exhausted I felt. I was tired and, quite truthfully, sick — sick physically and emotionally worn out. Not to mention, sick of this.

Seeing Ian took an emotional toll on me, but I didn’t think that was the only reason I was dragging my feet.  I loved Claire, but all of her stuff was starting to take a toll on me, too. It was starting to almost suffocate and smother me with its constant intensity.

I continued to trek closer to the doors until I was finally there. I took a deep breath of the cold air and pushed the doors open. I couldn’t help but think of Ian again as the warm air surrounded me. I even felt a little guilty for the way I’d treated him earlier. I could see that he was hurting. But he hurt me, too, and I guess a part of me wanted some sort of retribution.

I honestly even felt guilty about the way I’d basically lied about having a date. I mean, I did have plans. And it was with someone. But it was far from the date I led him to believe I was going on. 

It was simply a meeting at school to talk to Claire’s school psychologist, Dr. Richards. And Craig, Claire’s personal therapist, or should I say, Dr. Furhman, was also scheduled to be there. Claire had seen him so much we were on a first name basis.

It was basically a meeting where we would try to develop an effective plan for Claire. An educational one. An emotional one.

I removed my soaked coat and hung it on the coat rack as I entered the office and greeted the two men already seated and waiting for me. Naturally, I was late. Thank you, Mother Nature.

I offered my apologies and suggested we get right to the matter at hand so that I didn’t hold them up any longer from their own schedules.

As we discussed the issues on hand and each doctor suggested ways to not only support Claire, but also help her get back on track, I faded. My mind kept wandering back to stepping off that elevator and finding myself face to face with Ian. I kept trying to snap myself out of it, and it would work long enough to nod in agreement, or ask a simple question, but it didn’t last. 

An hour later, we had hashed out a plan. Well, they had hashed out a plan. I was barely even listening if I was being honest. Dr. Richards’ advisement had been to get Claire a tutor. Someone one-on-one. And Dr. Furhman recommended additional counseling options. And that was about all I remember of the meeting. To be honest, I was so wrapped up in my own self-pity, I couldn’t keep track of it all.

I hated myself for it.

I hated that I couldn’t shake the feelings I had for Ian.

I hated that he — and the way I felt about him — was basically controlling everything about my life.
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Ian

I stood, smack dab in the middle of my living room, staring through the giant floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the city. I stumbled over to it and pressed my forehead to the glass. Immediately, I smelled the whisky I’d been drinking for the last twenty minutes, and suddenly realized I was far more hurt than I was angry.

I’d imagined her putting dating on the back burner. I’d imagined me ruining dating for her — at least until she was out of the state. It was selfish and completely arrogant to think that I would have had that much of an effect on her; to think that I mattered that much; that she cared that much.

Admittedly, I imagined her to just be lazing around the house eating ice cream and basically moping for a couple of weeks. Because, in all honesty, that’s what I would have done if I hadn’t been prompted to get out bed by a pissed off Janice that very next morning. 

I was that upset.

But she clearly wasn’t. 

I lifted the glass I was holding, eye level and for a moment, and did nothing but admire the amber colored liquid inside. “It's not about whether the glass is half full or half empty,” I giggled, not really knowing what the heck I was even talking about. “What matters is that I can fill it again!”

I smiled and stumbled to the cabinet where I stored the extra whiskey and used my teeth to open it. Who cared about manners?

I took swig after swig, before I slammed the bottle down on the counter. The alcohol was making it so much worse. 

I didn’t like to admit that I even had emotions so knowing that I was so close to tears bothered me. I hated that I’d cared so much about someone — for the first time in a long time — and had the idiotic sense to let her go.

I started to pace, muttering to myself, cursing and scowling as I laced my fingers through my hair. 

“So stupid!” I growled to myself as I felt my pacing slow, and eventually stop when I laid eyes on a particular picture in the corner of the living room shining like a spotlight. I stared at it for a second and wondered if I was letting him down.

I knew I needed to honor his memory. 

I knew I needed to do everything in my power to give him a good name. He deserved that much. There was one thing no one could ever say about him and that was that he didn’t care about his company, because he did. Of all the things he could have cared about, he cared about the company more than anything.

It was his second child. He’d raised it into the billion-dollar corporation that it was today. If there was anything the jerk deserved, it was a good name when it came to MTS. And I needed to find a way to give him that. I knew I needed to stop wallowing in my own self-pity and at least try to make Dad proud. I didn’t want to let him down. God knew I’d already let Kate down. I hung my head and proceeded to pour myself another shot of whiskey.


  
    Chapter 6
    
  




  
Chapter 6

Kate

Starbucks. I felt like the place was starting to feel like a bad dream.

Everything was the same. Same smell. Same crowd yelling at someone keeping up the line; which was ridiculous, just like always. 

I wasn’t even sure how we’d ended up there, to be honest. I knew he wanted to accompany me back to my apartment, which was sort of sweet, but also maddening. I was a grown woman and perfectly capable of making it home on my own. Not that I minded Craig’s company. I didn’t. I minded the fact that I was still upset and had to come up with things to say when, in all reality, I just wanted to say nothing. To be alone. I just wanted to be inside my own head. Especially because I had no idea what I was feeling and all I wanted to do was figure it out quickly before I went insane.

Craig was a good-looking, successful, sweet guy. Best of all, he wasn’t full of himself like a certain jerk that weighed on my mind. No, Craig was the kind of guy women wanted to bring home to meet their parents. I had wondered many times how the guy was still single. Until I realized that he’d wanted to ask me out, but couldn’t just get to the point. He wasn’t confident enough. But maybe that was a good thing… at the moment, the last thing I needed was Craig asking me out. My heart was in too much of a mess as it was. 

“What do you think Claire’s feeling about all of this?” The sound of Craig saying Claire’s name brought me fully back from the thoughts whirling about in my head. 

“Uh…” I stammered. I had no clue what he meant. What was he even asking? Feel about what? Part of me felt angry with myself for not having any idea what he meant, another part felt completely embarrassed. “I’m so sorry; could you repeat the question?” 

“We can do this another time, if you’re not feeling well…” he trailed.

I smiled faintly up at him. “Now is fine,” I assured him. I felt bad that I wasn’t paying more attention to what he was saying. I felt worse for why I wasn’t. Dang Ian Cross and the hold he had over me. 

 “What can I get for you guys?” The gorgeous blonde cashier asked, glancing up with a pleasant smile. 

“Grande Mocha Latte,” we both called out. 

“Two?” she asked, a wide smile. “Or one?”

“Two,” Craig said.

We’d ordered the same thing — at the same exact time. “So much for ‘Ladies first,’” I scoffed jokingly, trying to get back in the conversation and in the present.

“You’re an independent type, didn’t think you’d care about that sort of thing,” he laughed, throwing a wink at me. 

The lady at the register smirked, “You guys are cute,” she said. And immediately I felt a blush rush to my cheek, and I looked at him, and I could tell that it’d done the same to him. “Names?” 

“Craig and Kate,” he said before draping an arm around my shoulder, pulling me close.

I stiffened. 

I didn’t know what he thought it was accomplishing. I didn’t know if he’d been suddenly granted more confidence by the cashier girl or if he wanted to give her a show… but whatever the reason, it was freaking me out.

I cleared my throat and bundled away from his arm, under the pretense that I was gathering a sleeve for my coffee.

“Thank you, for making sure I got home safely,” I said to him through what I could only guess was vaguely unfocused eyes. But I wanted to change the subject. I wanted to avoid the fact that I’d very much just pulled away from contact with him. 

“It wasn't a problem,” he replied. It seemed like he was fighting a smile.

“It's really nice of you. Really,” I said. It was. It was nice of him. The nicest, actually. No matter how much of a wrench it’d thrown into my plans of going home and going to bed early.

“Truth is, I had my reasons. Have you been okay?” he asked. “You seemed sort of spacey at the meeting… and that’s not like you. You’re always very proactive when it comes to Claire.”

He was right. I wasn’t being myself. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately,” I replied lamely as we shuffled through the swarm of people. There was one table off in the distance where a couple was just starting to stand up to leave.

“Want to talk about it?” he asked sweetly as we sat down. His tone was soft, innocent and caring. I could see how he was a therapist. “Free of charge…”

I smiled. “That would be a first!”

He brought the grande-sized cup away from his lips and clutched at his heart with his free hand. “That hurts!” he said in a false offense, his laugh betraying him.

“What does that say about me, Doctor? That I’m trying to hurt others because I, myself, am hurting?” I smirked.

“Are you hurting?” he asked, his tone getting serious as he leaned forward in his chair.

“Nice try, therapist!” I laughed. “But seriously, about Claire, what do you think the best option is?”

“Well,” he said, bringing the cup to his lips once again to take a small sip. “I think you’re doing everything right. We’ll just continue to be proactive and work with her, see if the private tutor works under the supervision of the school’s therapist.”

He set his coffee cup down and smiled, “And we’ll continue to have sessions every week; and we’ll see what’s going on beneath the surface.”

“Is there anything that jumps out at you?” I asked, taking the first drink from my own coffee. It was like chocolate heaven. I loved Mocha Lattes. I hadn’t been to a Starbucks since Ian sent me that text. 

“I can’t talk about our therapy sessions,” he laughed. 

“I know. But I can’t help but feel that maybe she feels like I’m abandoning her by moving across the country.”

“Do you feel like you’re abandoning her?” He leaned forward again, his stare set on me.

“Wow, you can tell you’re a therapist! Do you ever answer any questions?” I was amused, I had to admit, but also a little annoyed. I sincerely wanted to know if my moving would affect her. I’d talked to her about it before, and she’d told me that she knew — out of everyone — that I’d always be there for her. But if that was the case, then why had she felt the need to cut herself for attention?

He laughed. “Do you want me to answer questions?” I wasn’t sure if he was flirting or if he was just being funny, but I couldn’t help but smile. 

“Maybe…” I honestly wasn’t sure if I was flirting either. Maybe, deep down, I needed a little flirting. Maybe I needed a little self-imposed therapy and the good doctor was just the man to fill the prescription. 
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Chapter 7

Ian

“I really need some coffee,” I slurred out loud to myself after downing an entire fifth of whiskey in just over half an hour

I walked over to the coffee pot, pulled the K-cup cartridge open, and reached for the container of pods just next to the machine. Only, there weren’t any.

I sighed. “Forget it…” I groaned as I lazily stumbled and fell onto the couch. I pulled a thick blanket from the back and eased my head onto a pillow. I needed to lie down for a second…just one…second.

I wriggled a bit, attempting to get comfortable, but I knew it would be impossible.

I was never completely content with the size of the ultra-modern sofa my dad had purchased. It was comfortable, and it might have been big to some people, but it wasn’t nearly big enough for my liking. I smirked, I was actually really surprised Kate and I had done so well on it the night we finally made love. 

My smirk turned to a wince at the memory... I hadn’t laid on it — or even sat on it — since that night, and now, as I nuzzled the pillow close, I caught a whiff of an unfamiliar, yet completely familiar scent. 

I nuzzled the pillow again and sighed happily. Kate. It was her shampoo. I was sure of it. “Dang it…” I grumbled as I drifted off. I couldn’t get that redhead off my mind.

The next thing I knew, I was being jolted awake as a loud noise echoed through my empty apartment. I sat up, alert, eyes scanning the darkened room. There was nothing there. 

I contemplated the likelihood of being able to go back to sleep; to sleep long and hard until morning, but I knew that my attempt would have likely been in vain. It was still fairly early in the evening.

Now I really needed coffee . . . and painkillers for the massive headache from the whiskey.

I was about to go in search of the painkillers when my phone vibrated. My drunken — and incredibly heavy — body moved quickly to it. I swiped at the screen, my heart full of.

A text message. From Janice. Reminding me of everything I needed to do tomorrow. 

Part of me was hoping for it to be Kate after seeing her in the lobby. I should have known better.

I groaned. I desperately needed that coffee. And since I didn’t have any, that meant Starbucks. I glanced over at the LED read out on my DVR. It was still open. 

I didn’t even really remember getting ready. I just remembered walking — or rather, partially stumbling — down the street, without a coat or anything. By the time Starbucks finally came into view, the cold had brought me out of my fog a little. 

Part of me wanted to see her standing on the curb just in front of it, waiting for me. I wanted things to be right in the universe and I wanted to not have been such a dumb trash by letting her go. But that part of me was an idiot and the rest of me knew that was never going to happen.

I made my way to the front door through the crowd of coffee-drinkers standing around outside and grabbed hold of the handle. I sighed, pleasantly, and a smile finally started to form on my face. That oh-so-familiar aroma of coffee hit me as soon as I pulled the door open and took a step into the warmth of the building. That wonderful, roasted smell of the coffee bean was almost nostalgic; and sure something I’d grown accustomed to. The aroma alone was almost enough to sober me up a bit. I’d made the right call. Coffee was exactly what I needed.

I was starting to somewhat gain at least a semblance of a level head. At least, enough so that I could finally start to think more clearly. And now that I was, I honestly couldn't believe I’d actually gotten to Starbucks completely unscathed. 

I took another deep breath, savoring the smell once again. It was almost like that smell was what I’d wanted all along; like that was what it was that I craved. And if I were being honest, that wouldn't have been a stretch. I missed the smell. It intoxicated me.

Just like the scent of her shampoo on my pillow, the smell of roasted coffee beans reminded me of her. I took my place in line and focused on the person straight ahead of me until it was my turn to order.

 “What’ll it be, sir?” the young kid behind the counter squeaked in what seemed like a hardly pubescent voice.

“I’ll have a Venti Caramelized Honey Latte with 1% milk, extra hot, extra foam, two pumps of caramel, one pump vanilla, extra whip, cinnamon and extra honey on top.” Honestly as soon as it left my mouth I remembered how much of a jerk order that was, and was pretty surprised that I was even able to communicate that much information in my whiskey induced state.

 “You got that?” I asked the boy still writing on my cup with a black sharpie at lightning speed. 

“Yes, Sir,” he smirked, a little more confidently than I’d expected. He was so young looking; it looked like he’d trash himself if someone asked for anything more complicated than was on the menu. But he’d written quite the list — only problem, it was in Starbucks language. 

“Read it back?” I smirked, challenging him.

He did. Precisely as I’d delivered it.

I smiled. “Nice!” I replied, finally able to smile at something for the first time that night. I held my hand up for the young man to give me a high-five, and I didn’t care what kind of idiot it made me look like. I was impressed.

He smiled wide, as if no one had ever complimented him on anything, his cockiness faded, and followed through on the high-five before he asked for a name. 

“Ian,” I said before I slid my card and walked over to wait on my drink. While I was waiting, I did something instantly wished I hadn’t. 

I looked to the back of the coffee shop, hoping to find a free seat. I didn’t need to venture back out yet. I needed to sit my rear down and drink a couple of Venti coffees before I headed back home. 

But when I scanned the back corner, I immediately felt my heart stop. 

She was there. 

At our place.

With her date. The date she’d told me about earlier that night. 
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Chapter 8

Kate

Craig sipped his coffee and sighed almost pleasantly as we continued to rehash the meeting from less than an hour earlier.

“So, I found out I’d gone out on a date with a friend of yours the other day,” he laughed. 

My brows rose. I didn’t have many friends. “Oh?” I asked, uncharacteristically curious.

“Your friend, Megan. We went out for coffee,” he mused, gesturing to our cups. “She’s a bit of a social media nut. So, while we were sitting at the table, she pulled out her phone and added me to Facebook. Turns out, we had you in common. She noticed that and our entire ‘date,’ if you could call it that, shifted gears.” 

“Really?” I asked. “How so?” 

He leaned forward, a confident smirk suddenly visible on his face. His eyes squinted playfully to look at me as if he was honing in on something, and his smirk turned into a devilish smile. “Well, the rest of it was spent talking about you.”

“Whatever she said I did, it’s probably a lie,” I giggled, almost flirtatiously. Megan was always a bit of a drama queen; but I knew she’d never say anything bad about me. After all, there wasn’t a whole lot to tell. “Okay, fine,” I rolled my eyes playfully. “I guess some of it might be true.” I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I was about as straight of an arrow as they came. There was no way she had anything on me that I actually cared about getting out — not anything true.

“She didn’t say anything bad about you, actually,” he chuckled. “I guess I sort of steered the conversation towards you…if I’m being honest.”

I blushed and crossed my arms protectively across my chest. I wasn’t sure what he’d meant, or what my body language meant. I didn’t know if it was my subconscious telling me to tread lightly because I’d just had my heart broken and was vulnerable, or if I was completely against his advances — which is what I could tell they were.

I doubted that’s what it was though, if I was being honest. Because I’d actually started the flirting. I’d honestly engaged him. And the whole time I’d been waiting on him to make some sort of move.

I mean, what the heck? Did I want Craig? I didn’t know. I did know one thing, though. Even if I had wanted Craig’s attention, sadly I wanted Ian’s more. 

 Craig was actually a strong, sturdy, good guy. I’d only thought that was the sort of man Ian was. But Ian was a coward. There was nothing strong about him.

“I really needed a drink by the end of the date, anyway,” Craig laughed, rubbing his temples as if recalling the date was starting to bring back negative feelings. 

“Why, what happened?” I wanted to laugh, but part of me was nervous. I wondered if he’d already told me what happened and I’d just been far too busy inside my own head to notice. 

It was honestly a little weird even so much as thinking about talking about his date with a friend of mine. I wasn’t sure if it was just the fact that it was nice to hear a therapist talk about his own issues, or if it was the fact that I was trying to obtain any sort of distraction from my own messed up thoughts — Ian. Craig. Claire. Claire’s school. Guilt about telling Ian I was on a date. Guilt about how terribly sad he looked after doing it. Anger at Ian for causing all of this confusion. 

And more Ian. 

A lot more Ian.

 “Well, to start, she messaged me through Facebook, while we were on the date — instead of actually talking to me face-to-face,” he explained, which meant that he, thankfully, hadn’t told me. It also meant that I needed to stop thinking and listen.

He was giving me juicy details into his life instead of prodding into mine and that was something worth paying attention for.

“Seriously?” I wanted to burst out laughing. Megan always was attached to her phone. I just didn’t think it was quite that bad.

“She definitely did,” he cringed, visibly.

“Are you saying that didn’t do it for you?” I feigned shock.

“Umm, no,” he laughed. “Believe it or not, I’m actually really big into proper communication.”

“I guess I can see that, considering communication is your job,” I took another sip of my coffee and shifted in my chair, my back aching from hunching over. I must have been listening more intently than I knew.

“Ha…” he laughed. “Not only that, though. I got into therapy because I do really just enjoy conversing with people, working through issues, and dealing with matters head on. I’m not a fan of passiveness…especially when it’s a question regarding sex and intimacy.”

A blush rose in my cheeks. So that was what she was talking about via Facebook message. 

“Please tell me she didn’t,” I begged, my eyes wide in disbelief. 

“She definitely did,” he sighed, twirling his cup in his hands. “She sent me messages the whole night. They got sexy pretty quickly. I even got some photos, which was honestly pretty surprising.”

“Wow. Okay then,” I replied “I don’t know why I’m even talking about this with you… I’m so sorry!” His cheeks turned crimson.

It was clear he hadn’t meant to turn the conversation to this. 

“Oh no. Go ahead. You’ve already started now,” I teased. I didn’t know why I was so interested. But I was. I guess it was good to know that someone else’s love life sucked, too. 

“I was just surprised to get them is all.”

“Why were you surprised?” I really was confused. “I mean, she was interested, right?”

“Well, we were at the coffee house together…” he trailed.

“And I guess you didn’t think she’d be messaging you over an app, rather than just talking to you.” 

“No,” he said. “I mean, I’d gotten used to it by that point of the evening.”

He sighed and shifted, in his seat. “You don’t think it’s weird that she was sending such photos while we were sitting at the same table together?”

I narrowed my eyes. I wasn’t quite understanding something but I wasn’t sure what.

He chuckled, “If we hadn’t been together at the time, I would have thought she’d taken just them, but—”

The light bulb went off. “So it surprised you because she already owned the photos, and they likely weren’t taken for you.”

He nodded, a smile widening across his face. “I mean, yeah, don’t people usually send sexy photos of themselves in the state that they’re currently in. You know, to entice more?”

It was weird talking about sex with Craig. Really weird. But I didn’t feel awkward anymore. I was actually interested.

“I wouldn’t know,” I scoffed. My love life was non-existent. “Never have done much picture sharing. I was a huge book nerd. Hardly ever dated during school . . . or since really. And when I have, it hasn’t really turned out well.”

“Really? You must like to date jerks, because I see no problem with you,” he smirked. 

“Wow, such a sweet talker!” I laughed, grabbing my cup off the table to bring it to my lips. 

“I have game!” he exclaimed. But rather than come across as confident and cocky like Ian would have, it came across more like he was trying to convince himself. 

I smiled. “Is that right? Go ahead, tell me about this game you have,” I said.  “Oh, wait. Are you referring to women sending you unsolicited sexy photos on Facebook?” I joked.

“Okay, maybe I don’t have game,” he grinned. “Because when I asked who she’d initially taken the photos for, she got mad.”

I laughed. Out loud. Probably a little too loudly. “I would say so!”

“What do you mean?” 

I groaned. “You might be a therapist, Craig, but my goodness, you’re a man. So, therefore you’re still an idiot at times.”

“Apparently!” he laughed. “And all of this was while she was sitting across from me. Of course, I asked her in person. Needless to say, I took her home shortly after.”

He leaned back, grabbing his cup with a smirk on his face. He acted exhausted after the story. “Like I said, I needed a drink. So I went and got the biggest Gin and Tonic I’d ever seen!”

“The doctor was drinking!” I laughed, leaning back in my chair as well. “That’s something I would have loved to see!”

“Oh, so you want me to have a drink?” he smiled, leaning forward again, so that he was leaning on his elbow. “Trying to get me drunk and take advantage, are ya?”

Oh goodness. There it was. The flirting again. And I knew right then that we were about to enter territories I wasn’t sure I was able to cross into. Territories I wasn’t sure I had jurisdiction to.

“Definitely not!” I scoffed, jokingly. “I wouldn’t mind seeing what you were like with a drink or two in you, though.” Craig was so buttoned down. Even more than me, and what was straighter than a straight arrow, anyway? Because whatever it was, that was Craig. 

It would have definitely been fun to see him cut loose.

“I actually would like to get a drink with you sometime,” he said. “So thank you for that invitation!”

“A drink honestly sounds kind of perfect right now,” I sighed. It would help me get over the fact that my mind was still whirling on what the heck I was doing — or going to do. About Craig. About Ian. About my anger, guilt, sadness, and resentment.

“So you know, I would definitely love to do that, but I’m not sure if I can,” I said, a devilish grin on my face.

“Oh?” 

“Yeah, because how on earth can you drink gin?” I questioned. “That’s literally the worst alcohol ever!”

“Your opinion!”  He shot back, feigning offense. “You know you want to be my drinking partner,” he teased. “Anyway, you did say you could use one.” 

I shifted uncomfortably. I knew I shouldn’t have said I needed a drink. “Yeah, just a terrible couple of weeks.”

“Oh?” he asked, almost perking up. “What’s going on?”

I knew he was being a shrink all over again. Fun Craig was gone for a minute, and therapist Craig was trying to get me to open up. 

“Just been in a weird funk, but it should all be good soon enough!” I was hoping my upbeat response would lighten the mood enough to make the questions go away, but he looked at me sternly, his head cocked to the side. 

“How’ve you been feeling lately?”

“Other than tired and yawning a lot?” I asked with a smile. I didn’t want the conversation to go where I thought it might. I didn’t really want to open up.

“Yeah, other than that.” He was still being serious. 

And for some reason, I decided to give him what he wanted. 

“I don’t know,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve just been getting up earlier than usual. Hungry all the time, but not really wanting to eat. I can’t concentrate or remember anything. I’m always stuck inside my own head and I’m irritable — really freakin’ irritable.”

Craig rested both arms on the table and shifted his body forward, listening as I talked. “Is that all?” he asked.

I sighed heavily, hating that I was talking about myself, but it was sort of nice getting it off my chest. I didn’t expect myself to continue — and continue some more.

“No. I really hated getting out of the apartment today. I was mad at Claire. Imagine how nasty of a sister I have to be to be mad at her over something like that; over me having to leave the house and be social when I really just want to be curled up in bed mindlessly watching Netflix.” Word vomit was basically streaming out of my wide-open flap, and I wanted to shove it all back in. 

“You sound like you’re depressed…” he trailed, and immediately I held my breath. Why would I talk to a shrink about this, anyway? And not just a shrink, but also a shrink that knew me personally. But he didn’t stop with the “depression” diagnosis. He kept going. “I knew things seemed off with you,” he said. 

“Ouch, that terrible?” I laughed, trying to ease off the subject with humor. I knew I was upset, but depressed? That might have been taking it a bit far.

He smiled. “But you seem like you are at least able to concentrate right now!” he reassured me. “Somewhat, at least!” 

“Oh, really?” I’d been basically blanking constantly since leaving the apartment. I was a total useless disaster at the school, and hadn’t listened to him at all on our way to Starbucks or while we were standing in line. What made him think I was concentrating on anything? I was barely concentrating on getting the much needed caffeine and sugar I held in a cup in my hand into my body. 

“Yes!” he chuckled. “We are actually having a conversation, finally!”

I sighed. I wanted to abort mission. Immediately. This had gone from fun and playful to a full-blown therapy session. I was glad we were talking, and that I wasn’t ignoring him anymore, but dang, I didn’t want to have a conversation about me and the ridiculous mental issues I was having over the past couple weeks. 

“I’m not depressed, though,” I said simply. “Just upset about some stuff.”

“Oh?” he asked, clearly prompting me to continue.

“I was just sort of seeing a guy…” I started, not really sure why I wanted to keep going. 

I was supposed to be trying to forget about Ian, not talking about him. Let alone talking about him with a therapist!

But there was something about Craig that made me want to tell him more.

 “A guy?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s over now, though.”  

That wasn’t a lie. It was over. I just wasn’t completely over him. 

“And that’s why you’re upset?” he asked, a faint smile curving over his lips. It seemed like the whole, “it’s over” comment almost made him perk up, because as soon as I got the words out of my mouth, his lips started to move. How professional of him, I thought sarcastically. I wanted to laugh, but I also wanted to hit him in the face. 

“Don’t seem so happy about it!” I laughed, although part of me was being serious.

“Oh, no,” he smiled. “I’m not trying to give you that impression. I'm just glad you’re talking to me.”

He smiled, and something in me just couldn’t help but to return it.  Craig was an awesome guy, and his smile was one of the most infectious smiles I’d ever seen.

“Look, I’m not going to doctor you. That would be a major conflict of interest, but I will say that you may want to eliminate some stress.”

“Doesn't everything cause stress?” I laughed, but he looked at me, narrowed eyes.

“Good point. Try to eliminate extra stress,” he said. “Which means crappy boyfriends. Or ex-boyfriends.”

 “I guess this is why you get paid the big bucks.” I laughed.

He smirked. 

“Isn’t it hard not to become emotionally invested?” I asked, because I honestly worried about that for myself moving forward into teaching.

He looked down for a second and fingered at the lid of his cup, before glancing up with a smile directly at me. “It definitely is,” he cleared his throat, changing the subject. “So this guy… tell me about him,” He looked like he’d been a little close to choking up. I wondered if he’d meant me when referring to getting emotionally invested. 

 “What does he look like?” he laughed. “Cuter than me?”

I smiled. He was trying to lighten the mood once again — but if he knew anything he’d get the hint that I didn’t really want to talk about it. But I guess he wasn’t used to taking those hints as per his job. I mean, his job was to probe. So why would he start backing off now? I was just glad he wasn’t really probing, and instead just asking. Lightly even. Casually.

“Um, he’s blonde, gorgeous, and a total jerk. Nothing much left to say.”

He frowned. “Sorry to hear that.” And I believed him. 

A silence brushed over us as we continued to sip our coffee. I gazed outside for a few minutes, watching people rush through the streets, some arm in arm with others, some completely by themselves — but everyone just going about their own lives. Most of the faces were smiling. Hardly any looked sullen, and I wondered for a moment if I was the only person not in-love with New York City. Everyone else always seemed so happy.

“So, I’ve come to a conclusion,” Craig said out of nowhere. I turned my gaze toward him. “You totally have a crush on me!” he laughed after a long pause. 

“Excuse me?” I choked on my coffee.

“Just trying to get you to relax a bit,” he laughed. “You looked like you were getting tense just looking outside.”

“Ha… have any medication for that?”

“I don’t typically write prescriptions, but in this case, I’ll make an exception,” he stated, before grabbing a pen and pad from his coat pocket. 

“No, Craig, that’s really not—” I started, but he held his hand up to stop me.

“I insist,” he said, as he jotted smooth strokes over the paper. “Here.” 

He smiled as he handed me the paper. I looked at it, with a tear threatening to fall from the brim of my eye. It was a small picture of a cartoon version of me, with stars around my head. In big letters over the stars read, “Reach for the stars! That’s where you deserve to be!” and below on the RX line, it said, “Take 1 dose of needed R&R after finishing your drink with the handsome Doctor.”

“So, that’s what you are? ‘The handsome Doctor’?” I asked, almost giggling. 

“My Mom seems to think so!” he laughed. “But hey, if you don’t, then… you know…plain ol’ doctor will work just fine!”

“Handsome isn’t a far stretch,” I smiled. I was hoping it wasn’t too much of a lead-on, but what else was I supposed to say? I was being honest. He was handsome. Extremely handsome. But I probably shouldn’t have said anything, knowing he liked me.

“I knew it. You’re totally into me. You’ve probably searched me on Google. Which I will say, I probably have an amazing Google track-record.”

I laughed again. “That doesn’t surprise me. You’re squeaky clean, I’m sure.”

“It’s only fair. I’ve Googled you a few times,” he said, a blush rising to his cheeks. I wondered if he was serious. I wasn’t creeped out like I would have been with someone else. With Craig, I knew he was just being his dorky, nerdy self. He wasn’t being stalkerish. 

“You can Google me?” I laughed. “Do I have a Wikipedia page, too?” I was smirking.

“No. Not quite that famous,” he laughed. “But I did find out a few things.”

“Oh, really?”

“No, not really. You’re pretty boring.”

I rolled my eyes. “That doesn’t surprise me either.”

I took another sip of my drink, getting closer and closer to the bottom of the cup. The liquid had cooled down to room temperature. “So, you have built up your Google search results to make you look awesome to all your lady stalkers, huh?”

His mouth fell open, “Stalkers?” he asked, shocked. “I’ll have you know that respectable people Google nowadays!”

“Oh, really?” I asked, my brow rising in inquisition.

 “I mean sure, I told you about Megan, right?” He leaned forward, and lowered his volume like he was telling me a secret in a playful way. “That’s nothing compared to all the other ladies.”

I’d never heard him talk so freely. It was refreshing, really. He was definitely becoming more and more confident the more the conversation went forward. 

 “The other ladies, huh? Just how many other ladies are Googling you?” I teased even more. I really wasn’t sure what was coming over me.

“Well, that depends…” he smirked. “Are you jealous?”

I rolled my eyes again and let another silence pass over us. He knew I wasn’t jealous. He was just playing. Part of me, though, knew that a part of him wanted me to say that I was actually jealous. 

I took a deep breath, finally feeling a little better, and looked around the Starbucks, trying to take the customers in. I always liked to watch people — especially when I was feeling bad — and Starbucks was always a good place to do it.

There were always people from many different backgrounds and ideologies all stuffed in one place. I mean, after all, pretty much everyone wanted coffee.

I couldn’t believe it though. How much better I’d felt. Well, how much better I’d felt until I finished my scanning of the restaurant. 

My heart stopped when I glanced over and saw the man I’d been trying so desperately to forget. 

Ian. Ian. I’d saw him almost immediately, too. He was waiting on his coffee. He wasn’t looking our way, and I wondered if he’d spotted us yet. 

I looked away. But the more I kept replaying what I’d said to him — that I’d told him I was on a date — the worse I felt for lying to him. I glanced up from the table, and found myself scanning the room looking for him again. Eventually, my eyes fell on him waiting for his coffee. He looked disheveled. 

I was staring. Hardcore staring when he caught me. The look on his face said it was the first time he’d realized I was there. 

I glanced back over to Craig, and then back to Ian. Back and forth. Back and forth. I wasn’t able to formulate sentences. I didn’t know what to say. I sure didn’t know what to do. I was trying to figure it out when I noticed Ian start to move toward us, his gaze deadlocked on Craig. 

When he reached us, he just stood there, looming over us until he crossed his arms over his chest, almost accusingly.

He stayed silent for a few moments like he was waiting for something, only I didn’t know what.

What I did know was that one minute I was sad and feeling guilty, the next I wanted to punch him in the face. And I wasn’t exactly sure why. Maybe it was the fact that he was coming up to me after I’d told him I had a date, and looking down at me with that accusing expression, or maybe it was the fact that he just made my blood boil in general when in close-proximity.

Whatever it was . . . I was mad.

I looked over to Craig, who looked confused as he stared at Ian then at me and back again. 

“Craig Furhman, meet Ian Cross.” I said quietly, my voice almost choked as I gestured for the two men. 

Craig extended his hand and stood. Ian, though, just glanced at Craig for a second and nodded smugly, showing complete disinterest in taking his hand.

I looked apologetically at Craig as he mouthed a “wow” under his breath. He flashed a half smile at me to show that it was alright as he sat back down. I wondered if he’d put two and two together and figured out who Ian was by his actions. 

“Mr. Cross, if you don’t mind, we’re sort of in the middle of something here,” Craig said, taking more action than I’d expected him to. But it was a good thing because I was completely speechless. My heart was in my throat, preventing me from doing anything except look between the two men.

“I do mind, actually,” Ian snapped Everything slowed down. I looked at Craig, I was absolutely terrible by Ian’s jerkish behavior. Craig just looked at me and swallowed hard. I wondered if he was half-waiting on Ian to pull him off the chair and physically assault him. 

That wouldn’t happen. Ian was a lot of things — he was certainly a jerk — but publicly unrefined he was not. He was all about appearances. He cared about his image; and he certainly cared about how others perceived him. Well, except for maybe Craig at the moment, clearly. 

I hated that he’d caused a mini scene with Craig. He was finally getting me out of my slump. I was finally laughing. Really laughing.

I was finally smiling.

I was finally something other than a pitiful ball of sadness.

But of course Ian would be there to drag me right back down in the muck with him. He didn’t even look fazed by the way he was acting. 

Craig at least had the good grace to look embarrassed.

But the more I watched Ian, I wasn’t entirely sure he was sober.

“Kate, can I speak with you?” he asked, through somewhat gritted teeth as he leaned down to where my face was, so that he was just a few inches away. Immediately, with him so close, I smelled the alcohol on his breath.

“Seriously?” I questioned, my anger growing. “Been in the whiskey tonight?” The more I smelled his breath, the angrier I got.

“Ian!” the barista called loudly from across the room, but Ian ignored it. He clearly wasn’t interested in coffee at that point.

Instead, he just looked at me, and I back at him. And that’s just how it was, for what felt like decades, but was only a few seconds. I just sat there, letting the situation sink in and fuel my anger.

“I might have had one or two,” Ian muttered.

But then, when I really looked at him, I saw actual pain behind his eyes. Immediately, I felt an emotion I hadn’t intended on feeling from the moment I’d seen him across the room.

I had felt irritation. I had felt anger. I had felt a whole lot of confusion. And God, I had felt a trash ton of embarrassment in front of Craig. 

But in that moment, eyes locked with Ian’s, I felt nothing but pain.

He was holding back tears that were visible in the brim of his eyes. It looked like he was ready to cry. His face was reddening by the second, and I wasn’t sure if he was angry or straining of holding the tears back. But whatever it was, I could tell that he wasn’t okay.

I took a deep breath, and tried to figure out what the heck I could do. 

I wanted to diffuse the situation; calm it all down before it got out of hand. 

Ian was upset, but he had no right to be. This situation was all on him. And despite the fact that I was growing in anger all over again, I smiled at him. Fully intending to have that talk he wanted. Even though he might not like what I had to say. As soon as I did, though, I wished I hadn’t. Because his face darkened, and I watched anger roll over it.

Question was, why was he angry?
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Chapter 9

Ian

I didn’t think I was capable of emotions quite as complex as the ones I felt after seeing Kate sitting with another man — sipping coffee, laughing, flirting. 

I almost believed my own lie — that Kate hadn’t really been out with anyone. I was wrong. She really was out with someone. And all of a sudden the hurt came rushing back. 

I stood at their table and stared at the two of them, feeling anger and hurt well up and fill the gaping hole that was left in my chest.

Kate smiled at me, which hurt, but it started to falter relatively quickly after, just before she glanced over to her date. I wondered if she was scared I was about to make a scene.

I suppose I was, though. Sort of. I mean, I walked over to their table. Still drunk. Angry and upset. I was being immature. I was being petty. But this was our place! And I wanted nothing more than to talk to her; to hear her laugh because of me, not some other guy! I wanted to whisk her away and carry her to a magical land where I hadn’t messed up. I wanted to still be with her. I didn’t want to have lost her. 

Kate motioned to me and then glanced back to the guy. “Anyway,” she sounded off abruptly. “Ian… he…uh…” she said as she glanced back at me. But no more words came out. It was like she’d lost her train of thought. Lost what she was about to say about me. 

It was like she could see the hurt in my eyes. Like it had distracted her from finishing her sentence. I wanted to smirk. I felt almost good that she felt bad that I looked like a ridiculous emotional mess. 

I’d heard her voice as soon as I spotted her. I’d heard her all the way across the busy restaurant with him. She had a cup in hand, taking sip after sip, laughing in between them — at whatever the guy was saying. I wondered if he was that charming.

She looked beautiful, though. I had sighed and turned back to the barista, waiting for my drink, trying to ignore her — but I couldn’t. Not even a little bit.

With her coat off, I could see the black top she wore and the way it hugged her body. It wasn’t seductive. It wasn’t even really what I’d consider “date wear”. It was actually pretty professional, actually. Classy. But the way it fit her made me almost crazy. It was sexy that she could be that hot without even trying. 

But if I cared, wouldn’t I be happy that she was happy instead of crushed because I was a jerk?

But she was happy without me. 

Her laugh rang through my ear again, almost instantly crushing my heart like a vice. It was loud, genuine. 

I both loved and hated how it made me feel.

I wanted to go up the guy, punch him square in the face and growl, “Keep your hands off of my girlfriend!” But it didn’t matter. She wasn’t my girlfriend. I had no right to be jealous. 

But I was.

My goodness, I was. 


  
    Chapter 10
    
  




  
Chapter 10

Kate

I looked from Craig to Ian, and back again. I knew no good could come from the three of us being in the coffee shop together. 

I could tell that Craig wanted to get up and walk away, and I wouldn’t have blamed him. I could tell he was getting nervous, and maybe even a little embarrassed since a few nearby coffee-drinkers were noticing that something was amiss with the three of us.

The situation was getting tense. 

I knew Craig felt awkward. I grabbed his hand as soon as it looked like he was about to push his chair back, halting his movements. His head snapped up to look at me. 

And immediately, I felt Ian’s gaze on me, too. It was like a razor blade; sharp, cutting.

He was embarrassing Craig — and me for that matter — and I didn’t care that I was basically holding his hand in front of Ian. It served him right. He could take his drunk rear somewhere else and sober up, as far as I was concerned.

And just as I was about to say something — just as I was about to formulate my befuddled thoughts into words — I remembered that this was all sort of my fault, too.

I was who told Ian I was going out in the first place. I was the one who made it sound like it was a date. And I knew that was exactly why he was acting like such a toe. It had to be. Why else would he be?

“Craig, I’m sorry,” Ian said, and immediately I glanced up, hoping it was the end, but I could tell by his facial expression that it wasn’t. He didn’t look apologetic at all. A drunken haze, and slight glaze was still present over his eyes, which were narrowed into dagger slits. His jaw was still angrily clenched, and his nostrils continued to flare. “But I really would like a moment to speak about boyfriend-related things with Kate.”

“Your boyfriend?” Craig questioned, looking over to me, his reflexes pulling his hand away.

“Ye—” Ian started, without me even moving to say a word. “Um, well, actually, no,” he corrected, almost a little snappily. “I’m not her boyfriend.”

I was getting irritated. I couldn’t stand it anymore. Aggressively, I pushed myself up from the table and stood. I huffed and turned my head heatedly toward the door leading outside, gesturing for Ian to go out it. 

“You want to talk, let’s talk,” I demanded.

I tried to relax my muscles — and my face — as to not give away what I was really feeling. I didn’t want to give away that I was angry; beyond angry, actually. Not to mention, that I was hurt as well as a trash ton of other confusing emotions. 

I took another deep breath as I walked to the front of the coffee shop. I turned my head back around to see Craig watching after us. I threw a half smile over at him and waved apologetically with the other hand as soon as I pushed Ian through the double doors, outside.

 “Why did you bring me out here? Aren’t you supposed to still be flirting with that dude?” he snapped, whirling his head around to look at me as soon as the door shut behind us. He stormed over to the side of the building with emotional disdain plastered across his face. 

I took a deep breath and said, “Are you acting like this just because things aren’t going the way you planned? And what exactly was your plan here, Ian?”

“You were supposed to be curled up in bed depressed because we were over! Not out here gallivanting with who-knows-who!” He’d moved off from against the wall, clearly heated. But so was I. My jaw dropped, and nothing but scorching heat flowed through me.

“Ex-cuse me?” I whirled on him. “Why are you here and what do you want, Ian?!” I demanded, but instead of responding, he just kept quiet. 

I tapped my foot impatiently waiting for him to answer. But he looked down at the ground, his shoulders rising and falling in one long, slow motion. 

“What did you expect me to be doing?!” I yelled at him. People were looking at us. “Why should I be laid up in bed sad as idiot when you’re the one that ended it! And with a text message, no less! You didn’t even have the decency for a phone call!”

He kept his stare fixed on the ground, shuffling his feet ever so slightly, ignoring the people staring at us. 

“I don't know,” he sighed, “I just thought that—”

“You thought what?”  I urged him to continue when he stopped mid-sentence. 

 “I didn’t expect you to go hanging out with some douchebag!” he countered, and immediately I rounded on him again.

“He’s a nice guy! We were just talking! And you didn’t have to be rude or cause me to be rude!”

But finally, when his head finally snapped up, he cut me off, “You weren't just talking with him, Kate! You were flirting with him! I saw the lust in his eyes. And honestly, I saw it in yours!” He threw his hands up in the air, animatedly. It would have been amusing had I not been so pissed.

“I saw how you were talking to him. You were grinning, smirking, and even twirling your hair! That’s not flirting?”

“And so what, Ian?” I said. “That’s what you do when you break up. You move on!”

He looked back to the ground once again, staring even harder than before. I gulped, my throat tightening. Tears were starting to form in my eyes. Not from sadness. From anger. I wanted to smack him in his big fat egotistical head. 

“Are you going to talk to me?” I asked. “Because if you’re not, I’m going back inside.”

“I am so jealous right now. And it isn’t going away,” he admitted running a hand through his hair. “So I don’t know if I should talk.”

“You’re not the only one that was hurt here, Ian,” I said. “Heck, before now I didn’t know you were hurt at all. Not really. I knew you looked hurt, but why would you be hurt when you’re the one that did this!”

He didn’t speak and so I turned to leave. 

“I want you, and I hate it!” he yelled after me. 

I stopped and closed my eyes. Rubbish…

I couldn’t move, could hardly even breathe. I turned slowly, after gaining some sort of courage that I wasn’t sure was even possible to grab ahold of at the moment, and looked at him. His eyes were wide. I could tell he couldn’t believe what he’d said. I could tell he hadn’t meant to. But I could also tell that he meant it.

He nodded, slowly, and his eyes were dead set on me. People around us were whispering, watching intently, but I didn’t care. Instead, my body turned back to face him and without even realizing it I started by taking a couple of tentative steps towards him until I was face-to-face with him.

“What the heck, Ian?” I whispered.

He grasped my hips in his hands, and pulled me closer to him. 

“I just don’t want you to think that you’re not wanted. You are wanted…” he gasped out. “I really want you.”

I blinked back tears because what he was saying was exactly what I’d wanted to hear the entire time. 

“I just hate feeling so vulnerable,” he breathed, leaning forward so that his forehead was pressed against mine. “I just don't want…” he started, but stopped himself and pulled back slowly from my head.

“You don't want what?” I asked curiously, almost missing the feel of his flesh against mine immediately.

“I don't want my stupidity to ruin everything. I don’t want you to feel like you didn’t matter. You did. You do. I don’t want you to think that I don't want to kiss you; that I don't want to devour you. To take you in my arms, hold you, to ravish you in my apartment all over again. I don’t want you to think I just erased you from my thoughts…”

His words were growing soft, and so was my heart.  Curse him.
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Chapter 11

Ian

 “You broke up with me,” she said, hurt clear in her voice. “Over text message, no less,” she scoffed. “I haven’t even talked to you since until today, and you interrupt my coffee with a friend, acting like you did, and then you throw this at me?”

The thoughts of Kate with another man were killing me, slowly but surely. I was literally going crazy with jealousy.

I could only blame myself for it, though.

But who the heck was that guy?

He was clearly flirting. 

I turned my head to her, pain probably super visible in my eyes once again. I couldn’t hide how I felt. I’d tried. I was usually so much better at hiding it, but not this time. Not in this moment. I knew there was a crowd of people looking — another scene was unfolding — and I hated it, but at the same time, it was worth it.

It was worth it just to be near her. 

She had every right to be mad at me. And she was. I knew that she was. She was fuming. So it didn’t make it any better when I asked my next question.

“So, who is that guy, anyway?”

I hoped looking into her eyes would somehow tell me something. But it didn’t. It told me nothing except how gorgeous her eyes were, and how pissed off she was as she looked at me through fiery, narrowed eyes.

“His name is Craig! If that’s what you’re asking! I introduced you! Remember?”

I rolled my eyes. I already knew that. I didn’t care what his name was.

“That definitely isn’t what I’m asking,” I said. “I want to know who he is to you.”

I was upset, and I wasn’t going to hide it. A lot of that was probably due to the alcohol that was still rolling around inside my body, and a lot of it was also probably just overdue. I was sick of always keeping my feelings reined in; always burying them deep. I was sick of that part of me.

“Listen, Ian. I don’t know what you want from me. He’s a friend!” She pulled away from me and took steps back until she was further than she had been before. Clearly she didn’t want to be near me. Not now, and probably not ever after the way I’d treated her. Yet, I couldn’t stop… I couldn’t stop being a jerk. 

I couldn’t just leave it alone. My jealousy just kept raging on. I couldn’t stand the idea of Kate with him. Or anyone, for that matter.

 “You’ve clearly had way too much to drink tonight,” she growled. “So I’m just going to give you the benefit of the doubt and think that you’re not usually this big of a jerk and that everything I knew about you wasn’t total trash. Craig and I were just talking. Not that it’s any of your business.”

I hated the way I was making her react; I knew I’d messed up, but the more I thought about it, the more jealous and hurt I was if she was moving on. And angry. No matter if it was all my fault in the first place. I still felt angry. I still felt a sense of betrayal. Wasn’t she supposed to have had real feelings for me? How could she put that aside so easily? I couldn’t.

“You call that talking? His tongue was basically down your throat…” I growled, not really sure what was coming over me. His tongue was nowhere near her. I was being ridiculous. I knew that I was, but I couldn’t stop. 

“Are you sure you’re completely sane? That you don’t have some mental illness you’re not sharing with me?” She crossed her arms over her chest and I wasn’t sure if it was a defensive movement, or if she was cold — or if it was a mix of both — but regardless I took a step towards her, almost instinctively hoping to hold her close.

But I couldn’t. I knew I had to hold my ground. Not only because I knew she’d slap me, but also because I wasn’t done. 

“Oh, so now we’re going to poke at mental illness!” I groaned. “Thought we were on the page where we didn’t do that because of your sister!”

I didn't really even mean to say the words; didn’t mean to have them leave my wide-open trap. But they did. 

“It wasn’t what you thought it was. Not that it even matters,” she said, and honestly what she was saying was true. It was reasonable. But I wasn’t. In fact, I was pretty dang unreasonable — irrational even. Nothing I was doing or thinking made sense. The only thing I knew was that I was pissed off, and more than that, I was hurt. 

“And how was I supposed to know that? You were leaning in. I came here to forget you and there you are in our place schmoozing with some lame-rear!”

“You really don’t have any reason to be as ridiculous as you’re being right now! You shouldn’t have come over to the table! We shouldn’t be having this discussion! I mean, heck, Ian, if you’d not been a coward and walked away from us, there wouldn’t have even been any worries, now would there?”

“I’m not jealous!” I snapped, although I knew that I was. “I’m pissed off!”

“But why? Why are you pissed off? Please tell me! Because I would love to hear this!” By the end of all that, I could tell that she really was waiting for me to explain. Not because she cared about an explanation, but because she just wanted to yell at me more. 

I could tell she wanted it. Maybe even part of her needed it. 

But when I couldn’t say anything — when no words came out — I just found her looking at me. Her arms crossed, her face stern and questioning, and very angry.

I wanted, more than anything, to close the gap between us. No matter how upset I was. I wanted to invade every ounce of personal space she had. 

Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Every breath she took, every glistening in her eyes — that I could see just under the street lamp — and every movement her lips made. It was like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to speak, cry, smile, scowl, or what.

I felt insecure for the first time ever, and it was a miracle that I finally bucked up enough courage and made a move. She’d been staring at me, angrily, for what seemed like forever.

“Alright, so I know I suck, and I’ve downed a lot of whiskey,” I said, as I sat down on the closest bench. “So I’m a little drunk. But that just felt like I got the trash beat out of me, and all the air left my body.”

“Like the wind got knocked out of you?”

“Yeah…that…” I muttered. “I hate being jealous.”

I sat there dumbfounded as she finally inched close enough to sit down beside me.

I waited another couple of seconds before I actually spoke again. Admittedly, part of me had been afraid to scare her off. 

She sighed and got up again. Almost instantly, I missed the heat of her body beside me. I watched, as she retreated away from me. She paced. Back and forth for a moment, just before rubbing her shoulders, likely needing the friction to stay warm.

I sighed, pulled my body from the bench and walked over to her. As soon as I did though, I watched her stop, dead in her tracks, turn to me, and her whole body stiffened.

“Take my jacket,” I said, pulling it off. Hers was in her hand, and I wasn’t sure exactly why I wanted to offer it to her, but I did. 

Not that she wanted me to.

As soon as I got close enough, her hand was outstretched in front of me, as if she was ready to stiff-arm me at any moment. I didn’t care, though. I kept walking in her direction.

“Either take my coat or put yours on!” I defended. “It’s too cold out here.”

She growled and slung her arms through her jacket. “Don’t tell me what to do,” she insisted, and I instantly stepped another step closer to her. I wasn’t sure why. I should have retreated. She was angry. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to.

I wanted to be closer to her, and before I knew it, a jolt electricity flowed into me by feeling her flesh on mine. The gentle touch her outstretched hand placed on my arm as I approached was meant for nothing more than to hold me away. But, turns out, it did nothing but warm me almost instantly. 

I wondered if he’d gotten to touch her — but then I realized, I knew he had. I’d seen him graze her hand, which is what I was doing and getting so incredibly excited about. The only difference was, she wanted to touch him. She was only touching me to keep me away.

I didn’t know why, but a part of me still felt like she was mine.

And that part of me wanted her to know how hard it was for me to feel that. I wanted her to understand it. Embrace it. Maybe even somehow appreciate it. 

What could I say that I hadn’t already said and ruined by continuing on with my nasty arguments?

Would I tell her I’d been tied up thinking about her constantly for two weeks; that I creeped up on her, watched her through windows when I got home every night? Should I have told her that all I could do was harp on her? To focus on her; how much I desired her; and now how good it felt for her to simply touch my arm.  I could try to explain to her everything I felt, and I could try to explain why I was behaving the way that I was; but ultimately I knew I couldn’t. 

Nothing would make my being a jerk and breaking up with her okay; and definitely nothing would make it okay for to be the jealous prick I’d been all night.

I sighed, sadly. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to actually put my mind to rest. Life hadn’t been that easy since knowing Kate.

Instead, my breathing increased, muscles clenched and my knuckles turned white as I squeezed them into fists.

I didn’t know how I was still conscious. I wanted to be asleep. To pass out from the effects of the alcohol that still hadn’t worn off; to curl up in a ball way away from the situation; to rid myself completely of the crazy amount of pain edging its way into my body.

I had no right to explain myself or to apologize. And I had no way to really begin to explain just how sorry I was. So instead, I just shrugged and said, “I’m sorry for everything.”

And I walked away.

I hadn’t gotten far when Kate appeared before me and positioned herself in front of me, placing a hand firmly against my chest to stop my movements. She looked at me, sternly, her eyes questioning. She clearly wanted answers or she’d have let me keep walking.

Her eyes glistened, and I knew mine likely were too when I felt tears starting to burn and strain, pulling and tugging, hoping to fall.

I was overwhelmed. Overwhelmed with everything, and I did everything I could to ignore how strong the pull still was to her. I waited for her to speak, to say something, anything. Instead, she remained silent, her look still stern and questioning. Our breaths intermingled in the night between us as puffs of visible air came rolling from our mouths. 

I wanted nothing more than to lean down and kiss her; because in that moment, as I gazed down at the gorgeous woman who held my heart, I knew no matter if she’d ever forgive me or not, I had already fallen for her.

Hard.

“I want to know what you are sorry for?” she asked, as our bodies somehow moved closer and closer together, despite my mind screaming at me to stop.

She was awaiting my reply. Waiting for me to say whatever it was I had to say. One more puff of air escaped my mouth, carrying the words, “I’m sorry for losing you.”

And then in one swift motion, I grabbed each side of her beautiful face and pressed my lips to hers.

I was surprised when she didn’t pull away. But I knew that with every flick of the tongue that I’d be an idiot to question it; to question why she hadn’t pulled away; why she hadn’t smacked me in the face; why she was kissing me back; or really, to ask anything. I would have been an idiot not to just go with it. To enjoy it.

Because if it was the last time, then I wanted it to be a time I would remember forever. I could only hope it wouldn’t be the last time, though.

There was something so strong between us that it crackled and sparked with every passing second. It was so strong that it was there constantly. I wondered what it was, but I think somewhere deep down, I sort of knew what it was. It scared me to no end. But I knew I didn’t want it to end. It would have been a mistake to let everything so electrified between us drift away and become forgotten.

A huge mistake.

A mistake I’d already made once. 

I wasn’t prepared to do it again.

I had been an idiot. I knew that. I had messed it all up, but as her lips moved with mine in a passionate embrace — a kiss that couldn’t be denied to be a kiss of lovers — I realize something. It made me realize that what I had done wasn’t insurmountable after all. It made me realize that what I had done could actually be forgiven.

I smiled into the kiss, partially because it felt so good, partially because I was so happy that my heart was rapidly fluttering against my chest, causing my entire body to vibrate, but also because of how wonderful she was. She was the best person I’d ever met.

Forgiving me after all I had done? I could only pray she would. Of course, that was the sort of person Kate was. 

Of course she was perfect in yet another way…

And I swear, knowing she was capable of such compassion, even for a jerk like me, made me want her even more.

Just as I was about to pull away, she wrapped her arms around my neck, halting me, and pulled me closer. I moaned, as our tongues intertwined, and the kiss intensified. What was first a gentle tongue brushing against lips had proceeded into both of our mouths open, our tongues dancing in an incredible duel for dominance. 

We explored each other’s mouths, and I couldn’t help but fall completely entrapped in it. 

I moaned, not caring who heard, into her mouth, fueled and lust-filled instantly.

I pulled her fragile frame closer to me, fueled by her saddening deepening of the kiss. I removed my hands from her waist and began to trace her back, feeling her body, as much of it as I could, anyway.

When my hand slipped under her shirt slightly, I couldn’t help but notice that she let out a small gasp within the kiss — directly into my mouth. 

I tried to pull back again, worrying that I’d scared her; that I’d pushed too far. But, as if reassuring me, she pulled me back — once again — and kissed me even more passionately than she had even just now. 

“Kate-” I muttered, breathless, pulling away from her lips. I wasn’t sure what we were doing. I didn’t know whether to ask or not, but I didn’t want to take advantage of a situation either. I wanted her to know what she was doing; to know where this was leading; and I didn’t want to be led on…

“Shh…” she said, placing a finger against my lips, cutting me off. She engulfed my lips again, in another exhilarating kiss, just before we pulled away.

The fog of air came flooding from our mouths in front of us as we struggled to catch our breaths.

I was sure I was radiating with happiness as I pulled her even against my chest. I felt her breasts press against me, and as soon as I did, I shuddered — like a teenager experiencing it for the first time; like I’d never felt any — let alone these — before. 

I kissed fiercely and passionate, and she kissed back with the same amount of animalistic urgency. Our groans and moans were rumbling in our throats as our breaths messily mingled together and our hands tore at one another’s clothes.

It was starting to get really heated — maybe even too heated — as we roughly grabbed one another, clawing and tearing at clothes and skin. 

I relished in the feeling of her nails digging into me, the feeling of her moist lips on mine, her strong tongue massaging my own, and the feeling of her soft smooth skin beneath my busy, fueled hands. 

Her hands strayed along my back, causing a chill to roll up and down my spine. 

I wanted her to rid me of my clothes, and heaven knows I wanted to rid her of hers. I wanted to throw her down where we were and ravish her until sun-up. I wanted every swift movement to be fueled by passionate lovemaking and to devour her naked body and soak it all into my memory.

I knew, though, that we had to rein it in. At least for the time being. We were in public. But I knew my body, and I knew it well. I felt a tightness form in the depths of my belly, and a fire ignite in my groin. I knew it was only a matter of time before I was at full-attention, and ready for the real action to begin.

So despite my better judgment, I pulled away, even more breathless and heated than before. “Are you sure we should be doing this?” I gasped.

“I've never been more sure of anything in my life,” she replied with a hurried not just before entrapping my lips once again. 

“But we’re in the middle of public-”

“I don’t care…”

And in that moment she didn’t. I knew that she didn’t because she began to suck on my neck, and I even returned the gesture. Like a blasted knee jerk reaction. Instead of doing what I knew she’d want when she wasn’t being swept away by passion.

I knew Kate didn’t like public displays. 

I knew she wouldn’t be happy with this continuing like it was.

So I pulled away slightly. “Okay, we can continue kissing, but we really do need to calm down,” I laughed, almost completely breathless at this point. I couldn’t believe that I was actually telling her that we needed to calm down. After I was a jerk two weeks ago I didn’t think she’d ever forgive me — and now I was telling her to calm down. I was telling her we were getting too hot in the middle of the street all because of her.

She nodded, after taking a deep breath. I knew she agreed. I knew she was finally thinking clearly  — well clearly enough, anyways. 

I highly doubt either of us were packed full of clarity in that moment.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into another kiss, and it was as if we were clinging together. All the hurt, the longing — all of it — turning into nothing but pure passion.
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Chapter 12

Kate

I wondered why I didn’t pull away from him. He’d hurt me, and I was still angry. But still, I couldn’t help myself; I couldn’t help my body’s reaction. I wanted him. So badly it scared me. Never before would I have just let a man off as easily as this — but there was something about him. There was something about the way that he embraced me, that made me just melt into him.

I continued to kiss him until I heard my name being called, tentatively. 

I pulled back, and blinked unsure of what was really going on. I think part of me forgot where we were, even. My head scanned the area around Ian and I, until my gaze fell just over his shoulder.

Craig. 

Standing just outside the Starbuck’s door. Immediately, I felt more embarrassed than I ever had in my entire life.

Not only was I making out in public, I’d left Craig to do it, and I was doing it with a man who had been a complete jerk and imbecile just moments before. 

It definitely didn’t look good.

And I knew right then that I wouldn’t be earning any womanhood-rewards as far as Craig was concerned.

I rubbed my lips with my fingers, knowing that the small amount of lipstick I’d worn had to have been smudged. I looked to Ian, apologetically.

I wanted to talk to Craig. I wanted to explain what was going on.

Just as I was about to say something, quietly, to Ian about doing just that, he smiled and stopped me. “Just come to my place later?” he asked, the cocky smirk I’d grown to know and love so much completely restored, it seemed.

A smile pulled at the corner of my lips, and I felt my body flush with anticipation. I wanted it. Dang it all I wanted it. 

“I know you're strong-headed, and I know you’re mad. Heck, you’re the smartest and toughest girl I’ve ever met. But I really am so sorry…” He pulled back even further, still facing me. His eyes were basically plunging into me, and I ended up taking a step closer once again, almost falling back into the same pattern — kissing him all over again, in the middle of the street, not caring who watched. Almost like I couldn’t handle the distance.

But I couldn’t.

I could still see the pain in his eyes. I wanted to wipe that pain away. I wanted him to quit beating himself up.

“I’m hoping you’ll forgive me…” he whispered. “I think we could make a great team, and I don’t want to give up on that… I’ve handled the most intimidating men in the country, but I’ve never felt anything remotely close to this. I’ve never felt the quaking in my Allen Edmonds that I feel right now. You intimidate me — what I feel for you intimidates me — more than I’ve ever been intimidated before.”

He crossed his arms, like he was waiting for a response. But I was speechless.

“Look at you… finally growing balls…” I sighed, jokingly, hoping to bring light to the situation.

“I do forgive you…” I said, but it was almost like it had fallen on deaf ears, because he kept going.

“I don’t ever want to hurt you again,” he said. “Last time I really messed up and I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

He closed his eyes, as if he was plying the memory over in his mind. I wondered what sort of flashes he had. I knew what ones I had. They were reading the text; dealing with my dad right after; dealing with Ben…

“Ian,” I stepped forward and touched his arm. 

“I couldn't live if I lost you completely.” He loosely grabbed my shoulders, and ran his thumb against my cheek.

“Ian…” I said again. He kept going though… kept apologizing.

“Ian!” I yelled, interrupting him. “I forgive you. And I'm fine. And clearly you’re fine…”

“I’m not if I think I hurt you…”

I stepped even closer, so that there were only a few inches of space between our chests.

He gripped my shoulders tightly, but not roughly, just enough for me to focus on him for a bit longer. “I’m so scared of this, but I want you.” His eyes looked deeply into mine and in that moment it was like I could see all the emotions whirling about in his head. Fear, anger, pain, longing, desire. 

And it was like they’d perfectly mirrored my own.

“Just come to my place,” he whispered, repeating himself from earlier.

I nodded. I could hardly believe I was agreeing to, but I was. He pressed a soft kiss to my forehead and with that, he left. I turned my attention back to Craig, who I had almost forgotten all over again
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Chapter 13

Kate

I glanced over to Craig, and immediately my stomach sank. 

I wanted to apologize for how terrible of an evening it had been, and definitely how rude Ian was. Not to mention how I had behaved. I also knew that wouldn’t be the only thing I’d have to tell him, though.

I would have to tell him about what happened. He was standing there, his eyes wide, full of what looked like surprise. A look that was almost as clear as day in front of a look that he tried to hide. Hurt.

I knew what earlier probably meant to him, and even though Ian had just sent me to the moon and back, taking me for a complete loop, I knew enough to know that I’d been a royal jerk.

I took a step towards him, and then another, my heart pounding harder with every inch I got closer to him. I felt terrible for just leaving him in Starbucks to essentially go make-out with Ian, but that wasn’t what I intended at all. I was sure that was what it looked like, though.

“I take it, you’re working things out,” he joked as he ran his hands through his hair. 

I laughed, nervously. “I guess you could say that, but I really… I don’t know.”

“You know. You want to work it out.” He was speaking so matter of factly. It sort of hurt to hear him so short. He wasn’t angry, but I could tell he was upset. 

“I’m sorry that our evening ended up so awkwardly,” I said, truthfully. I was sorry. Was I sorry that I kissed Ian? No. Was I sorry that I had feelings for him? No. But was I sorry that he had rudely interrupted Craig and I? A million times yes.

The only thing I wasn’t sorry about in it was that I probably would have led him on even further without really meaning to. So in that sense, I was glad that Ian had showed up to ruin that opportunity.

In that sense, I knew things probably ended up the right way. I knew that Craig wasn’t what I wanted. He was handsome, he was successful, he was wonderful in almost every single way. There wasn’t really a reason, necessarily, that I didn’t want him.

He had never fueled a fire in me — not like Ian had.

And although, admittedly, I had entertained the idea, I wasn’t sure getting involved with him was ever anything that I would be able to do. And it didn’t just have to do with Claire, which was always a major reason I hadn’t gone there before, but also because he just ultimately wasn’t for me, and in all honesty, he deserved better than that. 

“You deserve to be someone’s everything, Craig,” I offered sincerely.

He shrugged, and smiled. “I knew tonight wasn’t a date, Kate,” he said. “By the looks of what was going on just now, I can bet that you won’t be going on any in the near future — unless it’s with Mr. Cross.” He was still smiling, although I could tell in his voice he was mildly hurt.

 “No. I guess not.” As soon as I said it, it honestly scared me. Ian really was that important. Ian really did mean that much to me that I was willing to try another relationship with him. 

“I do want you to do what I recommended, though,” he said, his smile fading, and his eyes turning more seriously. “I do want you to try and eliminate some of your stress. I know you’re moving, and I know you’re worried about Claire, and I also know you had some issues with this guy — what issues, I’m not sure, but issues, nonetheless — and I want you to try to get to a happy place. If this guy makes you happy, then I’m definitely for you being happy. I just want you to focus on yourself.”

I smirked, “You make it sound like we’re never seeing each other again.”

He laughed, “I doubt that’s the case. I mean, you know where I work… I’m sure we’ll see each other around.” He was joking. I knew that he was. But part of what he said was definitely true. It really was always just a matter of time. Hopefully, the next time we saw each other would just be out of a small little emotional trash-fest similar to any other normal teenage girl. 

“You joke, but I know you’re right,” I breathed out heavily, rolling my eyes. “But I don’t want that to be the only reason we see each other.”

I wasn’t sure if I was trying to make him feel better, or if I genuinely wanted to spend time with him, but when I saw his lips curve into the most genuine, childlike grin I’d ever seen, I knew that I’d meant it. I knew that I really had wanted to spend time with him. 

“Just no dates?” he joked, trying to make light of a clearly sad situation for him. 

I chuckled. “Just friendship.”

“Want to share a cab, friend?” he asked, offering me his bent arm as he gestured towards the street. 

I smiled, but knew that I just wanted to run immediately and jump on top of Ian, and I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to talk to Craig the whole way to my place without giving it away. I was flustered, and I knew that a cab would also take longer than if I’d just walked, and ultimately, I wanted to get there as fast as humanly possible. 

“I’m going to walk. I’m just down the block.” 

 “Well, until next time,” he said, sort of quietly, but with a slight smile just before extending his hand out for me to shake in a similar fashion as to the way he had offered his hand to Ian earlier. 

I took it, and shook it firmly, sad that the evening had resulted in nothing more than a handshake. Until Craig leaned in and kissed me softly on the cheek. 
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Chapter 14

Ian

A knock at the door sounded and immediately I felt light-headed. My heart was beating irregularly, my breath quickened, palms grew sweaty. I was nervous. I looked at myself again in the mirror, ran my fingers through my hair one last time and took a deep breath.

“You can do this,” I whispered to myself, reassuringly. “You can do this…”

I repeated it with every hurried step to the door; well, every pounding step, actually. I was basically running, speaking quickly with myself. Quickly, and a little louder, a little firmer with each heavy footed pounding.

And then with a final deep breath, I flung the door open, with one hand on the knob and the other on the doorframe.

Standing there, her hair a frizzy mess, her face flushed and panting breaths flowing from her partially open mouth. She was out of breath. She was beautiful.

 “I ran here from Starbucks,” she said, pulling her coat off with an urgency I hadn’t seen before as she barreled through the front door. I stood there, wide eyed as she went under my arm, still planted on the doorframe.

My mouth fell open almost in shock as she walked halfway into my penthouse without me even saying a word. So, just to play along, I pulled my arm away from the doorframe and grabbed hold of her forearm with one swift motion, and pulled her toward me. 

“I just want to say, again, that I’m really sorry…” I was whispering as my face hovered just inches away from hers. And then I kicked the door shut, slamming it, but not even caring. All that mattered was that she was there, inside, and in my reach.

“I’m so sorry; so, so, so sorry,” I said as I leaned further and further into her. “I just hope you can forgive me.”

I felt her hot breath on mine, but only for a second, because almost as soon as the words came out, I felt her lips crash back into mine once again. 

She had stood on her toes and lifted her head to meet my lips. And my goodness. She kissed me sweeter, and more tenderly, than I could have ever imagined. Her hands rubbed along my lower back, and reached around to my hips, exploring me, feeling me, as if she needed me. And I could do nothing but kiss her back roughly, with vigor and determination — with absolute passion. 

With every move of the lip, every stroke of the tongue, I felt another chill roll down my spine, and by the tensing of her back, and the shiver I felt roll over my bottom lip, I knew she was feeling the same way. 

I pulled her closer until her chest was flush against me. It was a heated frenzy, full of the thick emotion hanging in the air. Her hands moved under my shirt, as if she was feeling me. And I knew that I had to feel her, too…

More of her.

I traced my fingertips along her stomach. The smooth contours of her skin almost made me shudder. I moved my lips down her neck, kissing, nibbling all along her jaw and to her. I picked her up and slid my hands underneath her butt to keep her steady as she wrapped her legs around my waist. With a growl, I = carried her towards the wall until her back was firmly planted against it. The wall we’d passionately had sex against that wonderful night a couple of weeks before.

I continued to press heated kisses along her neck as she ran her fingers through strands of my hair. And I couldn’t help but mutter incoherencies against her neck, causing a moan to slip from her mouth, just before I moved back to find her lips again.

She whispered against my mouth, as if to return the favor, and I growled before devouring her tongue and pulling her away from the wall. My muscles tensed, and chest tightened as I got used to the wonderful weight of that gorgeous woman.

I carried her all the way across the penthouse, down the hall, to my master suite. I reveled at the way she felt in my arms. I kissed her all the way to the room. Honestly, it was a miracle I hadn’t run into anything. I was glad I was actually coming across as smooth because I had no clue where I was actually stepping. 

I was sure I could pull it off.

Hit a wall: do it hard to make her think I just couldn’t take not pressing against her for one more second. Trip over something: then I guess we’re going to finish whatever this was on the floor — again, because I couldn't take not feeling all of her for one more second. 

But luckily, I didn’t need to make up excuses. Before long, my knees hit the foot of my bed and without missing a beat, I laid her down atop my pillow-top king-sized bed, and crawled over her glistening body, without ever breaking the kiss that’d enveloped me so completely. 

Meanwhile, also without missing a beat, her hands found the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head. A chill rolled over my entire body, from head to toe, electrifying me as she ran her silky warm fingers along my chest. It was tickling me, the more she touched — in a way so good I couldn’t describe — and as they trailed across my already sensitive flesh I knew how badly I really did want her. 

She reached around to my back, and clawed, causing me to let out a whimper-like sound. I never whimpered. Not ever. I almost questioned it — what was going on with me — before I remembered it was Kate I was dealing with.

I accomplished a lot of firsts with her. She was unlike anyone else I’d ever known; of course there would be firsts with her.

Hovering over her, I felt the need to steady myself. Especially as I lifted her shirt up over her breasts, kissing my way up her stomach and to her cleavage before finally ripping the top completely away from over her head. 

She wrapped her leg around my waist and forcefully pushed against me, almost as if she was trying to flip me; trying to take control. I smirked, loving every second of her feistiness, and I wasn’t about to protest.

Instead of holding steady, like I could have easily done, I flipped over to my back, letting her have what she wanted and immediately found myself groaning out loud when she made her way to straddle my waist.

The moment was fiery. Ferocious. Untamed. 

I reached my hands up to unhook her bra, and without any sort of objection from her, she shrugged it off her shoulders. I knew as I cupped her breast and rolled her nipples between my fingers that it was game on. She moaned as I touched her, which only encouraged me to grab her even rougher than I already was grabbing her. Which only caused her to moan even louder. She made noises into my mouth as we kissed, and gasped, sending vibrations over my lips, as soon as her hand traveled to the bulge in my pants. 

 “Buckle! Buckle,” I groaned, wanting her touch on my skin.

She smiled against my lips and grabbed hold of my buckle. I could hear the jingling of metal as she fingered at the clasp, and I knew that she was struggling. I laughed in a low, husky, chuckle before I helped her finally get the buckle undone and my pants and boxer-briefs off. 

I felt myself prod against her still clothed-thigh almost as soon as I’d kicked my pants down to my ankles, my arousal finally free. A low throaty moan escaped my lips, as I let the moment sort of just soak in.

A gorgeous redhead was on top of me. A fiery, feisty, sexy redhead.

“Can I take your pants off now?” I asked, my voice low and gruff.

“You read my mind,” she gasped.

I grabbed both of her hands and flipped her back over, ready to have my position on top again. 

With one hand, I pinned her wrists above her head and with the other, I undid the button on her jeans and pulled the zipper down. I needed her out of those pants. I needed to see all of her. 

I leaned over her stomach and placed small, gentle kisses all over it — and whirled my tongue gently around her belly button all the way down and up, until I ran my lips between her breasts.

I kissed lower down across her hipbone, making sure to nip gently as I did before pulling her dark jeans lower and lower.

Every inch I exposed, I ended up entrapping with my mouth, relishing in the difference of taste. 

She moaned at every motion, every warm feeling of my lips against her. I knew she was sensitive. I could see it. But I wanted to keep going. I wanted to keep testing her.

I smiled against the soft flesh of her stomach. I loved the feeling of her skin against my lips. The only sad thing was that the further I went down, the more I realized that I would have to let go of her wrists.

But if it came down to pinning wrists or taking jeans off — I was going with taking the jeans off. Any day.

I kissed the inside of her knee, and trailed my lips down her inner thigh, closer and closer to what was hidden behind the beige lacey underwear she had on. I moved the fabric slightly, over to the side so that I could place a few more kisses on her luscious skin. Goosebumps were rising up with every touch and small mews escaped her lips. I was enjoying every second of what was happening.

The way she felt in my mouth.

The way she sounded as I put my mouth on her.

I smirked, and pulled at her panties, pulling them down; making sure that I slid my hands purposely over the flesh of her skin as I pulled them off. 

This time was so much different from the last.

It was so much slower, so much more deliberate. Less rushed.

I wanted to savor her.

“I need you. Right. Now.” she said, clearly not wanting to waste much time, and honestly, as soon as she said those words, the only thing I wanted was to do just as she asked. I wanted her now, too. 

I moved my mouth away and crawled up so that I could look at her more fully. Her eyes sparkled with a lustful desperation, mixed with something I had never even seen before. And not only had I harassed her, but I had messed so many other women before her. Never before, though, had I seen eyes glisten like these. 

It was something deeper than just list. Something …more.

I moved my lips forward, and allowed her to guide me when she wrapped a hand around my throbbing member — all the way until I felt warmness completely envelop my loins. She moaned. And so did I, but the sound of her deep sultry moan only prompted me to move deeper and deeper.

I placed my hands on both sides of her head, pressing my likely sweat-dripped forehead against hers, as I let out my own deep ferocious moans. She felt incredible, and it was even more incredibly when she wrapped her legs around mine and moved her hips to meet my every thrust. It pulled me deeper, and deeper, quicker and quicker into her. 

So much so that I felt myself growing closer and closer to the point of no return, but I knew I had to fight it. I knew I had to make the moment last just a little longer. 

I groaned out, feeling my eyes roll to the back of my head. Every thrust feeling more and more amazing. I was panting in absolute exhaustion, but I didn’t miss the air at all. I was too busy basking in the feeling of her beneath me. My head rested in the crook of her neck as our strangled breaths intertwined throughout the entire room.

I wanted to remember that moment forever. The two of us, our sweaty bodies, completely unified, glowing in the wonderment of the moment — of how incredible it felt, both physically and emotionally.

I rolled over onto my side and faced her, just before brushing a few red strands of hair behind her ear. I smiled, noticing that my hand was resting on her flushed cheeks. “We should definitely have sex more often…” I sighed. 

“Well, we could have been having two whole weeks of this, but you were a jerk,” she replied. I would have been offended if she hadn’t been smirking playfully. 

I grinned as she leaned over to me and kissed my cheek just before throwing an arm over my waist. I really hoped she knew how much I cared — and it wasn’t because of the sex. I mean, I doubt she truly knew. How could she? I was never good at showing my emotions. Especially emotions I barely understood.

But if nothing else, I could only hope she would know that I wasn’t going to leave again. I hoped she knew how scary it’d been for me, losing the possibility of gaining anything real with her. 

No matter how nasty things could go for me with the Murphy’s, it was far worse not having her by my side. 

Being close to her every day when I walked into our building, yet knowing I couldn’t have her — or even go talk to her — had left my heart feeling full of nothing but holes. I felt like I’d done a good job of hiding it, though. Somehow I had found the John in me and stuffed it down, appearing unaffected by everything Kate-related. But inside, I knew I was affected disaster. Inside I had been crumbling. 

Seeing her today in the lobby was hard, too. The way her jeans had hung over hips, snugly fitting over her gorgeous curves. I wanted to hold her, to feel her. I wanted to apologize for being such a piece of trash. I wanted it all to be over. I wanted her to forgive me; and to act like it never happened. At that moment, I never imagined she actually would forgive me. But she had. And watching her sleep next to me, that was beyond any dream I deserved.

Her eyes fluttered open and looked at me looking at her and immediately she pouted and glanced away, almost self-consciously. “Why are you staring, weirdo?” she whined, as she buried her face in the pillow. 

I laughed and pulled her against me, ever so slightly. She giggled and leaned in letting me capture her face with both of my hands. Looking at her, solidly focusing on just her made my heart thump quickly and loudly all over again. 

“I’m staring because you are the most beautiful sight I’ve ever laid eyes on.” She grinned.  “I am so glad I accepted your apology,” she laughed, almost completely out of the blue.

“Yeah? Well, dang, if I knew this was all it’d take, I would have just given you a good shag a couple of weeks ago.”

She smacked me on the arm for the comment, but I knew she wasn’t offended. She was smiling. Glowing even. And she leaned in and kissed me tenderly on the cheek, leaving remnants of heat behind.

I returned her smile and wrapped an arm around her neck. 

“Are those new earrings?” I asked, noticing them for the first time. They were small studs, shaped like knots.

“They are,” she smiled. “How do you know?”

“I’ve just never seen you wear them…” I felt myself blush. I never noticed things like that, and to say that I was a little embarrassed by it would have been an understatement.

Once again, another first for me…provided by none other than Kate Murphy.
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Kate

I watched him sleeping next to me. I could hardly believe I was intertwined in layers of the softest sheets I’d ever experienced next to the most enthralling man I’d ever experienced. I took deep breaths of the scents all around me. Sex lingered in the air, but mostly his scent stood out. The smell I’d come to love. Spicy and sweet, all at the same time. 

He was on his stomach, with his arm around me. His eyes were closed, his mouth open. It was adorable and I couldn’t help but think about how the evening had begun. 

No matter how hard the day had been — it’d ended here.

Us together, asleep in bed. 

Unfortunately, though, I didn’t stay asleep long. Maybe a couple of hours. 

I lay there, thinking about all that was still left. Ian didn’t know that I was aware Ben had put him up to breaking up with me. I was still mad about it, but it was hard to stay mad at Ian. I knew how persuasive Ben was. And as much as it hurt knowing I came in second place in the moment he’d made the decision to choose his company over me, in reality, I knew that we’d basically just met. 

I considered that Ian was doing as much as he could to make his father’s company successful; the way John Cross had built it to be. And I didn’t blame him for that.

But I did blame Ben. I blamed Ben a load.

I was sick of my family. I was sick of their deceit. Their two-facedness. I was tired of their meddling, and more importantly, I was tired of them pretending like I was some idiot that couldn’t make my own decisions.

I felt like I had finally found something real. With Ian. Maybe that was naive. I’m sure my dad would think so. I’m sure my entire family would actually taunt me about it. But there was something absolute about having him — his body — next to me.. And when he leaned in and whispered in my ear, I felt like I was almost flying.

I knew that it was something I didn’t want to be without. Not ever. I wasn’t sure if I truly loved the man, but I loved the feeling he gave me. It was one I could only hope would last a lifetime. Maybe it wouldn’t. Who knew? But I was dang sure going to find out. And I wasn’t about to let my family take that decision away from me.

It should always have been my decision.

I brushed my fingers along the edge of his cheek and smiled. My choice was to forgive him, to see where all of this might lead.

His eyelids fluttered a bit, causing the same reaction in my stomach. I was breathing heavily and my heart felt like it was about ready to pound out of my chest by the time those gorgeous eyes of his opened completely.

In fact, I had to close my own for a moment, breaking contact, just so that I could regain my composure. I wasn’t sure why, but when looking into his eyes, I felt something so strong that it scared me.

For the first time I felt like there was something real to hold on to. 

Within seconds, he’d thrown his cover off and rolled on top of me.

“What is it?” he asked, a wide smile curved on his lips.

I shivered. The eyes were back and they were right there. There was no looking away this time. I was trapped by them. 

“Why aren’t you sleeping?” he poked, giggling. “And why don’t you want to look at me!” 

He reminded me of a five-year-old boy on Christmas morning, bouncing excitedly on top of his parents. He placed a kiss on the tip of my nose.

“I’m just thinking you, weirdo,” I laughed, pushing him off of me somewhat.

“About…?”

“Everything.”

He nodded, more serious, and rolled some of his weight off to one side. His shoulders and chest still remained on top of me. His eyes still gazed into mine.

“We can talk about it after you rest for a little longer…” he urged, as though knowing what I was thinking about — my family, us, my crazy strong feelings — was actually pretty intense.

I nodded and buried my head further into the pillow, reveling in the feeling of his hands running over my body. I didn’t want to tell him what it did to me. Mostly out of embarrassment, but also because part of me was terrified of what I felt. I didn’t know how to explain that. 

His arms tightened around me. The warmth of his skin against mine felt so good that all the fear almost fell away instantly. I was being ridiculous; I was being naïve. But when I was wrapped in his arms, I felt as safe as I ever had, it didn’t seem like anything bad could happen when he was holding me. 

And that’s when I knew that I really had done the right thing; that forgiving him was the answer. I joked about it earlier after sex, but I knew now that I was actually telling the truth. This was what happiness felt like. This was what safety felt like. This was what being cared for felt like. 

He pulled me closer and whispered in my ear, “You’re so beautiful.”

And that's exactly how he made me feel. Beautiful. I smiled and turned my head towards him more, making sure to slide my arms around his neck, getting even closer. He rubbed my back tenderly, and I felt even more secure than before. I couldn’t describe why. But I did. I felt protected, and security like that was something I’d never known before. 

I rested my head against his shoulder, completely in a full-blown hug at this point and nestled into the crook of his neck. His smell was impeccable. Masculine, strong, but also sweet. It was a smell I’d never take for granted. A smell that was all over the penthouse; all over his pillow. It was a smell I could more than get used to. One I honestly never wanted to be without.

We stayed in a strong, yet tender, embrace for a while longer — up until the point he pulled back a little and whispered, “How are you?”

Truth was, I was fantastic.

More than fantastic. 

I wanted to say, “Absolutely terrible,” just to have him hold me even closer, if that was possible. But I nodded with a reassuring smile, instead. I didn’t want to lie. I didn’t want to take advantage. Besides, I was sure he would have comforted me for as long as I wanted him to. 

His lips curved in a smile so gorgeous that it almost made me swoon. I couldn’t get over how cursed handsome he was — especially now that I wasn’t mad at him anymore.

“I kind of want to lay here all day with you,” he blurted, and as soon as the words left his mouth, I watched as his beautifully fair cheeks reddened with a fiery blush. I wanted to laugh. It was too cute for words; and it also made me feel giddier than I’d probably ever felt before. To know that he wanted to hold on to me, just as badly as I wanted him to hold onto me. It was incredible.

“I’m a little cold,” I sighed, nuzzling closer to him. 

“You want an extra blanket?” he whispered.

I did, but I didn’t want to say anything about wanting him to go get me one. Instead I snuggled in closer to him. “I don’t want you to get up,” I pouted. Normally I wasn’t that type of girl, but in all honesty, I really wanted to test it out. 

He smiled and it wasn’t a full second later, in a gentlemanly fashion that I was never quite positive Ian actually possessed, he got off the bed and walked over to a black leather chair, in the corner of the room to retriever a navy blue blanket, that had been tossed haphazardly over the back of it.

I was bombarded with rushing emotions at how sweet that really was. As he grabbed the blanked and turned to make his way back over to the bed, I scooted over a bit so he could easily get back on the bed, and as soon as I did, I noticed just how much colder it was away from that spot we’d been laying in. I immediately missed the area of warmth our body-heat had made.

So as soon as I felt the bed shift with his weight, I curled back up to him, reveling in his, and the sheets warmth. He laughed deep down in his chest and flung the blanket over the two of us, and snuggled even closer to me, wrapping an arm around me for extra warmth.

“Better?” he asked, his breath hot and toasty against my ear. I smiled. It was. It was a lot better, actually.

I turned away from him, letting him spoon me and hold me in his arms. He grabbed a hold of my hand with the arm that was draped over me, and spread his fingers out slightly so that they were interlaced with mine. He buried his face in my hair and with his hot breath rolling down my back, I sighed contently. I felt safe. Warm. Comfortable. We remained that way until he fell asleep. I knew he was asleep by the fact that his breathing slowed, and intensified in volume, and the fact that his arm grew limp around me. It was no longer holding, and more-so just draped over me.

I laid awake relishing in the feeling of him so close to me.

I was even turned on all over again. 

It was crazy, really, how many emotions he could make me feel at one time. I wasn’t sure it was possible to feel any more alive than I felt when I was with him. 

“Ian?” I whispered.

“Hmmm?” he hummed against my ear. It tickled. In a very good way. Such a good way that I closed my eyes, instinctively, and shuddered. 

“Thanks you.” I wasn’t really sure what I was thanking him for. I knew he would ask, but I really didn’t even know. I suppose I was thankful for a lot of things, but ultimately, I was just thankful that he was there with me, holding me close.

“For what?” he asked, predictably. 

“For bringing me that blanket,” I said, laughing, snuggling close in the blanket.

He laughed and pulled me into his chest again. “You’re welcome, but trust me, I’m going to need it back.”

My mouth fell open and my head turned to look at him as much as I could. “What?” I screamed in a whisper. “I don’t get to keep this?”

“Are you kidding?” he laughed. “That’s cashmere!”

My eyes widened for a second as I pulled the blanket to my cheek.

“No wonder it’s so soft,” I mused. Yeah, no wonder. It was probably only thousands of dollars.

“So you don’t get to keep it and you understand?” he asked. “Good!”

“No. I’m keeping it.” I was stern. Playful, but stern. “It’s too comfortable to let you have it. Plus it was lonely in that chair. At least with me, I’ll keep it company.”

He chuckled. “I really like having you here,” he whispered, gently caressing my side, tickling me.

“I really like being here,” I admitted, and sadly, I let the emotions from earlier show a bit more than expected and almost choked on my words.

He rubbed my back, giving me some relief, and whispered a gentle sush in my ear. I knew he wasn’t shushing me out of malice. I knew that he wasn’t telling me to be quiet. He was trying to coo me into relaxation.

He sat up, his brows twisting in a sad understanding. “Just try to relax. There will be plenty of time to talk later if you want to wait.”

I looked up at him, and nodded.

I knew he could see the hurt. I couldn’t pretend — no matter how good I felt at that moment — that he hadn’t hurt me. He had. And that the entire experience hadn’t hurt me — because it definitely had.

I wasn’t mad at him though; nor was I upset with him. I was upset about how it was handled; and my family. I was upset that even though I was so perfectly happy at that moment my family wouldn’t be.

I knew they would bring up valid points. I knew he had chosen his father’s company over me, and that my dad would likely bring up John Cross and how he chose his company over everything and how the apple-didn’t-fall-far-from-the-tree or some trash like that.

I didn’t care about any of that.

I just cared that they would see me happy — so very and completely happy — and still not be happy for me. 

“You know—” 

“I think—”

We both started to speak at the exact same time and then laughed, both hushing immediately before he looked at me longingly, “You go ahead,” he said. “I’d rather hear what you have to say first, anyway.”

I smiled. “I know that Ben wanted you to stop seeing me. Ben and my father, and I know that Ben offered you a deal.”

“How do you know?” he asked, shame in his undertone.

“Well, I know my family, first of all. And, second of all, he told me.”

“Why aren’t you mad at me?” he asked, the brim of his eyes starting to fill with what looked like tears.

“I was. And I’m sure I’ll still have some questions to help me understand your reasons better, but they put you in a tough position. I’m not even sure what I’d have done myself.  I’m angrier with Ben now. Not you. It’s not the first time he’s meddled into my personal life, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.”

Ian pulled me closer and pressed his lips to the top of my shoulder. Silence overcame us once again. 
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Chapter 16

Ian

I could hardly believe how forgiving she’d been about everything. I couldn’t believe I was here. In bed. With this beautiful, amazing woman in my arms. I didn’t think that it’d ever happen. I didn’t think that she’d ever let me back in after what I’d done; after so blatantly shutting her out. And for what? My father’s company.

I held her even tighter, almost as if my body was mimicking my thoughts of never letting her go. I felt the need to hold on as I smiled against the top of her head, and closed my eyes, relishing the smell of her shampoo. The scent I’d smelled earlier that night as I drunkenly lay atop my couch. It was intoxicating.

I placed a singular kiss on the top of her head, and felt my heart well up when she nuzzled even closer to me as soon as I did. A faint and content sigh sounded from her as soon as she pressed her head even more snugly in the crook of my arm. 

I wanted nothing more than to have my lips on hers. I wanted nothing more than to feel her once again.

I ventured closer to her, so close that I gently skimmed her lips with my own, teasing her, teasing me. We both sighed at the contact and I kissed her. Deep and slow at first, like it was the first time.

I took her lower lip between mine and gently suckled it. She moaned and I released her just before opening my eyes to see her staring back at me desire full in her lustful eyes. 

I dropped one hand to her lower back and snaked the other around the back of her neck, making sure to tilt her head to the side so I had access to the spot that I knew she loved for me to kiss. I knew because every time I pressed my lips to it, she moaned, and pressed herself into me even more fully. I knew it was tender. 

I leaned in and simply breathed onto the flesh over the spot. Once I heard a moan escape her lips, I laid my mouth directly on the target, and immediately she began breathing heavily.

I ran my tongue over her flesh and lightly bit down, dragging my lips agonizingly slowly across the flesh up to her ear.

I noticed that her chest quickly began rising and falling, and her breath growing heavier and heavier.

I dragged my hand from her neck, to her collarbone, over her chest, between her breasts, and down her waist. I traveled as far as I could reach, feeling her, needing her. With urgency I’d never known before. 

She leaned her head into mine and I it hit me that it really was over. The fight didn’t matter anymore. We wanted each other. 

She captured my mouth, passionately taking control. It was like she was using all of the emptiness, the sadness, and all the regret we’d both felt over the past couple of weeks to give me the most incredibly riveting kiss I’d ever experienced.

I growled into her mouth, and suddenly she sat up, clearly regenerated and ready for another round. She pulled my hair and then pushed my head into the pillow roughly, before leaning down and kissing me again.

I loved the feeling of her breasts against my chest when she was on top of me. 

I knew that she knew that, though, because as soon as the thought even entered my mind, she pressed herself against me even more fully. I grinned, like a teenage boy about to make love for the first time, and laid my hands flat on her back as she kissed her way from my mouth, along my stubbled jaw and down to my neck.

I was becoming more and more aroused by the second.

I wrapped an arm around her, and swiftly flipped her over so that she was lying flat on the bed with me hovering above her. 

She gave me a knowing look, biting her lip seductively. So seductively. She knew just how to turn me on. I only hoped I could do the same for her.

And that’s where an idea was formed. I smirked, taking it as a challenge.

I pulled her to the edge of my bed and leaned over her, just before softly grabbing her breast, and squeezing gently. I ran my fingers over her already erect nipples, reveling in the gasp she made as soon as my fingers enclosed around it.

Her back arched, and she inhaled sharply, the more I worked.

I massaged her breasts, the muscles beneath, her stomach, her shoulders, her biceps… rubbing her slowly, deliberately. I wanted to focus on more than just the two areas most men focused on. I wanted to show her that I cared; that I was willing to take my time, that I wanted her to feel good.

But before I got too far into my massage, she pushed me off of her. Admittedly, for a second I was almost worried, but when she straddled me, I knew that she was more than fine. I also knew that I had won my challenge.

She slyly smirked at me, and laid her hands on my arms. 

“These arms drive me crazy, the muscles . . . just, mmm,” she mused, and I almost scoffed. I hadn’t been in to the gym nearly as much as I should have been. 

If she loved them; if she thought they were sexy; then that was really all that mattered. She bit her lip, as she scanned my body. It felt good. Seeing her enjoying my body even a smidgen of the amount I’d enjoyed hers was amazing. Because I was more than enjoying the view from below. More than that, though, I was just enjoying the fact that I was able to have her at all again. All of her. 

She began tracing faint circles on my chest while I watched her, and trailed her soft fingers down to my sides and even further down to my thighs. 

I knew where she was going. I knew this was about to be another round. I knew we were about to absorb ourselves, once again, in another life-altering and incredible moment. A moment to end all moments.

I could only hope that every moment with her was a moment to end all moments; and at this rate, I could feel that it was very much possible.

I was clearly aroused when she reached my groin. I couldn’t have hidden it even if I was trying to. Which I definitely wasn’t trying to; I wanted it more than she did, I was sure. Well, almost sure. The look she gave me, biting her lip, eyeballing me up and down definitely gave me an indication that she wanted it pretty dang badly.

Fueled with lust and desire — and hopefully a bit more — she suddenly and swiftly maneuvered herself perfectly on top of me again.

“Kate, incredible,” I gasped, as soon as I felt myself enter her. “I’m going to go quick.” I hated that I had said it, but she was killing me. She was fueled, I knew that, so was I, but she was like the energizer bunny, all of a sudden. Her hips slammed forward and back, forward and back, with an intense speed that I couldn’t quite handle. 

She was moving a whole heck of a lot faster than I could keep up with. Heck, it was hard enough to go more than just a few minutes with her — looking the way she did, and me feeling the way I did about her — at regular pace, let alone super intense pace.

She grinned, and kept going, not caring that I was about to explode in another roof-busting orgasm. She clawed at my chest as she rode me, and I grabbed her waist, massaging tenderly the flesh that I could grab. I was sure that my eyes had grown as black as the night outside my window; full of lust and desire. 

Complete.

Pure.

Desire.

“Dang!” I screamed, as she continued to force me deeper and deeper, faster and faster into her. 

“Yes!” she screamed, rocking herself back and forth. 

And then, just like that, she slowed, and the pressure that had been building and knocking at the gate slowly but surely let off and backed away.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, coyly.

“You know…” I breathed heavily, the pressure still strong between my legs as she moved at an alarmingly slow pace. “Exactly…” I had to take a deep breath. One in. One out. And then another. “What you were doing…”

I grabbed hold of her waist, and moved my hips to meet hers, harder, trying to increase speed.

“I thought you didn’t want it fast?” she asked, feigning an innocence that I knew she didn’t have.

“Now it’s too slow,” I grunted, trying to pull her faster into me. Only, she didn’t budge.

“Too fast. Too slow,” she mused. “Can’t win.”

I knew she was playing me, but I also knew that if she didn’t stop, I was about to lose it. 

My breathing was already erratic, and my groin was tense, and sensitively awaiting climax. The slowness was almost unbearable; even worse than the friction packed quickness.

I lifted my head up and pulled her into a kiss, distracting her, just before rhythmically started thrusting up. She moaned. Hard. In my mouth. Just before throwing her head back, and arching her back.

I was definitely enjoying the view. So much that I took hold of the opportunity and pulled my head up once more to grab hold of one of her perfectly round breasts and suckle at the other’s erect nub. 

“Oh goodness…Ian,” she moaned. It was all she could muster. Her breath was becoming ragged. She leaned back, allowing me more access to the deepest parts of her core, and instead of losing the opportunity, I grasped it, ready to push her over the edge.

I grabbed hold of her waist and pulled her into me, flipping her onto her back before I quickened my thrusts. One after the other, after the other, as she leaned back and held herself up by her hands which were place on the bed just beside my knees. 

“Yes! Yes!” she screamed so loudly I could feel it vibrate off the walls. I was sure that whomever lived below, could definitely hear the bed pushing around against the floor and her voice bouncing over the walls.

But I didn’t care. And I doubt she did either.

Her eyes were basically rolling to the back of her head. I knew she didn’t care about much at that point. 

And then it was over. It only took one more deep thrust before she plummeted into another orgasm. 

I felt her body tighten around me, and I knew that I couldn't hold off any longer.

Her body was clenching for a second, and so were her walls. I could feel her closing on me, entrapping my arousal and holding it close as it contracted around it with an intensity just as strong, if not stronger than the last. 

The clenching, the screaming, the look of her gorgeous, sweat glistened body above me… that’s what did me in. With one more powerful thrust, I, too, was clenching and convulsing. I let out the most intense, guttural groan I’d ever mustered as I felt my body tighten and euphoria glazed over my flesh and rocked me from the inside out.

Panted breaths filled the room, as I collapsed into her, tired. I tried my best to keep as much weight on the bed as possible. I didn’t want to crush her. Especially after she’d just given me the best experience of my life. 

She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deeply, as if she was trying to taste me; as if she was reveling in the satisfaction. I smiled. I could only hope I’d given her satisfaction. 

We fell away from each other, both needing to cool off, as we kicked ourselves from any covers that were near. It was hot. Scorching hot.

And we were just trying to catch our breaths as we looked at the ceiling.

“Incredible,” I whispered, as soon as I’d caught mine, before looking over to her.

“So where do we go from here?” she asked, almost dreamily.

“What do you mean?” I asked, my throat all of a sudden feeling dry. 

“Well, we still have a lot to discuss. We can’t just sweep everything under the rug and have sex all the time. This stuff has to be put in its own bed. I don’t want it sleeping with us anymore,” she smiled. “Not that we’ve slept much.”

“You really want to talk about this now?” I asked.

“I think we are both about as blissful as we can get at the moment, gonna take a lot to screw that up . . . so, yeah. Now.”

I knew that the lawsuit wasn’t worth giving up what we were starting to build. What we’d discovered we had. It wasn’t worth losing her. I’d told her that. But I knew I had to tell her again.

“I hate that I did what I did…” I started, but she planted her hand over my mouth to quiet me. I gulped, unsure of what was about to happen. 

“Quiet…” she said. “I don’t need to hear any more about that. We’ve talked about it. That’s over. I do want to know what the lawsuit is, though… what caused all this mayhem?”

And then I stopped, almost dead in a sort of silence as I recalled every bit of information I could muster, even what I had in the very back corner of my mind, where I’d seemed to store almost all of the Murphy/Cross drama. 

“Well, I know some things,” I said. “But not as much as I thought, really; or really as much as I’d admittedly like to believe I do.”

She smirked. “As usual?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Har-har!” I mocked, sarcastically. “Okay, here’s what I know,” I smiled. “A long time ago my dad and Michael, your dad, worked together. I think they both even went to school together. And, right after school, they both actually started working at Bio-Research — both of them — right out of grad school.”

“I knew that Bio-Research wasn’t always ‘in the family’ but I didn’t know your dad worked there, too. Interesting,” she mused. I could tell the inner-gears of her mind were starting to turn. Like I was greasing the cogs in the machine.

I smirked, “Yeah, well in perfect Murphy/Cross fashion, right after they started working together, they had some sort of falling out. And I guess, as it turns out, that falling out never got fixed. Instead, my dad flew the coop. And that was when he founded MTS.”

“What was the falling out over?” she asked and immediately I shrugged.

“Actually,” I began, as my mind started recalling more and more of the things that I’d thought about recently; as well as the things Dad had once told me. “Dad always said, ‘While jerk Murphy is busy with his future-failed marriage, I’m building an empire,’ so it’d be about the time your dad married your mom. Jean, was it?”

She nodded, slowly, almost hesitantly. I could tell that she was almost upset, and I remembered that her mother was a bit of a sore spot with her.

“Knowing how business minded my dad was, maybe he thought your mom was distracting Michael from his work, or…” I stammered, “He mentioned a woman one night just before he died; it sounded like she was the type of woman that was the love-that-got-away kind of thing… I wonder if he’d always been bitter about Jean.” I groaned, a bit annoyed that I didn’t know more about my own dang father. “I mean, I remember him mentioning Jean quite a lot…” I said. “I never really thought about it being your mom. I think they actually met her at the same time.”

“Wait. So all of this was over my mom? You think they both had fallen in love with her or something?” she laughed, as if she was completely dismissing the idea. But, I wasn't going to be so quick to dismiss it. In fact, that was pretty much exactly what I was thinking. 

“It would make sense. I’d almost be willing to bet on it,” I said, and immediately watched her mouth drop open and eyes basically bug out of her head. “My dad never really talked about the specifics with me; but it makes sense that it’d be something like that. He was never one to talk about his feelings.” 

“Sounds like he and my dad are cut from the exact same cloth,” she scoffed. “I didn’t have a clue about any of this.” Her words were trailing, sad almost. “I didn’t realize that there might be such a history between our families. I just assumed it was all business related.”

“I guess if you’d followed in ol’ daddy’s footsteps you would have learned the straight up Montague/Capulet drama,” I laughed. “Well, some of it. Something tells me daddy-dearest would have been just as tight-lipped about it as mine was.”

“I usually try to stay out of Dad’s business. Besides, Dad stopped talking to me about things a long time ago. I’m not sure if it’s because he was mad about it, or if he just figured it was none of my business anymore —you know, since I wasn’t going to be involved with any of it.”

 “I’m not exactly sure what caused my dad to sue. I know he’d threatened BioResearch a few times over the years. I just don’t know what made him finally pull the trigger. That’s why I really assumed that some sort of “theft” really did happen.” Anything and everything to do with my father was still like a fresh wound having salt poured into it. 

I wasn’t sure if I was just sad about his death, or if it was the fact that I felt I didn’t know what the truth was, or even if it was just the stress from it all. Probably all three, intertwined into one huge massive failure. 

“I mean, maybe Dad wanted to put Bio-Research into financial ruin. They weren’t having the best year, and this lawsuit definitely drove them even further down the rabbit hole. I’m not sure if he wanted to make sure they’d never be able to find their way out of the trash they’d found themselves in, or what exactly. But whatever it was, I don’t think it was a coincidence that the lawsuit came at such an opportune time.”

The more I spoke the more I realized I was trying to come to a conclusion at the same time I was talking. All the while, Kate just listened, not saying a word. 

“I mean, Ben even said Bio-Research is actually in the middle of another lawsuit, as well.”

That’s when her head snapped up to look at me. “I knew there was another lawsuit, but I don’t know much else. Do you know what that is about?”

“No,” I sighed, plainly. “Never cared enough to ask.”

“So what is this lawsuit between Dad’s company and yours over anyway? I know it’s a  patent, but what is the patent for? Something big?” she asked.

I laughed. “You’re interested?”

“Not really,” she snorted. “But I do want to at least know what the big deal is with this ‘patent’.”

“Well, it’s huge. Really huge. It’s a technology gold-mine,” I said.

Her head cocked to the side, as she waited for me to go on. I smirked, and continued, “It’s an early test for lung cancer; and, in all honesty, it could revolutionize the treatment of the disease.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “Sounds impressive.”

“Not even just that, though. It’s almost complete. It’s almost completely perfect. Whoever owns it will make a killing. I’m talking enough money — and therefore enough customers — to basically cripple the competition.” I sighed and wiped my hand over my face just before propping up on my elbow.

“Anyway, MTS decided to sue Bio-Research for the technology. I thought I knew for a fact that Dad developed it. I mean, long nights of working and planning. I thought he was telling the truth, but Ben says they have come up with some crazy bit of evidence that says the opposite.”

“Evidence that proves MTS stole it?” she asked.

“So they say,” I whispered. “Makes me believe I don’t know what is going on, but I don’t think I can take the risk. If the company loses its reputation then we have nothing.”

“Which do you think is more likely? MTS or Bio-Research stealing it?” she asked, “Because honestly I don’t know myself. I wouldn’t have put it past my dad completely. But from what I’ve always been told about John Cross, I doubted very seriously that I could put it past him either. Sorry, no offense,” she added.

“None taken. I know my father’s reputation. Here’s my take, considering they both worked at BioResearch years ago, I could see it going either way. They shared ideas with each other and Dad had access to BioResearch’s patents. All I know without a shadow of a doubt is that my dad hated Michael Murphy.” I sighed again. “The closest thing I can even begin to figure out the more I think about it, is that maybe they were developing it together and Dad took it to further the research. I mean, my dad has always been more interested in the research side of the business and Michael was more interested in the legal side.”

She scoffed. “That’s sort of funny considering your dad is the one that started the lawsuit, right? Gotta love irony.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” I said. “I’m hoping I’m wrong, though… I mean, I hate to say this, but I hope it’s your dad that’s in the wrong”

She smiled faintly. “I know you hated to say that because it’s my dad that you’re talking about, but I also know that you make a solid point. If my dad was interested in the legal side and yours had taken the research away from Bio-Research, regardless if he was working on it while he was there or not, was any lawyer is still going to paint that as stealing. Even if he developed it more. Even if he made it better. Because he was an employee of a company that was developing it. It would definitely paint him as the villain.” 

“Exactly,” he offered. “And as much as I don’t want to say anything bad about your father, I also don’t want to think mine would be the villain.”

She let out a heavy breath. “You know, I really don’t know what to think. Because, I mean, no matter how nasty my Dad can be, and he can be ruthless. He can be cold-hearted, even. But usually, he’s pretty fair. I want to believe he probably felt that the technology was his to use; and the only way for him to think that was if it was BioResearch’s property. Whether it was just his or not, I feel like he had to have had some sort of inkling of an idea that it was safe to use the technology. I honestly — no matter how hard I try —can’t imagine he would try to take something that wasn’t his. I doubt he would want to open a can of worms like that. But, I wasn’t there. I could be wrong. I guess neither of us can really know what had happened between those two men. What I do know . . . is what’s going on here. Between us. And no matter what happened then, it doesn’t change what this is. I won’t let that happen again,” she nestled closer to me and wrapped her arms around me.

“I will never let that happen,” I assured her. “There is no amount of money worth being without you again.”

As we lay in bed that night, I couldn’t shake the fact that something kept nagging at me. It wasn’t just all the trash about MTS and BioResearch and the lawsuit. It wasn’t just my dad. It was something entirely different from all of that. 

It was Kate.

It was the fact that I was with her, and I knew how much it would affect not only the company but also me as a person. It would affect what I would do and how I would act and how I would feel about pretty much everything moving forward.

I took a deep breath, realizing just how big of an elephant really was in the room.

“So…” I started, unsure of where to take the conversation. “When are you leaving?”

She laughed, offensively. “Well, dang, I can go right now,” she scoffed with jest.

I sighed and looked at her seriously. “That’s not what I mean,” I said. “It’s just…” I felt my heart start to race. “I mean, I know you’re moving…”

I didn’t really know how to say what I wanted to say; heck, I wasn’t even sure exactly what I was trying to say.

“I guess what I mean is, what is this? What are we?” I asked, before realizing that I didn’t have it all out yet and word vomit was ready to spew all over. “I mean, what do we do? When are you leaving?” I didn’t want to think about it, but I had to. This woman had my heart and it was going to go wherever she went. I needed to prepare myself for that.

 “My lease begins in July, and the job starts in August,” she whispered, sadness present in her voice. It was a sadness that jarred me. Almost completely into oblivion as I laid back and let the silence overtake us. 
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Chapter 17

Kate

Something in the night had woken me up; I wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, but now that I was awake, I was sure of one thing: I was nervous.

Not only was I nervous about what Ian and I had talked about just before I fell asleep for the second time, but I was also nervous to go home the next morning. I mean, technically I was already home. Ian and I lived in the same building, after all. 

But I was nervous to take those few steps downstairs, walk down the long corridor of apartment doors and open the door to my father’s apartment. I was nervous about who would be on the other side when I walked through the door.

I was nervous to re-live telling my Dad that I was seeing Ian all over again. I was nervous how he and Ben were going to react, and I was actually pretty nervous about how I was going to react.

I wondered if I’d bring up Ben’s trash deal, and the fact that I wanted to punch him in the face for it. I wondered if I would blame my dad — which honestly, I sort of did — and I wondered if I would yell and scream like a stupid teenager throwing a tantrum and make matters worse.

I wondered how it was all going to go. 

I wondered about it so much so that I was starting to feel nauseous about it all. My stomach fluttered and jolted about like mutant butterflies were wreaking havoc inside, and I couldn’t help but laugh at myself for how quickly my mood had shifted.

It was crazy, really. 

I had awoken to the feeling of peacefulness, with two large arms wrapped around me, and now I was starting to freak out. Out of nowhere, and all of a sudden. I sighed, Ian’s small movements and heavy breaths bringing me back to the moment.

I smiled.

I wondered how his arm, which was still wrapped around me from underneath me, wasn’t asleep and dying from loss of circulation. 

I felt his chest against my back, and felt his beating heart thud against my back. I could hear it tickle my ear and tick almost like a clock as it started to almost lull me back to sleep.

My eyes were getting heavy. I knew I wanted to fall back asleep, nestled safely and warmly in his arms — but my mind wouldn’t let me. The nagging butterflies in the pit of my stomach wouldn’t cease their attack, and all of a sudden I felt another bout of nausea roll up my entire body.

Dang it.

I had too much going on to ever be able to go back to sleep, whether I wanted to or not.

A deep, heavy-winded sigh came out of Ian and blew hotly over my bare shoulders. 

I tried to fight the urge to turn around and watch him sleep. I didn’t want to be a creep, but I didn’t have the will to fight myself for too long. I turned my body over, carefully as to not hurt his arm, and faced him. 

I glanced at his beautiful, peacefully asleep face and smiled. 

He was too gorgeous for words. My eyes rolled lower to his exposed torso and I couldn’t help but bite my lip, wanting nothing more than another round. I moved slowly and silently in his arms to lay my head closer to his. 

I wanted more. But I also didn’t want to wake him up. He looked so peaceful; so at rest. For probably the first time in a long time. 

I moved my gaze back to his face, to keep my whirling arousal at bay, and studied the tiniest of lines on his forehead, they weren't from age. He was young and beautiful, as everything else reflected perfectly. I could only imagine that it was from worry or stress. I sighed. Probably job related. Which only echoed my decision to let him keep sleeping. 

His eyelashes were thick and long, lying gently across his smooth-looking skin. 

I couldn’t believe how childlike he looked as he rested; innocent, and sweet.

I almost felt like I was intruding in on him, but somehow, I still felt no shame. None at all, actually. He was hot.

And not only that, but he was mine.

And this time, I felt like he was really mine.

I wanted to savor every glance of him; soak it in for all that it was worth.

The more I looked at him, the more I felt like I wanted to see more of him. I didn’t even know how I had slipped so far; I didn’t know how I had let myself fall for him this much. But I had. I had.

 Heck, I wasn’t even sure I knew just how much until I looked at him sleeping, peacefully, his arms still wrapped around both sides of me as I continued to glue my eyes to his face. 

He wrinkled his nose and lifted his eyebrows, before reaching an arm out to me and pulling me close to his chest. I smiled again, a silent breath of laughter escaping my lips as they turned upwards. I almost thought he was awake for a moment. My eyes squinted, as if honing in on him to gather secretive information. I tensed, hoping that I hadn’t woken him up, as I waited for him to stir one more time.  

But he didn’t.

I sighed again, frustrated that I actually had to move, and quietly shifted my body to the edge of the bed. I was trying to make as little movement over the large pillow-top bed as I could. I didn’t want to wake him. 

Luckily, though, it seemed because it was so form fitting, that he didn’t even feel it as I lifted myself off his arm and rolled off the bed. My feet touched the floor and I walked quietly out the bedroom door. I was still naked, and the cool air of the penthouse surrounded me, causing a tingling chill to roll up and down my back.

I always hated having trouble sleeping. When I was younger, I remembered going to the kitchen for a late-night snack and having to move quietly as to not disturb my brother and sister or even Dad, who stayed up late working anyway. 

Some things never change.

I exited the room as quietly as I could and made my way down the hall. I couldn’t help but look around at all the gorgeous things in the penthouse this time; to actually take in the surroundings and see where he called home. 

It was almost always somewhat vast and dark when I walked through it, now being no exception, but yet, somehow, it still was inviting. 

I felt a sort of calm wash over me at the small, almost muted amount of light that shined through the open concept suite as soon as I exited the hallway. I only remembered vaguely what it looked like when I passionately flung myself through the front door, just hours before.

I smirked, realizing that the soft glow shining throughout the entire suite, came from a single source; the lamp in the living room. And then I realized that was probably the only light I’d ever seen on when I was inside.

I mean, I was too distracted to notice much else, in all reality, but I was pretty sure that was the only light-level I’d ever seen on in the house except for when the sun was out and shining through the large wall-to-wall windows.

Each footstep I made was deliberately soft as I continued my slow walk through the suite. I was starting to finally notice the things that surrounded me; the things that surrounded him each and every day. Abstract drawings and paintings caught my eye.

“Wow,” I whispered stunned at the fact that he was an art-guy. 

I wondered if he or his dad had bought the art, because based on everything I was seeing, it seemed fitting. 

I smiled, hoping that I would get the real tour soon, so that I could ask about all of his stuff and where it came from. But in the meantime, I needed to go home. I needed to put my nerves to bed.

I moved over to the kitchen, and searched drawer after drawer until I found a small notepad of paper and a pen. I knew I had to write some sort of letter; a note explaining why I wasn’t in bed with him, tangled up beautifully in the sheets.

I didn’t want him to think that I was just leaving out of nowhere, or that I was upset. Because I wasn’t.

I just didn’t want to wander about his place by myself for the next couple hours like some weirdo. I didn’t want to wait around until he woke up. Mostly because I would be bored out of my mind, but also because I really wanted him to sleep. And I wanted to go back to my Dad’s and figure out what to do, no matter how scared I was.

I jotted down a quick, simple note: “Went downstairs to my Dad’s. Text me when you get up. I’ll see you soon,” complete with a little winky face and an XO.

It seemed so odd. So unnatural really. But I didn’t want to risk texting him and waking him up so I just left it there, right on top of the marble countertop of his kitchen island before I hurriedly rushed around the penthouse, gathering up my clothes. 

Most were in his bedroom, and I had to fight every single fiber telling me to fulfill the incredible urge I had to get back in bed and have my way with him. With as silent of a groan as I could muster, I walked out and back down the hall, putting on garments as I went. 

I barely remembered anything on the way to Dad’s apartment. All I remembered was getting pissed off when My key got stuck and then clicked like a blasted machine gun going off when it finally worked 

It seemed like every time I wanted to be quiet, the opposite ended up happening. 

It would have been a darn miracle if I hadn’t woken everyone up.

It was late. Well, early, actually. Early in the morning hours. It was still dark. I knew everyone would be pissed if I woke them up at this hour. Not that I had ever had the experience. 

I was never out this late, and I couldn’t believe I was starting now — just weeks before I was supposed to move out and across the country.

It wasn’t like me.

I think that was part of the appeal; part of the reason I felt so alive with him. Not that he made me someone I wasn’t. He didn’t. But that he got me out of the box I’d put myself in a long time ago. It was like he gave me the opportunity to broaden my scope on life — what I wanted; what I could do; what I would do.

As soon as I pushed the door open, and closed it behind me, I noticed a dark silhouette standing by the living room entrance. 

“Claire?” I asked quietly, almost secretly terrified that it wasn’t her.

I couldn’t see anything through the darkness of the room, and I was already on-edge. Of course my mind would start running on the hamster wheel of paranoia. 

My arm shook as I reached for the light switch. The figure wasn’t speaking. I struggled to find it — as my hand probably slapped and slid all around the light switch. I growled, completely frustrated and still somewhat afraid, before finally fingering it and flicking it upwards.

It revealed the figure. Completely. And I breathed heavily a great sigh of relief. It was Claire. Half asleep, leaning against the doorway of the hall facing me. Her eyes were closed. I wondered if she hadn’t fallen back asleep. 

“Why aren’t you speaking to me?” I growled, my heart still pounding heavily in my chest from the previous fear.

“I…” she started, just before a large yawn came from her depths and echoed throughout the entire hall dramatically. She waved awkwardly at me, finishing the yawn. “Goodness… I’m half asleep,” she groaned groggily.

“Um hi…Why are you up then?” I asked almost suspiciously as I narrowed my eyes at her. 

“Well, I mean, all the noise you made at the door like some crazy person made me think I was about to be murdered…” she started, but I could tell her mind was partially still jumbled.

 “I woke you up?” I asked, feeling immediately terrible. I mean, it was only four in the morning.

Her head dropped down as she nodded her head.

“I didn’t mean to wake you up,” I apologized. “Where’s Dad?”

I could only hope and pray that I hadn’t woken him up too.

“Uh, what are you doing?” she asked, finally gaining the ability to wrap her head around the situation.

I groaned, inwardly. I guess it was also clear that she was highly suspicious. Not that it was completely unmerited. I would have been suspicious too. 

“Where’s Dad?” I repeated. She was just looking at me like I was up to something; or that I had done something. 

“He had a late night and said he was just going to sleep at the office tonight…” she mumbled, just before taking a huge yawn. “Why are you not asleep? Did you just come home?”

“I was out,” I said plainly, with hardly any emotion in my voice whatsoever. 

I still wasn’t even sure what I wanted to tell everyone; how I wanted to break it to them; how much I wanted to tell them — because in truth, even though I knew I wanted to make it work, I wasn’t sure how. I was still moving. We still had a lot of hurdles to jump over. I didn’t know what was going to happen; and I really didn’t feel like dealing with questions I wasn’t sure how to answer.

So instead, I tried to walk past her, without saying much of anything else. 

She raised an eyebrow as I walked closer to her spot in the hall’s doorway. “Do I even want to know?” she asked, glancing at me up and down. 

 “You need to go to bed,” I whispered, before gently pulling her off the wall, toward me.

“I don’t want to,” she yawned.

“Clearly!” I laughed. Her eyes were already half closed again.

But then, before I knew it, her eyes shot open again. It was almost creepy. Like something out of a horror movie. I let go of her, and watched as she fell back against the wall, her eyes still wide and locked on me.

“Holy creepy trash!” I shrieked, before taking a step back.

She let out a strong puff of air as she seemed to struggle with whatever words it was that she wanted to say all of a sudden. It was like she was trying to wrap her mind around something; like she thinking so hard that she was stumbling over herself. It was like she didn’t know what was going on. She quickly opened her mouth to speak only to close it again. Over and over and over again.

“Claire, incredible you scared me, go to bed!” I groaned. It was almost painful watching her try and formulate a sentence. 

“I’m going to go to bed…” I groaned, wiping my eyes, as if I was the most tired I’d ever been. Part of me actually was. 

Little did I want to admit, though, that I was tired from an all evening sex-fest with the sexy upstairs neighbor and enemy to my father. 

Her eyes closed as a sigh of defeat came out of her mouth. 

“Are you okay?” she asked out of nowhere.

“Wow,” I whispered, sarcastically. “You can speak!”

I moved over beside her and placed my hands on her shoulders, pulling her away from the wall once again. “Look, I’m not sure what’s happening but you should probably sleep,” I said again.

She groaned and turned her head to look at me. 

“Will you just go to bed?” I asked, annoyed. Beyond annoyed, actually.

“We haven’t talked…” she sighed.

My head couldn’t really wrap around what she was saying, so instead of try to figure it out, I simply asked, “What about?”

“About my day.” 

“What about your day?” I huffed, frustration probably clear in my voice.

“You always ask how my day is, and today you weren’t here to talk about it…”

“We saw each other earlier!” I snapped, accidentally. “I was at your school!”

“But you didn’t have a chance to actually talk to me!” she said loudly, clearly awake now. She seemed to be angry all of a sudden, and immediately I felt bad for snapping.

I was just tired. 

Exhausted, even. And I really just wanted to try and figure out what to do about Ian, Dad, BioResearch and MTS.

“I just had a bad day and I needed you!” she yelled.

 “I wish Dad wouldn’t have left you alone…” I muttered.

Claire looked at me annoyed. “You don't even know what happened,” she growled, angrily, before standing up straighter, and shaking me away.

To say I was taken aback would have been an understatement. 

“What are you talking about?” I asked, my eyes wide. I was wondering if I was so sleepy that I wasn’t quite wrapping my head around something. “What is wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked, groggily before resting her head in her folded arms. She was using them as a pillow. “Why do you always have to be so terrible about Dad? He works hard. He had to be at work and I’m not a toddler.”

Those sounded like Dad’s words. Not hers. But it was strange. Really strange.

She wasn’t usually the type to defend Dad at all, let alone, all of a sudden — completely out of nowhere. Where was this coming from?

“What is your deal?” I asked, cocking my brow. “You never stick up for Dad.”

“I figure I need to look out for him,” he sighed. “You sure don’t.”

I huffed. In major disbelief. I didn’t know what was happening. “You don’t look out for any of us…” she added.

“E-excuse me?” I stammered out, completely befuddled. 

“You’re moving, and you’re not even coming home until late!” she yelled. “It’s like you don’t care if you see us at all until you leave!”

I wanted to cry. I was too tired to fight. I was too tired to make sense of anything. I knew she was upset that I was moving but I thought we’d already talked through it. And the last time I’d seen her, she was perfectly fine, so I had no idea where any of this was coming from. 

“Claire!” I raised my voice over hers to stop her from saying anything else. “You really need to go to bed!”

“I guess it’s my fault that you’re leaving!” she yelled.

“It's not your fault Claire,” I sighed. “That’s not what I'm saying.”

I got closer to her and pulled her to me wrapped my tired, and extremely heavy arms, around her small slender body and pulled her into a hug.

“I don’t want to fight,” I whispered, pulling away.

I tilted her chin up so that she would look at me.

“So what happened to upset you? What did you want to talk to me about earlier?”

“Just some jerk at school,” she said, now all of a sudden acting nonchalant.

“What do you mean? Did you get into a fight?” 

“Wasn’t really a fight, per-se,” she muttered. “More like the jerk just completely assaulted my arms, and called me a psycho-case.”

I was worried she’d had another fit that she wasn’t telling me about; or that even her counselor didn’t know about. “Did something happen for her to say stuff like that?” 

“No. I think it’s just getting around school that I cut myself in the bathroom,” she said sadly, her head falling to look at the floor.

I groaned, half from frustration and half from exhaustion. I didn’t think I was going to have to think about anything more than finding out some sort of information for Ian and I to use to understand MTS and BioResearch’s lawsuit battle.

I didn’t expect this.

“Well, we’ll talk to your counselor and see what we can do about it,” I said. “In the meantime, just don’t listen to what anyone has to say to you.”

She nodded and fell against me. “Yeah, I’m actually pretty sleepy,” she laughed. 

It was weird, really. I wasn’t sure if she was messing with me or not. Was that really all she wanted? Just to talk? Just to tell me about the “jerk” that “assaulted her arms” and called her a “psycho”? Was that the whole reason she was mad at me?

I knew that it wasn’t. She was upset that I was leaving.

She understood why I had to go — I knew that she did — but she was also still a teenager. And not only was she a teenager, she was a teenager with a personality disorder. She loved me as her sister, but I was also one of the only consistent things in her life.

She was upset. I knew that she was. And she was lashing out.

I pulled her against me and walked her toward her bedroom. We made it to the area just in front of her bedroom when she stopped dead in her tracks and turned to me, awake all over again.

“So, did you sleep with Craig?” she asked, with a devilish grin. “Was he good? I bet he was!”

“No!” I shouted before my mind could fully even grasp why she was asking what she was. Immediately my heart stopped. Of course she would think I had slept with Craig! He was the one I was out with earlier that night. It was silly, how easily I had forgotten about that part of the evening.

It was weird that she had been so crass about him. He was her therapist. “That’s your therapist!” I shouted. “You’re not supposed to say that trash! You’re not even supposed to think he’s attractive!”

“There’s no sort of rule that says I can’t think a therapist is attractive!” she laughed.

She had a point. “Fine. But don’t think about him like that! That’s weird!”

“Sorry,” she giggled. “Didn’t know you’d get so mad about me talking about your new boyfriend.” She had said “boyfriend” like a seven-year-old girl on a playground. 

“Not my boyfriend,” I sighed. “I didn’t sleep with him,” I hadn’t meant to put emphasis on the word “him” but I had.

“I wasn’t with him,” I said. 

And then my mind went blank, and the only thing I had remembered before Clair brought me back to reality again was that I was thinking about Ian and the way he felt. 

“Then who were you with?” she asked, and immediately I cursed under my breath.

She was always so good at reading me. Had Dad been the one that was up I could have gone by him without more than two words and sure no dead giveaways. But with Claire, I was trash at hiding the truth. 

I pulled her down the hall, completely bypassing her room, and pushed her into my room, making sure that I shut the door firmly behind us. 

“Don’t say anything yet,” I whispered, noticing that my cheeks were hurting from grinning. “Especially not to Dad,” I knew that I was trailing because I really wasn’t sure if I should tell her or not. 

But if I knew anything, I knew that Claire could keep a secret. At least from Dad and Ben she could, and in all reality that was all I wanted anyway. 

“You’ve been with Ian!” she squealed with a laugh, a lot louder than expected.

I didn’t even have time to question her incredible intuition. Instead, I slammed my hand over her mouth instinctively to quiet her, and immediately she started muttering behind it. I sighed and moved my hand away, while throwing a look of warning her way. 

“Dad isn’t here, you moron! I told you already!” she snapped.

“I know, but you never know when he’s coming home!”

“Oh dear God!” she groaned. 

I roll my eyes, “Just keep it quiet?” 

She smirked and nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t say anything.”

She was smiling ear to ear and I was getting more and more embarrassed the longer I looked at her. “So are you guys going to keep seeing each other in secret?” she asked, almost a little too excitedly.

“No. Not for long.” That’s all I could say. I didn’t know what else the future held. I didn’t know any specifics at all, actually. 

“It’s just so romantic, Kate!” she squealed, holding her hands together with a stupid grin on her face. “It’s like you’re forbidden lovers!”

I rolled my eyes and groaned, “No, it’s not, Claire.”

“Our families hate one another!” she shot back. “So yes! It’s like Romeo and Juliet!”

I rolled my eyes even more dramatically than before. “Romeo and Juliet wasn’t a love story.” 

Claire’s eyes squinted, and she looked confused. 

“Oh, because of the way they died?” she asked, as if dismissing it. “You’re not an idiot. You’re not going to take poison and neither is he — and I really don’t see either of you stabbing yourselves… You’re fine.”

 “We aren’t forbidden lovers and we’re not keeping anything a secret. I just want to avoid confrontation for the moment. The very temporary moment. Okay?”

“Goodness, fine.” She rolled her eyes. She was frowning all of a sudden. “What are you going to do when you move away?” she asked. Truth was, I didn’t have a clue how to answer it. 

I sighed and mimicked my own thoughts, “I have no idea. I don’t really even want to think about that part yet.”

I felt tears starting to tug at my eyes, almost out of nowhere. It was funny how dramatically moods could change within minutes. 

If I were an outsider looking in on my life, I would probably think I was emotionally unstable with how much fluctuation went on in a day’s time. “Just please don’t tell Dad yet, okay?” I asked.

“That’s fine, I’m not going to say anything,” she reassured. “Just don’t keep it in forever. The truth always comes out eventually.”

I huffed, knowing she was actually right. “Thanks for the warning, at least.” 

She laughed. “Yeah, no problem. I’m doing it to save my own rear, though.”

“Well, aren’t we all,” I laughed. 

“I’m going back to bed,” she laughed, rolling her eyes. She never was the type for mushy-gushy talk. “Love you…” she muttered over her shoulder when she turned to leave. 

I knew any minute Claire was going to be dead to the world on top of her bed, and I wondered if now was my chance to do some snooping. 

Things were about to get even more complicated. I needed all the information I could get, because when I finally told Dad and Ben about Ian and I, there would be heck to pay.
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Chapter 18

Ian

I sat across from my laptop, leaning on the desk, and pushed hair from my eyes. I needed a haircut, but didn’t have the time. 

I let out an exasperated sigh as I scrolled through an earning-potential spreadsheet for some of our new tech I was looking at the numbers, staring at them with everything I had, but nothing was clicking. Not really. 

Working always seemed like something that was difficult when I had Kate on my brain. I really couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen that we were back together. Especially since we weren’t going to keep it a secret.

Would Ben and Michael make my life a living prison and leak whatever “proof” or “evidence” they had against my dad? 

Would my company suffer? Heck, even if they didn’t say anything, it was possible my company would still suffer. I was pretty much useless when I thought about her at work, anyway. 

I leaned back in my chair. I had so much on my mind that I didn’t really know how I’d read any of the document at all. 

I wanted to confront the Murphy’s; I also wanted to confront my dad but that wasn’t an option. But more than anything I just wanted to know the truth. Wanted to know what was going on. 

I had a pretty in-depth scenario on my head about what had actually happened with Dad and Michael, and I was sure it was probably wrong, but I couldn’t help but try and make sense of it all.

I also couldn’t help but have Kate on my mind at the same time.

It seemed the more I thought about them, the more I ended up thinking about her.

I blushed at the notion of having her in my arms once again. I smiled as I zoned out, thinking only of her. I was so zoned out that I barely heard my office door open and close.

My head snapped up to look at the intruder, and fell immediately when I saw who was standing there.  Amelia. My ex girlfriend and Murphy’s current attorney. 

Seeing her in my office caused my stomach to drop and whirl with nausea. I wanted to say that I couldn’t believe she just entered without so much as a knock, but I could believe it. She was that kind of person. Manners weren’t her thing. She traipsed in acting like she owned the joint.

She might have been a terrible girlfriend, but she was an amazing lawyer. I had to give that to her. Granted, her moral compass was lacking, but that’s why we broke up. She chose defending BioResearch over dating me because of the money they offered her. Forget any conflict of interest. I was disposable.

Part of me hated her — and none of me liked her — but I did respect her ability to do her job. 

“What do you want, Amelia?” I groaned.

I pushed my desk chair away from my desk slightly and looked at her.

“I just wanted to come by and say, ‘no hard feelings,’ to you,” she said. It was funny. Amelia was the only one that could have made that sentence come across with sexual intent. “And I hope there are no hard feelings on your end, are there?” she asked, biting her lip as she continued to walk slowly and seductively toward my desk.

Her hips swayed with every step, and as sexy as it was in a general aesthetic sense, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Amelia basically did the opposite of arouse me. 

She pissed me off and made my balls retreat into my body because she was so evil.

“Whatever, Amelia. You did what you had to do.” I sighed. I was trying to get rid of her. “So if that’s it, I need to get back to work.”

“I’m just so glad the case was dropped,” she laughed, just before leaning over my desk. Her cleavage would have been visible from space as she used her arms to subtly squeeze her breasts together and lean further over on with her hands beneath her chin as she propped herself up directly in front of me. “I really didn’t want to take you down. I hated it when you had to take over the lawsuit.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, as my head shifted to look at her. 

“I mean, I never meant to be against you; just your dad.” 

“Not that,” I groaned, my mind suddenly whirling. “Go back. What do you mean ‘take me down’?”

She laughed, like a blasted demon would if it was thrust in the same situation. There was no empathy; there was no compassion. It was just a ruthless sort of laugh. “The evidence, Sweetie,” she giggled, again showing just how empty of remorse she really was. 

My eyes narrowed and I glared. I hated feeling like someone was being condescending toward me. I hated it more than anything.

“Cut the trash, and tell me what you mean,” I said, anger more than likely shining through with my words.

“There was just a lot of evidence against John. Way too strong for you to ever win the case.” Her words sounded nonchalant. Like I was just supposed to accept it and not wonder about it.

I was getting uncomfortable.

Not only was it not appropriate to talk about with her, but I was also nervous for a whole other reason.

 I was nervous because I knew that the lawsuit could, very well, be back on now that I had completely gone against the deal I’d made with Ben. 

I started uncharacteristically fidgeting, and I could only hope she hadn’t noticed. I wasn’t the type to be intimidated, or easily stirred by anyone, let alone my ex-girlfriend.

“Would you like to explain yourself?” I asked. “I mean, what did you guys even have?”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she smirked, evilly. “So don’t worry your pretty face about it.”

She basically crawled over my desk and went to touch my chin, but I didn’t let her.

I pushed my desk chair back farther, out of arm’s reach, and looked at her warningly. “Well, Amelia, I’m glad you didn’t, ‘take me down’ too, but right now, I really have to get back to work.” My wording was smug, full of myself and I seemed to pull off the whole I-don’t-give-a-idiot routine.

And that’s exactly what I was going for. 

She dropped her hands away from her face and stood up straight, her feet firmly placed back on the ground and her body finally off my desk.

She smirked, without saying anything, and turned to leave, each step making me feel more anxious than the last. I almost regretted letting her leave without explaining more. Almost being the key word. Because I wasn’t sure that I would ever fully regret Amelia leaving.

But still, with every step she made, she got further away, and immediately I felt myself grow cold. My arms braced around my stomach, which started whirling and aching nervously. 
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Chapter 19

Kate

As casually as I could, and without drawing too much attention to myself — as if anyone was watching — I paced through the hall, thinking about where I could begin my search. I was finally up, only having taken an hour nap before my eyes shot open in anxiety.

I wanted to look through the apartment. I wanted to see if anything jumped out at me. I wanted to find something — anything — to help. 

So there I was, pacing through the hall, my mind whirling on which room to search first. The search for the unknown. My wild goose chase just to get my blood pumping, or at the very least, so I could feel like I was doing something to help him.

Just as I turned my attention down the hall, toward my dad’s bedroom, I noticed something.

A light.

A light was shining out from beneath my father’s office door.

My attention was grabbed.

Had he come home in that hour I was asleep?

“Dad?” I whispered before remembering that he always left that light on.

I felt stupid and sighed as I continued to stare at the light shining through the crack at the bottom of the door. I smiled as I remembered the past. When I was little, I always used to stuff notes underneath that crack to my dad. 

I would act like I was “mailing him letters” at the speed of light. 

He had actually played along; which always meant the world to me. It was strange, thinking about how cold he’d become over the years. He was always the best dad to me when I was little. 

He was the guy that was at every award ceremony; every banquet; every father/daughter event and dance; he was at every Parent-Teacher conference; and at every ball game.

He was there.

He was present.

For me and for Ben.

The same wasn’t said for Claire, though, unfortunately. And the sad part was that she actually needed him more than we did.

That was probably the problem in all reality, though. Dad hated to be needed. He hated too much emotion, and I know a part of him always resented Claire for mom leaving. And I knew that, over the years, he’d just hardened into a shell of himself. 

But I knew that the good guy I’d known when I was a little girl was still in there somewhere.

At least, I hoped so.

I didn’t know it when I had first made up my mind to snoop through his stuff, but the longer I stood there like a blasted idiot, staring at his office door, the more I realized something. I was snooping because some part of me wanted to prove that he wasn’t as big of a piece of trash as Ian thought he was.

He was a toe.

He was difficult to be around.

But he wasn’t as cutthroat as most businessmen.

He was generally fair.

He was generally good.

At least, I wanted to believe that.

I shook myself free of my thoughts and opened the door. As soon as I swung it open, scents of high quality, expensive, cigars filled my senses. It was mixed with that, his aftershave, and the subtle smell of oak from the large and beautiful shelf that stretched along the entire side of his office. 

I always loved that smell. It brought back so many memories of him; and I would always attribute the smell of wood, cigar and aftershave to my old man.

It was comforting. I closed my eyes and let it sink in for a second. But only for a second. I knew I didn’t have much time to waste beyond that single second.

I knew what I was in there to do. It wasn’t to reminisce. It wasn’t to think about my father. It was to try and figure out some semblance of truth; it was to try to make sense out of all the trash that was circling around Ian and I. 

I didn’t even hesitate beyond that, either. I’d already wasted too much time observing the door and then the room and the smell of it. I didn’t know when he’d be home, but I knew I wanted to look through the entire office before he got there.

I skimmed over the room one more time, looking for my target. And then I paused at the large wooden bookshelf. Dad seemed like the type to hide something in there. I really didn’t have a clue what the heck I was looking for, so it was possible that if I did find something, I wouldn’t know what the heck I found. 

I stepped closer to the large oak piece and noted all the books before lunging for it and pulling the books off. 

One by one, I started flipping through them. 

They were old journals, mostly. Some medical journals, some actual hand-written journals from what looked like school and early years at BioResearch, and then there were a few research notes. I didn’t know what any of it meant, really. And I wasn’t exactly sure what I was even looking for. I just figured there had to be something there to find. 

Only, I couldn’t find it. Over thirty minutes had passed and I realized I had gone through every book he had in the entire office. 

I sighed and flopped down onto the desk chair and leaned back.

“Ugh,” I groaned, as I continued to skim. 

I was pacing around the room like a darn lunatic, books in hand, when I glanced up. My eyes fell on several photos of our family, and I found myself reminiscing about the past all over again.

“I really hope he isn’t a jerk,” I mumbled, just before a pain shot through my back and down to my hip.

“Dang,” I groaned, trying to stand up straight. I’d been hunched over, skimming over everything as thought after thought, memory after memory started to spin in my mind, like a wheel on crack. 

I had no idea how long I’d actually been looking, but my back was telling me it had been longer than I’d thought.

I pulled my phone out and started taking photos; of what, I didn’t know. 

I was just snapping away. At anything and everything I could think of. I knew that I might want them later, just in case I found anything of value. 

I smirked because I felt like Sherlock Holmes as I skillfully maneuvered across the room like a ninja taking photos, although I had no reason to be sneaky. Except for the one singular time that I had walked out of the room, just to make sure to that Claire wasn’t up and wasn’t becoming suspicious. 

She wouldn’t tell on me or anything, but I didn’t really want to put her in the position of lying either. I did a quick scan of the hall, with my back pressed firmly against the wall. I felt like a secret agent. I knew it was really just me snooping in my Dad’s things, and nothing really adventurous or incredible at all, but that didn’t stop my imagination from running wild. 

I slid my body back into the office and shut the door quietly behind me before traipsing back over to the desk, where I sat back down on the comfortable armchair. I was surprised because when I did I felt immediately relieved of my back pain I was trying to ignore. It was getting hard to, though, because it was starting to shoot completely down to my hips. 

“Ahhh,” I sighed, pressing my back more firmly into the soft leather. 

I looked down, realizing that I was the worst investigator ever. I hadn’t even searched the desk sitting right in front of me. I laughed. “Well, incredible, this was probably the first place I should have tried,” I whispered to myself.

On the outside, it looked like a typical CEO’s desk. 

There weren’t any post-it notes, no kidding ton of files and hand-written memos — all super old school style— laid in unorganized piles. 

His desk looked like he barely ever worked. I knew that wasn’t true, but looking at his desk it certainly looked that way.

Just like with every other CEO, the grunt work was done by the employees. His desk was smooth as a baby’s bottom. There wasn’t anything on it except for a single black desk mat, a silver lamp, and a silver ink pen. 

I sighed and opened the first drawer.

And then the next.

And then the next.

But there was nothing. Absolutely nothing. 

I was starting to get annoyed with how clean and organized everything was. I was also annoyed that I wasn’t finding anything. At all.

The first few drawers were just a couple of journals, almost identical to the ones on the shelf, and a few folders with nothing inside. And the last drawer, although a little different, just had a small plastic container of paper clips, and a blasted stapler in it.

Nothing else.

But just as I was about to close it, something caught my eye. It looked shallower than the others, yet the outside actually looked larger than all the others. I scrunched my face, wondering what kind of optical illusion it was.

But then I realized something was off.

I reached down and into the back of the drawer, feeling something soft, like a small tag, poke out in the back. Immediately, my heart began to pound heavily against my chest. I was excited. I was intrigued. I was also confused.

I pulled on the tag, and realized it was actually a tab attached to the back bottom of the drawer. Not only that, when I tugged on it, the bottom of the drawer came up an inch or two.

A false bottom.

The drawer had a false bottom!

“What kind of CIA trash is this?” I whispered under my breath as I pulled it up and away.

I was absolutely speechless as I bent down and gazed — in complete disbelief — at all the stuff actually inside the drawer. “Incredible,” I whispered, amazed, before standing back up straight again. 

I didn’t know if I actually wanted to touch the stuff.

What if it was something illegal?

I shut my eyes. “Calm down, Kate,” I repeated over and over to myself as I pinched the bridge of my nose, nervous as all perdition.

I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants.

I took a deep breath and finally bent down and reached for the stuff, sifting through whatever it was that was in there.

I moved down onto my knees so that I could see everything more clearly when something hit me. A scent. It smelled almost perfume-y. Flowery and sweet.

I inhaled it, deeply, wondering what it was and why it smelled so familiar.

I glanced over my shoulder, wondering when he’d be home and how long I’d been in his office snooping around. I wondered if he’d hear me rummaging through his things; if he would hear me shuffling through drawers and papers; if he would come in and see me looking through his secret drawer.

I sighed, morally confused as to where to go from here. 

And honestly even a little scared of what would happen if he found me in there snooping for “the enemy” as he’d put it.

I wondered if I could pull it off like I was looking for something irrelevant and silly. A permanent marker or something.

At the wee hours of the morning.

I rolled my eyes. Yeah, sure. He would totally believe that. 

I growled and looked back down and into the drawer. I had to do something. I couldn’t just stay there, looking in the drawer, down on my knees and wait for him to come home.

I had to get my rear in gear.

I fingered the packet of what looked like letters, and they were tied with a red silk ribbon. What kind of secretive person actually had a false bottom in a drawer? Especially in their own home office. I mean, really! It was like he worked for the CIA or something.

They looked almost like love letters, and I noticed my mom’s name right away. I was just about to put them back, when I realized that the hand-writing wasn’t my dad’s — and then, when I flipped through to a few in the back of the stack, I saw the return address, and I noticed I was right. 

John.

John Cross.

To my mother.

And then it hit me: that’s what the smell was.

It was perfume! Her perfume. I closed my eyes, taking the scent, suddenly missing it.

Before I could even think much more about it, I pulled the ribbon to loosen it, eager all of a sudden, and watched as the red silk bow fall to the floor. I could only hope I could re-tie it the same. I never was good at tying a bow, but I wanted to look at the letters. They looked way more suspect than just having a few letters. They weren’t just any old letters. And not only that, they looked like they were love letters to my mom from another man. So why did Dad have them?

They were from John. Which was the whole reason I was in Dad’s office in the first place.

I struggled to pull the letters out of their envelopes, trying my best not to crinkle them. They looked old — not decrepitly so, but definitely old enough that I wanted to be careful not to damage them. Some of them looked a bit fragile.

My eyes scanned over the words as I unfolded the first letter.  And then the next, and then the next.

I read them. All of them.

They were letters of John confessing his love for my mom, and not only that, letters of heartache. He wrote how much it hurt when she broke his heart and broke off their engagement. The words were tormented. 

My eyes were wide, surprised with each passing line. I didn’t know that John and my mom were ever engaged — let alone that she called it off and broke his heart.

The words even made it sound like they were engaged for a while. And that it was only in the eleventh hour, just before they were supposed to actually go through with it, that she called it off.

And right after, she apparently eloped with his best friend. 

My father.

But that wasn’t even the most incredible one I read. The next stood out to me even more than that. Mainly because, to me, it was a lot worse. Not worse written. But the attitude, more than anything. It wasn’t just filled with pain like the first few. It was filled with heartbreak and sadness, but there was a whole lot more angst and anger this time. 

Dear Jean,

You probably won’t read this letter, and even if you do, I doubt you’ll respond. That’s fine. I don't expect you to, and I’m not sure I really even want you to. 

I know that I’m probably about to make a fool of myself with all of this. Probably for the fifth or sixth time now, but I don’t care. 

I still hate you for what you did to me. To us.

Didn’t we always promise each other that we would be honest? Didn’t we always say that if one of us weren’t happy, we’d let the other know? 

Do you remember that night? The night we made the promise?

Because I remember it well.

I remember it almost like it was yesterday. 

It was raining. We had just left that little jazz spot we both really loved and we only had one umbrella. It was yours, pink with white polka dots, and you offered it to me. 

Not because of any other reason but the fact that you loved the rain and I didn’t. You were so beautiful that evening. Even completely soaked from the rain.

And when we got back to my place, the heater didn’t work and you were cold all night. Even cuddled up in a warm blanket, with my body against yours. I couldn’t help but laugh at you and think how perfect you were in your complete imperfection. 

You were always reckless. And I loved that about you. You were so free.

I remember you pushing me against the wall and giving me the best kiss of my life.

I still, to this day, remember the taste of your lips. French coffee mixed with the bourbon we’d had earlier that night. And your scent. My goodness. 

That scent of yours has always driven me crazy. It was like flowers and candy melted together. It had always tingled my senses and intoxicated me every time I smelled it.

I still remember the way your body felt against me that night. I still long for it even though I’m so hurt and angered by what you’ve done

We could have talked about it. And even if you weren’t happy, you could have told me before running off like a thief in the night to be with my piece of trash supposed best friend.

When you left, I didn’t want to admit that I’d never feel your body again. But I knew, and I still know deep down. That’s why these letters are pointless in reality.

You always did what you wanted to do, whenever you wanted to do it, and dang everyone else, especially if they stood in your way.

I knew deep down you walking away meant I’d never have you again.

I think that is what hurts the most.

I was miserable that night. The night you left. And I’ve been miserable ever since.

I hate what you have done. I hate what you made me. I mean, here I am, reduced to a babbling emotional idiot. I was perfectly content never loving, and then you swooped in and stole my heart.

I just can’t believe how big of a jerk you were, and I can’t believe how stupid I was. I can’t believe I ever thought you could love me back.

This has all completely whacked me into oblivion and I honestly don’t know if I’ll ever be fine again. And that’s all your fault. Yours and that good for nothing mongrel that once called himself my friend. 

You both should rot in hell for what you did to me.

But I still can’t wish that on you. 

I was wrong about a lot of things, but I really don’t think I was wrong about us. 

I felt like I failed you when you left, and I blamed myself for you leaving at first.

But this is your fault.

I hate being pathetic. I hate going insane thinking about you every day. I am hoping that this letter provides some sort of relief. I hope that writing it gets it all out in the open, and I can finally let myself heal. 

Because it’s getting harder and harder to hide how I feel at work. Honestly, the grief from it all is numbing me to anything potentially good about the day, and I’m becoming more and more of a jerk to the people around me. I feel it. I feel their hatred for me growing. And the worst part is, is I don’t care.

In fact, I like it better that way.

At least then I won’t have anyone else disappointing me like you have. 

You should have stayed, Jean. You made the biggest mistake of your life not staying, and I hope one day you’ll know that. Because he will never love you as much as I did and do.

I feel like you stole precious time that I could have used doing so much more.

I still can’t believe you walked away from all of this. For Michael! Michael!

I wanted nothing more than to sleep with my arms wrapped around you, sharing body heat, breathing in your scent, and awaking to you and your beauty every morning as the sun seeped through the window. Every day. For the rest of our lives. I was prepared for that. I was prepared to do that for you. 

And that made me want to hate you. I thought that hating you would help. But it didn’t. I realized that I could always hate what you did, but I could never hate you. 

I never did.

I never will.

I can't deny what I feel for you. It's like breathing

I just know that I’ll never cease to love you. To care for you. I've been mad at you. So mad. I’ve hated everything you’ve done but all the while, I know that I can’t hate you.

I love you. I hate it, but I’m so in love with you, Jean. I love you. Always have. Always will. I’ll never know. But I’ll still care. Dang it, I hate it, but I’ll still care.

I feel pathetic as idiot writing this out to you, but I know if I don’t, I’ll regret it.

I used to think I had a soul full of ice, and that I didn’t need love. But you came in, with your wonderful charm and seductive smile and beauty and you warmed me up. You made me feel like life was more than the take-it-by-the-horn day-in-day-out work-your-rear-off lifestyle I’d been living.

You were the first and only woman I’ve ever loved. 

I wish now I never had. 

Unfortunately forever and always,

John.

My hand was trembling when I’d reached the bottom of the last page of the letter. That was the longest one in the pile. The thickest envelope. And now I knew why. It was a rambling fit of emotions. A lot of emotions. A sob escaped me. Then another. Then another. I felt bad for him. I felt bad for the relationship that he thought they had. My mom was good at leaving. It was definitely her method of operation.

I couldn’t help but wonder if he did, indeed, steal the technology that Ian was talking about and then sue my dad for the theft, just to get back at him for stealing my mom away. I knew it sounded silly when I thought about it in my head, but still, a part of me couldn’t help but wonder. 

The next few letters were definitely angered. A lot more than this. The more I read on, the less he talked about how much he loved her and the more he seemed angry. 

I flipped through even more letters, each seriously angrier than the last. 

That is, until I reached a letter — the last one in the pile — that didn’t seem angry at all.

“I got married and I have a son,” it read. “I was finally able to find some peace, and I forgive you for leaving me the way that you did.”

I smiled. Especially when I read the line: “They’re seriously everything to me.” 

I was basically beaming as I read those words, because Ian was now everything to me. It was strange how quickly it happened, but it did. He meant so much; and it meant so much to me to read that his dad loved him so much.

Through the blurriness of my sight from the tears that were starting to fall, I felt an envelope of a different size, separate from the others. It was most definitely a different envelope and there was different handwriting on the front. 

I examined it, flipping it around and glancing at all the wording. Instead of John’s chicken-scratch handwriting, it was writing that was a lot more flowing and feminine looking. It was also really familiar. Without even looking at the name, I already knew who the letter was from. 

My mom.

And it was addressed to my Dad. I didn’t read it. Not yet. Something else caught my attention first. Something at the bottom of the drawer that I hadn’t noticed before.

It was something that was below all of the letters.

A larger document. Un-enveloped.

I squinted my eyes and squatted down to gaze onto it a little better. 

It was old, browned from dirt and folded at the corners. It was flimsy and dated almost 30 years before. My eyes were strained from sleepiness as I scanned over the paper. I had to read each line to fully make sense of it — well partially make sense of it, since it was full of medical jargon mumbo-jumbo — but I read enough to process one thing.

It was about the technology from the lawsuit.

A patent application. And not only a patent application — but a patent application that had never even been sent.

And the kicker: both John and Dad’s name were on the document. I didn’t even bother snapping a photo of the document. Instead, I grabbed the whole thing, folded it up and stuck it in my pocket before I tried to put everything else back in its place.
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Chapter 20

Ian

I was at home. It was late, and I was waiting for Kate as I sat alone in my living room. 
She was supposed to be there soon, but I couldn’t calm down long enough to be happy about it. I was troubled, to be perfectly honest. Troubled beyond belief at what Amelia had said.

I couldn’t help but wonder exactly what the evidence was.  What did BioResearch have that I didn’t know about?

I didn’t know who to ask. I didn’t know who would tell me. If anyone.

Amelia sure hadn’t been any help, and I knew Ben wouldn’t help me. The only way I’d ever find out, I ventured to guess, was if it came out during a court-appointed meeting. 

I couldn’t help but wonder if Kate had told them I had gone back on my word and we were back together. I was assuming, not considering that I hadn’t heard anything from Ben and Michael about it all.

I wondered what would happen when she did tell them.

Maybe the evidence did matter, after all; maybe Amelia knew it mattered and knew that things were still up in the air.

“Or maybe you’re being really paranoid…” I growled out loud to myself.

But I couldn’t help it. I felt uneasy about the future. I knew that BioResearch had something on us already; but for some reason, it was just now starting to click. I guess it was partially from Amelia’s smugness and how sure she was that we’d be ruined, or in her words “taken down”. 

It wasn’t exactly news, but it was definitely the wording — the new swing on it all — that made me nervous.

I hopped up from the sofa and began to nervously pace around the entire length of the open concept suite, which is something I’d actually already been doing a lot of ever since I’d gotten home a couple hours before.

I only stopped when I passed in front of a photo for the tenth or eleventh time. The more times I passed in front of it, the more I felt the need to look at it. Until my feet had actually stopped moving.

I sighed, and took it in. 

It was of my dad. An old photo. One that had always been in the apartment, ever since I could remember. And before that, it had laid atop the same shelf it was on now, which was something that my dad had owned since before I was even conceived, I was pretty sure.

I had kept it, all this time, as a sort of ritual.

It was a picture that had always been around — no matter the home we lived in.

It was always just there…

My mom had always liked it, and Dad had never moved it — not even after she died.

And neither had I.

It made me feel almost like I was always at home whenever I saw it, and to be honest it made me feel closer to him. Even now, when I was confused and unsure if I even wanted to be close to him or not.

It was like he was always watching.

“I feel like I’m over my head,” I whispered, looking at the photo, talking to it like I was talking to my dad. “I don’t want to disappoint you.” 

I sighed, tears forming and tugging once again. I hated to cry.

“I just don’t want the responsibility of MTS. I never have.”

“I don’t want my family and Kate’s family history to affect our future together.”

“What should I do?”

All the questions were starting to compile, and before I knew it, I was basically full on sobbing in front of a picture.

I grabbed the photo from the shelf, and walked over to the table with it. I was contemplating packing it up and storing it away. I really didn’t need the temptation, or the distraction for that matter.

But when I went to put it down on the kitchen table, I felt a small bit of paper sticking out of one corner of the frame.

My face scrunched, and I tugged on it gently as to not harm the photo, only to realize that it wasn’t part of the photo at all. Instead, from what little I could see, it had hand-written lettering on it.  It was something that was placed behind the photo.

“What the…?” I whispered, before fingering the frame’s tabs and removing the back.

When I did, the paper fell out, almost immediately. My eyes scanned it. It was old, fragile, crinkled beyond belief, and the ink had been smudged a bit, but I could still make it out.

The writing was gorgeous. Feminine and neat. 

“Dear John,” it started and I couldn’t help but smirk at the pun. But the more I read, the more I realized it wasn’t a pun at all. It really was a “Dear John” letter — it was just to a man named John.

I ached, when my eyes scanned further down. Not just an emotional pain, but a physical one. It hurt all the way down to my dang soul, and my stomach was incredibly sore. Like someone had just punched me in the stomach. I was nauseated, even. It felt like I could throw the heck up at any moment.

Not because I felt for him.

My mind started to drain completely, almost leaving me null and void of anything. 

Which was probably a good thing. 

I preferred not to feel emotions. 

I grabbed the photo and crumbled the letter in my hand, angrily, and pulled away from the table and suddenly began pacing once again.

Everything had grown quiet all of a sudden. I mean, I knew no one was there. It was usually quiet, but this time, it was more than just quiet.

It was so quiet that it was eerie. 

Everything was still, and something bad was happening. I was starting to think. I was starting to let my mind whirl and spin and land on every single issue that I had on my plate until I growled out in an anger stronger than any that I’d felt for a long time.

It was so quiet that it was almost like of those deadly calm sort of nights where you get hacked and slashed to bits. 

I passed the hallway, still pacing. Until a knock at the door brought me back to reality.

I rushed to the door, knowing it had to be Kate. 

With bloodshot eyes red and swollen from crying, I swung the door open

 “What’s wrong?” she asked immediately. 

I grabbed hold of her forearm and tugged her inside before my foot made contact with the door behind me.

It slammed shut, and as soon as I heard the click of it, I started to shake and before I knew it, I was sputtering out at a mile a minute.

I kept shouting, “I found it in the back of the picture frame!” over and over.

“Ian. Honey!” she yelled. “Slow down! You look angry, and if I didn’t know any better, I would think you’re angry with me by the look on your face.  Slow down and tell me what was in the picture frame 
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Chapter 21

Ian

My hands twitched and body tensed as I held the paper that I’d found out to her.

It was a letter.

From Jean to my dad.

“My dad stole the technology.”

That was all there was to it.

“I feel betrayed,” I said, with a voice much fainter than I thought the anger brewing inside would have produced. “Your mom said she felt betrayed, but I’m not sure she felt anywhere near as betrayed as I do.”

I thought about what I had read in the letter. 

She wrote how she’d lost all respect for him. She had written that he had tried to steal Michael’s ideas. Her letter said that she knew he was hurt by her breaking their engagement off, but assured him that it would be better in the long run, and that he would see it eventually. 

But she wouldn’t forgive him for stealing something he and Michael had both worked so hard on, especially when he hadn’t given Michael any credit. She called him “low and vindictive”. 

When I read it the first time, I felt cold. In disbelief.  Lost; unsure of what exactly to feel.

The second time I read it I felt anger. I wanted to tell Kate everything it said. But in truth, I was a little too shaken to completely formulate the words. It was obvious that I was too shaken, actually. And not just because I felt cloudy, but because when I tried to tell her everything, she told me to slow down, clearly not understanding what in the heck I was actually saying. 

I felt like all the dedication, blood, and sweat that I had put in since his death was just dust at this point. I felt like none of it mattered. I felt misguided. I felt like I didn’t know him at all. 

“I just really don’t know what to do…” I told her. “I mean what did he hope to accomplish from all of this? What was his end game? What did he want?” I knew I was snapping. I couldn’t stop myself. I just hated that I was doing it in front of Kate.

But I couldn’t stop.

I was almost enraged past the point of settling down at that moment. 

I walked away from her and flicked on a light behind me, and continued to pace back and forth. My steps were powerful with the heated agitation I felt.

“I mean, does this make any sense to you, Kate?” I growled, as I glanced over my shoulder, still pacing. But then I realized something. I’d been acting insane. 

“Goodness, you should be running for the door,” I grumbled, as the realization fully set in. 

I swiped my hands through my hair, nervously. “I’m so sorry…”

My breath felt heavy, and I knew that I was panting as I looked at her. I probably looked like a huge mess of a man. I hated the way I was acting. Especially in front of her.

The only thing that made it comforting was the fact that she was looking at me through glistening, apologetic eyes. I knew she wasn’t judging me. 

I knew, that in fact, it was the opposite. She felt for me.

She felt sorry; and for once, I didn’t mind the pity.

“I would probably be the same way,” she said through a calm and soothing voice, clearly trying her very best to reassure me. “I don’t blame you at all.”

“I guess we have horrible taste in family…” I laughed. 

Her feet were once planted firmly on the floor as she watched me pacing like a lunatic, but then she moved — right towards me.

My eyes caught hers and she opened her mouth, as if she wanted to speak, but she didn’t. She only looked at me through loving eyes as she closed in on me.

“I’m really glad you’re here,” I said, trying my best to take a couple of minutes away from my anger.

She didn’t even have to say it.

I could see it. All over her face. 

She wasn’t leaving.

“Seeing you definitely helps defuse,” I breathed out, trying to calm myself down. She smiled, and when she did I realized that it was entire possible that if I gave it a little longer, her presence would blow my anger away completely. It’d be as frame as a candle flame.

“This is you defused?” she laughed.

I grinned. “I’m becoming more and more defused.”

“I’m glad that you’re showing me your emotions,” she whispered as soon as she got mere inches from me. 

I cringed at the thought. I hated showing my emotions. It was unusual for me to have them, let alone to let anyone see them. The fact that she’d acknowledged that made me even more uncomfortable. I stiffened and looked away, feeling extra vulnerable.

“I shouldn’t be so angry around you, though,” I tried to push the vulnerability away.

“I want you to always be honest with me,” she said, soothingly, just before the soft tips of her fingers gently touched the bottom of my chin and pulled my head back to face her.

“Anger is an emotion. Don’t be afraid to show even that to me,” she said, and even though I felt vulnerable still, something in her eyes told me to feel good about what was happening. It was telling me that even with all the trash going on, to feel good about this.

Screw everything else. All the other trash. Just be happy with this.

“Anger isn’t my favorite emotion, but I want to know what you’re feeling. Every time…” She was reassuring and gentle; even more than she had already been.

I took hold of her arm, gently, and looked into her eyes. Immediately, I felt her searching mine. My body tightened like it was wrapped in chains, and those chains were binding me close, constricting me not to move away from her gaze. I didn’t fight them. I breathed, heavily, and continued to look at her. 

Truth was, I didn’t want to move. 

I didn’t want to fight it. 

I wanted to look at her and never stop looking. 

But I knew I had to. I knew we had to talk about it all; I knew we had too much trash to settle for me to just stare at her and pass the time in her eyes.

I pulled away gently so that I could sit for a minute on the arm of the sofa, and she followed closely behind. I huffed out a loud puff of air, and tried to calm myself.

“Just breathe,” she soothed, her hands finding their way to the back of my head, smoothing my hair down, causing small tingling sensations to roll over my scalp.

I closed my eyes, relishing in the feeling before I leaned in and turned my body toward her. My hands caught her face and held it firmly, yet gently so that I look at the most serene thing I had ever known. 

I wanted to kiss her so bad I couldn’t stand it. I wanted her to kiss away all the pain. I nodded as I continued to stare at her into her gorgeous eyes. My hands left her face and I realized something almost terrifying. I missed touching her almost as soon as I had stopped. 

That feeling of calm when my hands touched her skin had shot straight to my heart and distracted me away from every negative thought I’d had. At least for the moment. It was a distinct feeling that I had never felt before.

It was a feeling of comfort and safety. Something even more powerful, that I wasn’t sure I could ever explain with words. All I knew was that it was so powerful that I knew I had never quite experienced it before. 
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Kate

 “I just can’t stand all this, Kate…”

The way he said my name brought even more excitement to my mind and body. I knew I shouldn’t have been having that reaction. But I couldn’t help it. I also couldn’t help how stupid I had been. When I first came in, I had forgotten completely what I had actually wanted to tell him. 

His emotional breakdown distracted me so much that I had forgotten it completely, actually. “Do you know the whole story?” I asked, seriously. I was trying to get my head back in the game. I was trying to get to the bottom of it all. I hated seeing him so distressed. The quicker we could figure it all out, the better. 

I knew I had just found out a huge chunk of information — information that might make him feel a little better. His dad was on the patent application. He was half owner. There was nothing on there about it belonging to BioResearch. Just John and Dad.

 “Because I found something too…” I trailed, mimicking my thoughts.

I could only hope that what it was could give him some clarity; and help at least a little. But I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure how he would take it.

“And I think I might have pieced it all together,” I admitted, without trying to toot my own horn. “But don’t take my theory as law… Just let me know what you think…”

I walked over to the sofa and had a seat, gesturing for him to sit beside me.

“What?” he asked, as he sat cautiously beside me. “What did you find?”

“I decided to go home and look at my dad’s office. There were a bunch of letters from your dad to my mom, hidden in a compartment under a drawer.”

“Why did your dad have them? And in a secret drawer?” he asked, cutting me off. I couldn’t blame him for being so curious. 

“I have no idea on that part; but I know that the letters were… intense… to say the least…”

“This intense?” he asked, gesturing towards the letter.

“Yes…” I said. “But before we get to the letters… I also found this…” I said as I unfolded the paper and showed it to him.

He took a deep breath. “Both of their names… Both of their names…” He clenched his jaw and nodded slowly. “And the letters?” he asked. “Where are the letters?”

“I didn’t bring them, but I did take a couple of photos…” I sighed.

“That’s fine,” he sighed, almost disappointedly. “Do you remember them?”

I nodded.

I remembered that too well, almost.

“Some were angry — all were really sad — until there was finally a peaceful one.” 

He shifted in his chair almost uncomfortably. “He talked about you in that one. He said that you were everything to him. You and your mom.”

I could tell by his glistening eyes and the sudden pull of his lips that he was torn all of a sudden. He took a deep breath, a tear threatening to fall and leaned back against the back of the sofa.

“I also found a recent letter from my mom to my dad, asking him to settle all the idiocy. She had written about MTS suing and how stupid it was, but she was begging him to end it. She said that it should have been water under the bridge at that point. It was something that needed to be let go; and that it should at least be ended for your sake…”

“Mine?” he asked. 

I nodded, tears welling up in my eyes. “She said she’d always felt bad about what happened with your dad and her. She felt just as bad about it as she did when she left Dad, Ben, Claire and me. She said that John wasn’t a bad person. He was a little messed up, but he wasn’t bad. She told him that he should understand that since they were once friends; and that he should feel terrible for continuing after you’d lost him.”

I sighed. 

“And then I thought some more… Ben came to you and agreed not to use your father’s name against him and allow MTS to keep their gold-labeled reputation in exchange for us breaking up, right?”

His face scrunched up, and he looked at me unsure. “Yeah?” he asked, confused. I smirked and took a deep breath. “Well, after reading this letter, I refuse to believe my Dad is that heartless, no matter how you feel about him.” I paused for a second and looked at him. He was looking at me strangely.

“You want to believe there’s more good in people than there is,” he scoffed. 

“I’m just saying what if Ben used our relationship as an excuse to drop it all, because Dad felt bad about it, and they decided to do it this way so that they wouldn't seem weak?”

 “JERKS!” he bellowed, “ALL OF THEM!”

He was losing it. “Just thinking about it all is getting to me. All of this — the fact that both of their names are on the paper, it almost makes this worse. I feel like I was duped; like he was just some big con!” Ian stood from the sofa, enraged all over again.  Still venting about it all. “Dad furthered the research on something that wasn’t completely his; and sued someone who had just as much right to it as he did. I mean, what the heck?”

I could see where he was coming from. Why he was wondering what the point of was. He went on about how he felt everything he’d done was just wasted time; all of the countless money and resources he had thrown at the lawsuit over the last couple years.

He stopped by the table and picked up the photo of him with his parents then just looked at me and asked the question I still didn’t have an answer to. “What was the point in acting like one another stole it? It wasn’t even BioResearch’s property. If that had been the case, I could have almost understood Dad taking it as his own and furthering the research. It would have been wrong, but I could have accepted that being his logic. I could have accepted it because I know how I would have felt if I had spent years collecting data and research on technology that I was passionate about; only to leave and have no rights to the product whatsoever. I would have been pissed. It wouldn’t have made it right; but I could have at least seen it. I mean, I wouldn’t have sued someone else for it.” He took a breath and plopped down in the chair at the table.

“There has to be more to all of this, Ian, there has to be,” I added. I didn’t want him to shoulder all of the blame for something his father did. That wasn’t fair to him. 

“Maybe not, Kate. Maybe he just knew there was no patent in place and didn’t want to be sued first. The nasty thing to me is that the technology was part his and part Michael’s. He was screwing over a person. Not a company. It belonged to both of them! All along! And he just wanted to make sure Michael suffered.  The worst part? I almost lost you over it all!” he yelled, standing once more, unable to stay still. “And it’s nothing but a bunch of trash! Over nothing!”

“Well,” I sighed. “It’s not really over nothing is it?”

He narrowed his eyes and focused harder on me. “What do you mean? Dad sued someone that had just as much right to it as he did, and tied up my time and all of our resources in the process.”

“I don’t know, Ian,” I sighed, sadly. “I can see how someone could do what your dad did.”

“You’re going to have to explain yourself,” he said, standing firmly in place as he looked down at me still sitting on the sofa. 

“I mean think of it like this: your Dad was always interested in research, right?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Right. Well, think about it: he spent all this time developing a technology with someone he considered his best friend, only to have his best friend steal his fiancée. That could make anyone angry. It would sure piss me off.” 

“It’s all a bunch of trash,” he reiterated. “Right now, I hate this company and honestly, I kind of hate him.”

“Don’t say that. Try to put yourself in his position. Try to think about how you felt when you thought you’d lost me to all of this. He probably didn’t want to risk losing anything else to my dad. He’d already lost his fiancée.  He had developed this technology, and spent his best years doing it. Why would he want to give Dad and BioResearch the chance to screw him over? Why not beat him to the punch; because I doubt my dad would have let him get away with selling millions and millions of product that he helped create. So, if your dad hadn’t sued, my dad would have. And we’d still be in the mess that we’re in.” I was almost out of breath. I’d been speaking quickly, in long breaths, as if I had to get it out as quickly as I could. Before I lost my train of thought.

“I feel like a blasted therapist,” I laughed. “Thinking about everyone’s point of view, and trying to help you understand them.”

He sighed, once again, and looked to the floor. “I didn’t know what to think or to feel.”

“Guess not everyone can come to those sort of conclusions so quickly,” I laughed, just before smoothing my hair with my hands. I was trying to lighten the tension in the room. “Look, Ian, I don’t blame you for not coming to that conclusion as quickly as it seems like I did.” I smiled. “I have more to read and process than you have. More from your dad’s point of view. I could feel the hurt he felt as I read his letters.”

He nodded, slowly, trying to process everything.

To tell the truth, he had a lot more emotional investment in everything than I did. Obviously he wasn’t going to think clearly. And while it was my relationship that was being screwed with, it was his relationship with me and his company. 

And it had been his wasted time and resources.

“I just don’t know,” he stammered as he tried to wrap my head around everything.

“Have you ever done anything stupid and rash?” I asked, my brows cocked up as I tossed him a sideways glance. I knew full well that he had.

He slowly looked back up at me. “Dang it woman, why are you making good points, when all I want is to be angry?”

I smiled a knowing smile.

“I’m guessing you’re referring to my breaking up with you over a text message, because I was trying to get rid of the reputation hit that was likely to tarnish the name of MTS and my dad.” 

“I might be,” I winked at him.

 “I just wish that he would have agreed to share proceeds — and I wish I knew why the hell your dad kept ahold of the patent for all these years.” 

I breathed out deeply. “We can’t hope to understand everything, Ian.”

“So you’re saying that they’re both just jerks?” he growled, and I nodded, laughing.

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking. I’m not saying we can’t be mad. We can. But we have to remember that people do stupid things when their heart is hurting. Doesn’t make them bad people. Just makes them human.”
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Chapter 23

Kate

He was so incredibly masculine and sexy, with the strongest facial features I’d ever seen. I knew it was weird to think that when all I could see was emotion after emotion play out over his face. 

His tears were visible; and he was vulnerable. And that didn’t make me feel like he was less masculine and sexy than I had before. It actually made him a whole heck of a lot sexier.

He seemed like a towering giant as he stood over me as I remained sitting on the couch.

“Look, we’re not getting anywhere else with this tonight,” I sighed lifting myself up dramatically from the couch before walking over to him and wrapping my hands around his neck. He leaned over on me, and immediately my hands went to his hair, smoothing the tussled bits down.

He nodded and smirked just before leaning in and kissing me. 

I was hoping to silence him with a kiss, but he’d beat me to it.

I just wanted to try to redirect his emotions into something a little more positive; hoping that it would make him think a little more clearly, although the entire situation was a total massive failure. 

To me, it just seemed like it was two grumpy rear old men that had grown to hate each other — just trying to get even with one another. Nothing more. In fact, I was pretty dang sure that’s what it was.

I could see his thoughts all over his face. He was frustrated, his mind swirling around like a spinning top he couldn’t control or shut down. I knew he was fighting with it, struggling to figure out what to feel exactly.

I hated seeing him so upset.

I wanted to swear to myself never to let him down, to never let him feel that way again. But I knew that I couldn’t control it. What I could do was everything in my power to make him feel better when things went wrong.

I smiled and pulled him towards the bedroom, with him leaned against me. I was trekking the walk pretty dang breathlessly. The weight of him against me made me feel almost like I was climbing stairs. But I liked it. I liked that I wasn’t the only one that could do the leaning. I wanted him to lean on me too. 

With a groan, we crossed into his bedroom. “Tired of basically carrying me?” he chuckled.

 “Yeah, thanks for all the help,” I said in a low, sarcastic voice. 

He tilted my chin to look at him with his index finger, and immediately I had to avert my eyes. I knew he’d make me smile, and I wanted to play with him a little longer. I wanted to get his mind off of everything else.

But something pulled me back.

It was like a crazy, wild force made my head turn back towards his daunting glare. 

He was smirking at me, which wasn’t a surprise at all.

It was his signature look if I’d ever seen one.

His eyes were dark and unblinking, and I felt my body warm immediately. Yet, I shivered as a tingling chill rolled up my spine. I felt almost nervous for a moment, and it rolled through my body and my hands started to shake. 

I managed to make the shaking nervousness disappear as I flexed them out over his chest. 

I felt stronger — more poised — all of a sudden. And I think it was because he was.

He could joke even after all this.

He could smirk.

He could smile.

And he could love…

He was strong. He was resilient, and I couldn’t help but smirk back at him as he winked slightly with his right eye. I wasn’t sure how we gotten to this point again, but all of a sudden it felt like I was under a spell. All over again, and I wondered if I would ever be immune to his sexiness. I felt woozy at just the smell of him; and looking at him made me weak in the knees.

When I had walked through the door earlier that night, I felt like I’d basically walked into a den of wolves; completely unshielded as his anger flamed all around him.

But I wasn’t afraid. Not of him.

He had every reason in the world to be upset — to be screaming — and I wasn’t about to be the hypocrite and freak out about it.

I was glad he had shared all of his emotions with me that night. It made me feel closer to him than ever. I had always wanted to feel connected to another human being; truly connected. And Ian and I were becoming more and more connected by the day. 

I both loved and hated how absolutely crazy he made me in times like this.

I had a pull towards him and it always unraveled me, leaving me useless to make any real judgment calls. I knew I shouldn’t have been thinking about jumping his bones. But dang it, it was almost all I could think about at that moment.

His voice made my breath hitch and my heartbeat skip a beat or two. He could be cold. I knew that he could. But he wasn’t to me. Not usually, and definitely not now.

His jawline lit up by the same lone lamplight that was always on and his eyes seemed to smolder as I looked at him. I felt my body ignite in a fire.

He looked deep in concentration as he looked me up and down, and I was focused, too. On what I wanted. So much so that I moved, almost robotically, until I crashed into his lips. 

He laughed, and before I knew it, I felt my body crash against the floor, with him heavy on top. I whimpered in defeat, submission, and absolute elation. His eyes bore into mine as soon as he pulled away from the kiss. 

I felt as if he was branding me with his stare, making me his forever. My grips on his arms grew rougher as I felt myself fall into the moment.

His body felt amazing on top of mine. I wanted him so badly I was shivering. My hands moved around to his back and slipped under his shirt. I made quick work of sliding my hands up until I was pulling his shirt from over his head. He instantly followed my lead and within seconds my shirt was piled on top of his on the floor. 

As we kissed, I fumbled with his belt until it was undone and I was unfastening his jeans. We stripped each other like we hadn’t seen each other in months and were trying to get to the prize in record time.

Before I knew it, we were both basically naked on the bedroom floor.

I slid my hands back up his back, over his arms, before finally grabbing hold of his neck and pulling his mouth into mine. 

I was more than ready for the kiss. Every bone and nerve ending in my body yearned for his touch and taste. 

I was already imagining us tangled up in the covers. It was almost surreal, although I knew it was about to happen, and hell, it already had happened before. I wasn’t sure why my body seemed to crave him — and it — like it had never experienced it before. It was like I felt like he was almost too good to be true; like it wasn’t possible that I’d ever felt as good as I knew it felt to be with him. 

My blood boiled deep inside my veins as my heart thudded out of my chest. My breathing sped up and his lips were about to touch mine.

I closed my eyes tightly. 

“Ian...” I whispered in his ear, just before his lips captured mine once again.

I wanted to hold him close. I wanted to make him feel better and to never let him go. 
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Ian

My eyes fluttered open, with Kate in my arms. I had a grin on my face despite the terrible night the night before. Probably because of Kate’s wonderful distraction techniques. 

I slipped out of bed, and walked to the bathroom, nearly stumbling over the threshold as I entered it.

I growled, and leaned against the doorway, angry at the fall I hadn’t even had. I held myself up and muttered a singular, “Dang…” as I glanced at my reflection in the mirror.

I was a lot less angry than I was earlier, but I still didn’t really know what to do — or what to think. All I knew was that being head of MTS really wasn’t what I wanted. I knew that now. As much as I could force it, and pretend like I was made for the job, I knew it just wasn’t right. It never was. It shouldn’t have been me; the position wasn’t made for me. It was made for jerks like Jerome. 

I had only ever wanted to do it for my dad. I’d only wanted to make it right, to keep his legacy alive. 

But now, it didn’t really seem worth the aggravation. 

I loved my dad, and I knew he loved his company. But I also knew that I would never be able to fully commit to it the way that someone else could; the way that he had.

I felt like there wasn't a reason to keep up with all the ridiculous hustle and bustle anymore; to keep up with the charade — the struggle. Because ultimately, I wasn’t happy.

I turned the faucet on and splashed a quick handful of water on my face before turning back toward the bedroom.

I stepped lightly across the floor, doing my best not to wake Kate as I approached the bed.

I pulled back the covers and gently slid back into bed, knowing that she was what I wanted.

Her. 

I hadn’t seen it coming. I wasn’t sure I’d ever wanted for it to come — to love someone like this — but it was here, and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

I felt her shift in the bed, and I knew she was waking up.

“Wanna get some coffee?” I smirked, as soon as she opened her eyes.

She smiled and nodded.

“On the count of three?” I laughed when she snuggled back into the covers, after just telling me she was fine leaving to get coffee.

“Mhmmm…” she moaned softly as she snuggled down some more. Waves of red hair covered both my pillow and hers. It was beautiful, shining radiantly against the white sheets.

“That means you need to prepare yourself!” I laughed, just before shaking her shoulders.

“I’m prepared to lay here for two and a half more seconds…” she sighed, dreamily.

I rolled my eyes. 

“Three…” I started, just before laying a single kiss on her forehead. 

“Two!” I yelled, before I hopped off the bed and ran to my closet at an almost inhuman speed. I needed to get some clothes on. I didn’t really care what clothes; but I wanted clothes on if I was going to run outside in the chilled air and beat her to Starbucks.

I grabbed my nearest gray suit, and held it in my hand before realizing that something was missing.

Her scent.

It wasn’t there.

It was like a drug.

I didn’t even know I was addicted until I wasn’t around it anymore.

Being in bed with her for so long had left me completely intoxicated, and I hadn’t even realized it until I had reached my non-Kate zone. 

I weighed the suit that was in my hand, surprised that it felt so light. Every other day it — and every other ounce of my clothing — seemed heavy. They weren’t big. All of them were cut for me, trimmed to perfection by my tailor Ramone. But every morning, when I went to put a suit on, they seemed so incredibly heavy.

I cocked my head to the side, examining it, not really sure why I’d gone straight for a suit. I was about to go to Starbucks. Not to a meeting.

With a smile, I put the hanger back where I found it, and instead grabbed a pair of jeans and a more casual button down. 

And that's when I heard Kate’s voice from the doorway.

“So you really didn’t want to walk with me?” she called out in a whiney voice. I turned, clothes in hand, standing naked and looked at her.

She was pouting, standing there in my slim-fit white oxford shirt, and nothing else. I quickly swallowed. Well, I gulped really and bit my lip, stifling an inward groan so large that someone below might have sworn a lion was in the penthouse.

She was pouting hardcore but I knew it was trash. It was working, but it was trash.

 “Go put some clothes on and race me!” I joked, trying to hide the fact that my cheeks were burning with a fire that had just been fueled deep inside of me.

I shook my head, trying to focus on getting dressed.

 She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, “You’re a jerk…” she huffed before smiling and heading toward the living room.

“That’s why you like me!” I yelled after her, cockily before turning around to face my clothes again.

Being with her made me so much happier than I ever thought possible.

I wouldn't say I was ever unhappy, really. But I clearly didn’t understand what happy was until Kate showed me. 

But now, I felt like I would no longer have to settle for just not being miserable. I felt like I could be genuinely, stock-photo-in-a-brand-new-picture-frame sort of happy.

I had become so good at pretending. I had become so incredibly good at hiding my true feelings — what few I actually had. It seemed easier that way. 

Before Kate. 

Maybe it’s because I was trying to be my father.

I missed him. I knew that was part of the problem; that maybe I was trying to be more like him to compensate for the fact that he wasn’t there. But it never worked. I just needed to be me.

I pulled my clothes on and dashed toward the kitchen where Kate was already dressed and thundering through the door.

“You little devil!” I yelled, chasing after her giggling form. 

She was wearing my shirt under her coat, so clearly she’d already had a head start. Besides, I knew I’d spent a lot of time becoming lost in my own closet. Lost inside my thoughts.

I chased her down to the lobby, where we greeted the morning doorman. She’d tried to trip me a good three or four times before we actually got outside, and by the time I’d reached the sidewalk, I was already out of breath with a piercing pain in my side.

“Dang,” I groaned, panting. “I really need to start working out again.”

She laughed. Not just a chuckle. She laughed hard.

“Wow, you’re so beautiful I just assumed you were in shape!” She stuck her tongue out. “I guess that sedentary CEO job isn’t agreeing with you!”

My mouth fell open. “Are you taunting me?” 

“Well, clearly!” she laughed, grabbing ahold of my hand. “But you can make me hush if you take me somewhere classy for breakfast!”

“Classy?” I said. “You got it!”

Of course, Starbucks wasn’t exactly what I would call classy, but I knew we both loved it. And I knew that anything more than that, and we’d stand out like a sore thumb. Neither of us really looked all that grand that morning, having barely gotten ready.

Kate’s hair was frizzy and pulled up in a ponytail, and mine was standing up in every direction imaginable. But neither of us cared. We were together, and to me, that was all that mattered.

I didn’t even mind the line this time. At least, not until the lady in front of us started to annoy the trash out of me. 

She was on — who I assumed to be her daughter — pretty much constantly, not really losing any opportunity to say something mean to her.

“Why did you do your hair like that?”

“Goodness, you’ve gained so much weight this winter.”

“This place is ridiculous. I told you we should have gone to Cafe Lux.”

The negativity was constant, and I could tell the girl was basically about to lose her mind. It sort of reminded me of the way my dad used to treat me. 

Sometimes I felt like nothing I did was good enough.

“Are you really going to have sweets and coffee?” the woman shrieked when the daughter mentioned a something from the bakery.

I suppressed every urge in my body to groan aloud as I rolled my eyes at the woman. Not that I cared if she got pissed, but because I didn’t want to embarrass the daughter. I didn’t want her to know that people could actually hear how terrible her mom was being to her.

“You need to count your calories better!”

“Mom, I’m just hungry,” she said. I looked the young girl up and down. She was thin. Not stick thin, but thin.

She clicked her tongue in disapproval. I could tell she wanted to say something else. 

Unfortunately, some people never knew when to stop. “You better watch what you eat, Britney, or you'll end up like that fat kid over there.” She gestured towards a small table in the back of the room, no more than thirty feet from where we were all standing. I cringed at her crudeness, but was unable to stop myself from following both of their gazes.

The guy she was referring to looked to be about sixteen, give or take a year or so. He had unruly reddish brown-colored hair, and large glasses. He was slightly overweight, not obese by any means. Just a little hefty. The woman clearly had a delusional outlook on what was “big” or “fat” so I just rolled my eyes.

I turned to look away, but before I did I noticed his eyes dart over to the woman.

I cringed. 

I was pretty sure he’d heard her.

Both he and the young, and actually quite pretty, teenage girl he was with. I wondered if they were classmates and grabbing a quick cup of joe before class; because by the way he had been looking at her told me he had a crush. 

I didn’t have any part of it, and wasn’t one to get embarrassed and even I felt mortified when I turned my body to face the front. I could only imagine what the girl in front of me, with the jerky mom, felt. 

I found myself reaching for Kate’s hand, hoping that it might ease my embarrassment for the girl in front of us and the young man at the table thirty feet away trying to impress a girl even after a terrible woman just brought attention to the fact that he was overweight.

“I can't believe you,” the young girl hissed, as she glared at the woman I assumed to be her mom. “Do you ever stop putting people down?”

From what I could tell from her profile, the mom’s face was the picture of pure shock. “Britney!” she shrieked, actually having the nerve to look hurt. 

I let out a snort, and received a fiery over-the-shoulder-glance from the woman. 

“First of all, mind your own business, sir!” the woman shrieked before turning back to face her daughter.

At least she had the decency to look a little ashamed. “I didn't mean to embarrass you,” she said. “I didn’t intend for anyone to hear me.”

And when the daughter shrugged and replied with an “it’s fine,” like I used to do each and every time my old man criticized me, I couldn’t help but hold on to the scene.

It wasn't until I was sitting in a cab, a coffee in one hand, and Kate’s hand in the other, that I used those words to realize what I had been trying to talk myself into all morning.

I knew at that point exactly what it was that I wanted to do about everything.

I knew, deep down, that it was the right thing to do. 

I only hoped that Kate would feel the same way when I went over my thoughts with her.

I didn’t really know exactly what was going to happen, and I didn't like that thought at all.

I wasn’t prepared for it.

But maybe that was a good thing. Maybe I needed something new and unknown.
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Kate

We were hand in hand, walking up the stairs of BioResearch.

I remembered walking down the stairs not-that-long-ago and running into Ian. I remembered our encounter on these exact steps very well. Too well, actually. Just like everything else to do with Ian.

We were there for a meeting that Ian had requested as soon as he told me he had a plan. I agreed to it because he seemed excited about it. Fueled, even. Like he knew what he was doing.

I didn’t know exactly what he had up his sleeve, but I knew whatever it was, it was big.

He had called my dad from the cab, outside Starbucks, and requested a meeting with him for later in the day. We basically only had time to go back to our apartments, shower, re-dress, meet in the lobby, then grab the Bentley and get through traffic before the meeting. 

I sighed as a bout of nervous jitters started fluttering in my stomach. I gulped. To say that I was scared was probably an understatement. Not of my dad, really, but of the reaction. I just wanted everyone to be happy.

I knew that Ian had a deal in mind that he felt would make everyone happy, but I still wasn’t so sure. 

Partially because I didn’t know what his entire plan was.

I knew that he finally knew what he wanted to do about the lawsuit and the technology, but I didn’t really know much else. 

“You okay?” Ian asked, as soon as we reached the top of the stairs and hit the “UP” button of the elevator.

I nodded quickly, my breath almost completely gone, as I tried to take another deep one to calm myself. I wasn’t really fooling anyone, though. 

The elevator dinged and we both stepped in. 

“Are you sure?” he asked, cautiously. 

“Yeah,” I panted, as soon as the elevator doors closed. I started to wave my hands in front of my face, fanning myself. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, we’re our way to see your dad…and you’re fanning yourself like you might pass out. But, no reason.”

I took another deep breath, and examined myself and Ian in the reflective metal of the elevator door. “I’ll be fine,” I said, truthfully.

I usually felt nervous before talking to my dad about something big.

This time just took the cake. Especially because I was in the dark about this plan of Ian’s. And because I knew, this time, I was definitely about to piss Dad off.

We rode the elevator all the way up to the top floor: the executive suite.

It felt like the longest elevator ride ever. 

It felt like it had been several minutes before the doors opened and I saw the executive suite open up in front of me.

 I wasn’t up there often, and I had never really taken it in until now. It really was a lovely layout. I knew it hadn’t been upgraded in a while, since they’d had a bit of a rough patch, but it still looked crisp and elegant inside. 

I missed the coziness of Melinda’s small office. It was crazy to think her office existed in the same building as such a large, and spacious suite. She was in a closet compared to everything else. Not that she was the only one. 

I stepped up to the counter and my face brightened a bit — and a few of the nerves even subsided — when I saw Melinda’s voluptuous body appear from basically nowhere.

“Hey, Honey!” she squealed in delight, but only for a moment. 

It was like someone had hit her in the face after she’d squealed, because all of a sudden she cleared her throat and looked me up and down, and then looked at Ian. It was weird how her demeanor had changed almost instantly.

“Mr. Cross. Ms. Murphy.” She spoke clearly and professionally, but it was obvious that she was straining to refer to me as “Ms. Murphy”.

“This way,” she said.  

I looked around, as nonchalantly as I could, as I tried to cover the nerves, which were increasing by the second, erupting inside my gut. 

“It’ll be just a moment. He’s in another meeting,” she said, gesturing for us to follow her.

We did, through a slim hallway just around the corner from the boardroom.

The hallway had nothing — only two small empty leather chairs which she pointed towards, holding a professional smile that almost felt cold, given how long I had known her personally, and how close we were.

The only reason it didn’t hurt me, was because I could tell that she hadn’t meant anything by it. I could tell that she was nervous because of who I was with, and probably because Dad had likely already been complaining before we got there. 

“So he made the appointment for this time, but he’s not prepared to be ready at this time?” Ian grumbled, not even under his breath.

My eyes shot to look at him. I didn’t want him to be rude to Melinda. It wasn’t her fault. 

“He had a really short meeting just before you; but he should be wrapping up any moment.” Her voice was sweet, but I could tell by the shooting glance of her eyes that she was irritated, too. 

Dad was a toe sometimes. And I knew it wasn’t just the fact that he had another meeting. I knew he was purposely putting Ian off. 

“That’s not really an excuse,” he mumbled, crossing his arms over his chest.

I swatted his forearm. “Calm down,” I said. “It’s fine.”

Melinda nodded and walked away, her heels clanking against the tile. She had hardly been gone three minutes when she returned. 

“He can see you now,” she said as she whipped back around the corner and showed us to the boardroom. “Well, shall we?” Ian asked, as Melinda directed us towards the boardroom’s large glass double doors. He was smirking at me, like he was in his zone — like he was comfortable and completely collected about what it was that he was about to do.

I couldn’t believe he wasn’t shaken at all until I remembered this is what he did for a living.

He made deals.

He talked to intimidating men all day every day. 

He was a business shark.

And those sort of men were cut from a very unique cloth; a cloth that I personally would never understand, given how incredibly knotted up my stomach was at even so much the thought of seeing my dad’s face.

And I wish I had gone inside and immediately felt silly for my nerves, but that wasn’t what happened.

Not even close.

Ben and Dad were both there. Not surprising. But it was surprising when I walked in and saw Ben looking angry. I cringed.

Dad just looked resigned, almost completely steeled and emotionless.

It made me think of the time I told him I was moving across the country to take on a teaching job. 

His hawkish eyes had stared me down until I wondered if I should even tell him what I needed to. I felt nervous and guilty all at the same time; but the way he leaned forward, sitting across from me, made me feel sort of obligated to tell him. 

And when I did finally tell him, he scoffed loudly. As soon as I told him. So much as the possibility seemed to irritate him and seem ridiculous to him. I knew he thought the decision to go into education at all was ridiculous; let alone special needs education — in California.

I felt liquid heat as I watched Ian’s tongue slip out to moisten his lips before he spoke. My chest heaved as I tried to gain control of myself. I was stressed. I needed to get a grip. 

 “I will say, that I don’t appreciate being left waiting,” Ian made sure he said first and foremost. 

I cringed, my heart basically knotted up inside my throat. I tried to swallow, but I couldn’t. I felt parched all of a sudden.

“So your meeting’s time wasn’t met at the exact on the dot time — give me a break,” Ben scoffed. It was unlike him, to be so outspoken, but I assumed it was because he was pissed. I was with Ian. That was clearly a bad sign to him. “You know in our business you make meetings and you don’t always start them on time. Cry me a river.”

“Ben,” Dad warned. “Let’s just get on to business.”

He shifted on his elbow and leaned against them, looking Ian squarely in the face. His voice had been calm. Almost chillingly calm. The only thing I felt was really strange, though, was the fact that he didn’t look at me.

“Mr. Cross,” he said, seriously, before Ian held his hand up to stop him. 

“Call me Ian today,” he corrected.

Dad studied him for a minute. He looked him up and down and then finally over to me — but only for a second before nodding and clearing his throat.

“Ian,” he said, sternly. “What can I do for you? I’m sure you’re here for more than just to show off my daughter to me.”

He glanced over to me, and as soon as he did, I found that it was difficult to control my smile.

“Well,” Ian said. “I guess I’d like to start off by saying that I am seeing Kate again, and I know it goes against the agreement I had with Ben,” he announced, never wavering his focus on my dad until he mentioned Ben’s name. At that point, and that point alone, he glanced over to my red-faced brother and narrowed his eyes at him. “The agreement was underhanded and dirty, but I still hate going back on a deal.”

Ben shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I have to admit, I am really impressed with just how snaky you were.”

My eyes widened at the tones he was using. I wanted to cheer Ian for how collected he was; how incredibly un-intimidated he was; but I knew it’d be best if I just kept my mouth shut.

I honestly didn’t even know why I was there. I was terrible in situations like this.

I immediately started to fidget under my brother’s gaze, which I felt burn into me like a laser.

I loved my brother, but I would have given anything in the world to punch him in the face at that moment. He was so snarky — so uncharacteristically so — that it was starting to frustrate me. 
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Ian

I tried to give Kate a reassuring glance before I continued. But she looked as nervous as she probably should have been considering.

“Seriously, Ben…Congrats,” I said, trying my cursedest to let it be known that he was a jerk without actually calling him a jerk. “You had me fooled. I really thought you were a decent man.”

Michael held his hand up again, like he was God controlling the earth. “Can we get on with it?” he asked, calmly. “We already know you went against Ben’s deal.”

I cleared my throat. “None of it matters now. I’m done. Done with all of this.”

Both of them set their attention on me fully at this point.

“I’m prepared to hand over the technology to Bio-Research.”

Both of their eyes widened, and I could tell that they were both completely stunned. I turned my focus back to Michael.

“I did some investigating of my own, and I know that you and my father both were working on the technology when he worked at Bio-Research. That means, even if a patent wasn’t filed that it should probably go to the company in which it was first introduced. Even if he did develop it into something better, and more competitive, it was still wrong. It was also wrong to sue you over it, knowing that it wasn’t solely his technology to begin with. Whether he did it because he was afraid you’d sue him first, and tarnish his good name, or if he just wanted to be a petty jerk, I’ll never know. I just want to make this right.”

The look on Michael Murphy’s face was priceless. He never saw it coming. And Ben, he leaned forward and tilted his head like he was waiting for some kind of demand to be added. 

I took a deep breath. I had said it all in pretty much one single breath. “So to make it right, to show that MTS isn’t under-handed and isn’t dirty, I want to do what’s best and give it back to you, Michael,” I continued. “It is rightfully yours.”

“Just like that?” Michael asked. “No negotiations?”

 “The only stipulation is that BioResearch employs the technicians and marketing people that have been working on this for years. They don’t deserve to lose their jobs because of a decision my dad made.” 

“How did you find all of this out?” Michael asked after I paused, but I held my hand up to stop him.

“Doesn’t matter. I know the truth. How I know it is irrelevant.” And that really was all I was prepared to say. I wasn’t about to pull Kate into the battle. It was bad enough that she was in there in the first place.

I wish I hadn’t brought her along, because I could tell she was nauseous about it; sick to the core.

“All I want is to correct the past,” I said, before letting my stomach drop completely and the next bit of information spew out.

“And by the way,” I said, visibly and cockily smirking, ready to throw them for a loop. “I’m stepping down as CEO of MTS.”

It was something I’d been thinking about all day. It was the right thing.

I wasn’t my father.

I was Ian.

And I hadn’t been Ian in quite some time; and being with Kate made me want to get that back.

“There will be no more Cross/Murphy feuding. It’s now Jerome Pfeiffer’s fight.”

And just like that, I buttoned my suit jacket, grabbed Kate by the hand, and walked out of the room. The equivalent of a boardroom mic drop. I didn’t even wait for them to respond. I knew they’d be happy.

I wanted to jump up and down. I wanted to pump my fist in the air until the cows came home; but I had to keep it calm and collected. At least until I made it outside. 

I felt like I was on autopilot. I didn’t even realize how far we’d gotten until I felt the cool air fill my lungs. 

I felt free — lighter even — as soon as I got outside. 

Almost like I was a prisoner seeing the outside for the first time in a long time.  I felt like I’d escaped, and I knew right then that trying to make it work at MTS was never going to be the right thing. I knew that I’d done the right thing.

“Kate, I love you,” I sighed, happily, before I even turned to look at her. “I can’t believe I haven’t said it sooner.”

She looked stunned, but happy. She had a grin and a glistening sparkle in her eye. I wasn’t sure if I hadn’t said anything sooner because I was nervous, or if I was just waiting for the right opportunity. Or hell, if there was a right opportunity given the short length of our relationship. I just knew that it was true, and that I could feel it coming on for a while now. 

I watched her mouth open and fall, and for a minute, I felt a little nervous. I wasn’t sure if she was struggling on her words because she couldn’t reciprocate the emotion, or if it was just because I’d taken her by completely surprise. I thought it was the latter. Hoped it was. But until I heard her whisper out to me, I couldn’t be sure. 

“I love you, too,” she whispered, still grinning. I pulled her to me and kissed her tenderly. Kissed her so she knew I meant it. Then I stretched my arms out over my head, breathing heavily and smiling widely. 

It felt good that there wouldn’t be any more of a lot of terrible things.

No more ridiculously early mornings and late, late-nights. No more dressing to the nines every dang day of my life. No more wishing I had time to go to the gym. No more Jerome. No more trying to live up to something that I wasn’t.

I took another deep breath, relishing the crisp air around me, which was something that I never thought I’d think in my entire life. We lived in New York. Not in nature. 

There was smog everywhere, air pollution galore.

But yet, the air that I was breathing in was the cleanest, crispest, nicest air I’d ever experienced. 

I turned to Kate and she gave me that look and smiled knowingly. It was like she knew what I was thinking. It was like she could read my mind.

In truth we hadn’t really known each other for all that long, but she was still the person that I felt knew me best in the entire world. 

She knew that beneath my confident, kick booty billionaire exterior was a yearning. A deep yearning for freedom; and hell, I hadn’t known it until I met Kate, but also a deep yearning for love.

I was just glad it wasn’t unrequited.

I could see it in every look she gave. She loved me too. 

I couldn’t believe it. How much had changed in the past few weeks; how different I felt…

All because of her. 

It was good to be loved as I really was, and not my money or my position. 

Kate loved me as the jerk billionaire; and even now as an unemployed and super confused jerk billionaire — because let’s face it, I still owned the company. I just didn’t want to run it. 

I knew I didn’t need to change for her. I knew she would have been fine even with me still working against her father. She cared about me either way. She would have been just fine making it work. No matter what her family said. 

I turned my attention back to her, and said, “Can you believe I did that?” 

My breath was heavy, and the world around me was spinning all of a sudden. I felt my heartbeat quicken. I was almost dizzy.

“Are you okay?” she asked, concerned, grabbing my forearm with her warm hands to steady me. 

I took a deep breath, before finally realizing what it was. It was adrenaline. Mixed with nerves. I laughed, “I’m good!” as I tried to regain my breath. 

“Just breathe,” she grinned. “Are you sure you did what you wanted to do?”

I nodded, my smile widening. Her voice was resonating with me in a way that it never had before. I wasn’t sure why exactly, but it was like I was hearing her even more clearly than I ever had. Like her voice did even more to me and my senses than it usually did. “Never been more sure.”

And that was the truth.
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Kate

I was still partially in shock from it all. 

His company! He was giving up his company! Giving it to his VP!

“I have it all planned out,” he said, and I believed him. “I called Jerome when you were getting ready, and ran it by him. And then I called my lawyer to draw up the papers. To be honest, the thought of dealing with him, and seeing his smug face even long enough to get him to sign contracts isn’t appealing. But I’m willing to do it because I really do want to leave.”

He laughed. “I mean, I’m so beyond ready to be gone.”

I knew he wanted out, but I didn’t know he planned on getting out so soon. I was glad for him, though. Beyond glad.

I wanted his happiness more than anything in the world. Even more than my own.

“Besides,” he said, looking at the ground, breaking eye contact for the first time in a while. “Jerome can and will take the company to a place my dad would be happy with.”

His brow furrowed, and he seemed almost lost in thought for a few moments. I wondered what he was thinking. Because my mind was on overdrive. We had just overcome a huge hurdle, but there was so much left to deal with.

I was moving soon. We still hadn’t dealt with that part yet, and I didn’t want to push matters after the man had just given up his company. 

There would be another day.

That’s what I kept telling myself.

I also kept telling myself that it would be all right. 

Because our feelings for each other were real. They were feelings I never thought I’d have before Ian came along. Admittedly, I was basically one of those girls that had already started thinking about a blasted wedding. I never thought I’d be so crazy. Especially over a man. But I was. Heck, just thinking about that sexy bod stuffed inside a tux was intoxicating. 

It was hard not letting my thoughts control me in that moment. I was feeling aroused beyond belief. Just when I thought I was gaining some sort of control when it came to him.

“Are you looking at my body?” he asked, as his mouth opened wide in a mocking shock “Jeez, control yourself.” He laughed, and I couldn’t help but laugh as well. I really was having a difficult time controlling myself. Up until he yelled out, in very immature fashion, “Oh, wait… You can’t!”

He might have thought he was joking around, but it was actually the truth. But there was no way I was admitting it now.

Instead, I just blushed crimson, and decided to mock him.

“Jeez…” I said. “Stop being a toe!” “Oh, wait!” I muttered, mimicking his previous tone almost completely. “You can’t!”

I didn’t want to admit it, because honestly I was scared to, but in that moment I was overflowing with happ