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Chapter 1

Emerson

This can’t be happening. Not today. Please, please, please, I’m begging you, not today.

I’m not even sure who I’m pleading with. Goodness, the universe, fate…anyone and everyone who might take pity on me and make my dang engine turn over.

But fate is a fickle jerk—no one knows that better than I do—and so is the universe, apparently, because all Suzanne does when I turn the key for the fifth time in as many minutes is wheeze a little. Then cough. Then die all over again.

Of course she does. Of course. Why wouldn’t my ten-year-old piece of trash Corolla choose today to die? It’s not like it’s my first day at work, not like I need to make a good impression. And it sure isn’t that I need this job or anything.

Oh, right. I do. I really, really do—at least if I want to avoid going into default on my student loans. Not to mention pay my rent. And eat. I mean, sure, my rear can stand to lose five pounds, but actual starvation’s not the way I want to accomplish that. Just saying.

“Please, please, please, Suzanne.” It’s my mantra as I turn the key again. And again. And again. All to no avail.

“Dangit!” I grab my bag, then slam out of my car in a rush. A quick glance at my phone tells me I’ve got exactly twenty-three minutes to get to work. Which, if an Uber magically appears at this very second, I just might make. But since my fairy godmother has been taking a break for pretty much ever, I doubt that’s going to happen.

For a second, I think about calling my best friend, Sage, but at this hour she’s probably in the middle of teaching a yoga class at her mom’s studio.

So, in the end, I pull up the app and order an Uber anyway—a guy named Rajiv accepts the fare. I can’t afford it, but if I lose this job, I won’t be able to afford anything. And desperate times call for desperate measures. It says six minutes to arrival, which is six minutes too long, but again, it’s not like I have a choice. As usual. Lately my whole life has been one lack of choice after another.

It’s getting really, really old.

I spend the next eight minutes pacing back and forth in front of my apartment complex, willing the Uber to just get here. It’s drizzling out—because why wouldn’t it be—and already I can feel my curls frizzing as they escape, one after another, from the tight ponytail I slicked them into this morning. I consider running back to my apartment for an umbrella, but I’m afraid I’ll miss the Uber if I do.

How is this my life? I mean, seriously, how is this my life?

I’ve always been a success, always managed to do whatever I put my mind to. At school, in relationships, in life…at least until I graduated from college with an art degree ten months ago and got stuck in the real world. Now I feel like I’m floundering almost all the time, and those times when I’m not floundering…it’s only because I’m drowning.

I gotta say. Adulthood sucks. It really, really sucks.

Another glance at my watch says it’s ten minutes and counting.

Stupid, late Uber.

Stupid, temperamental Suzanne.

Stupid traffic.

And most of all, stupid me for not leaving earlier…considering what my hair probably looks like right now, I really shouldn’t have bothered spending all that extra time on it today.

The Uber finally shows up at twelve minutes and counting, and I pretty much throw myself into the car. “Go!” I all but shout as I slam the door and reach for my seatbelt all at the same time. “I need to be at work in eleven minutes!”

The driver doesn’t move. Instead, he just sits there watching as I practically hang myself on his seatbelt. Sometimes it really sucks being short—who but me would actually get strangled by a seatbelt in a Prius, for goodness sake?

“Did you hear me?” I demand, pointing to the clear road and stoplight that is somehow magically green in front of us. “You are Rajiv, right? I have to be downtown in eleven minutes.”

He grins, and—not going to lie—it’s a little creepy. He’s trying too hard and showing too many teeth for my liking and for a moment I consider getting right back out of the car. But the seconds are ticking away and if I lose this job, I won’t have anything to live for anyway. Or, more importantly, any way to live. And since running home to Mommy and stepfather number four isn’t an option I can live with, I really, really need to get to work.

I settle for scooting all the way against the door, putting one hand on the handle and shoving the other one into my bag where my canister of pepper spray is attached to Suzanne’s currently useless key ring.

“Welcome,” he tells me in a barely discernible accent, his hands sweeping wide in front of him. “Welcome to my car. I am Rajiv and it is such a pleasure to drive you today.”

“Umm…thank you.” So, not serial killer creepy, I decide as I relax my grip on the pepper spray. Just Zen master crazy. I should be relieved but something tells me this is going to be so much worse.

“Please,” I reiterate as he checks his mirrors for the fifth time in as many seconds, still idling at the curb. “It’s my first day. I can’t be late.”

“I’ll do my best,” he promises in a voice so sincere it sets my teeth on edge. “But the GPS says twenty-four minutes from here. And the GPS is seldom wrong.”

“Goodness, please don’t tell me that,” I moan as he finally pulls into traffic—only to get stopped at the light half a block up. The light that takes forever and is rarely ever green at this time of the morning. The light that was green for nearly two minutes while Rajiv sat there making my blood pressure shoot through the roof.

I check my own GPS app, and sure enough Rajiv is right. Incredible.

Seconds drag into minutes as we wait for the light to turn green and I can feel myself starting to sweat. It’s not that hot out—with the light rain, we’ve barely made it up to the mid-seventies that is usual for San Diego at this time of year—but my nerves are going nuts as I can’t be late, I can’t be late, I can’t be late runs through my mind like a clock-maker’s mantra.

Not to mention, it feels like Sage’s hot yoga studio in this car. Seriously, it has to be ninety degrees in here.

The light finally turns green—thank goodness—and I all but scream, “Go.”

Rajiv just shakes his head and gives me a vaguely disapproving look. “You need to remain calm,” he tells me in a slow, deep voice. “We will get there when the universe wants us to get there. There is no use in struggling against our fate.”

Oh my goodness. Ohmygod. OH MY GOODNESS. How is this happening? HOW did I somehow manage to get the one Zen Uber driver in all of freaking San Diego?

Idiot. My. Life.

“But there is something we can do about it,” I tell him as I jab my finger at the dashboard like some kind of self-obsessed lunatic. “We could go. We could go right now. It’s green! The light is green!”

“Calm,” he repeats as the car finally starts moving. “All will go as it should go.”

“Me getting fired is NOT how this should go!”

“You won’t get fired,” he says as he flashes me that big, creepy grin again. “I have a good feeling about this.”

“Well, that makes one of us,” I mutter as I pull my now sticky blouse away from my skin in a futile effort to cool down. I’d ask him to turn the heat off, but now that we’re finally in motion, the last thing I want to do is distract him. He doesn’t exactly seem like the type who can walk and chew gum at the same time…

“Trust the universe, Emerson. Trust the universe.”

“Yeah, well, it hasn’t exactly done anything to make me trust it lately.” Except get me this job, which I’m about to lose.

“Today that will change,” Rajiv tells me in a fortune-teller kind of voice, all slow and mystical. “Today will be a good day for you. I promise.”

“I hope so.” I really, really hope so.

As we make our way toward downtown in the steadily worsening rain, I debate whether or not I should call my new boss and tell her what happened. But when Kerry hired me, she told me she was always a little late to the office, so if luck is with me—and if Rajiv will actually get the car up to the speed limit in this century—maybe I still have a chance of beating her to work. Please, please, please, let me make it to work before she does. This might be a crappy job, but it’s the only one I’ve been able to get and I can’t lose it.

I just can’t.

Twenty-seven excruciating minutes later, Rajiv pulls into a parking spot at the front of the real estate office I’ve been hired to work at. I’m exactly sixteen minutes late to my first day of work, but at least I’m here. That’s something, right?

“Thanks, Rajiv!” I call over my shoulder as I fling the car door open and dive out. There’s a huge puddle in the street, so I aim for the sidewalk—and the colorful overhang directly above it. Considering I’m wearing a white blouse, the last thing I want to do is show up wet. I’m praying late won’t be a deal breaker, but late and looking like a contestant in a wet T-shirt contest…let’s say the odds won’t exactly be in my favor.

Why, oh why, didn’t I check the weather this morning? Oh, yeah, I was too busy trying to tame my hair. Total wrong move there. But in my defense, it’s San Diego. Ninety-nine percent of the time it’s blue skies and seventy degrees. The fact that it’s raining today is obviously just another sign that I have somehow offended the universe.

Once I’m safe on the sidewalk—and only a little damp—Rajiv toots his horn and waves before pulling back into traffic. I spend a couple seconds straightening my red pencil skirt and getting my excuses in order. Then I paste a huge, fake smile on my face and take a step toward the office door.

But that one step is all I get before a huge black truck veers quickly into the parking spot Rajiv just vacated. As it does, the front tire hits the puddle I just managed to avoid and sprays me with water from the tips of my rapidly frizzing hair to the hem of my now spandex-tight skirt.

Idiot. My. Life.


Chapter 2

Hunter

“Are you serious right now? Are you freaking serious right now?” the curvy little redhead squawks as I let myself out of my new truck. I’m not sure if she’s talking to me or the sky—her head is tilted back and her arms are out like she’s questioning the whole meaning of life—and I’m not sure if she knows, either.

Normally I’d feel like a jerk for spraying her like that, but what kind of idiot stands that close to the curb on a rainy day anyway? Besides, she looks really good dripping wet. Really good. She’s got a heck of a rack on her and with her shirt plastered to her like that, I can see not just her lacy bra, but her breasts and her hard, rosy nipples, too.

Not to mention the way that polka-dotted skirt is now plastered to her shapely thighs makes it really hard to regret that puddle.

“Sorry about that, sweetheart,” I say as I hit lock on my key fob and step onto the curb. “But it’s a great look on you.”

Her eyes grow wide at her first sight of me, her mouth opening and closing though no words are coming out. I get that reaction a lot, so I just grin and give her a little wink as I walk up to the front of the real estate agency where I’m scheduled for my third appointment in five days. Which is a blasted shame considering I’d rather stay out here awhile and flirt with Little Miss Raspberry Nipples. At this point it seems a much better use of my time than going from one inappropriate house to another, which is all I ended up doing during the last two appointments.

But I need this house even if I don’t want it—and since I have to close ASAP, the sooner I find one that meets my specs, the better. As the reason for the urgency settles over my shoulders, I quickly lose the good mood afforded by my early morning peep show.

I hate that it’s come to this, hate more that there’s nothing I can do about it. I have more money than I can spend in three lifetimes, but what the heck does that matter if it doesn’t change anything? What the heck does any of it matter?

I’m just reaching for the door when Little Miss Raspberry Nipples finally finds her voice. “Are you freaking kidding me?” she screeches, and this time she grabs on to my arm just to make sure I know she is indeed talking to me and not God, the universe or some imaginary friend of hers. “You just ruined my whole outfit—because you can’t park, I might add—and all you’ve got to say to me is, ‘It looks good on you’!”

“To be fair, that’s not all I said. I did apologize first.”

“You called me sweetheart!” she all but spits at me. “That negates your very lame attempt at an apology.”

“Really? Because I kind of thought it made the apology. There are a lot of women in the world who’d do anything just to hear me call them sweetheart.”

Her mouth drops open at that, and as I stare at the plump pink lips that are currently forming a perfect O, I can’t help thinking about how good they’d look wrapped around my toe. Or about how good she’d look on her knees in front of me, my hands twisted in all those red curls as I idiot down her throat.

It’s probably not what I should be thinking right now—especially considering the way her blue eyes have gone all dark and dangerous. But what can I say? I live for danger. Besides, everything about this girl screams red-hot sex and I’d have to be a monk not to notice.

And a blind monk at that.

Since I’m not, and because fantasizing about her is taking my mind off my reason for being here, I reach into my back pocket and take out my wallet. Then I pull out a hundred-dollar bill and hold it out to her. “But if my words weren’t apology enough, let me pay for your dry cleaning. It’s the least I can do.”

I don’t expect her to take the money, figure instead she’ll try to work this whole scenario into a dinner invitation like every other woman I meet these days. Which is exactly what I’m angling for here. I certainly won’t mind spending a couple of hours across the table from this little sweetheart as long as it ends with me spending a couple more hours between her very toned thighs.

I don’t normally make the first move anymore—I don’t have to—but she intrigues me enough that I’m about to save us both the whole song and dance when she reaches out and snatches the money from my hand. “Dang right, it’s the least you can do. Jerk.”

She shoves the money into her purse then pulls the door open so hard and fast that I have to take a quick step back just to keep from being hit by the thing. My hand snaps out of its own volition—call it reflex or shock or just pure intrigue. Whatever it is, I slam my palm into the edge of the door and shove the thing shut again.

“Did you just take the money?” I ask. I know I sound shocked, but come on. No woman ever takes the short and easy route. Not when she has my attention. And definitely not when she thinks she has a shot at a whole lot more.

“Of course I took the money,” she answers with a sneer. “If you didn’t want me to, you probably shouldn’t have offered it. Sweetheart.”

Idiot, she’s got a mouth on her and idiot if I don’t like it. Besides, sparring with her is so much better than getting lost in my own head. Which is why, when she reaches for the door again, I keep my hand where it is, pinning it closed—and this time I actually put some muscle into it.

“Are you serious right now?” she demands, tugging hard at the door handle. “I need to go inside.”

I keep my hand where it is. “What’s your name?”

She rolls her eyes. “I thought you already figured that out. Sweetheart, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t really suit you, does it? And since you didn’t seem to like it much, I figured I’d ask what you prefer to be called.”

“Well, isn’t that magnanimous of you. Too bad it’s my policy never to tell my name to strange men with deplorable manners.”

“Aw, come on now. I’m not that strange.” I flash her my most charming grin, the one that got me my nickname at that first Monday Night Football game nearly a decade ago. “And I’m working on improving my manners.”

“By barring the door to my workplace and making me even more late? Great job, there.” She tugs at the door again.

I still don’t let go. How can I when she looks like she just rolled out of bed after a marathon sex session—all bright eyes, flushed skin and messed up hair. She’s the hottest woman I’ve seen in a long, long time (which is saying something considering professional cheerleaders practice their routines less than fifteen yards from me on a regular basis). She’s also completely intriguing in a way I don’t see a lot and I’m not about to let her walk away without at least giving me her name and number.

She has other ideas, though, because just as I pull out my phone, she grounds the heel of her red pump down on the top of my foot. Hard.


Chapter 3

Emerson

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a great deal of satisfaction watching Hunter “the Golden Boy” Browning hop around on one foot as he tries his best not to whine like a baby. I’m not normally a sadist, but come on. I’ve had my fair share of pain today—at least half of which is his fault. The least I can do is spread the wealth.

And if a sore foot keeps him from performing his best in Sunday’s game, well then, so much the better. It’s the least he deserves for that lame-rear apology and calling me sweetheart in that condescending tone. Maybe he’ll actually learn something about how to treat women who have bigger plans in life than the easy ride that comes with being arm candy for some dumb, conceited jock.

I still can’t believe he actually expected me to throw myself at him—even after he’d soaked me with that ridiculous small penis overcompensation device he likes to call a truck. Seriously. What kind of women is this guy used to? Oh, right. The kind who are dumb enough to think unbelievable football player will actually give them a shot at the brass—no, make that diamond—ring. I know the type well, courtesy of my mother’s four failed marriages and innumerable relationships.

But now that his death grip on the door has finally lifted, it’s not like it matters anyway. I’ll never see him again—thank goodness. While I like football as much as the next girl (and maybe even a little more), arrogant, Super Bowl–winning quarterbacks I can definitely do without. Even when they look like Hunter Browning. Especially when they look like him, all bronzed and buff and too beautiful for his own good.

Not that I’m deliberately paying attention to how he looks, but it’s not like that trash is easy to ignore. You would think I’d be immune considering that, like the rest of the world, I’ve seen him on TV and online and in magazines hundreds of times since his rookie season nine years ago. And he’s absolutely gorgeous every single time, no doubt about that.

But seeing all six foot five, two hundred sixty pounds of him up close (not that I know the stats for every member of the Lightning’s starting lineup or anything) is different. Because it’s not just about his shaggy dark hair, bright green eyes and laser-cut jaw perennially covered with several days’ worth of stubble. No, now it’s about the sex appeal that rolls off him in waves, the charisma that makes it impossible to look away from him no matter how annoying he is.

And he is annoying, I remind myself. Annoying and arrogant and currently in my way. I don’t have time to drown in all that sex appeal—I have a job to try to salvage and an explanation to think up. One that makes it seem totally reasonable that I showed up for my first day as a receptionist looking like I should be working a pole in the middle of some X-rated adult water park.

Just the thought sends a new wave of irritation through me, and for a second I think about sucker punching the great Hunter Browning right in his perfect jaw. He’s bent over clutching his foot right now, so I could actually do it without too much difficulty. But punching him—and dealing with the fallout—would take more time than I’ve currently got, so I settle for yanking the door open and slamming the edge of it into his forehead this time. The pained grunt he lets out almost makes up for all the trouble he’s caused me.

Almost.

Except I barely get three feet inside my brand-new office when the door opens again. I glance back—I can’t help myself—just in time to see Hunter stroll in like he owns the place. Even his new limp and the red streak across his forehead don’t distract from the fact that he looks like he belongs here while I look like I belong anywhere but.

“Seriously?” I hiss as he gets closer, giving him the look I usually reserve for drunk frat boys trying to put a hand up my skirt. “You’re following me now?”

“Wow. Your ego’s a little out of control there, isn’t it, sweetheart?” He’s smirking at me, and—I’m not gonna lie—it’s a good look for him. One that would probably curl my toes if I wasn’t so mad. And if my shoes weren’t so wet that I can feel the fake leather actually shrinking while I stand here.

I comfort myself with the knowledge that the red line running diagonally across his forehead looks like it hurts. And is slowly turning into a bruise. I should probably be ashamed of myself, and with a normal guy I would be, but he is the one who blocked the door…He should count himself lucky all he got was a limp and a headache considering I can feel my lips turning blue as the air-conditioning kicks in.

“My ego is out of control?” I finally manage to squawk past my outrage.

He waggles his brows. “I’m glad to see you recognize it. Admitting there is a problem is the first step to getting help.”

“Are you messing with me now? I mean, you have to be messing with me, right?” I throw my hands up in exasperation. “Because no guy is actually—”

“If I was messing with you, I guarantee you wouldn’t have to ask. You’d know.” He shoots me his patented grin, the one that has women from eighteen to eighty dropping their panties after just a glimpse of it.

Despite everything he’s done, I can feel my own panties start to slip. Which pisses me off so much that I snarl, “Can you be more of a cliché?”

“Have a drink with me and you can find out. We’ll call it an apology and, if things go well, you’ll know what it feels like to be messed with by me.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t drink with men who get me wet.”

Harass. As soon as the words leave my mouth, I know they’re a mistake. Even before his grin turns wicked and his eyes go dark. And while I’m normally all for trading double entendres with a sexy man, this one sets my teeth on edge. And not in a good way.

“Now that seems like a pretty bad policy all the way around, sweetheart,” he tells me with a wag of his eyebrows. “I mean, what’s the point of drinking with a guy who doesn’t get you wet?”

“Call me sweetheart one more time and I’ll—”

“Mr. Browning, so glad you could make it in this morning, after all. I see you’ve met our new receptionist. I hope you weren’t caught in the rain, too.” My boss, Kerry—who is very definitely in the office—strides past me with her hand extended toward Hunter.

As she does, she gives me a cursory once-over, one that makes it evident just how displeased she is with my appearance—and the fact that I was mouthing off to Hunter, who is obviously a very important client.

“No problem.” The wicked edge leaves his smile as quickly as it came, and when he takes Kerry’s hand, he looks totally professional…except for the wink he shoots my way. “I want to get this process over with as quickly as possible.”

“I know looking for a house can be frustrating,” Kerry soothes as she turns to escort him back to her office. “But I’ve done a lot of research since we met last and I have five houses I’d like you to take a look at. Any one of them should meet your needs nicely.”

“I hope so. I’d like to get settled in the house as soon as I can.”

I don’t hear any more as they’ve reached my boss’s office and she shuts the door once they’re both inside. Terrific. Not only do I show up late and looking like a drowned rat on my first day, but I also insult a client who is probably planning on dropping millions on a house. It will be a miracle if Kerry doesn’t use her four inch stilettos to punt my rear straight out the door at her earliest convenience.

But I’m here now, I decide. I might as well get to work—if I’m lucky, maybe she won’t get around to firing me until this afternoon. The hundred and twenty dollars I’ll make between now and then will go a long way toward paying for this morning’s Uber ride and next week’s groceries.

First though, I need to clean up. A quick glance at the mirror over the receptionist’s desk—over my desk, at least for now—tells me that it’s even worse than I feared. I’ve got raccoon eyes, electric socket hair and my very carefully chosen outfit looks like it’s been through the Hunger Games…twice. And lost both times.

Dang it. I so didn’t hit Hunter hard enough with that door.

Figuring the last thing Kerry wants is a receptionist who looks like she slept under a bridge after a late night bender, I make a mad dash for the bathroom. I don’t have much with me—just a tube of red lipstick and a ponytail holder, but I do the best I can.

I use hand soap to wash my makeup off, determinedly ignoring the too-tight feeling it gives my skin. Then I use my fingers to scrape my war-zone hair back into a ponytail. It’s not a perfect look—or anything close to it with the way my curls are kinking up all over the place—but it’s better than the drowned rat look I was rocking when I came in here.

My shirt is the biggest problem, and while I don’t have an extra blouse in my bag, I did bring a cardigan in case the air-conditioning got to be too much. I start to slip it on, but the sweater is white, too, and I’m still so soaked that I’m afraid it’ll just mold itself on top of the blouse. And while it won’t be see-through, it sure won’t do anything to disguise the fact that my nipples are very definitely standing at attention.

With a muttered curse, I step into one of the two stalls and shrug out of my blouse and my sopping wet bra. Then I pull on the cardigan and button every button. Unfortunately, it’s got a V-neck that stops right at my breastbone so I’m still exposing more skin than I’d like—at least for my workplace. But it’s better than the alternative, so I go with it. If nothing else, I can spend the hours until I get fired hunched over like Quasimodo. Surely no one will notice.

Pulling out my phone, I text my bff, Sage.


Me: FML

Sage: What’s up????

Me: Going to be fired on my first day

Sage: Employment is highly overrated

Me: Just like eating and paying rent

Sage: Exactly

Sage: What happened?

Me: Hunter Browning happened

Sage: Who?

Me: You really should crawl out of your yoga studio every once in a while

Sage: FYL

Me: Exactly


I shove my phone back into my bag, take another look in the mirror. Then, figuring I’ve done the best I can with what I’ve got—and promising myself that I will never again leave the house without a makeup kit and a change of clothes stashed in my bag—I square my shoulders. Take a deep breath. Tell myself that once the worst has happened, everything from here on out is smooth sailing. Well, right up until I get fired, at least…

Feeling a little more human, and a lot more calm—maybe Rajiv is right, the secret is accepting what the universe has planned instead of fighting it—I make my way back through the suddenly bustling office to the front desk. I was only in the restroom a few minutes, but in those few minutes, the place filled up. There are suddenly close to a dozen agents sitting at their desks or milling around what I assume is the break room, coffee cups in hand.

I met most of them last week, when Kerry had me come in to do all the paperwork for the job, and Alice—one of the younger agents—waves to me from where she’s waiting in line for coffee. I wave back, and start to walk over to say hello (and maybe get some tips on how to salvage the mess I’ve already made of my first day) when the door to Kerry’s office flies open hard enough to slam against the wall with a bang.

Her eyes scan the room, obviously searching for something before locking onto me. “Emerson, could you come in here please?”

For a moment, just a moment, I can’t help hoping that she means some other Emerson. I even glance behind me, just to make sure no one else is standing there. Unfortunately, no one is. And when Kerry quirks a brow, silently asking what’s taking me so long, I start walking. And planning Hunter Browning’s murder with every step I take.

It doesn’t take a genius to know that Kerry isn’t happy. Her body is stiff, her fists the next best thing to clenched and her smile is way too aggressively bright. Looks like I won’t be surviving until this afternoon, after all. That’s okay, I tell myself as I follow her into her office. Eating is highly overrated.

“Have a seat,” she tells me, nodding stiffly to the only available chair in the room. Which just happens to be next to Hunter. Of course.

He grins at me as I slide into the chair next to him, way more relaxed than either my boss or I at this point. When I glance back at Kerry, her eyes are darting between us like she’s looking for something. God only knows what.

Another look at Hunter doesn’t give me any clues and I can’t help wondering what’s going on. Am I expected to apologize for what happened outside even though he’s the toe who started the whole thing? Or is Kerry going to fire me in front of him in order to appease him? I’m searching her face now, looking for some cue to how I’m supposed to behave. But she’s still smiling that fake smile, looking like she wants to stab me with the pen she just picked up.

“So, Emerson,” she finally says, her voice so sickly sweet that I find myself sitting on the edge of my seat, waiting for her to slide that pen between my ribs like a shank. “Hunter tells me you two really hit it off this morning.”

Hit it off? Umm, okay. Definitely not what I was expecting to hear. But Kerry is obviously waiting for me to speak, so I say, “I think that might be a bit of an exaggeration.”

“Oh, don’t be modest. He’s been singing your praises.” Her smile turns razor sharp. “He’s particularly impressed with your initiative. So impressed, in fact, that he insists you be the one to show him houses from now on.”

Shock holds me immobile for long seconds, my brain refusing to compute what she’s saying. When it finally sinks in, though, I start to stutter. “But it’s my first day. I just got my real estate license a few weeks ago and I haven’t done any research on homes in the area. I—”

“All valid points,” my boss agrees. “Points that I’ve already explained to Hunter at great length. But he says you two have a connection and he is certain that you’ll be able to figure out what he wants better than anyone else. Even someone with fifteen years’ experience in the real estate market who owns her own firm.”

Wow, she doesn’t sound bitter at all.

Kerry takes a deep breath, then fixes a saccharine sweet smile on her face before sliding the folder across the desk to me. “So, here are the houses I was planning on showing him today. You can start with these, and then go from there.”

“Go from there?” I ask faintly.

“Well, you do have a connection. If none of these houses are a fit for him, I’m sure, you’ll be able to find one that is.”

The “or else” hangs ominously in the air between us.


Chapter 4

Hunter

Emerson is pissed. And not just the normal kind of pissed, either. Nope, right now she’s the kind of angry it takes a lot of effort to talk a woman into—and even more effort to talk her back out of again.

Usually I’m pretty good at talking myself out of trouble…and if talking doesn’t work, I’ve got a bunch of other methods that usually do the trick. But the way she’s looking right now, it’s going to take more than my usual repertoire to get me out of this and back on even ground.

Then again, I’m not so sure I want to talk her out of being mad. Not when she looks so spectacular with her red cheeks and her blue eyes sparking with rage.

“You’re going to have to drive,” she says as she pushes past me and begins the long march to the door at the front of the office.

“Fine by me. Most people think I’m fairly good at it.” Of course, most people are talking about my ability to organize a line drive when they compliment my skills, but I don’t see the need to point that out right now. Especially since Emerson still hasn’t shown any indication that she knows who I am. Unlike that man-eater boss of hers who seems determined to get me into the biggest, most ostentatious bachelor pad in San Diego—no matter how many times I tell her I’m looking for a family home.

“Couldn’t prove that by me,” she retorts as she reaches for the door. “Or my clothes.”

I maneuver around, so that I can push the door open and hold it for her as I gesture for her to precede me. She walks through without so much as a glance my way, let alone a thank-you. Which is a good thing because I don’t even bother trying to hide my grin.

“That’s a pretty big assumption you’re making.” I pull the passenger door open, then wait patiently for her to climb up into the cab. As she does, I get a really good look at her really great rear. And since there’s no panty line—despite the fact that the wet material of her skirt is still clinging to her generous curves—I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t imagining her in a little red thong. Or better yet, completely bare beneath that red polka-dot skirt.

I wait until she’s all tucked in before walking around the front of my truck to the driver’s side. She’s already got the folder open on her lap, her face buried in the first spec sheet even as she types into her phone.

“According to the GPS, the first place is about fifteen minutes from here.”

“Can you tell me about it?”

She sighs like it’s the biggest imposition in the world. “I suppose. But you’re going to be seeing it for yourself in just a few minutes.”

“Humor me. I don’t like going into places—or situations—blind.”

“But you have no problem forcing me to do exactly that.”

Her stinging tone is meant to slap me back, and maybe it should. But there’s something about all that acerbic wit that intrigues me. Something about that mouth—besides her obscene lower lip—that turns me on. Which is why I can’t help answering, “What’s the point of having all this money if I can’t make the people who work for me do what I want?”

Then I sit back and wait for the fireworks.

They don’t come. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little disappointed, so I glance over at her, just to get the lay of the land. And grin when I see the way her fists are clenched and her eyes are shooting sparks. Or bullets. She’s got them narrowed, so it’s kind of hard to tell.

She is so pissed. And so close to letting that temper of hers fly that I can almost taste it.

Because I’m a bad man—and because I haven’t been this amused in a long dang time—I poke at her a little more. “So, how many bedrooms does this place have? I need at least seven, for when my friends stay over.” My tone ensures that even though I say “friends,” she hears “playmates.”

“This one has nine. And five living areas.”

I’m a little disgruntled at her restraint. “Only five? I prefer—”

“One for every guest?” Her tone ensures that even though she says “guest,” I hear “skank.” And maybe even “sexually transmitted disease.”

“Variety is the spice of life.”

“If that’s the case, maybe you should forego buying a house and just work your way through a different hotel penthouse every month. San Diego does have a lot of hotels.”

“Isn’t it your job to convince me I need a really big house with every amenity known to man?”

“Nobody needs a house this big.” She waves the folder in front of her. “It’s twelve thousand square feet and has six tennis courts, two basketball courts, an Olympic size pool and its own nightclub.” She glances down. “And a candy room.”

“A candy room? Is that a euphemism for something? Because if so, I could be down with that. I like…candy.”

“Yeah, like that’s a surprise.” She rolls her eyes even as she gives the folder another wave. “Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s not a euphemism. There’s a room in this house that is actually set up to look like an old-fashioned candy store. It’s got those chute-like dispensers lining the walls and everything.”

Brent and Lucy would love it. I can just see them racing from candy dispenser to candy dispenser, trying to see who could get the most the fastest. Their mother would have a fit—Heather acts like their competitive natures are a bad thing and regularly blames me for them—but I think it’d be fun to watch. Not to mention give a whole new twist to Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.

“Nothing to say to that?” she asks when I don’t immediately respond.

A quick glance her way shows that she’s braced for another innuendo. And since I don’t like to disappoint a captive audience—or any kind of audience really, I answer, “I hope they have kisses. They’re my favorite.”

Another eye roll. “Don’t you ever get tired of being cliché?”

“That wasn’t cliché, sweetheart. That was honest. If I was being cliché, I would have said something about how much I like Red Hots. Or maybe mentioned that I really hope you like lollipops.”

She groans, shakes her head. Then says, “Sorry to dash your hopes, but I really don’t like lollipops. All that sucking and licking. Too much effort for way too little payoff.”

Her answer hits me right in the toe, but not the way she intended. Instead of knocking me back, it just intrigues me more. And makes me want to show her just how much payoff a little extra sucking and licking can get her.


Chapter 5

Emerson

Hunter doesn’t answer right away. Finally. I congratulate myself for shutting him down. It’s about time, especially since he’s the kind of player who, if you give him an inch, will take the whole football field in just one down.

My phone vibrates and I glance down just in time to see the GPS warning that the turnoff for the house is two hundred and fifty feet in front of us.

“You need to make a right here,” I tell him, keeping my voice even despite the fact that my insides are turning to jelly. It’s my first day as a real estate agent/assistant and here I am showing a twenty-million-dollar home. I’ve never even tried to show a condo before. And yeah, there’s a part of me that wonders how hard can it be. But there’s another, bigger part that warns me that I can easily screw this up.

After all, before my car broke down this morning and sent me into a total tailspin, I’d planned on spending the day, the week—the month—making coffee, greeting customers, maybe adding houses to the MLS. Never once had it occurred to me that I’d be out here trying to sell a mansion to the best quarterback in San Diego history. Or that I would have pissed my boss off so completely by doing it.

Ugh. Between showing up to work looking like a hooker and then unwittingly stealing my boss’s client, there’s no way I’m going to have a job tomorrow. No. Way. Which means, if I don’t want to end up on the street at the end of this month, I need to sell this house to Hunter. Or one very much like it. Today.

Because I’ve finally figured out the upside of this ridiculous situation. When a house sells, the selling agent gets three percent commission. Half of that goes to the agency and the other half goes to the agent. And since this house costs twenty million dollars, one and a half percent is…incredible. Three hundred thousand dollars! Three. Hundred. Thousand. Dollars. Even with taxes taking a huge chunk, I could live on what’s left of it for at least two years. Maybe three if I can find another job.

I definitely need to sell this house.

After the trashtiest morning ever, the universe all but dropped this gift in my lap and I’m going to take it. No, I tell myself as Hunter pulls up to the box that opens the big iron gate that stretches across the driveway. I’m not just going to take it. I’m going to run with it and milk every penny out of him that I can get. It’s the least he can do after surely getting me fired.

“The code is 2769,” I tell him, relieved that Kerry had written it on the top of the MLS sheet for the house. “And then, once we’re in, you’re supposed to park in the guest parking area to the left of the house.”

He nods, but doesn’t say anything else. Which, judging from the very short time I’ve known him, is totally un-Hunter-like behavior. The guy who’s been flirting with me for the last forty-five minutes wouldn’t have let the fact that the code ends in 69 pass without a comment. Maybe it’s because I shut down the banter between us with my last answer, but a quick glance at him tells me it’s more than that. His jaw is clenched, and his eyes narrowed as he glares at the huge, sprawling house looming on the other side of the gate like it’s somehow personally offended him.

And just that easily, the butterflies in my stomach turn into pterodactyls. How am I supposed to sell him this house when he looks like he’d rather burn it to the ground than buy it?

I’m still trying to figure that out when we climb out of the car a couple of minutes later. My phone is clutched in my hand and I pray I don’t screw this up as we approach the house’s huge mahogany and glass front doors. Last night, I downloaded the agency app that opens lockboxes, using the password Kerry had given me when she’d hired me.

Just in case, she’d said. You can practice with it when you have a few extra minutes, since it’s tricky.

I really hope it isn’t that tricky since I haven’t had the chance to play with the app at all. And since technology pretty much hates me at the best of times, let alone when both my job and my pride are depending on me getting this right.

My hand is shaking a little as I hold my phone over the lockbox and wait for the app to do its thing. I make the mistake of glancing back at Hunter as I do, and for a moment—just a moment—we make eye contact.

There’s a predatory gleam in his green eyes as he watches me, one that has me feeling every slow, excruciating second as I wait for the box to unlock. Just like I feel—acutely—every tremble of my hand, every breath I exhale, every beat of my too anxious heart.

Suddenly, the lockbox whirs, then clicks. The sound jolts me out of whatever weird fugue his gaze has put me in, and I all but leap for the box. My nerves make me clumsy, and I fumble a few times as I pull the key out and try to fit it in the door.

I finally manage to get it in the lock, but the stupid thing won’t turn. I pull it out, put it back in, try to twist it again and again—all to no avail.

Hunter steps forward, then places one warm, calloused hand over mine. And turns.

Just that easily the lock gives.

Of course it does, stupid traitorous hunk of metal.

Suddenly, Hunter is crowding even closer, pressing his heavily muscled chest against my shoulders as he presses down on the handle and pushes the door open. Then he’s propelling me inside, his long, lean body gently pushing against mine until I have no choice but to enter the house first. It’s that or stand on the front porch with Hunter forever, drowning in the orange and bergamot scent of him.

“This—” My voice breaks, and I swallow. Take a deep breath. And then start again. “This is the foyer,” I tell him as I reach for the light switch to the left of the door. “The floors are Italian white Carrara marble. The chandelier is one of Baccarat’s limited editions and the walls are marble and pearl glass tiles.” Or at least that’s what Kerry’s notes claim. I’d spent much of the trip here surreptitiously reading them over so as not to sound like an idiot.

I step deeper into the room and I have to admit, I’m a little in awe of the house. But I’m also a little disgusted. This room alone had to cost a few hundred thousand dollars to design. I like a nice house as much as the next person, but seriously. What’s the point of spending this much money on an entryway? Just to brag about how much money you have?

Sure, the room is beautiful—all white and airy and awe-inspiring—but all I can think of is what else that money could have paid for. Research for diseases, food for starving children, vaccines for people in poor countries…The list goes on and on and yeah, I know people can spend their money on whatever they want. But is this kind of ostentatious opulence really necessary?

Yeah, I want my ridiculously big commission, but I guess I never really thought about what a twenty-million-dollar house looked like before now. Never really thought about the excess of it all.

I turn to Hunter, expecting him to be impressed with all this grandeur—he is known for liking the finer things in life, after all. But he looks as disgusted as I feel as he gazes at the painting directly in front of us. It’s huge, and more than likely was commissioned for the space as it fits so perfectly, the woman’s platinum hair and evening gown reflecting the same coldness as the foyer itself.

It makes me shiver, despite the fact that Hunter had the heat on for me the whole ride over here.

“Well, I’ve seen enough,” he says. “Want to move on to the next one?”

I feel exactly the same way, but I also feel like we should at least take a quick tour. Kerry handpicked this house for him, after all. There must be something here that he will like, even if it’s not this monstrosity of an entryway.

“Let’s look a little more,” I tell him. “It’s a big house. According to her notes, Kerry thinks this place is exactly what you need.”

He grimaces. “It’s becoming more and more obvious that Kerry has no idea what I need.”

There’s something in the way he says it, something in the look in his eye, that has my stomach hollowing out all over again. And not because he’s making another double entendre, because he’s not. No, he’s too busy eyeing the house with disdain to be hitting on me.

But it’s more than disdain, I realize as he walks from the foyer into the huge formal living room to the left of the foyer. He looks disheartened. Disappointed. Worried, though I have no idea why he should be.

“Do you want to see the kitchen?” I ask. “Or the pool? There’s a sauna in the garden room and tennis courts—”

“I don’t need six tennis courts!” he growls at me. Then he’s turning on his heel, stomping back into the foyer and out the front door.

I follow him—what else can I do—pausing only to secure the house and lockbox before skittering down the driveway.

He’s already in his truck, engine running, by the time I open the door. It’s raining again and I’m cold and wet and more than a little bewildered about the way he’s acting.

I open my mouth to call him on it, to demand that he tell me what is wrong with him. But I don’t get the chance, because he’s on me the second I pull the door closed.


Chapter 6

Hunter

She tastes delicious, like strawberries and cream and warm, soft woman, and I let myself sink into her. This is exactly what I need right now. Emerson is exactly what I need.

She gasps against my mouth and I take instant advantage, sliding my tongue between her lips and stroking along her own. Her hands come up to my chest and for a second I think she’s going to push me away. I can’t face that yet, can’t take the disappointment weighing down my gut and the rage—the boundless, echoing rage—that races through my blood.

And so I renew my efforts, fluttering my tongue along her upper lip before pulling her bottom lip between my teeth and biting down gently. She moans a little, her fingers curling over my shoulders as suddenly she pulls me closer instead of pushing me away.

It’s what I’ve been waiting for, the final proof that she’s as into this kiss as I am. So I deepen it, delving my tongue into the dark recesses of her mouth even as I rest a hand on her lower back and press until her upper body is plastered to mine. Until her sweet, sweet breasts with their hard, raspberry colored nipples, are flush against my chest.

But still it’s not enough. The pain is still there, the rage that just won’t go away no matter how many weights I lift or plays I make or women I idiot. I’m falling into it, sinking deeper and deeper into the morass with each day that passes. And while Emerson doesn’t make the pain go away—doesn’t make the anger disappear—kissing her sublimates them a little. Makes them both just a little more bearable.

Not to mention it feels better than anything has in a really, really long time.

She moans again—a soft, breathy little sound that kick starts my heart even as it slams straight through my toe—and I slide my free hand up her neck to tangle my fingers in the flaming abundance of her hair. She arches into it, her head falling back on her neck even as her body curves against mine. I can’t help but wonder…

I tug a little, not hard enough to hurt, but definitely hard enough that she feels the sting. And just that easily, her whole body melts against mine.

Yes. Triumph roars through me as I realize my first instinct was right. For all of her mouthy independence, Emerson likes a little burn. A little pain with her pleasure. Isn’t it lucky that I’m more than happy to be the guy who helps her ride that edge?

I tug again, a little harder this time, and her whole body lights up, her hips moving restlessly against the leather seat even as her skin glows a luminous peachy-pink. So I do it again, this time hard enough to have her head lolling to the side.

It’s all the invitation I need as she exposes the long, slender column of her neck. I rip my mouth from hers, ignoring her little whimper of protest and the way her fingernails dig into my shoulders—though I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like the sting, too—and fasten my lips on the vulnerable curve where her neck meets her shoulder.

I suck just hard enough to leave a bruise, then nip at the delicate skin. She cries out at the bite, and I immediately lave it with my tongue, soothing the hurt with a series of soft licks that have her nipples growing even tighter against my chest.

My toe is hard as a rock now, and I’m about to come in my pants—something that hasn’t happened to me since I was a fourteen-year-old freshman in the back of the head cheerleader’s car.

With any other woman, I’d be sliding a hand under her skirt and into her panties—if she’s wearing any. I’d be using my other hand to unbutton her sweater, unhook her bra, lift one of her lush, full breasts to my mouth. But though Emerson is letting me kiss her, though she’s letting me lick along the hollow of her throat, instinct warns me if I push it—if I push her—she’ll shut me down hard and fast.

And since that’s the last thing I want, I keep my hands where they are—tangled in her hair and pressed against the small of her back, respectively—and concentrate instead on the way she tastes. The way she feels. The way she smells, like rain and sex and the same strawberries that are even now lingering on my tongue.

My heart is racing, my whole body thrumming with the need to bury myself deep inside of her. It feels good, feels real—feels right, when nothing has felt right in a long time. In eight months, five days and three hours, give or take a few minutes, to be exact.

Maybe that’s why I pull away when all I want to do is sink deeper.

Maybe that’s why I untangle myself from her when all I want to do is lift her into my lap and let her wrap around me.

Maybe that’s why I stop when all I want to do is possess her every way a man can possess a woman.

It takes Emerson a moment to come back to herself, her dazed blue eyes staring sightlessly into mine for one second, two. Seeing her like that—as affected by this one random encounter as I am—makes it nearly impossible for me not to kiss her again. More, not to say forget it and harass her right here in the ridiculous driveway of this ridiculous house.

But instinct tells me that would end things before they ever began and while I don’t know what I want from her yet—and am in no place to want anything, if I’m honest—I know that I want more than a quick tumble in the front of my truck.

She blinks, once, twice, awareness slowly creeping in. When it does, her eyes widen and her skin flushes a soft pink that I want nothing more than to touch.

“What was that?” she demands, her voice husky and a little rough.

I don’t know what to say to that—Heaven knows, I can’t tell her the whole truth, that it all started because I had to get out of my head and kissing her was a convenient way to do that—so I concentrate on the other half of the truth. The half that is undeniable.

“I like you. I want to take you out.”

The look she sends me is unimpressed. “Thanks to your own machinations, I am now your real estate agent. I don’t think it’s appropriate for you to take me anywhere.”

“Seriously?” I can’t help but laugh. “You aren’t my shrink. I’m pretty sure there’s no rule against sleeping with your clients when you’re a real estate agent.”

“I thought you wanted to take me out?” She shoots me a look. “No one said anything about us sleeping together.”

“I thought it was implied.”

Now she just looks incredulous. “I’m supposed to sleep with you because you offered to buy me dinner?”

“No. You’re supposed to sleep with me because”—I reach over and run a thumb over one still tight nipple—“you want me as much as I want you.”

To her credit, she doesn’t deny it. And she doesn’t blush anymore, either. Instead, she looks me dead in the eye and says, “I want a lot of things. Doesn’t mean I can have them. And it sure doesn’t mean they’re good for me.”

Not going to lie, I’m even more intrigued now. “Like what?”

“Like Fruit Loops. Tequila. Chocolate cupcakes.”

“And me.”

She rolls her eyes. “Given the choice between you and cupcakes, I pick the cupcakes.”

“No law that says you can’t have both.”

“You mean besides common sense?” She bends over and picks up her folder from the truck floor, then starts rummaging around inside of it. “We should get going. We’ve got four more houses to see.”

I want to push her, want to get her to agree to go to dinner with me. But I can tell that’s not going to happen now—her eyes are shadowed, her jaw set. Everything about her, including her full, gorgeous lips, is one firm, no-nonsense line. And while I understand the value of a blitz attack—every successful quarterback does—I also understand the importance of the finesse play. Of biding my time and waiting for an opening in the defense.

Which is why I put the car in gear without a protest.

Why I follow her directions to the next listing without comment.

And why I don’t complain when my first look at the house confirms what I already know—that meeting Emerson is the only thing keeping this day, and this house search, from turning into a total trash show.


Chapter 7

Emerson

Hunter isn’t happy. He hasn’t said anything negative about any of the houses we’ve gone to, but then he hasn’t really said anything at all. After that first one, when he refused to take a step past the all white foyer, he hasn’t even been difficult. No, he’s toured all three of the houses Kerry picked out for him without complaint. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have any, simply that he’s decided to stop sharing them with me.

Because of that stupid kiss.

More like because of that mind-blowing, breath-stealing kiss, my sense of honesty compels me to admit. But the fact that the man kissed me like no one ever has before—and probably never will again, I’m willing to admit—doesn’t mean anything. And it certainly doesn’t change anything. After all, he’s kissed hundreds of women. Thousands, probably. I’d be a lot more concerned if he couldn’t kiss.

Besides, just because he’s a good kisser doesn’t mean he’s a good person. My stupid toes might have curled the second he put his lips on mine, but that doesn’t mean I’ve completely lost my mind—or my sense of perspective. He’s still the same jerk who splashed water on me and then didn’t even have the decency to feel bad about it. The same jerk who offered me money for dry cleaning and then was shocked when I actually took it.

The same jerk who grabbed me and kissed me the moment I climbed back into his truck. The fact that I’ll be living on that kiss for a while doesn’t matter. Nothing does but selling Hunter Browning a house before I lose my job. Which means, kiss or no kiss, I’d better figure out what he doesn’t like about these houses and fast.

“The swimming pool in that last house was nice,” I say as we pull out onto the quiet, tree-lined street in the gated La Jolla neighborhood that boasts some of the most luxurious homes in San Diego.

“Yeah.” His voice is as flat as his one-word answer.

“And the view was spectacular, don’t you think?”

He shrugs. “Sure, I guess.”

Frustration ramps through me. These are houses that most people can only dream about and he sounds like I just forced him into a double root canal at the dentist. “Look, I get that you don’t like the houses. That’s fine. But I’m flying blind here. If we’re going to find a house you actually do like, you need to talk to me.”

“I have talked to your boss. Numerous times. And it’s made no difference. I’m about to cancel the contract—I’m sick of wasting my time.”

Frustration turns to alarm. If he kills the contract now, I’m fired for sure. And without the benefit of a one and a half percent commission to fall back on, I’ll starve to death. Or worse, have to go home with my tail tucked between my legs. And since my mom would never let me live it down—not to mention probably make giving up my art a condition of helping me out—I am so not ready to do that. Not even close.

“So talk to me!” I tell him, fighting to keep the desperate edge out of my voice. “You made a point of pissing off my boss and demanding that I be the one to show you houses. Give me a chance to do that.”

He stops at a red light and glances over at me. “You’ve spent the last two hours raving about those ridiculous houses we just went through.”

“Because I thought they were what you wanted! And because—ridiculous or not—they are absolutely gorgeous. Even you have to admit that.”

“I’m not looking for gorgeous. I’m looking—” He breaks off as the light turns green.

“For what?” I demand, exasperated. “I’m not a mind reader. How am I supposed to help you if you don’t give me some kind of direction here?”

“Is that what they taught you in real estate school?” he asks with a smirk. “To swear at your clients?”

“When they’re as frustrating as you, yes!”

He nods, his grin widening. But he doesn’t say anything else and I’m done trying to push him. My whole livelihood hangs in the balance here, but screw it. I don’t beg men for anything.

We drive in silence for a few minutes and I’m so mad that it takes me most of that time to figure out that Hunter is taking us in the opposite direction from my office. I start to correct him, but a quick glance at his face tells me that now might be a good time to shut up. His jaw is tight, his eyes narrowed with concentration. Even his hands are clenched on the wheel.

Wherever he’s taking me, it definitely isn’t an accident. And while a small part of me wonders if I’m about to be kidnapped by the best quarterback in the NFL, the rest of me is intrigued enough to wait him out. He doesn’t seem like the kidnapping sort and, besides, I can dial 911 with the best of them.

So I keep quiet as we wind our way down the 5, heading away from La Jolla at eighty-five miles an hour. Long minutes pass silently, and as we head out of my comfort zone—I’m definitely not a South County kind of girl—I can’t help wondering where we’re going.

At least until a huge bridge appears in front of us. “We’re going to Coronado?” I ask, a little incredulous. “Seriously?”

“I like Coronado.”

“Who doesn’t? But I can’t just go to the beach for the afternoon. I have to get back to work. I have to…” I trail off as I realize how unprofessional it would sound for me to start whining about how I have to go grovel to my boss and try to save my job. Not as unprofessional as kissing a client in the front of his truck, but at this point I’ll take what I can get.

He doesn’t say anything else as we head up the narrow-laned bridge. I try to remain nonchalant, but all it takes to have me clutching at the door handle is the car next to us swerving a little into our lane. I love Coronado but I hate, hate, hate this bridge. It’s a death trap just waiting to happen.

Hunter speeds up a little to get away from the erratic driver, but I don’t relax. I can’t. Not until we’re off this thing.

I’m trying to be subtle, trying not to show my fear—aside from the fingernails I’m digging into the armrest—but I’m pretty sure it’s not working, even before Hunter rests his hand on my knee.

“It’s almost over,” he says as we come around the curve and start the downward plunge back to land. “I’m sorry. It didn’t occur to me to ask if you were afraid of heights.”

His apology is about a million times more heartfelt than the one he gave me outside my office, and I feel myself melting just a little. I know better—of course I do—but there’s something about a strong, gorgeous guy touching me with obvious concern that’s an automatic panty dropper.

Especially if that guy is Hunter Browning, though I’d die before admitting it to him or anyone. “I’m not afraid of heights,” I tell him as we finally—finally—make it back to solid land.

He shoots me a doubtful look, but doesn’t say anything else. And neither do I. I could explain to him that it’s not the height of the bridge that bothers me. It’s the water underneath it. But that’s way TMI and I’m not going there, not now and not with Hunter.

Driving onto Coronado is like driving into some kind of private world out of time. The beaches are pristine, the houses immaculate and city ordinances prohibit anything as unsightly as the sign from a fast-food restaurant from marring the landscape. Home of the Hotel del Coronado, a famous U.S. naval air station and a lot of reclusive rich people, it’s got some of the most desirable properties in Southern California. But if he’s trying to get away from the grandiosity of the La Jolla homes we just looked at, this probably isn’t the place to go. Here on Coronado, having money—and showing it off—is pretty much a religion.

We make a few turns and then we’re driving down the Silver Strand, the main road that runs from pretty much one end of Coronado to the other. I figure we’re cruising toward Spinnaker Way—home of some of the most elite properties on Coronado—or maybe the Point, but instead he turns onto Ocean Boulevard and we head toward the older part of the island.

It’s midday, so traffic is light and it’s only a few minutes more before Hunter is pulling into a parking lot at the beach. It’s empty, the beach deserted on this Tuesday in early October. The rain has stopped, thank goodness, but the wind is ripping past us, kicking up sand and leaves and a few discarded aluminum cans in its wake.

Knowing he’s waiting for me to ask what we’re doing here, I bite my tongue to keep from doing just that. It’s hard, though, especially when he climbs out of the truck and gives me a “so, are you coming or what” nod.

I start after him, more than a little put out at this point. I don’t like being kept in the dark and I sure don’t like being kept in the dark by a guy who has way too much charisma for his—or my—own good. Especially when my job, pathetic though it may be, is on the line.

He waits for me a few feet in front of his truck, then starts walking toward the beach. I follow him, keeping a watchful eye on the seething Pacific. He turns as soon as we make it to the sidewalk, though, and then we’re walking parallel to the water. He’s moving fast, and I have to scramble a little to keep up with my high heels and un-giant-length legs. I’d call him on it, but he’s obviously somewhere else, his gaze disconnected and far away.

We walk for about a half a mile, following the bends in the road. And then he stops, dead, and points to a house set back from the street by about a hundred yards. It’s white, with the bones of a house designed at the turn of the twentieth century. The yard is full of trees, one of which has a tire swing hanging from it. And while there’s a privacy gate blocking the driveway, it blends into the architecture instead of making the place look like a compound.

It’s beautiful and elegant and nothing at all like what we’ve been looking at. While it’s large—and is definitely worth seven figures because of location—it’s not a mansion by any stretch of the imagination. Maybe five thousand square feet, maybe six. Either way, I’m pretty dang sure there’s no candy room anywhere in the place. And no dance club, either, unlike the third property we looked at.

In fact, this house—and all the houses on this street—aren’t meant for celebrity consumption at all. In other words, “That’s a family home,” I say, turning to look him full in the face.

It takes him a minute, but eventually he looks down at me. And when he does, his green eyes are so filled with torment that it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to gasp. Not to reach for him. Not to try to comfort him even though, in that moment, everything about him screams that he is inconsolable.

I don’t understand. Hunter Browning is single, no kids, never been married, never even been engaged as far as the media has reported. And since the media reports everything about him, including what brand of boxers he likes to wear, I’m pretty sure I would know if he had a family. Or, more, if he’d lost one.

I wait for him to respond to my comment, and long seconds pass before he finally blinks. Before the agony in his eyes is hidden behind a blank stare. “That’s what I want.”

“You want that house?” Not sure why he needs a real estate agent if he already knows the house he wants. Especially since it’s not actually for sale.

“No.” He shakes his head adamantly. “Not that house. But one like it.”

I have questions—a lot of questions—but I can’t bring myself to ask them. Not now, when I can feel the tension radiating from him. Not now, when I can see traces of pain lingering in the shadows of his eyes.

Instead, I pull out my phone. Snap a couple pictures of the front, making sure to get the address so I know what to look up. Then I take a picture of a few more houses on the block, just for good measure. “You want a house on Coronado?” I ask, wondering why we spent the morning looking in La Jolla if that’s the case.

“I just want to be near the water. La Jolla, Del Mar, Coronado. It doesn’t matter.”

“That’s fair.”

He turns his gaze on me then, fire burning in the depths of it. “I need a house, Emerson. And I need it soon.”

I nod even as my mind races. There’s something going on here that I don’t know about, and whatever it is isn’t good. “I’ll find some options as soon as possible. Can you go out looking tomorrow?”

“I’m at the stadium until one tomorrow. But I’m free after that.”

“Okay, then. If you give me a little more time today—I want to narrow down exactly what you’re looking for—I’ll set up appointments at as many houses as possible tomorrow afternoon and evening. If we’re looking, we’ll find something that fits. Sound good?”

He studies my face, like he’s trying to figure out whether or not to believe me. I’d be offended, except Kerry’s failed him so completely that I can see why he’s wary. No wonder he was ready to break the contract today. I’d probably do the same thing if I were him.

We walk back to his truck at a much more reasonable pace, and I take the time to ask more questions about the kind of house he really wants. That it also distracts me from the fact that he’s eased us across the street and we are now walking entirely too close to the ocean for my comfort is a nice side benefit.

We cover the pool question—as long as the ocean is outside his door, he can take a pool or leave one.

The acreage question—he wants a decent backyard.

The style question—he wants something comfortable, where he can kick back and relax and not worry about getting dirt on the pristine white walls.

It’s only when I get to the number of bedrooms and entertainment spaces that he falters, his laconic smile dropping away as he stares moodily out to sea. “At least three,” he says, his voice hoarse.

There is so obviously something more to the story that it takes a lot for me not to push. But he’s a client and—despite the admittedly legendary kiss we shared—this is not a date. Just because he suddenly seems a lot more human than he did this morning when he was looking me over suggestively and calling me sweetheart doesn’t mean he isn’t still that guy. Everyone has personal problems and Hunter Browning’s are definitely none of my business.


Chapter 8

Hunter drops me back at the office at a quarter after one. I’m starving—the granola bar I had for breakfast wore off a while ago. I’ve got an apple stashed in my bag, and I think about digging it out and eating it before heading inside to face the music, but I’ve barely closed the door on the truck when I notice Kerry lurking near the big picture window at the front of the office.

No chance of putting this confrontation off, then. I take a moment to square my shoulders and get my head in the right space, as if that’s even possible, then head for the front door for the second time today.

The fact that there’s no gorgeous quarterback to hassle me this time around is something I am both thankful for and a little sad about. I don’t make it a habit of hiding behind a big strong man—I can stand on my own pair of red pumps, thank you very much—but it would be nice to have Hunter as a buffer right now. If Kerry was focused on him and the very big payday his house will bring to her agency, then she’d have less chance to tear me a new one. As it is, I’ve got one shot to convince her not to fire me.

One very long shot, I acknowledge as a hush falls over the office when I step inside. There are only a few people in here now—the rest are presumably showing houses—but every person in the main room is staring at me. Some with scorn, some with pity…either way, I’m not the least bit surprised when Kerry looks up from where she stands by my desk, pretending to be busy.

“Welcome back, Emerson.” The words are as ice-cold as her smile. “Do you have a few minutes to step into my office?”

I want to tell her no, but that’s not an option so I just nod and follow her down the hall. As I walk, I’m totally aware of the people who continue to watch me. Watch us. At least they’re being more surreptitious now, glancing at me from under their lashes instead of doing the full-on stare they were giving me when I first got here.

As we get closer to her office, I try to block out the looks and murmurs and concentrate instead on what I’m going to say to Kerry. On how I’m going to save my job when every step of her ice-pick heels against the Moroccan tile floor seems to sound my death knell.

I want to laugh at myself, at the overly dramatic description, but I can’t. Not when my job—my whole survival as an adult on my own—hangs in the balance.

Once we get to her office, Kerry ushers me in first then firmly shuts the door behind us. I stand there awkwardly for one second, two, as I wait for her to tell me to sit down. She never does. Instead, she moves behind her desk to sit in her beautiful and incredibly uncomfortable-looking chair. And then she just stares me down, like a bug under a microscope. Or worse, like a big cat with its prey, her eyes tracking my every breath. My every blink.

And like a big cat, Kerry is definitely the type to play with her food before she eats it.

That thought, more than any other, stiffens my spine. Has me moving toward one of the chairs positioned on this side of her desk and sitting down without an invitation. Yes, I was late this morning. That’s on me. But everything that’s happened since has not been my fault and I’m not going to sit here like a whipped puppy—like prey—and let her take me apart. If I’m going to lose this job, I’m going to lose it fighting.

She watches me sit with her red-taloned hands crossed on her desk and her impossibly blond, over-plucked brows raised. I’m not sure if she’s surprised at my audacity or annoyed by it and right now I don’t care. Which is why I take my time settling into the chair, crossing my legs, resting my bag on the floor.

She waits as I settle in, not saying anything until I have nothing else to do but look her straight in her beautiful, if pinched-looking, face. Then she purses her lips and asks, “So, how did the house hunting go?”

“It went well,” I answer cautiously. Which isn’t exactly a lie, considering I now know what kind of house he’s looking for. That’s progress, though I’m not so sure Kerry will see it that way.

“Excellent. Which of the houses does he like?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “He likes the Magnolia one, doesn’t he?” she says, naming the one with the all-white foyer Hunter refused to step beyond. “I knew he would.”

“He appreciated the detail in that one,” I answer, struggling to be as diplomatic as I possibly can. “But he’d like to go out again tomorrow afternoon, see some more houses.”

Her brows go impossibly higher, though her forehead somehow doesn’t move at all. I watch with a paralyzed kind of fascination. How much Botox has this woman had injected?

“Did you explain to him that these are the best houses San Diego has to offer? There just aren’t that many waterfront properties of this scale and magnitude available. I handpicked those five for him.”

“And he appreciated it.” I nearly choke on the words—and the need to tell her just how little her preconceived notions are matching up with Hunter’s vision of his house. “But I think he wants to look at something a little smaller. A little less…grandiose.”

“He’s a man,” she answers dismissively. “He doesn’t know what he wants—or what he needs. Which is why it’s up to us to sell him the house we know is right for him, no matter what he thinks.”

It’s all I can do not to raise my brows at her this time. Because she can’t be serious. She can’t actually think she can bully Hunter into buying a house he doesn’t like, does she?

The whole idea is absurd.

I only spent a few hours with the man and I can tell that he isn’t the type to be bullied. Or cajoled. Or talked into something he doesn’t want. Whether Kerry wants to acknowledge it or not, Hunter has a pretty clear vision for his house, and if she won’t help him find it, then he will go to someone else and she’ll lose the big commission he brings with him.

And so will I.

And while there’s no doubt that Kerry can afford to lose the one and a half percent her agency will get from his sale, I can’t. Which means I have to find a way to not just convince her not to fire me—as she’s obviously looking to do just that—but also to let me have a second chance at selling to Hunter. I don’t know the houses in San Diego well enough to have any ideas in mind for him yet, but I’ve got twenty-four hours to learn how to use the database and find the perfect house for him.

I’m going to do just that, if Kerry will give me the chance.

“Yes, but—”

“No buts!” she tells me sharply. “I’ve been in the high-end San Diego real estate game for a decade. I’ve sold houses to more than two dozen football and baseball players through the years, not to mention numerous CEOs and Hollywood types. The Magnolia house would be perfect for him. Plenty of outdoor activities, close to the water, a really unique style that will help brand him when magazines and TV shows come calling for a look at his new place.

“I don’t expect you to understand any of that, though. This is your first day on the job, after all.” Her tone implies that it may very well be my last, as well. I stiffen as I wait for the axe to fall, but before she can say anything more, her intercom beeps.

“Kerry,” says whoever has been answering the phones while I’ve been playing at being a real estate agent. “Hunter Browning is on line three for you.”

She shoots me a warning look as she reaches for the phone. “Hello, Hunter, how are you?” Her tinkling laugh is as fake as her wrinkle-free skin.

I can only hear her side of the conversation, but that’s all I need to hear to be able to figure out that Hunter is singing my praises. And while, that one kiss notwithstanding, I don’t think there was anything exceptional about the few hours we spent looking at disappointing houses, I can’t help but appreciate the fact that he’s a lot more astute than I first gave him credit for.

From what she’s saying—and the furious look she’s doing her best to hide—it’s obvious that he understands Kerry very well. Not just that, he understands exactly how much jeopardy he put my job in this morning when he demanded that I be the one to show him houses. Otherwise, there’s no reason for him to be on the phone with Kerry right now, obviously singing my praises.

“I’m actually speaking with Emerson right now, Hunter. She’s been telling me how much she’s looking forward to showing you some more properties tomorrow.” She pauses for a moment, listens to whatever trash he’s feeding her. Then laughs again. “Of course, of course. We’ll definitely have some more properties for you to look at tomorrow. It’s our job to find you the perfect house, after all. Emerson and I are both totally committed to that.”

She nearly chokes on my name as she says it, but I don’t care. Because with one phone call, Hunter Browning has assured that I get to keep my job for at least another day or two. Not to mention guaranteed me that big, fat commission if I find him a house. Which I am determined to do. Not just because I need the money, but because I can’t help remembering how he looked standing in front of that house on Coronado. A little lost, a little desperate, full of a pain I can’t help but recognize even if I don’t understand it.

He might have been a cocky jerk to me this morning, but he’s gone out of his way to make sure that I suffer no ill work effects from our encounter. It’s more than most rich and famous guys would do and I owe him for it.

After simpering at Hunter for a couple more minutes, Kerry finally hangs up the phone. Then she shoots me a look that has the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. “Hunter is adamant that you be the one to show him houses tomorrow.”

“I’m happy to do it.”

“I just bet you are.” She taps her gold pen on the desk in an angry rhythm. “But before you go anywhere with him, I’d like to remind you that you are representing this agency and as such will conduct yourself with the utmost professionalism. Is that understood?”

I block the memory of that one scorching kiss from my mind and nod solemnly. “Yes, absolutely.”

“Good. Because men like Hunter Browning are used to getting whatever they want. Right now, he obviously wants you.” She looks me over with disdain, very clearly saying without words that she can’t imagine what he sees in me.

“But once he gets what he wants, he’ll move on. After all, the only thing they like less than celibacy is having to deal with their one-night stands in the morning. So, while I’m willing to indulge whatever fascination Hunter has for you, you need to understand one thing. If you compromise this sale, if whatever happens between you makes him walk away before he buys a house from this agency, then you are finished. Not only will I fire you, but I’ll make sure that anyone in the business who might be tempted to hire you knows you can’t be trusted with their clients. Do I make myself clear?”

I swallow down the rage building inside of me, concentrate instead on what it will mean if I actually sell him a house. Financial security. A chance to do my art. Not having to run home to my mother and beg for her help. “Crystal clear.”

“Good. I’ll have a new list of houses for you to show him on your desk before you leave tonight. In the meantime, answer the phones and try not to cause any more trouble. Can you do that?”

I grit my teeth, force a smile I’m far from feeling. And remind myself that I can’t afford bail if I get arrested for punching my arrogant jerk of a boss in her perfect, white teeth. “Absolutely.”

“Good.” She reaches for her laptop, opens it up. And pretends I no longer exist.

I know a dismissal when I see it—especially one as rude as this—so I get up and walk to the door. And no matter how many times I tell myself to be good, to just walk out the door, to not say anything else to antagonize her, I can’t help myself.

Which is why, when I get to the door, I turn to her with the sweetest, most saccharine smile I can muster and ask, “What happens when I sell Hunter Browning a house? Do I get to keep my job, then?”

“Let’s not count our chickens before they hatch, Emerson.” She smiles back just as sweetly. “After all, men like Hunter are full of promises. Too bad they so rarely deliver on them. But I guess you’ll just have to learn that the hard way.”

She turns back to her computer then—once more dismissing me—and I’m so angry I don’t trust myself to say anything else for fear I’ll end up shouting at her that I understand men like Hunter better than she ever will. Even when she says, “Please make sure to shut the door on your way out. Some of us actually have work to do.”

Instead of telling her off, like I really, really want to do, I pull out my phone and text Sage a GIF of the Wicked Witch from the Wizard of Oz. Then text: My new boss.

Sage responds immediately, with a GIF of Dorothy’s house falling on the Wicked Witch of the East.

So many reasons I love that girl.


Chapter 9

Hunter

I pull into the underground parking lot of my sister’s condominium complex around seven-thirty, after a long afternoon of watching game tape. Normally, I get here around six or so, but since I spent the morning looking at houses, I had to fit in my workout after team meetings today instead of before.

Thinking about this morning’s fruitless house-hunting expedition has me thinking about Emerson. And about the look on her face as she watched me stare up at that house on Coronado.

Why did I take her there? I wonder for about the millionth time as I pull into a spot and park my truck. More, why did I even go there? I haven’t been by that place in years, haven’t let myself think about it in nearly that long. So how did we end up there today? And more, why when Emerson asked me about what kind of home I wanted, did that one pop immediately to mind?

The answer is an ache deep inside me and phoo. Just phoo. I shut it down as I climb out of the truck and slam the door harder than I need to. I’ve got enough going on in my life right now without dragging ancient history into it.

I walk toward the elevator, distracting myself from the past—and from the immediate future—by thinking about Emerson’s hot little body.

About that see-through white shirt she was wearing this morning and her full, lush breasts.

About the way those breasts felt pressed against my chest and the way her mouth felt moving against mine.

Idiot she’d felt good.

Just the memory of her taste, her scent, the amazing sounds she made as she pressed herself against me, has me growing hard in my jeans. Considering what’s waiting for me upstairs, now isn’t the optimal time for me to be sporting a hard-on, but as I press the button for the tenth floor, I can’t stop thinking about her. Can’t stop wondering when she’ll let me harass her.

And it is when, not if. Any other outcome is out of the question. Not when I want her as much as I do. Not when that kiss made it obvious that she wants me, too.

The elevator dings and I step off with a grimace, the warmth that came with thinking about Emerson dissipating as I walk along the outdoor corridor to my sister’s condo. For a second, I think about turning around. About going back downstairs, climbing in my truck and driving far, far away from here.

Not forever. Just for tonight. Just until I can get a handle on what’s happening. Just until I can come to grips with it.

But who the heck am I kidding? There is no coming to grips with this. No getting a handle on it. No doing anything but muddling through no matter how much it sucks. Besides, Heather can’t walk away and neither can Lucy and Brent. So why the heck should I have the luxury.

I shouldn’t. I don’t. And if I’m honest, I don’t even want it. I just want things to be different. I just want them to be better, want Heather to be better.

I knock on the door, just to let them know I’m here, then use my key to open the front door. I’ve barely taken a step inside before Lucy and Brent come tearing down the hall at me, elbowing and shoving each other as they race to see who can get to me first.

Lucy wins, because even though she’s younger she’s also sneakier. She distracts Brent with a hard elbow to the ribs, then—while he’s wincing in pain—she weaves around him and comes barreling straight at me.

I know I shouldn’t reward her—Heather is constantly harping about them being nicer to each other—but I can’t help it. When she slams into me, her little arms wrapping around my waist and holding on like it’s been twelve weeks since she’s seen me instead of twelve hours, I can’t help but melt.

I swing her up into my arms, holding her to one side as she peppers kisses to my cheek in between squeals of “Uncle Hunter, Uncle Hunter. You’re finally here!” I reach for Brent with the other arm, pulling him in for the more manly one-armed hug befitting a ten-year-old boy and his uncle.

“How you doing?” I ask him, ruffling his hair before pressing a kiss onto the top of Lucy’s head.

He shrugs. “Good.”

“Yeah?” I search his face, looking for proof that he really is okay. It’s not there—of course it isn’t—and I pull him in for another quick hug before propelling us down the hallway.

“Yeah.”

“Uncle Hunter, we made spaghetti for dinner!” Lucy says as she wriggles against me, a sure sign that she wants down.

I put her on her feet, then laugh as she grabs my hand and drags me toward the kitchen. “Spaghetti, huh?” I take an exaggerated sniff. “It smells delicious. Did you make it?”

“No, silly! Marta did. But I made the garlic bread and it’s the bestest garlic bread in the whole world.”

“Well, let me at it, then. Who needs spaghetti when I can have the bestest garlic bread in the whole wide world?”

“I helped make the meatballs,” Brent tells me. “Marta let me squish everything together in the bowl. It felt like brains.”

“And how exactly do you know what brains feel like?”

He gives a long sigh, like he can’t believe he has to explain something so obvious. “It felt like brains look. All lumpy and slimy.”

“Oh, right. And where exactly are these brain meatballs?” I ask as we finally make it into the kitchen. “I’ve got to try one.”

“They’re not really brains,” Lucy tells me.

I pretend surprise. “They’re not?”

“No! That’d be disgusting.”

“Disgusting? Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure! Brains are gross.” Her missing front teeth make her r’s sound like w’s. It’s pretty much the cutest thing I’ve ever heard.

“I don’t know, Lucy,” I tell her. “I bet your brain would be delicious.”

“Eeeeeew. No, it wouldn’t.”

“Well, come here,” I say, reaching for her. “Let me check.”

“No!” she squeals and starts to run away.

“What do you think, Brent?” I ask as I pick her up and stretch her out in my arms. “Don’t you think we should test out this hypothesis? See if little girl brains are actually disgusting?”

“Yeah!” Brent says with typical brotherly enthusiasm.

I bury my face in Lucy’s neck and blow bubbles against her skin. She shrieks with laughter, so I do it again and again, holding her squirming body tight in my arms so she doesn’t fall and hurt herself. She smells like baby shampoo and bubble gum, and the scent soothes me even as it makes the ache inside of me grow bigger. She’s so little, only six years old, and she’s already had to face so much.

Will have so much more to face far too soon.

The thought only makes me tickle her more as I revel in the sound of her little girl laughter. At least until her brother sticks his arms out in front of him and does his best zombie impression as he growls, “Braaaaaaains. Must. Have. Braaaaaaaains.”

“No!” Lucy squeals. “Stop him, Uncle Hunter. Stop him, pleeeeeeease!”

“Must. Have. Braaaaaaaains.” Brent reaches for her ponytail and tugs, his mouth wide open as he leans toward Lucy’s face. And that’s when she screams loud enough to wake the dead.

“What’s going on out there?” My sister’s voice drifts into the kitchen from the back of the house.

We all freeze, and I know the guilt is as evident on my face as it is on my niece’s and nephew’s. “Why’d you have to go and scream like that, stupid?” Brent demands, pulling his sister’s ponytail.

“Ouch!” she cries out, her little hand flying to her ponytail. “What was that for?”

“That’s for upsetting Mom!” he says, reaching out as if to pull her hair again.

I stop him with a warning look, then put Lucy back on her little feet. Her lower lip is quivering, her big green eyes filled with tears she’s trying so hard to blink back that it breaks my heart. A quick glance at Brent shows me he looks just as miserable, despite his sudden burst of nastiness.

“It’s okay, guys. Your mom’s not upset.” I drop a hand on Brent’s shoulder, squeeze tightly. “She’s been my sister a lot longer than she’s been your mom, so trust me. She knows if there’s a disturbance in here it’s her bratty little brother’s fault.”

“That’s for sure,” Heather says from behind me. “Did I ever tell you about the summer he spent doing nothing but hiding in the dark just so he could scare me? It got so bad that I could barely walk down the hall without freaking out.”

She’s laughing as she says it, and when I turn to her she grins at me. But she’s pale and trembling and more than a little out of breath from the exertion of walking from her bedroom to the kitchen. The fact that she doesn’t have much time left—that the cancer that has been ravaging her blood for the last eight months is winning despite the best treatment my money could buy her—is written in her gaunt cheeks, her slumped shoulders, the shadows under her eyes. Though she’s looked like this for weeks, it still hits me right in the gut. Still makes me want to hit something, anything, back.

I want to scold her, want to tell her that she should be in bed, resting. But she already knows. Just like she knows the time she has with her children is running out. And if she wants to hang out in the kitchen with them for a little while, who am I to tell her no?

Besides, as my older sister by seven minutes—a fact she’s spent her life lording over me—she’d somehow find the strength to kick my rear for even trying.

I settle for trying to keep things as normal as possible. “Apparently, Brent made brain meatballs with Marta today. Did you try them?”

“Brain meatballs?” she asks as she starts toward the nearest chair. “I don’t think I did try them.” She’s unsteady on her feet and every instinct I have tells me to go to her, to help her. But she won’t thank me for it, especially with the kids looking on, so I settle for watching until she’s safely seated. Then I cross to the fridge and pour her a glass of the specially blended superjuice I have delivered for her twice a week. It’s loaded with vitamins and antioxidants that are known immunity boosters and cancer fighters.

Lately Heather’s been refusing to drink it—claiming it hasn’t helped so why should she suffer with the gross taste—but I know she won’t say anything with the kids looking on. And maybe it’s nasty of me to take advantage of my niece’s and nephew’s presence like this, but to be honest, I don’t care. Any extra bit of nutrition I can get into my sister I’m going to consider a win.

“Mom had soup for dinner,” Brent says quietly, and I can see in his eyes that he knows what’s coming. That he is as aware of how fragile she’s become as I am. I hate that—hate that I can’t shield him from it, hate even more that he has to go through this at all. I know the pain of losing a mother early. I can’t stand the idea of him going through what Heather and I did. Especially since his father messed off several years ago and hasn’t been heard from since.

When Heather dies—if she dies, I remind myself fiercely—Lucy and Brent are going to be alone in the world. They’ve got me, and I’ll do my best by them, but trash. Heather’s a great mom and I’m just their uncle. There’s a world of difference between the two.

“Well, I’ve got a whole bunch of them here,” I say, pulling out the plate Marta put in the fridge for me when she left at seven. “Want to try them?”

It’s another low blow, using maternal guilt to try and get her to eat a little more. But since she’s wasting away in front of my eyes, I don’t feel bad about it. Like the juice, I’ll use whatever means necessary to keep her eating.

To keep her with us, just a little bit longer.

“I would love to try a brain meatball,” she says, smiling warmly at Brent. “How about you, Lucy? You want to share one with me?”

“No way. I like meatballs, not brainballs.”

“Brainballs are meatballs, dork,” Brent says. “Brains are considered meat.”

I start to correct him, to tell him not to call his sister a dork, but Heather’s already reaching for him, pulling him down into her lap. And though I want to protest—he weighs almost as much as she does at this point—I don’t. Because they both need this moment of normalcy more than I need to protect her.

Not that I can protect her from this. All my money, all my connections, I’ve used everything I could and none of it has mattered. None of it means anything when it comes to keeping my twin sister alive.

I watch her hold Brent, watch the way Lucy comes from the side to join in the cuddle, and it makes me want to put my fist through a wall. Makes me want to burn down the world. But that won’t help her, won’t help them. And that’s what I’m in this for. What I promised her—and myself—when she first got sick. I will help Brent and Lucy get through this. I just wish I had a clue how the heck I’m supposed to do that when I can barely wrap my head around it myself.

The house is the first step, I tell myself as I heat up the plate of spaghetti. A place that’s different from this. A place where they can be comfortable, where memories of their mother dying don’t lurk around every corner. A place that can one day feel like a home.

I divvy up the food, putting a few meatballs and some spaghetti on a plate for my sister. I carry both plates to the table, along with a couple extra forks as I know my niece and nephew, then bring over the superjuice for her and some water for the rest of us.

We spend the next hour talking and laughing around the table and it almost feels like old times. Almost feels normal. Except Heather only eats a bite of one meatball—so she can praise Brent’s skills—and at the end of the hour is so tired that I have to carry her through the condo to her room.

I help her get into bed, then start to turn the light off so that she can try to sleep, something she’s not doing much of lately because of the pain. But she reaches out, grabs on to my wrist with a surprisingly strong grip considering how weak she is. “Thank you,” she whispers.

I play dumb. “For making you eat a brainball?”

She smiles. “Yes.”

“Anytime, big sis.” I bend down and press a kiss to her forehead. “Anytime at all.”


Chapter 10

I roll up to the stadium at six A.M. Wednesdays are usually our early days—Coach wants two hours of game tape and three hours on the practice field before spending the afternoon with whatever part of the team he deems necessary. This week it’s defense, thankfully, which means I’ve got the afternoon free to house hunt with Emerson.

Just the thought of her has me smiling as I make my way to the tape room. Something my best—and favorite—wide receiver notices right away.

“I know that smile,” Shawn says, nodding to the chair next to his.

“Oh, yeah?” I ask as I take a seat.

“Heck, yeah. That’s your ‘thinking about a sexy woman’ smile.” He raises his brows at Tanner, my left tackle and best friend, who’s currently sitting across from me. “Isn’t it, man?”

“Dang straight,” Tanner agrees, popping the top on his container of freshly squeezed orange juice. “Spill.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell them loftily. “The smile you’re bagging on is my ‘I’m so thrilled to spend the morning watching tape’ smile. I can’t believe you don’t recognize it.”

Tanner snickers. “Yeah, cuz watching tape totally makes me smile like I just got laid.”

“Me, too,” Shawn agrees.

“You don’t get a vote,” Tanner quickly tells him. “Watching tape really does make you smile like that.”

“It’d make you smile, too, if you caught as many balls as I do in a game. Oh, right, you don’t get to catch, do you? You just get to stand there and be a meat shield.”

“It’s a pretty important job. Because if I wasn’t there, I guarantee there’d be no balls for you to catch. So you should probably just say thank you—”

“I’ll say thank you,” I interject, because I know just how long this one-upmanship game can go on if unchecked. “Considering it’s my rear you’re saving every week.”

“See, now that’s gratitude for you,” Tanner says with a sneer at Shawn.

“All right, all right,” Coach says as he walks in the room, arms filled with binders. “I want to look at what happened last week, when we let them sack our quarterback. Twice.”

Shawn cackles. “Great job, Tanner.”

Tanner flips him off, but there’s no heat behind it. The two of them have been messing with each other for years—it’s some messed-up kind of bonding ritual, and we all know enough to just let it roll off our backs.

Especially since, when they’re on the field, they work together like clockwork—a big part of what makes our offense the current best in the NFL—despite the fact that I had my rear handed to me twice last game.

Two hours later, we’re changing in the locker room—getting ready to take the field—and Tanner starts up on me again. “So, what’s she like?”

Deciding to throw him a bone since I have better things to do than get hounded about a woman by my best friend all day, I say, “She’s all smart mouth and gorgeous curves.”

He whistles. “Nice. What’s her name?”

“Her name’s none-of-your-business.” I bend down to lace up my shoes.

“Nice name. To the point.”

“Idiot off, man.”

“Is that any way to treat the guy who’s gonna keep your rear from getting flattened out there?”

“That’s why they pay you the big bucks, isn’t it? Whether I’m nice to you or not?”

He laughs, as I knew he would.

Then goes out on the field and—despite his ridiculous threat—does his best to destroy anyone who even looks like they’re coming for me while the defense runs patterns the opposing team is known for. I throw three passes straight into the end zone, one from nearly sixty-five yards back. In between, Shawn and Mateo—the other first-string wide receiver—run more than a few balls straight up the backfield to the end zone.

Fourth time it happens, even Coach whoops it up on the sidelines and I’ve got to admit, it’s a nice job if you can get it. Even when it’s hot as idiot out and my helmet and pads only make it hotter.

We’re all sweating like mad when we get back to the locker room and I can’t get into the shower fast enough. It’s October, for goodness sake. Shouldn’t it be cooling down out there soon?

“Hey, man, want to get some lunch after this?” Tanner asks a few minutes later, when I’m back at my locker, changing into street clothes. “There’s this new bistro I want to check out down in Mission Valley.”

The guy’s a total foodie, probably would have been a chef if he wasn’t a football player. He’s currently scouting ideas for his first restaurant and normally I’m more than willing to check places out with him. But, “I can’t. I’m looking at houses today.”

He sobers immediately as thoughts of Heather press down on both of us. “Oh, yeah. How’s that going?”

“So far it’s been absolute trash.” I can’t help thinking about Emerson as I say it. “But it’s looking up.”

“Yeah, well, if you need any help, want a second opinion or something, let me know. I’m happy to go with you.”

Again I think of Emerson. “It’s still early days yet. But thanks.”

He nods, then shrugs into his XXXL T-shirt. I shake my head as I watch—the man really is a giant. Not that I’m complaining, considering size is the most important part of being a left tackle. Well, that and really quick feet.

The Lightning—and I—are really lucky Tanner’s got both and then some.

I forget about him, and the team, as I head out to the car. I should be thinking about houses, about my niece and nephew, about finding them the best home I can. And I am. I really am. But I’m also thinking about Emerson, with her crazy hair and crazier curves.

For the first time in a long while, I can’t help looking forward to what comes next.


Chapter 11

Emerson

“Do you need some help with that?”

I look up from the computer where I’m struggling to figure out how to work the database to find Alice watching me with sympathetic eyes. I want to tell her no, that I’ve got this, but I’m pretty sure she’d see through the lie. Plus, I’m getting desperate. Kerry will be back from showing houses any minute and I want to have this done before she gets here.

Yesterday, on her way out the door—after keeping me busy with a bunch of obviously made-up work—she dropped a file on my desk filled with more eight-figure homes. Most of them were beautiful, all of them were extravagant and none of them looked anything like the kind of house Hunter described to me.

I took the file home, then spent the evening combing through San Diego’s MLS listings, trying to find a house for him that he would actually like. I found twenty possible ones, ten of which I think he might actually like. From the pictures listed, I fell in love with three of them—one in La Jolla, one in Coronado and one farther up the 5 freeway in Del Mar. All are right on the water, all are well within Hunter’s price limit and all are within thirty-five minutes, in good traffic, from the stadium.

The only problem is, I have to set appointments up to see the houses. And while I managed to set three appointments up last night, all of the other listings require that we go through an online database to make an appointment. And, for whatever reason, the online database hates me. I’ve tried following directions, googled suggestions and still can’t get the system to take any of my requests.

I’m about ready to tear my hair out, especially since I know Kerry will be here soon. So, pride be darned. “Yes,” I tell her, sounding pretty much as desperate as I feel. “Please. I can’t seem to figure out what I’m doing wrong here.”

“Here, let me see.” Alice grabs the roller chair from the closest empty desk, and scoots it up to me.

I roll my chair back, grateful letting her get as close to the ancient desktop PC on the receptionist’s desk as she can get. It only takes a minute before she says, “Oh, I see what’s going on.”

“What? What’s going on?”

“The system isn’t recognizing your license number. Let me enter mine and see if it works.”

“I don’t understand,” I say as the screen opens up for her like magic. “I know Kerry added my license into the system when she hired me. So I could practice, and so I could make appointments for her when she’s running short on time.”

“Yeah, well, looks like she changed her mind,” Alice says ruefully.

“Goodness.” I close my eyes, lay my head down on the desk. “She really hates me.”

“She really does.”

I lift my head just high enough to glare at Alice. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better.”

“Do you want me to waste time making you feel better?” she asks as she picks up my notes and enters the first address into the database. “Or do you want me to help you make these appointments so you can sell the best-looking quarterback in the NFL a house and make enough money for yourself and Kerry that she’ll forgive you?”

“Umm, the latter. Very definitely the latter.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Her fingers fly over the keys and fifteen minutes later, I’ve got a total of eight appointments set up to show houses this afternoon. A little thrill surges through me at the knowledge that I might be about to sell Hunter his dream house. And in doing so, make my dreams a little closer to coming true, too.

We barely finish in time, because Kerry strolls in just as Alice is logging out. She eyes both of us suspiciously, even as she wishes us good morning. Alice starts to ask her something, but she waves a dismissive hand and heads down the hall without another word.

I freeze as Kerry gets close to the printer—we might be logged out of the database, but we printed all the housing information and appointment confirmations out as we made them and they’re still sitting on the printer. Judging from the look on her face when she saw Alice and me sitting together, I’m pretty sure that she’ll know who they’re for. The last thing I want is to get her in trouble, especially since she went out on a limb to help me. Her license number is all over the appointment registration, even though my name is listed as agent.

But Kerry doesn’t even look at the printer as she storms into her office, all but slamming the door behind her. I lift my brows at Alice as the sharp sound echoes through the office. But she just shrugs, then starts to giggle as I continue to stare at her.

Soon I’m laughing, too, though my laughter has a tinge of a hysterical edge to it. I never dreamed that my first job out of college would have me at such odds with my boss—especially not on the second day.

“Still think the house sale will make enough money to get me back in her good graces?” I ask in between giggles.

“Honestly? You could sell houses to the Lightning’s entire offensive line and I’m not sure it will be enough to make her like you.”

“Well, that’s encouraging.”

“Actually, I think it’s really encouraging. Think of all the money you’ll make if Hunter hooks you up with a couple of his friends. I mean, seriously. Getting to sell one house in this price range is awesome. Getting to sell three or four? You’ll be rolling in it.”

I start to tell her I don’t want to be rolling in it, but I stop because…come on. It’s pretty amazing that I landed Hunter Browning as a client my first time out of the gate. Especially since yesterday had started out so badly. If I could land just one of his teammates, I would be set for a long time. More than long enough to really give myself a chance to get my stuff on the radar of the California art community.

It’s that thought that has me shuffling through my notes again after Alice leaves to meet a client. That has me scouring the MLS listings in between fielding phone calls and doing assistant work for Kerry, looking for any house I might have missed on my search last night.

I only find one, and that’s because it was just listed this morning. I fall in love with it right away, not just because of its location—on some of the most prime La Jolla beachfront there is—but because of its lines. Unlike most of the modern mansions around it, this home is stately. Old-world Mediterranean without being fussy. Beautiful, with its creamy white stucco and bronze metal balconies and rounded architecture. It has soaring windows on each of its three levels and a million high-end amenities, but as I flip through the pictures I’m impressed with how warm it feels. With how much it feels like a family home.

The fact that it’s also on the water—like, the property ends where the beach begins—is a huge win. Its price tag, a whopping $23.5 million, makes me wince, but it’s within the range Hunter gave Kerry. And, best of all, I can call and make an appointment to see it instead of having to go through that database.

I have a feeling in my bones that it’s the one, so I try to set up an appointment early in the day—even if it means having to cancel one of the ones I already set—but I can’t get one until seven in the evening. On the bright side, the other three appointments I set up in La Jolla were also at the end of the day, so at least we won’t have a lot of extra rush-hour driving to do. And it’s only about twenty minutes from the stadium when traffic is good. All in all, it’s a huge win and I’m thrilled it hit the market today.

The next couple of hours drag by, despite the fact that Kerry keeps me busy making her appointments (using her license number) for the week, setting up open houses and vetting a couple new real estate staging companies. Despite the fact that she’s only putting up with me to keep Hunter happy, I am glad that I get this chance—however short it will be—to work for her. She may have a myriad of personality flaws, but she’s a great real estate agent and I’m already learning a lot from her.

This may not be my first choice of career, but it’s something that can potentially support me as I pursue art, and I’m grateful that I’m getting the kind of on-the-job training that I am. Even if I get fired next week, I’ll still know a million times more than I did when I was hired last Monday.

Kerry keeps me so busy, in fact, that one o’clock sneaks up on me. I’m securing the last appointment for her Friday client when the main office door opens and in walks Hunter.

Somehow he looks even hotter than he did yesterday. He’s dressed in a red, vintage Aerosmith T-shirt that really works with his green eyes and is just form fitting enough to show off his well-muscled chest and tight, tight abs. Not to mention his freaking amazing biceps and the stylized dragon tattoo that makes up one of the most beautiful sleeves I’ve ever seen. His jeans are so faded that they’re bleached white and fraying at the cuffs and he’s wearing the round black diamond earrings that are one of his trademarks.

In other words—cliché or not—he looks so smoking hot that I’m surprised the office hasn’t caught fire. A quick glance behind me says I’m not the only one who feels that way. Alice is staring at him with her mouth open and the only other female agent in the place right now might need to wipe the drool from her chin.

I can’t judge either one of them, though, not when it’s taking every ounce of willpower I have not to lick my lips. He’s still the guy who soaked you with water, I remind myself as I reach into my desk drawer to pull out my purse. Still the guy who couldn’t even summon up a decent apology.

Still the guy who kissed you until your panties were soaked through, my suddenly wide-awake libido reminds me. And it’s all true. He might have a tendency to be a jerk, but the man can kiss.

“You’re right on time,” I tell him as I push back from my desk. I wore one of my most conservative outfits today—a black wiggle skirt that hits me mid-calf and a purple peplum blouse with long, tight sleeves, a sweetheart neckline and a bow that delineates my waist. It’s a far cry from a suit, but it does cover more of me than almost any other outfit I have, so I figure that has to count for something in Kerry’s book. The fact that she looked me over for flaws numerous times today but never found anything to complain about makes me feel like I actually look professional—not just an artist’s vision of what professional might look like.

“One of my trademarks,” he answers laconically.

He looks me over—it’s subtle, way more subtle than yesterday, but it’s hard to miss the way his gaze runs over me from my head to my toes. His eyes are warm and it’s obvious he likes what he sees and I’m not sure how I feel about that. More receptive than I did yesterday morning, certainly…but that’s not saying much. Especially when Kerry’s words—along with a million gossip columns and sound bytes—are on a loop in my head, each one reminding me that men like him take what they want and then get out quick.

The last thing I want is to become one of Hunter Browning’s dates for a night. As the best—and best-looking—quarterback in the NFL, his prowess with the ladies is pretty much legendary. As is the fact that he rarely has one on his arm, or in his bed, for longer than a night or two.

With the way he kisses, if he was a normal guy, I might be tempted to sign up for a night or two in his bed. If it was only between two consenting adults who had the hots for each other. But becoming just another notch on superstud Hunter Browning’s very public bedpost? Definitely not on my agenda.

“Can you drive again today?” I ask as we head out to the street. I hope he says yes because my car is still dead as a doornail. I want to have her towed to a garage, but until I get my first paycheck, I can’t even afford to do that.

“Of course.” His hand goes to my lower back as he leads me to the absolutely beautiful gunmetal silver Aston Martin cozied up to the curb. The thing glistens in the early October sunlight and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to ooh and aah as he gets the door for me.

“No truck today?” I ask a little snidely. I don’t want him to think this gorgeous specimen of automobile impresses me. Even if it does. The man might think he’s God’s gift, but there’s no denying he has really, really good taste.

“I just wanted you to be comfortable,” he answers with a smirk. “I noticed you had a little bit of trouble climbing down from the truck yesterday.”

“I am not short.” I pick up the white box on the seat as I slide into the car.

“Of course not.” His smirk grows wider. “You’re just vertically challenged.”

He closes the door on me before I can come up with a comeback and though I have no plans to let his comments go, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate them. As long as he’s not being a jerk, I’ve always been a sucker for a guy who can give as good as he gets.

I still haven’t thought of a retort when he slides behind the wheel, but that’s probably because I was distracted by the sight of his very fine rear in his very worn jeans as he crossed in front of the car. No wonder he’s been People magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive three times in the last decade. Now that I’ve seen him in person, I feel like he got gypped the other seven years. Seriously. None of the Chrises—Evans, Pratt, or even Hemsworth—have anything on this guy.

I try to hand him the box, but he just shakes his head and grins. “That’s for you.”

“For me?” I sound as incredulous as I feel. “You bought me a present?”

“Don’t get too excited. It’s not diamonds.”

“I never thought it was.” I eye the box suspiciously. “So what is it?”

“Why don’t you open it and find out?”

Warily, I do as he asks. And then I crack up when I see what’s inside. “You bought me cupcakes?”

“I bought you chocolate cupcakes.”

“Why?” I already know the answer, but I want to hear him say it.

“Because it seemed a little late for Froot Loops and a little early for tequila.” He grins as the engine roars to life. I don’t know what else to say except “Thank you.”

He shakes his head like it’s nothing. And maybe, to him, it is. But still I feel myself softening even more. 

“So, where to?” he asks. 

“I thought we’d start in Del Mar, then move on to Coronado before ending up in La Jolla this evening, if that’s okay with you.” I want to tell him about the house I found, but I don’t want to unduly bias him against any of the other houses we’re going to see today. There are quite a few really nice homes on my list and I think he could be happy in a number of them. The fact that the last house is so perfectly my dream home—with the exception of its proximity to the water, of course—doesn’t mean that it’s going to be Hunter’s.

“This evening?” He raises a brow as he pulls smoothly into traffic. “How many houses are you planning to take me to?”

“We’ve got appointments at eleven.”

“Eleven? Seriously?”

“Yep. I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours scouring every listing in San Diego that meets your specifications.”

“And there were only eleven?”

“Proximity to the ocean is a killer, especially if you don’t want a tacky, nouveau-riche McMansion—”

“I don’t,” he tells me firmly.

“I know. Hence the twenty-four hour search. But to answer your question, no. There were more like forty or fifty that could meet your specifications. Then I went through and ranked them based on my knowledge of you and—I admit—my own personal preference. We’re on the first tier today. If you don’t find anything you like, then I’ll take your feedback and go through the rest of them and come up with a new list for later this week—or whenever you’ve got time to go house hunting again,” I add hastily.

“If we don’t find something today, I’ll make time.” He says it with a grim determination that makes my radar go off all over again. There’s a story here and it’s definitely not that of a celebrity searching for his latest pleasure palace.

Maybe I’m giving him too much credit, trying to see what I want to see now that I’m going to benefit greatly from having him as my very first client. But I don’t think so. There’s more to Hunter Browning than the brilliant quarterback/hardcore party boy that the media takes such delight in reporting on.

“Let’s think positive,” I tell him as we cruise onto the 805. “Maybe you’ll fall in love with the first house we see.”


Chapter 12

Hunter

I definitely don’t fall in love with the first house Emerson takes me to. Of course, that could be because for most of the tour I’m too busy staring at her to pay much attention to the house at all.

She looks gorgeous today. Absolutely, drop-dead, pinup-girl gorgeous. So gorgeous, in fact, that I’m not sure what to look at first.

It’s not just her hair, though I spent half the night dreaming about wrapping those curls around my hands and tugging on them until she begs me for all manner of things.

It’s not just her X-rated mouth, though heaven knows the red lipstick she’s wearing today does things to her obscene lower lip that should be illegal in at least twenty-seven states.

And it’s not just her body, though she has more curves than a roller coaster and looks twice as dangerous in that truly amazing excuse for a skirt.

It’s more than that. It’s the way she holds herself. The way she talks. The look in her midnight blue eyes that says she isn’t buying whatever garbage I’m selling. I think that’s what I like the most, even more than the little star-shaped birthmark she’s got right under her jaw. And that’s a lot, considering just how many minutes I spent in the middle of the night fantasizing about licking my way over that birthmark.

I will say that the house is much better than anything her boss ever picked out for me. While it’s not quite right—most of the rooms feel a little too cramped for me, their size overpowered by darkly painted walls and towering built-ins—it’s definitely more in line with what I’m looking for. A home and not just a showplace.

We step into the backyard—which boasts a lap pool and a really comfortable-looking hot tub, according to the MLS listing—and both stop dead. Because while there is a pool, the backyard has something else that definitely didn’t make it into Emerson’s list of talking points about the property.

The gardens are full of sculptures. And not just any sculptures. Erotic sculptures.

And not just any erotic sculptures. Erotic sculptures depicting pretty much every carnal act a man and a woman or a man and another man or a woman and another woman can possibly get up to together. And that’s not even counting the numerous pieces depicting various forms of menage.

We both stand speechless for several seconds, our eyes darting from one piece to the next. I’m not a prude by any stretch of the imagination. I’ve been with a lot of women and done a lot of things with those women, but there are depictions of things in these gardens that I’ve never even heard of, let alone tried. I wouldn’t have believed some of them were even anatomically possible, except the sculptor and his or her subjects have obviously proven me wrong. Add to that the fact that whoever the artist is was not very accomplished and it feels a little like we’re trapped in a bad porn movie.

Emerson recovers first. “So, I might have been overly optimistic about this house.” She’s trying to sound nonchalant, but she’s staring, wide-eyed, at a sculpture of three men involved in what is commonly known as a daisy chain.

I can’t help yanking her chain. “I don’t know.” I walk a little deeper into the garden, deliberately pausing beside a very amateur-looking statue of a woman straddling her male lover’s face. “I kind of like this one. Its lines speak to me.”

“Yeah, I bet.” She snorts a little, starts to turn away. But I stay where I am, and even manage to keep a straight face as I pretend to study the sculpture like I would an original Picasso.

She pauses for a second, her eyes darting from me to the sculpture like she can’t quite tell if I’m serious or not. Which is the whole point.

I almost have her, too, until I decide to push it. “I particularly like the look on his face. The arch of his neck, the flex of his jaw. This is obviously—” She looks so horrified that I strangle on my own laughter.

She smacks me then, a quick slap of the back of her hand against my stomach. “Very funny, Charles Baudelaire,” she says, and I don’t know if I’m more surprised that she knows who he is or that she just expects that I do. Either way, I’m impressed, both by her knowledge and her trash detector.

And, most surprisingly, by her willingness to play along. After one more quick look at my face, she moves deeper into the garden, wandering from one erotic sculpture to the next. She finally pauses in front of a sculpture that has my eyebrows hitting my hairline.

“Really?” I ask incredulously. “This is the one you like?”

“It’s exciting. Just look at his face.”

“That’s agony, not excitement. His toe is about to break and he knows it.”

“Right?” she says with a laugh. “I mean, really, what do you even call that?”

“Painful. That’s what you call that.”

“I’m serious. Is that reverse missionary?”

It’s my turn to laugh. “I don’t know. Maybe missionary flip 180?”

“Missionary flip 180? It’s sex, not a snowboarding competition.”

“You sure about that?” I ask doubtfully.

“Actually, now that you mention it…” She moves even deeper into the garden. “What about this one?” she asks as she pauses in front of a statue of a man holding up a woman who is doing the splits while he buries his face in her pussy. “What do you think this is called?”

“Fun. Obviously.”

She snorts. “You only say that because you have those gigantic arms. Normal guys probably wouldn’t feel the same way.”

I pretend-buff my nails against my shirt. “So many reasons it pays to be a player, baby.”

She rolls her eyes, but she’s laughing hard now, which in turn, makes me laugh. Until she stops in front of a sculpture that has my laughter turning to a wince. As I stare at the sculpture of two men having anal sex in what has to be the most uncomfortable position ever invented, it’s all I can do not to cup my toe in sympathy. I just thought that last position was bad.

“I’m really not sure this is possible,” Emerson says as she crouches down to get a better look.

“I’m here to tell you it is NOT possible. Once again, penises are not meant to bend in that position.”

“How do you know?”

“Excuse me?” I half-gesture to my toe, like, what the heck?

“I just mean, have you ever been with another guy? It could be that you just have a spectacularly inflexible penis.”

“My penis is perfectly flexible, thank you very much. And while I have never had sex with another man, I do shower quite regularly with an entire roomful of them. Not to mention I have watched a significant amount of porn in my life. And never have I seen a penis do that.”

I’m trying not to be insulted, considering Emerson seems to think my toe is somehow inferior to a sculpture’s, but it’s more difficult than it should be. At least until she cracks up, laughing so hard that tears come to her eyes.

“Your face,” she gasps between outbursts. “If you could have seen your face—”

“I’m just saying. My penis is exactly the right amount of flexible.”

She holds up a placating hand, struggles to look serious. “I’m sure it is. Of course it is. Absolutely. I didn’t mean to imply—” She ruins it by bursting into fresh peals of laughter.

It’s my turn to roll my eyes as I head back to the house. Enough is enough. “Don’t we have other houses to see?”

She catches up with me a few seconds later. “You’re right. We do. I’m sorry for teasing you.”

“I can tell,” I say dryly.

“But seriously. Kudos for not freaking out when I asked if you’d been with another guy.”

I frown down at her. “Are we back to you deliberately trying to insult me?”

“I was trying to compliment you, actually.”

“I’m not a Neanderthal, sweetheart.” I deliberately use the hated nickname, just to annoy her. “I totally support consenting adults having whatever kind of sex they want with whatever other consenting adult or adults will have them. So lay off the dumb, homophobic jock routine. It’s 2017.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“You should be.” But I let it go. She’s not the first one to judge me by the sexist jock mold and she won’t be the last.

“I am. Really.” She starts to say something else, then stops when we make a wrong turn and end up in front of yet another sculpture. “What. Is. That?” she demands.

“It’s the butter churner,” I answer without thinking. Her eyes grow wide again, even as they dart between me and the sculpture. “You know the name for this one?”

Recognizing that I might have just stepped into dangerous territory, I do what I do best in hostile interviews. I prevaricate. “Well, you know, it’s not that obscure of a position. Lots of people could probably—”

“I call trash,” she interrupts.

“Why? I’m sure lots of people have done it. I mean, it’s even got a name—”

“A name that you didn’t even have to think about.” Her eyes narrow. “And you can evade all you want, but you don’t know the name of that pose from some porn movie or Cosmo quiz. You’ve done this one.”

“I’m not…I…”

She raises a brow at me.

“Okay. I think I’m going to just plead the Fifth on this whole position.”

“Oh my goodness. You have done it! Oh my goodness! How did you keep from breaking her in half?”

“It’s not as difficult as it looks.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Because it looks freaking impossible.” She tilts her head, studies the lines of the woman’s body. “No way do I want to work that hard for an orgasm.”

“With the right partner, you don’t have to work very hard at all. Most of it’s on him.”

She shoots me a disbelieving look. “Really? Because she’s the one balanced on her shoulders with her ankles bent over her ears—”

“Yeah, but look at where his hands are. If you’re with a guy who’s strong enough, he can bear most of the weight, which frees you up to just feel.”

She raises a brow. “A guy like you, you mean?”

She means it to be just another joke, but there’s something in her voice that has my senses going on high alert. Something that has my toe stirring in my jeans despite the fact that we’re in the middle of the most bizarre Greco-Roman-influenced sculpture garden I’ve ever seen.

I turn to her then, searching her face for I don’t know what. There must be something in my own face, though, because her breath hitches in her throat. And just that easily, humor turns to a powerful, overwhelming sense of sexual tension. So overwhelming, in fact, that Emerson takes a step back, her hand to her throat just as I take a step forward.

We both freeze, eyes locked as we each wait to see what the other one is going to do. I tell myself that if she backs up I’m going to let her be. I’m not going to pursue her, no matter how much I want to taste her again.

No matter how much I want to feel her rear in my hands, feel her breasts against my chest.

Feel her pussy clench around my toe.

But she doesn’t take another step. She doesn’t move at all except for the sudden, rapid rise and fall of her chest. And the tip of her tongue that keeps darting out to lick her crimson lips.

That’s what does it. That’s what shatters the last of my self-control and has me reaching for her, my hands locking around her upper arms as I pull her flush against me.

“If you don’t want me to kiss you,” I manage to grind out even though I can’t take my eyes off those lips of hers. “Tell me now.”

For long seconds she doesn’t say anything. And then slowly, so slowly, she cups my face in her hands and very deliberately pulls my mouth down to hers.

Just that easily, the tension between us explodes like a five-alarm fire, roaring through me and into her.

She gasps, her body swaying into mine, and I take instant advantage, licking inside her mouth to stroke my tongue around and along her own.

She feels so good, tastes so good, that a part of me wants to stay right here, like this, forever. I’ve been wanting to get my hands—and my mouth—on her again ever since I let her go yesterday.

I used her as a distraction when we were in my truck yesterday, used her as a way to get out of the mess in my head. To forget, for a little while, what waits for me when I go back to Heather’s place. More, what waits for my sister.

But the moment she opened to me yesterday, everything changed. And now, as I kiss her, as I hold her, all I’m thinking about—all I’m feeling—is her. She turns me on like nothing has in a long time, her sassiness and sense of humor going a long way to soothe the demons inside of me.

I don’t know what it is about her that silences all the pain deep inside of me, that beats back the fear and the rage that have been a part of me for so many months, that gives me the chance to just be. To just breathe. I don’t know, and to be honest, I don’t care. All I care about is making her feel as good as she makes me feel.

With that thought in mind, I deepen the kiss, exploring her mouth the way I so desperately want to explore her body and mind.

She tastes like strawberries and sweet cream and I can’t get enough of the taste. Can’t get enough of her.

Especially when she makes those little noises deep in her throat, noises that are half-moan, half–desperate plea. They go straight to my cock—straight to my head and I have to have more of her. Have to have all of her. All I can think about is getting her off.

Keeping one hand on her rear, I slide my other hand up her back to the nape of her neck and tangle my fingers in her hair. Then I twist gently, until the pins holding it up start to loosen.

It doesn’t take long. There’s so much of the stuff and the curls are so wild that it only takes a few tugs before her hair is slipping its restraints and tumbling down over my fingers and her shoulders like a cascade of wild red velvet.

I pull away then, just a little so I can get a good look at her. She’s breathtaking, her lips swollen with my kisses, her skin flushed, her eyes glazed. And her hair is a wild, glorious mess of corkscrew curls falling halfway to her rear. Her very round, very inviting rear.

“You’re so beautiful,” I tell her, sliding her skirt up her thighs. I want to feel that rear in my hands, want to cup it and mold it and hold her tight against me with no fabric to get in the way. 

I want to pull her skirt up to her waist, rip her panties off and look my fill. And then I want to drop to my knees and bury my face right between her thighs, want to mess my tongue deep inside of her. At that moment, I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anything except to keep Heather alive.

The need to taste her is a razor scraping away at my insides, the need to watch and listen to her fall apart even more so.

But her hand is on mine as I tug up her skirt, as I start to pull on her panties, her fingers tangling around mine and stilling them even as her body arches toward mine.

“We shouldn’t,” she whispers, her lips soft and silky as they move against mine.

“We should,” I counter, taking my time with the kiss before skimming my mouth down the slender column of her throat and over the top of her chest to press hot, open-mouthed kisses against the nipples I could feel pebbling beneath the thin fabric of her blouse. “I’ll make you feel so good.”

She moans then, arches against me as my lips close around her right nipple and I start to suck. “We have another appointment in fifteen minutes,” she finally manages to choke out. “We need to get going.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” I whisper against her breast, “until you come.”

“The other houses—” She breaks off as I nip at her, her hands tangling in my hair to hold me in place as she arches her back and thrusts her fabric-covered nipple more firmly into my mouth.

“We’ll get there,” I promise as I bite gently down on her nipple. She gasps and I do it again, relishing the soft broken sounds she’s making. “After.”

“But you need a house. I found—” Her protests are broken, her body hot as she arches against me. That, combined with her hands—which are clutching at me like a lifeline—are all it takes to convince me she wants me as badly as I want her.

“I need you,” I say, pressing my advantage as I drop to my knees in front of her. “Please, Emerson. I need…” I break off, clamping my jaw shut on the words that are swimming around in my head, just waiting to tumble out. I can’t say them now, can’t say them ever. Not when touching her has already cracked me open, already lowered my defenses. Not when she’s already made me feel more vulnerable than I’ve allowed myself to be since Heather got sick.

Maybe even longer.

Idiot, maybe even forever.

I close my eyes as the thought washes through me, tilting my face down so Emerson can’t see my eyes. So she can’t see all the emotions roiling around inside of me.

She isn’t having it, though, her hands tangling in my hair and tugging, hard, until I have no choice but to once again look straight up into her beautiful blue eyes.

Our gazes collide and hers is so fierce, so determined, that I try to lock myself down. Try to keep my face blank and my eyes veiled. Try to cover up all the trash I’m feeling so she won’t see what a mess I am. Or how much this one stolen moment out of time means to me.

But as she gazes down at me, as her eyes grow shadowed with a care I can barely let myself acknowledge, I know it isn’t working. And for a moment I think about getting up, about walking away from her and everything she brings out inside of me.

Too much emotion. Too much pain. Too much everything that I’ve shoved down for months. Because it’s easier to do that than to feel. Easier to do that than to worry about my own trash when I have Heather’s, Lucy’s and Brent’s to worry about.

I wait for her to turn me away. Heaven knows, I deserve it. She needs a lover, not a man haunted by the myriad things he can’t change, and it’s not fair to expect it of her. Not fair for me to fall apart the moment she gives in to my need for her.

I start to apologize, start to tell her to forget the whole thing. But then she’s stroking a hand over my cheek, her thumb rubbing back and forth across my lower lip, each swipe a little harder than the last. A little more insistent. A little hotter.

I part my lips even as I tell myself to let her go, nipping at the fleshy part of her thumb before sucking it deep inside my mouth.

She gasps at the brief shock of pain, shivers as the heat of it works its way through her. But she never looks away. Never takes her eyes off of mine.

And it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

Watching her pupils dilate with arousal, watching those summer sky eyes of hers turn to darkest midnight, is the last dang straw. It breaks my control even as it breaks the dam inside of me wide open. I turn wild, ravenous, until all I can think about is tasting her. Having her. Her.

And then I’m shoving her skirt up to her waist and ripping her black lace panties off with one desperate yank. I toss them to the ground by her feet as I bury my face in her sex. And then I just breathe her in for several long, perfect seconds.

She cries out, a loud, desperate sound that slams into me like a blasted freight train.

That makes me want nothing more than to hear it again and again and again.

That makes me want to say forget house hunting and spend the rest of the afternoon doing nothing but getting her off any and every way she’ll let me. Starting with her pussy against my mouth. On my tongue.

I dart my tongue out, slide it along her slit as I savor the dark, honeyed warmth of her. She gasps, her fingers clutching at my hair, my shoulders, the back of my neck. I relish the tugs, the little pricks of pain as I circle her clit until her breath breaks and her knees tremble. They tremble and she falls into me, holding on like I’m the only thing keeping her grounded.

I grab on to her then, try to hold her close, to steady her even as I spike my tongue and take her over. She cries out, arches against me, and I hold her tight. Work her through it. And then start to take her up all over again.

She’s beautiful, perfect, amazing, and making her come is fast becoming my favorite pastime—on the way to being a full-blown obsession.

But once her knees stop shaking, her hands are back in my hair and she’s tugging at me, urging me to my feet even as I slide my tongue along her sex.

“My turn,” she tells me, her voice husky but determined.

“I know,” I answer, pressing the words into the soft skin of her jaw as I lick my way toward her mouth. “I’ll take care of you.” I start to undo the delicate buttons of her blouse.

“No.” She fumbles with my belt. “It’s my turn to take care of you.”

And then my jeans are open and she’s on her knees in front of me, her glorious hair a fiery crown around her head.

It’s so unexpected—so not what I have planned—that for long seconds, I don’t say anything. I can’t. I just stare down at her, completely wrapped up in how dang beautiful she is with her flushed skin, her sparkling eyes, her kiss-swollen lips.

In that moment, I want her mouth on me more than I’ve ever wanted anything. But I’ve been offered more blow jobs in my life by more women than any man has a right to, and the last thing I want is for her to do this because she thinks she should. Because she thinks I expect it. And so I cup her cheek in my hand and tilt her face up to mine. And in a voice that is hoarse and more than a little strained, I tell her, “You don’t have to.”

She grins up at me then, slides her tongue along the perfect bow of her upper lip. “Oh, I have to all right.” Then she leans forward to press a kiss against the tip of my very hard, very aroused toe. “I really, really do.”

I groan, my hands fisting in her hair. It’s all the invitation she needs as she pulls me inside her mouth, runs her tongue along the underside of my cock. For the first time in my life, my knees are the ones that shake.


Chapter 13

Emerson

I shouldn’t be doing this. I absolutely shouldn’t be doing this.

Yet I am, and the truth is I don’t care about all the reasons this is a bad idea, even though there are a lot of them.

One, Hunter is a client and the last thing I need is to get the reputation for my high-end clients. Two, Kerry is just looking for a reason to fire me and this is me serving up that reason to her on a silver platter. Three, I may want Hunter more than I’ve wanted any man in my life—and he may have just given me the most amazing orgasm ever—but I don’t really know him. More, I may never get the chance to know him. He’s a professional football player, for goodness sake. He probably does this several times a week. The fact that I don’t, that this is pretty unusual behavior for me, should be the biggest of the huge warning signs against this.

And yet, it isn’t. Because the truth is, I don’t care. Not about this job I’m probably going to lose and definitely not about what Kerry thinks of me. I’ve never wanted any man as much as I want Hunter right now and I’m going to take him. Even if—especially if—this is my only chance to ever have him.

Doing this is stupid, I know it with every fiber of my being. Bad for my job, bad for my future, and—crazy as it sounds—I’m beginning to fear it’s also bad for my heart. But how can I not give him this after seeing the vulnerability in his eyes? After feeling it in the way he holds me, touches me, kisses me? He’s a world famous athlete, yet he’s the first man who has ever touched me for no other reason than to give me pleasure, the first man I’ve ever been with who isn’t just out for himself.

I want to give that back to him, want to make him feel as good as he’s made me feel. Want to get him outside of his head for a while, outside of that darkness I see reflected in his eyes. I don’t know what put the darkness there, but I do know that I want to chase it away, for at least a little while.

And so I suck him deeper still, scratching my nails over the flat, muscled plane of his abdomen. Down his perfectly defined V-cut. Along the light happy trail that leads from his navel to his groin. He’s beautiful, so beautiful. His skin golden, his hair soft and silky, his muscles lean and defined and strong, so strong.

I want to touch him everywhere, to kiss him everywhere. He’s like my own personal playground right here in front of me, and I want to take my time, want to savor him, want to taste and touch him everywhere. But we are in the middle of someone’s backyard—someone who might come home anytime now—and no matter what taste they have in sculptures and sex, I’m pretty sure they won’t appreciate the sight of San Diego’s quarterback getting off in their garden. So instead of taking my time, instead of doing every single one of the dirty things running through my mind at the moment, I settle on letting him slip out of my mouth so I can press hot, openmouthed kisses on first one hip and then the other. And if I long for more, if I long for everything, well then, nobody has to know that but me.

Hunter groans, his hands fisting in my hair as I push his T-shirt up and out of the way so that I can see, touch, taste, more of him.

I skim my way across his stomach, kissing every inch of exposed skin I can get my lips on. But then the shirt falls down, covering him up again and I make a sound of frustration deep in my throat. If this is the only chance I’ll ever have to explore him, I’m dang well going to get a look at as much of him as I can.

He must recognize the source of my frustration—or maybe he just wants the shirt gone as much as I do. Either way, it only takes a second for Hunter to rip the offending garment over his head and drop it on the ground next to my torn panties. As he does, the muscles of his chest and stomach flex and bunch. And suddenly, it’s all I can do to keep my tongue in my mouth.

Because, dear God, the man is sporting the first ten pack I’ve ever had my hands on. Heck, it’s the only ten pack I’ve ever seen, period. Sure, I’ve seen the ads with him—he has a lot of endorsement deals and he has to take his shirt off for some of them—but I’d always assumed his unbelievable body was photoshopped like everyone else’s. It’s never occurred to me, even for a second, that when he poses in his Calvins, all those beautiful muscles are really his. I knew quarterbacks were ripped, knew they had to use all these glorious core muscles to throw the ball and dodge opponents bent on destroying them. But knowing that and seeing it up close and personal—as up close and personal as it gets—are two different stories.

My mouth waters with the need to taste him, and so I do, petting his chest and stomach and hips even as I lick my way up the center of his torso as far as I can reach while on my knees. He groans a little, his hand cupping the back of my head to hold me to him as I kiss and lick and suck my way back down his stomach and abdomen to his cock. I pause right below his navel, suck a small, round bruise into the skin to the left of his happy trail. Then lick my way over and around it a few times, relishing the way his muscles jump and flex under my tongue.

He smells so good, tastes so good—like orange and bergamot and dark, hot sex. I want to roll around in his scent, to pull it over me like a blanket. To wrap it, and him, around myself for long, lust-filled nights.

But I don’t have nights, don’t have anything but this one, sun-drenched afternoon and I am determined to take advantage of it—and the freedom I have to touch him, to taste him, to take him. To let him take me.

And so I kiss my way over to his cock, then pause, my mouth hovering inches above his tip. He’s big, long and thick and heavily aroused, and I’m pretty sure if I press his toe against his abdomen, the tip would stretch past his belly button.

He’s an arousing sight, no doubt about that, but I’m not sure I can take all of him—in my mouth or my body. So instead of swallowing him down as I long to do, I choose instead to kiss just the very tip before pulling the head into my mouth and licking around and around it, my tongue flat and firm against the sensitive crown.

He shivers, his back arching a little in a desperate bid for more. He looks hot, so hot, his eyes hyper focused and electric green as he puts a little pressure on my head in an attempt to urge me closer. To get me to take more of him—and to give him more of myself in return.

Because I can’t resist the way he “asks”—any more than I can resist the way he looks at me—I give in, widening my circles until I’m licking halfway down his shaft. As I do, I make sure to pay attention to the sensitive area at the bottom of the tip, spiking my tongue and flicking against the spot again and again and again.

“Idiot, Emerson.” Hunter’s fingers tighten in my hair, holding me in place as he thrusts his hips forward, forcing his cock deeper into my mouth. “Baby, please…it’s been so long…I need…I need—” His voice, already low and gravelly and so, so sexy, breaks on a groan as he pulls me into him at the same time he slams his hips forward.

The movement catches me by surprise, but he feels so good and I’m so turned on that it only makes me hotter. Stretching my jaw wide, I take him deep. Take him all the way to the back of my throat and still that isn’t enough. Still there’s more of him.

I’ve never done this before, never opened myself up to a guy like this before. Never let him use my mouth—use me—the way I’m letting Hunter. But then I’ve never understood how powerful surrendering could make me, never understood that in yielding to him I get at least as much as I give. Maybe more.

Because even as tears spring to my eyes, even as I struggle to breathe, I realize this mid-fall afternoon idiot isn’t just about him. About what he needs. It’s about me, too. Because the more he takes, the more I want to give him.

Considering the fact that I might never see him again, it’s a terrifying thought. Terrifying, and so, so arousing.

My nipples peak.

My breath comes faster and faster.

My sex throbs.

“Idiot, sweetheart,” Hunter groans, and it’s the first time the endearment doesn’t get to

me. Then again, with his hands tugging me back instead of pulling me forward, I have more to concentrate on than any pet name he uses for me. “That’s so good. That’s so—”

I moan then, and the vibrations have him breaking off, have his hips thrusting forward fast and hard. Suddenly I’m taking all of him, his whole cock in my throat. My nose buried against his skin.

It’s a lot—he’s a lot. Almost too much, really. But I want this for him, want it for myself, so I concentrate on breathing through my nose. On relaxing my jaw. On tamping down my instinctive need to panic at the dominance of his position.

On one hand, it isn’t easy—I’m a control freak who doesn’t believe in giving a man control of anything having to do with me—and my heart is beating fast, my skin prickling with awareness, my body half-frightened, half-enthralled by the sensation of yielding control to him. But on the other hand, it’s the easiest thing I’ve ever done. Giving myself over to Hunter, taking what he gives me in return. It’s been a long time—maybe never—since anything I’ve done felt this right.

Because the knowledge scares me, I shove it away. Ignore it. Concentrate instead on giving him as much pleasure as I can.

Lifting my hands to his hips, I tug his jeans down a little more. I want to touch the sensitive skin of his inner thighs, to hold his balls in my hands. To scratch my nails down his rear, his hips, the backs of his thighs. I want to experiment, to figure out what turns him on.

I want to make him feel as much as he’s made me feel ever since he kissed me yesterday.

With that goal in mind, I slip a hand between his thighs. Brush my fingers over his testicles and then move back, behind them, to rub softly at his taint. Hunter stiffens, his fists going lax, and I pull off him slowly, savoring the way his breathing has grown harsh. The way his body is suddenly mine to command.

I spend a minute sucking at just the tip of his cock, my tongue sliding over and around the slit as his breathing turns labored. Then I turn my head, rest my cheek against his hip and press soft, sweet kisses to his abdomen. His navel. His V-line.

Goodness. His body truly is the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen. Everything about it—everything about him—appeals to me. I’ve just come and I’m already on the brink again, just from touching him. Just from feeling, seeing, tasting what my touch does to him.

I feel him relax slowly under my ministrations, his legs opening just a little bit wider in order to give me better access. As he does, his cock brushes against my cheek and I reward his gradual surrender by licking my way from his tip to his base and then back again.

My name shatters on his lips, the pieces of it hanging in the air around us like magic as I begin a slow, steady stroking of his taint that has sweat rolling down his abdomen and broken curses falling from his lips.

I love the sound of them, of him—breath catching in his chest, growl emanating from his throat, words breaking on his lips. All dark and deep and dangerous, so raspy it’s almost impossible to understand the words he’s growling.

It’s enough to have heat shimmering through me, my sex clenching emptily.

“Emerson, sweetheart, please—”

The way he calls my name, all needy and desperate, does it for me like few things ever have. As a reward—and because, suddenly, I’m as anxious as he obviously is—I swallow him down, sucking so hard that my cheeks hollow out and my throat aches.

Again and again I take him, relishing the broken sounds he makes at each pull of my mouth. Relishing the urgent grip of his hands in my hair and the desperate way his hips move against me. He’s lost his rhythm now, lost the smooth, sexual confidence that is such a part of him. Now he’s all about sensation, all about need, all about pleasure and the desperate, burning drive for release.

As am I. I can feel the sting of his nails scraping against my scalp, the ache of the hard ground beneath my knees, the burn of his cock stretching out my throat. I’ve never had any desire to mix pain with pleasure before, but this moment—on my knees in front of Hunter as he uses me, as he thrusts into my mouth again and again and again and takes what he wants—is, by far, the most erotic experience of my life.

And I’m nowhere near ready for it to end, even though I’m nearly as strung out on sexual pleasure as he was.

Slipping one hand under his swollen balls, I cup him, rubbing and squeezing and stroking until he’s panting like a cornered animal. Until his fingers are twisting hard in my hair and he’s calling out my name with each thrust of his cock into my mouth.

Tears leak from my eyes, run down my cheeks—a by-product of having him so deep for so long—and still I don’t let up.

My jaw aches, my lips and mouth and tongue threaten to go numb under the fast, brutal pace of his hips jacking against them, and still I don’t finish him. If this is all I’m ever going to have of Hunter, then I’m going to make it last. Going to relish every second of it.

But then he’s reaching between us, cupping my breast in his hand. Stroking and pinching and pulling at first one nipple and then the other through my blouse and bra. It’s too much stimulation, too much pleasure, and for a moment I forget how to breathe.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” Hunter grates out as he pinches my nipple between two fingers and then flicks his thumbnail across the very tip of it again and again and again. “Let me get you there, too.”

I’m already there, and would have told him so if my mouth wasn’t still stuffed with his cock. My clit burns, my pussy throbs, and my whole body feels like it’s on the verge of shattering into a million jagged pieces.

Desperate to stop the ache, to hold myself together, I slip a hand between my thighs. Press my palm flat against my clit.

But that only makes it worse, as does the deep rumble of Hunter’s voice urging me on. “That’s it, sweetheart. That’s it. Spread your thighs for me. Let me see you touch yourself.”

Any other time I would have been embarrassed, but right now I’m too needy, too frantic, to do anything but follow his instructions. “Idiot yeah, baby. Let me see you. You’re so pretty,” he croons even as he starts thrusting harder, faster, into my mouth. “So.. Pretty.” Each word punctuates another thrust into my mouth, another squeeze of my nipple, another step up the precarious ladder of my own pleasure.

“You’re so good, baby,” he tells me as he clamps down on my left nipple hard enough to have me gasping around his cock as a quick shock of pain shoots through me. It’s immediately followed by a very pleasurable heat, though, so I go with it, arching against him, into him, as shocked and needy tears slide down my cheeks.

“So good,” he repeats. “You take it so well.” His hand slips from my hair, and then he cups my cheek. Tilts my head up so that I am looking directly into his eyes.

What I see there has me nearly gasping again.

Dominance, yes.

A need for control, absolutely. But there’s tenderness, too. And just a hint of the vulnerability I’d seen earlier. I’m giving myself to Hunter here, letting him take from me what he needs from me. But as I look up at him, as I see the openness on his face as he gazes down at me, I can’t help thinking that he really is giving just as much of himself to me.

It’s terrifying and exhilarating and arousing, all at the same time. My pleasure ratchets up another notch and I know I’m close. Know it won’t take much to send me careening over the edge into oblivion.

Hunter must sense it, too, because his eyes darken to a wild, dangerous green that just might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. “You like that, sweetheart?” he asks, his voice taut as a circus tightrope. “Does that feel good?”

I nod as much as I can considering his hand is on my jaw and his cock is down my throat. But the wicked grin he flashes me tells me he got the message. As does the hoarseness of his voice as he instructs, “Now slip a finger inside that sweet pussy of yours.”

He watches avidly as I follow his instructions. “That’s good. Idiot, that’s perfect. Spread your thighs a little more so I can see. I want to watch you finger kill yourself. I want—” He breaks off as I do what he asks, spreading my thighs so wide they burn. And then I’m thrusting my finger in and out of myself, myself the way I so desperately want him to mess me.

“Idiot, yes. Goodness, baby, you look so hot. Idiot. Now add another one.”

I whimper as I do what he asks, sliding my fingers in and out of my drenched sex in the same rhythm he’s sliding in and out of my mouth.

“Does that feel good, sweetheart? Do you like that?”

My only answer is a high-pitched whine that comes from deep inside of me.

He’s deep in my throat when I feel the cry go through him like an electric shock, his body stiffening and eyes going wide. In response, he thrusts even deeper, faster, harder.

I suck at him as best I can, but his hand is back in my hair and he’s in control now, my mouth with a blazing intensity that I know will leave me sore later. Not that I care about being sore. How can I when I’m on the brink of an orgasm that threatens to consume me whole?

“That’s it, baby. Oh, idiot, that’s it. You’ve got the best mouth, sweetheart. You take my toe so good.” As he speaks, he never takes his eyes off my wet, swollen sex. “I just want you to do one more thing for me, sweetheart. Can you do that?”

I don’t know. I’m drowning in sensation, drowning in a razor-sharp pleasure that is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. But I nod anyway, determined to give Hunter whatever he wants. Whatever he needs.

“Good girl,” he tells me as he tightens his fingers around my nipple just a little more. A shock of electricity slams through me at the strength of it, and I jump. Squeak. He laughs a little, a low, dark sound that has my eyes falling shut and my body climbing even higher. “Now pinch your clit between your thumb and index finger like I’m pinching your nipple. Squeeze a little harder, a little harder—Idiot!”

He breaks off as I whimper, a high-pitched, broken sound that comes from deep inside of me and resonates all the way through his cock. And then he’s thrusting wildly, my mouth, his rhythm shot to perdition as he drives himself closer and closer to orgasm.

I’m right there with him, though, ecstasy sparking deep inside of me. Pleasure shooting along my every nerve ending. Fire racing down my spine, tearing through my limbs, engulfing my every sense.

“Idiot, baby, I need you to come with me. I’m coming. Idiot, I’m—” Hunter groans, his fingers tightening in my hair as he tries to pull me off. But I’m teetering on the edge of my own orgasm and there’s no way I’m going to deny myself the feel and taste of him on my tongue.

So I suck him hard, suck him deep, one more time. And then he slams over the edge, his release shooting onto my tongue and down my throat in a series of powerful pulses that have my own climax rising up like a wave to swamp me. To pull me under.

My last coherent thought is that I want to see and I blink my eyes open just in time to watch Hunter’s skin flush and his sharp eyes turn blurry as he gives himself over to a pleasure so intense that for a moment I fear it will tear us both to shreds.


Chapter 14

When it’s over, when the last, shaky tremors of orgasm finally slip away, my ability to do more than feel finally returns. And all I can think is, What have I done? Well, that and, When can I do it again?

The latter is exactly the wrong question to ask, but as Hunter reaches down and helps me to my feet, it’s almost all that I can think about.

Kissing him again.

Feeling him inside me for the first time.

Taking him over the edge one more time.

Letting him make me come again and again and again. Heaven knows, he managed to do it twice in this garden with little more than his thumb and the sexiest set of instructions ever directed at me. Who knows what he can do if he actually gets his cock inside me?

My knees go weak at the thought and suddenly I want nothing more than for him to back me up against the nearest tree and pound into me until we both explode all over again.

But he obviously doesn’t feel the same way, as he’s pulling down my skirt now, his hands gentle as he smooths the soft material over my hips and down my thighs.

“You okay?” he murmurs, lips pressed against my temple as he straightens my blouse next.

I nod, then stand frozen as he carefully fastens the buttons he undid earlier. He starts at the bottom, his fingers gliding softly—so softly—over the skin of my abdomen, my midriff, my chest, until the last button is done. And then he leans forward and presses one more tender kiss to the hollow of my throat.

My knees actually buckle as his lips skim across my collarbone and I cry out, reaching for him. He grabs me—of course he does—then pulls me against him as he strokes soothing hands down my arms, my back, my rear. He murmurs sweet things into my ear as he does it, a jumble of words that don’t make much sense but somehow soothe my overwrought body like nothing else could have.

I know we need to go, just like I know that I’ll have to face the consequences of my totally unprofessional behavior soon enough. But not yet. Not just yet.

So instead of worrying about throwing off our appointment schedule, I bury my face in the hollow of his throat.

Feel the fast staccato beat of his heart beneath my lips.

Breathe in the warm, sexy scent of him.

He smells delicious, like everything I never understood I wanted, and somehow I know that whatever happens here—whatever happens with Hunter in general—orange and bergamot mingled with the soft scent of jasmine flowers on the wind will be an aphrodisiac to me for the rest of my life.

He holds me for as long as I need him to, hands soft, voice low, face more tender than I’ve ever seen it. In these moments he’s as different from the man I met yesterday morning as night is from day and I’ve never felt safer or more secure.

I know it’s stupid to feel this way—after all, his reputation with women is legendary. But right now, none of that seems to matter. Nothing does but the way his touch warms me from the inside out.

I pull away first, not because I want to but because something tells me that he won’t be the first one to let go. Not the man who re-dressed me so tenderly, who held me up when I couldn’t do it for myself.

Our eyes meet and his are shaded, a dark, verdant green that I feel all the way to my toes. “I’m good,” I tell him before he can ask.

“Yeah?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“Good.” He smiles then, so bright it nearly blinds me. Then again, that could just be the feels bouncing around inside of me like laser beams.

I watch, more fascinated than I should be, as he tucks himself back into his jeans. Then he bends down and picks my ripped panties off the ground. I start to take them from him but he just shoots me a wicked look before stuffing them in the front pocket of his jeans.

Trophy? I wonder. Or souvenir. The only difference is intention. If you’d asked me yesterday, I would have said trophy. But now, as he wraps an arm around my waist and propels me gently toward the back door of this ridiculous, ridiculous house, I can’t help wondering if it’s the latter. And if it is, what that means. For him. For me. For us—if there even is an us beyond this one nebulous afternoon.

Hunter’s arm stays around me all the way to the car, even when I stop to lock up the house and deposit the key back in the lockbox. He opens the car door for me, gently helps me inside, then pauses to drop a kiss on my lips before closing the door and jogging around to the driver’s side.

As he does, I can’t help feeling a little like Alice falling down the rabbit hole. Not only did I just have oral sex with my first-ever real estate client, but now I’m swooning over him like Cinderella with her Prince Charming.

I’ve never been a Cinderella kind of girl. Never even wanted to be. But as Hunter climbs in the car, his hand comes to rest on my knee. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel the sizzle—and the sweetness—all the way to my bones.

We spend the rest of the day looking at houses. I try to keep it strictly professional between us, but it’s hard to do that when Hunter keeps holding my hand during the walk-through, brushing his fingers against my lower back or breasts or rear and dragging me into corners for long, drugging kisses that curl my toes.

It’s so different than how I expected this day to go that I’m a little shell-shocked. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying it, because I am. There’s a reason Hunter Browning is one of the most sought after men in the world—he’s absolutely dazzling when he sets his mind to it. He knows how to treat a woman, how to make her feel beautiful and desirable and wanted.

Hunter likes three of the houses I picked out, two of which were also my first choices. But the closer it gets to seven o’clock—and our appointment at the house I found this morning—the more excited I get.

We pull up at five to seven, after I manage to pry him away from the last house, which he liked so much that I was afraid he was going to demand that I make an offer on the spot. Which I would normally be thrilled about—and I will be, I swear, if he still wants it after he sees the house on Marina Lane.

I know right away that it’s a hit—I’ve learned to read him over the last few hours, learned to recognize what look he gets when he finds something he likes and what look he has when he’s not interested. The moment I instruct him to pull the car over in front of the large bronze gates of 52 Marina Lane, I know he’s going to be as excited about the place as I am.

And he is, so excited that he forgets to come around the car and open the door for me. Not that I need him to do it or anything, but he’s made a point of it at every one of our ten previous stops. The fact that he forgets to do it now I take as a very, very good sign.

But he doesn’t go immediately to the house, as I’m hoping he will. Instead, he stands at the end of the driveway and looks out over the ocean. It’s getting late, so the beach is nearly empty, the after-work surf brigade clearing out even as we watch.

“It’s a beautiful view,” I tell him, because it is. The sun is going down, turning the sky—and the endless, rolling ocean beneath it—to crimson flames.

He nods even as he grabs my hand, and for a second my heart stops. It looks like he wants to bypass the house completely, like he wants to walk straight over the sand and into the rolling waves.

I’m so not down for that.

But in the end, he just smiles at me and says, “You think this is the one.”

“I—Umm—” I scramble for something to say—this is his house and the last thing I want to do is unduly bias him toward one property or another—but the truth is, yes. This property is the one for him. I feel it in my bones.

“It’s okay.” He drops a quick kiss on my lips. “I feel it, too.”

We walk up to the house, hand in hand. After I use the app to open the lockbox, I let us in, calling hello even though the place is supposed to be empty. It’s a big house—not an elaborate mansion with a hundred rooms by any means, but it is a little over six thousand square feet—and the last thing I want to do is surprise someone who forgot we were coming. This morning Alice told me about walking in on a couple having sex during one of her showings when the house was supposed to be empty. And the worst part was the guy half of the couple wasn’t the same man who was selling the house…

No one answers—which isn’t exactly a surprise—and we wind our way through the first level. The whole bottom floor is pretty much one huge open room, with only a few archways here and there to delineate where one room ends and the other begins. There’s two formal sitting areas, a large but not huge dining room, a nook for a grand piano, a state-of-the-art guest suite with floor and toilet seat warmers and a professional kitchen, bar area and breakfast nook that make me drool even though I’m a rudimentary cook at best.

Hunter looks right at home in the kitchen, though, enthusing over the pot-filler over the stove and commenting on the warming and cooling drawers, the wine refrigerator and the round, butcher block island.

The backyard is pretty plain, if you discount the incredible view. But if you go up one level, the patio-balcony extends almost to the property line. There’s a pool, plus two outdoor entertainment areas, including a bar. The second floor has a media room, a huge game room with poker and pool tables and four more bedroom suites.

The media room, with its three built-in TVs, is my favorite part, at least until I get to the third level which is all master retreat, complete with exercise room, library, and a small study that could also be changed into a nursery, if necessary. And when you step outside onto the curved balcony, there’s an intimate seating area and a built-in hot tub.

Hunter’s eyes go dark when he sees the hot tub, and I catch him looking back and forth between me and it several times. At three and a half feet it’s about the deepest water I’m willing to go in, so I can totally get behind the fantasy I can see brewing in his head. Once he buys the house, that is.

I mean, if he still wants me around.

It’s a sobering thought, one that has me pulling back just a little. Because he’s Hunter Browning and I’m…me. We’ve known each other two days and no matter what happened in that garden this afternoon, once he picks a house, there’s no reason for us to ever see each other again. No reason at all for me to ever be in that hot tub with him.

Which is fine. I’m just in this for the one and a half percent commission. Or at least that’s the story I’m telling myself.

“So, what do you think?” I ask when Hunter makes his way back to where I’m standing.

“It’s a lot of house.”

“It is,” I agree. I want to jump in, to tell him all the reasons this house is perfect for him, but it’s not my place to push. This is Hunter’s house, and even though I think he belongs here with every fiber of my being, he’s just a client.

“Wow. That’s about as noncommittal as it gets,” he teases as we slowly walk back down the first of the two circular, glass-enclosed staircases.

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“I want you to tell me you think I should buy it. Or not, if that’s the case.”

“But it’s not my house.”

“No, but that doesn’t mean I don’t value your opinion.” My stupid, stupid heart beats a little faster at that, at least until he adds, “You spent the last twenty-fours looking at all the houses available in my price range in San Diego. Do you think I’m going to find something that meets my needs better than this?”

“No. I really don’t.”

We’re on the second floor now and he reaches for my hand, tugs me over to the edge of the balcony that looks out over the ocean. We stand like that for a few minutes, just staring out over the ocean as the sun finally sets.

Then, as the moon turns the ocean to polished glass, he turns to me with a huge grin and says, “Okay, let’s make an offer.”

I barely resist the urge to crow. I did it. I found him a house—and made my first sale. Incredible. I did it. And in thirty days, when this baby closes, I’m not going to be poor anymore. I’m going to be pretty close to the opposite of poor. I mean, not buy a $24-million-dollar house opposite of poor, but I’ll be able to get my car fixed. Pay off my credit card. Eat. All of which sounds pretty dang fantastic to me.

“Let’s do it,” I tell him. “I mean, we have to decide what you want to offer. And I’d suggest sleeping on it tonight, just to be sure. I’ll write it up tonight, and then if you still want the house in the morning, we can submit it first thing.”

“I’ll still want the house.”

“I know. But we’re talking about twenty-four million dollars. I want you to be as sure as you can possibly be before we do this thing.”

“And my teammates told me real estate agents only care about their commission and not their clients.”

“They’ve obviously met my boss.”

He laughs. “It was one of them who suggested her, actually. And though it’s a toe thing to say, I’m really happy I soaked you with that puddle yesterday.”

“It is a toe thing to say.” I mock glare at him. But as he presses a soft line of kisses over my cheek and down my jaw, I can’t help relenting. “But I’m glad, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” He presses his mouth to mine once, twice, then again and again. “And why is that, exactly?”

“My dry cleaning only cost ten bucks. Which means I made ninety bucks off your bad behavior yesterday.”

“Ninety bucks, huh? I hope you plan to do something fun with it.”

“Oh, I absolutely do,” I say, voice deliberately breathless. Which includes buying groceries so I can eat until payday, but it’s not like I’m going to tell him that.

There are some things that rich quarterbacks don’t need to know, no matter how easily they make you come…


Chapter 15

Hunter

I want to take Emerson out to dinner, partly to thank her for the work she put in to finding me the perfect house and partly because I don’t want her to think that what happened this afternoon is just a one-off thing for me. While I’m the first to admit that most of my sexual encounters lately have been one-night stands followed by the occasional hookup if we’re both in the mood, that’s mostly because I’ve tried to be available for Heather and the kids whenever they need me.

While that hasn’t changed—my twin and her children will always be my top priority—I find myself reluctant to just walk away from Emerson. She fits me in a way I wouldn’t have expected when I first saw her on the curb yesterday, like everything in her was designed specifically to appeal to everything in me. And while I really don’t have time for a relationship right now—between Heather, the kids and the fact that we’re coming up on the busiest part of the football season—I figure I’m going to have to make time. Because I’m not letting Emerson walk away from me. Not until we have a chance to explore the insane chemistry that burns between us.

I’m about to suggest dinner at one of the many amazing restaurants that line Prospect, just a few blocks from the house I just decided to buy. But before I can broach the subject, I get a text from Lucy, asking when I’m going to be home. She’s using her mother’s phone, but I know it’s her from the long string of ridiculous emojis. And from the fact that she misspelled the words “when” and “home.”

So much for dinner—and a shot at repeating what happened in that garden this afternoon. There’s a part of me that wants to text her back, to tell my niece I’ll see her in the morning. After all, I made sure there’s someone there to cover dinner and a movie with the kids as Heather doesn’t have enough energy to handle them for any length of time anymore. But just because they have a babysitter doesn’t mean I’m going to ignore Lucy’s obvious desire for reassurance. She’s about to lose her mother and she knows it. If she needs me, I’m going to be there for her.

Which is why—after we’re back in the car—instead of asking Emerson out, I ask, “Do you have a car you need to pick up at the office or can I drop you at home?”

She’d been looking straight at me, a big smile on her face. But as my words sink in, her eyes go blank and she turns to look out the window instead.

Her response—or lack thereof—makes me want to kick my own rear, and that’s before she admits, “My car’s in the shop, actually. So if you don’t mind dropping me at home, I’d really appreciate it.”

“Of course. Just point me in the right direction.”

“I live in Imperial Beach, so you can hop on 805 South and we’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”

I nod, even as it registers that she’s living in one of the lower income areas in town. South of Chula Vista, literally two exits from Tijuana, it’s also one of the most unsafe areas. Between car thieves, drug runners and Mexican mafiosi looking to make a point on American soil, barely a day goes by that the news doesn’t have something to report about IB.

I want to ask her what she’s doing living there when she works in a high-end real estate agency, but I don’t want to embarrass her. Or piss her off, especially right now when I haven’t even offered to buy her a drink.

“So, we should probably talk about what you want to offer on the house,” she says after we drive in silence for a few minutes.

“I was going to suggest full price. I don’t want to risk losing the place to someone else.”

She laughs then, a warm, full-bodied sound that fills up the car and goes straight to my toe. I don’t know what I said that was funny, and to be honest, I don’t actually care. I’ll make a jerk of myself every day if it means hearing her laugh like that. It’s low and husky and sexy as idiot, just like Emerson herself.

“Hunter, sweetheart, we are not offering full price on that house. The owners got incredibly lucky that you were looking for a house in their price range just as they listed it. That might make them cocky, might make them push for a little more, but the truth is there are very few people in the world who can drop twenty-four million on a house. Real estate like that house often takes a year or more to move.”

“Good thing I plan on living there for a decade or two, then, isn’t it?”

“It’s a very good thing. But that doesn’t mean we should just roll over and give them whatever they want. We’re going to start low, real low. See how they respond.”

“How low?”

“Low enough to make them cringe—or laugh. They’ll come back with a counteroffer that, if we’re lucky, is lower than what we reasonably would have offered, just because we set the bar so low.”

“I get wanting to make a deal, but that seems a little cold-blooded, doesn’t it? They’ve got a beautiful home. I don’t want them to think I’m taking advantage of them.”

“And you don’t want them to take advantage of you, either. They paid six million dollars for that home when they bought it in 2009, at the height of the housing crisis in San Diego.”

“Six million? That’s a four hundred percent markup in less than eight years.”

“Exactly what I’m saying.” She grins at me then, and it’s more than a little wolfish looking, if I’m being honest. The strength and slyness in the smile take my toe from semi-hard to throbbing in the space from one breath to the next.

“So what do you think we should offer then?”

“They’re carrying a three-million-dollar mortgage on the place. That, plus the three million they’ve already sunk into the place, is all they really need to recoup. Obviously property values have skyrocketed in the last few years, so the house is worth significantly more than that. I say go in at twelve, see what happens.”

“Twelve million?” I take my eyes of traffic to shoot her a disbelieving look. “You want me to go in there with an offer that’s half the asking price?”

“I do. They’re not going to agree to it, and we know—worst-case scenario—that you’re willing and able to pay full price. But maybe we’ll get lucky. They’ll come back with a counteroffer of seventeen million or something. Shaving seven million dollars off the asking price is nothing to sneeze at.”

“Obviously.” I’m a little too shell-shocked to say anything more. When I first requested to work with Emerson, Kerry gave me the impression that she was very inexperienced, completely unable to hold her own in the world of high-end real estate. Obviously Kerry was kidding me, or she doesn’t know Emerson nearly as well as she likes to think that she does. Because the woman plotting next to me seems to know exactly what she’s doing.

Which is just one more turn-on for me, one more thing about her that makes me hard. I’ve never understood guys who wanted a whimpering damsel in distress. In my opinion, strength and confidence are so much sexier.

We spend the rest of the drive making small talk. It drives me crazy as I want to delve deeper than the weather with her. I want to know more than who her favorite football team is, though I’m glad it’s the Lightning.

Which is why, when I pull into the parking lot of her very run-down apartment building, I say, “I’ve got this thing I’m supposed to go to tomorrow night.”

“Thing?” she repeats, looking baffled.

“Goodness, I’m usually smoother at this kind of thing.” I give an awkward laugh, rub my hand over the back of my neck.

“Are you? Is that before or after you douse a woman with a dirty puddle?”

“After. Definitely after.” We both laugh then, and she looks beautiful, so beautiful, even under the dim parking light. I want to kiss her, want to take her upstairs, stretch her out on her bed and make love to her the way I wanted to this afternoon—until she’s hot and sweaty and has come so many times she can barely lift her head. Then I want to do it all over again.

But my phone vibrates in my pocket, reminding me that I have commitments waiting for me at home. So I table my very detailed, very explicit fantasies and cut right to the chase. “So that thing I mentioned. It’s a charity ball for Children’s Hospital. The Lightning sponsor it every year. I was going to do a hit-and-run on it—”

“A hit-and-run?” she interrupts.

“You know, just stop in as part of the whole command performance thing. Sign some autographs, thank the other donors, write a check to the hospital…It’s what I usually do. But I was thinking, maybe you’d like to go with me?”

“Go with you?” she repeats, and for the first time she looks as stunned as I’ve felt since she snapped that hundred dollar bill out of my hand and turned me head over heels. “To a party hosted by the entire San Diego Lightning organization?”

“You’re squeaking. And turning red. Why are you squeaking and turning red?”

“Because Lightning. Tanner Green. Cameron Smith. Shawn Wilson!” She says Shawn’s name like he’s a god or something. Which he pretty much is, especially when it comes to yards rushed. But still…“You are aware that I’m Hunter Browning, right? Top quarterback in the league? Superbowl MVP—”

“Two years running, Heisman trophy winner, record holder for pass completion, yadda yadda yadda. I know exactly who you are. Don’t get your panties in a twist.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “My panties are not twisted. In fact, I’m not even wearing panties, thank you very much.”

“Well, isn’t that a funny coincidence,” she says, eyes lowered and voice all sultry. “Neither am I.”

And just like that, the temperature in the car shoots up ten degrees. “I am aware of that,” I say, sliding the panties in question out of my front pocket and twirling them around on my finger. “I very much enjoyed taking them off you, in fact.”

“Look at that. Another coincidence.” She slides her hand up my thigh. “So did I. Very much.”

All the blood in my head rushes about three feet south. She notices—of course she does—and her hand slips higher, until she’s lightly stroking my rock-hard cock through the denim of my jeans.

My hips snap up involuntarily, searching for more friction. More pressure. Something. But she just laughs and keeps her touch light. Teasing me. Tormenting me, until all I can think about is making her come. Making her scream.

It’s that thought that has me reaching for her. I slide my chair back at the same time, so that when I pull her onto my lap it’s cramped but not impossible. I grab her thighs, one in each hand, and push them open until she’s straddling me, her bare pussy settling down right over the hard ridge of my cock.

There’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to unzip my jeans and slide right up and into her. But I want the first time I’m inside her to be about more than a quickie on my way home. So I settle for slipping a hand under her skirt and up her thigh.

She gasps as I slide a little deeper, my fingers stroking along her slit. She’s wet already, wet and hot and so inviting I want nothing more than to bend my head and lick all her sweetness up. But our quarters are too tight for that, so I settle on pressing two fingers inside of her even as I rest my thumb against her clit and start to stroke.

Emerson begins moving then, rocking her hips against my hand as she struggles to take me deeper. I give her what she wants, sliding my fingers as deep inside her as I can, then crook them a little so they hit the spot inside of her that lights her up like the Super Bowl.

She moans then, leans forward like she wants to kiss me. But I don’t let her take even that much control. Instead, I thrust a hand into all those wild curls of hers and grab on tight. Then I tug her head back, just enough that she feels the prick on her scalp. Just enough that she realizes how utterly and completely at my mercy she is.

There’s a part of me that wants to kiss her, that wants to shove my tongue into her mouth for no other reason than to get another of my body parts inside of her any way that I can. But if I do that, I lose the view and I’m so not ready for that to happen yet.

She looks so beautiful, so beautiful and vulnerable and mine when she’s splayed on my lap like this.

Skirt around her hips.

Blouse strained over her tight nipples and swollen breasts.

Lips moist and open and gasping for breath.

Head pulled back to reveal the vulnerable curve of her throat.

Back arched.

Hair a wildfire spilling over my hand, my arm, her shoulders.

Eyes wide and locked to mine.

So beautiful.

“Hunter,” she whispers, and it’s a plea. More, it’s a demand, one I have no intention of ignoring.

“I’ve got you, baby,” I say as I scissor my fingers inside of her. Her eyes go dark and fuzzy at the movement, her hips straining forward. And that’s when I feel it, her pussy tightening around my fingers as she gets closer and closer to the edge. It feels so good that my own toe throbs in time to the mini-contractions.

My voice is a growl as I order, “Let go, Emerson,” at the same time I tap my thumb sharply against her clit.

And she does, with a loud cry as her body flies over the edge. I work her through the orgasm, grinding the heel of my hand against her clit as I thrust my fingers inside of her again and again. She’s almost sobbing now, her breath coming in strangled fits and starts that cause her whole body to shake.

Then, just as she’s coming down, I do it again, slamming my fingers inside her as I pinch her clit between my thumb and pinkie finger. She does scream then, another orgasm slamming through her fast and hard.

She’s gorgeous like this, so gorgeous, and if I could I’d spend the night like this, making her come again and again and again. But even as I think it, my phone vibrates in my pocket and I know I’ve got to get home.

She comes down slowly, and I hold her through it all. Stroking her back, pressing kisses to her damp, flushed skin. Trying to show her that she matters to me—that this thing we’re starting, whatever it is—matters to me, even though I’ve got to leave her.

“Well, that’s not quite how I was expecting this night to end,” she says when her breathing finally evens out.

“That’s a shame, cuz I think every evening I spend with you should end with you looking like this.”

“Sleepy?” she jokes.

“Relaxed,” I correct. “Sexy. Beautiful.”

“You are quite the charming one, aren’t you?”

“I try.”

“Oh, you do a lot more than try, I think.” She slides off my lap slowly, though I try to hold on for just a little longer. She feels good in my arms, better than anyone has in a really long time.

But when she reaches for my zipper, I pull her hand away and softly kiss the palm.

“What—”

“I’ve got to get going. There’s something at home I need to take care of.”

“You don’t want me to…”

“Oh, I want you to. Believe me. But it’ll wait.” I lean forward, press one, two, three kisses to her mouth. Then I climb out of the car and walk around to open her door for her.

“Which way is your apartment?” I ask as I help her out of the car.

“You don’t need to—”

“Which way?” I inject steel into my voice this time, watching as her eyes widen just a little in the dim light.

For a second it looks like she’s going to argue with me, but in the end she just sighs. “I’m two floors up,” she says, pointing to a rickety-looking staircase on our right.

I nod and clench my teeth to keep from saying something she’ll take the wrong way. I don’t like that she lives here but I’m smart enough to know that if I tell her that she’ll slap me back so fast my head will spin.

So I keep quiet as I close the car door and usher her toward the stairs, my hand on her lower back. When we get to her door—the first one next to the stairs—I say, “About tomorrow night. We don’t have to stay long if you don’t want. I just thought—”

“Thought what?” She looks up at me through her lashes, amusement dancing wickedly in her eyes.

And I suck it up, tell her exactly what I was thinking when I issued the invitation. “That I’d really like to dance with you.”

She stares at me for long seconds, looking for all the world like that was the last thing she expected me to say. Then she shakes her head and says, “What the heck?”

Which is about the last thing I expected her to say. “Excuse me?”

She shakes her head. “I promised myself that I wasn’t going to swoon.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

She sighs. “It means, after you kissed me in your truck yesterday I told myself I wasn’t going to get all stupid and swoony.”

“I don’t think ‘swoony’ is a word.”

“The point is, I wasn’t going to fall for you.”

That’s not quite what I was hoping to hear. Still, she’s got such ridiculous affection in her eyes as she says it that I can’t help asking, “And now?”

“And now you’re taking me to a ball because you want to dance with me.” She reaches up then, takes my face in her hands. “I’m totally going to fall for you and it’s totally going to be a mess. And right now I don’t even care because I think the fall is going to be worth the landing, no matter how hard it is.”

It takes a minute for her words to sink in. When they do, I pull away to glare at her. “Well, that’s a nasty thing to say.”

She looks shocked, like she can’t believe I just called her on her trash. But come on. “Seriously? Who does that? Who announces she’s falling for a guy with one breath and then tells him with her next that she’s already preparing for the end? That’s completely uncool.”

I don’t know why I’m so outraged, but I am. Maybe it’s because of her obvious distrust of me. Maybe it’s because I’m as far into this thing as I can be right now, and she’s already got a foot out the door. Or maybe it’s because of how inevitable she makes the whole thing sound. I know inevitable. I’m living inevitable right now, trying to figure out how to say goodbye to a woman who is not just my twin sister but my best friend, and I resent the heck out of Emerson for acting like whatever relationship we develop is already as doomed as the one I have with the woman I have loved for my entire life.

“I was just trying to be realistic. You’re a world famous football player and I’m a nobody trying to make ends meet. I’m just saying we know how this ends.”

“So you know how this is going to end?” I cross my arms over my chest, prop my shoulder against the wall. “Why don’t you go ahead and fill me in, then?”

She rolls her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

She doesn’t sound sorry. She sounds like she thinks I’m being completely crazy. And maybe she’s right. Maybe I am. Then again, I’ve felt crazy ever since I first saw that see-through white shirt plastered to her beautiful breasts.

“I was just trying to reassure you that I don’t expect anything,” she continues. “I—”

“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you should expect something.”

“I…what?” Now she looks as confused as I feel. “We just met.”

“I know. But I think it’s pretty obvious that I like you. I know I was kind of a douche yesterday and I’m sorry about that, but you just said you were falling for me. And while I agree that neither of us knows where this thing between us is going, I think we can also agree that that means we don’t know where we’re going to end up. So why don’t you just cut out all the low expectations and eyes-wide-open garbage and let’s see what happens. For real and not just in your worst-case-scenario imagination.” The words just spew out, tumbling out of my mouth one right after the other until I literally run out of breath.

It’s only when I pause to take a new breath that Emerson gets a word in edgewise. Or three words, to be more precise. And they aren’t at all what I’m expecting.

“You’re so weird.”

“Excuse me?” I say when I finally manage to close my mouth.

“I said you’re weird. And not at all like I expected the great Hunter Browning to be.”

“Are you freaking kidding me with this?”

“I’m not, no.”

“Wow. That’s nice. I pour my fricking heart out to you and you just—”

“Whoa, there, dude. First of all, if that was pouring your heart out to me, that’s a little pathetic. Not to mention weird, considering we haven’t even known each other forty-eight hours yet.”

I start to say something, and she slaps a hand over my mouth. “And second,” she says, all loud and bossy-like, “You’re in luck. Because I happen to like weird. A lot. So, yes, I’ll go to this charity ball thing with you tomorrow. And I’ll dance with you all night, if that’s what you want. And then I’ll let you bring me back here and, more than likely, will let you persuade me to do anything else you might be interested in. Okay?”

Actually, I’m not sure if it is okay. But I’m also smart enough to know when to quit while I’m ahead. If I’ve learned anything through the years, it’s that when playing the long game, there’s no use leaving it all on the field in the first quarter.


Chapter 16

My phone vibrates as I’m walking back to the car. I pick it up, see that Lucy has texted me again, asking when I’ll be home. I fire off a quick text to her, telling her I’m on my way. Then I jog the rest of the way to my car.

I’ve just pulled out of my parking space when I get another text. This one’s asking for ice cream, and I pull over to the curb so I can ask what kind she and Brent want me to bring home. I’m waiting for the answer when I happen to glance up and see Emerson walking across the parking lot.

She doesn’t see me—I’m in the shadowy part of the lot, about halfway to the street—and I start to open my window, to call out to her. But she stops a few car lengths in front of me, right under one of the dim parking lot lights. And I watch, confused, as she opens the driver’s side door of a beat up–looking Corolla.

Confused, I watch as she slides into the driver’s seat. It doesn’t look like she’s planning on going anywhere—she keeps the door open and one foot on the asphalt parking lot—but that just confuses me more. Especially since she told me her car was in the shop.

It’s only as she tries to turn the car on—to no avail—that I realize what’s happening. It’s not that her car is in the shop. It’s that it’s broken down in the parking lot. And judging from the defeated slump of her shoulders as she climbs back out of the Corolla, it’s been that way for a while. The fact that she hasn’t had it towed tells me she can’t afford to fix it and that hits me where it hurts.

I know she’ll get a good commission from me buying the La Jolla house, but the sale won’t go through for at least thirty days. How is she going to get to work between now and then? And what would she have done if I hadn’t met her yesterday morning and demanded that Kerry let her work with me?

I can’t stand the idea of her living in this pile of trash, and I really can’t stand the idea of her waiting for a bus or asking someone for a ride in this neighborhood. God only knows what could happen to her.

Speaking of which…I watch as she makes her way back across the parking lot and up the stairs. And while I have the answer to the question I texted my niece earlier—rocky road—I don’t pull out of the parking lot until I see Emerson disappear into her apartment, shutting the door firmly behind her.

I spend my twenty-minute ride home worrying about her, trying to figure out what to do about her dilemma. I’d buy her a new car, no strings attached, if she’d let me. I’m pretty sure she won’t, otherwise she wouldn’t have lied to me about it. But what am I supposed to do? Just merrily go on my way, buying a twenty-four-million-dollar house, knowing that the woman I’m sleeping with can’t even get her car fixed?

I can’t do that.

And wouldn’t it just figure that the first woman to catch my interest since Heather got sick—and probably even longer if I’m honest—is the one who doesn’t expect me to take care of her?

I’m still worrying over the problem when I let myself into Heather’s condo half an hour later, a gallon of rocky road ice cream in one hand and a gallon of chocolate chip in the other. Only to find my niece sprawled out on the chest of my left tackle and best friend, fast asleep.

“Hey,” I say softly as I drop the ice cream on the bar before making my way over to the couch. “How long’s she been out?”

“About fifteen minutes,” Tanner whispers, his huge hand cupped around the back of her head in support. “One minute she was talking about eating a huge bowl of ice cream and the next she was snoring.”

I laugh. “Sounds about right. Where’s Brent?”

“He climbed into bed with Heather about half an hour ago. I’m pretty sure they’re both asleep, too.”

“That’s how we roll over here at Casa Browning. Lights out by nine-fifteen.”

“Sounds about how I roll over at my place, as well.”

“Yeah, right,” I say as I bend over and pick up Lucy, transferring her from Tanner’s chest to mine. “I believe that only if there’s a woman in the dark with you.”

“Exactly what I’m saying, my man.”

“Here’s a tip,” I call as I head down the hall to Lucy’s bedroom. “It’s more fun with the lights on.”

“Yeah, well, we can’t all be beauty queens like you, Browning.”

I ignore him as I place Lucy into her white canopied bed. Tanner had been savvy enough to turn her bed down, so I get her settled under the covers with almost no fuss at all. I check to make sure Mr. Wiggles, her stuffed golden retriever, is within reach, then flip on the small princess lamp on the other side of the room, just in case she wakes up in the middle of the night. She’s always been afraid of the dark, but it’s gotten worse lately. Probably because she asked her brother what would happen to Heather when she died. And Brent had made the mistake of answering her.

After checking on my sister and nephew—Tanner was right, they are both asleep and Heather seems to be relatively peaceful for once—I make my way back into the family room. And nearly laugh at the sight of six foot seven, three hundred pound Tanner Green daintily picking up and folding Lucy’s Barbie clothes.

“Another Barbie night, huh?” I make a beeline for the fridge and, after stowing the ice cream in the freezer, pull out a couple of beers. After popping the tops off, I hand him a bottle and watch as he takes a long, grateful sip.

He grins when he sees me watching him. “Hey, changing Barbie outfits every five minutes is thirsty work.”

“Don’t I know it? I’ve probably spent a thousand hours doing that in the last eight months.”

“You’re a good man, my friend. But I gotta say, it’s a lot more fun taking the clothes off a woman when she’s life-sized and not made of plastic.”

“And here I would have thought that went without saying. You got to put that blow up doll of yours away, Green. Get yourself a real woman for those long nights in the dark.”

“Yeah, yeah. Keep it up and you’re going to have to drag Shawn’s rear over here to babysit.”

“Not sure he’d be okay with the makeover.” I raise my brows at Tanner’s dreads, all of which currently have hot pink ribbons wrapped around the bottom of them.

He just laughs. “Lucy has very definite ideas about the appropriate way to wear dreads.”

“I bet. Heaven knows she has opinions about everything else.”

“She’s a woman, isn’t she?”

By unspoken agreement, we wander out to Heather’s balcony and sprawl out on the lounges she has there. It’s a mild night, the temperature hovering around seventy as we stare out over the city lights.

“Seriously, though,” I say after we both take a couple more sips of our beers. “Thanks for coming over tonight.”

“It’s all good.” He shrugs. “I got your back.”

“You always do.”

It’s about as sentimental as either of us can handle, so it’s no surprise when Tanner changes the subject to this coming Sunday’s game against the Panthers and how we can’t let their defense combo of Stone and Macellan shut us down like they have all the other offenses this season.

It’s not until we’ve hashed out a strategy an hour and a half later—and downed another beer each—that Tanner asks, “So, how’d the house hunting go? You find something?”

“I did, yeah. Beach house out in La Jolla.”

He whistles. “Swank.”

“Says the man with his own personal compound in Del Mar.”

“Hey. Never said I wasn’t swank, too. What’s the point of getting my rear beat on every weekend if I don’t get to appreciate the fruits of my labor?”

“That’s a good point.”

“Like you would know,” he snorts. “It’s my job to get my rear beat so yours stays safe.”

“Oh, is that why I had so many bruises on my rear last week? Because you were keeping me safe?”

“Hey now, those were extenuating circumstances.”

“Yeah, the kind of extenuating circumstances that ended up with me being sacked twice.”

“You probably shouldn’t have pissed the Raiders defense off so bad, then. You know how they get.”

“I already told you, I didn’t know she was dating Ellenberg.”

“Yeah, that’s what they all say. And all I’m saying is you might want to avoid that kind of…conflict in the future.”

And with those words of wisdom, he finishes off his beer and pushes to his feet. “Time for me to go.”

I stand up, too, walk him toward the front door. It’s only after he opens it that he snaps his fingers and says, “I almost forgot. How’s the real estate agent with the sharp tongue and killer legs?”

“She’s still got both,” I answer, thinking about how good it felt to have those legs straddling me less than two hours ago.

“Any progress getting made?”

“Yeah, actually. I’m bringing her to the thing tomorrow night.”

“To the charity thing?” His brows shoot up. “Don’t you know if you bring a girl to a Cinderella ball it gives her fancy ideas?”

“Yeah, well, maybe I don’t mind her getting some of those fancy ideas.”

“So, that’s how it is.” He whistles, low and long.

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Yeah, you do. It’s written all over your face. But I always say, when you know, you know.”

“You never say that.”

“Sure I do. You just never listen.” He punches my arm. “So what are you doing to make sure Little Miss Real Estate knows she’s special?”

I stare at him blankly. “Taking her to the ball?”

“And you think that’s enough?” He rolls his eyes. “Have you been serially single so long you’ve forgotten how it’s done?”

“I guess so, since I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

“You like her, true?”

“Yeah.”

“And you want her to think she means more than all those one-night stands of yours the gossip rags like to harp on, right?”

I think back to how Emerson kept reiterating her low expectations, and how much it pissed me off that she felt she had to. “Yeah. Absolutely.”

“So what are you going to do to prove it to her?”

“I…don’t know?”

“Seriously, man?” He punches me again. “Do I got to do all the work around here?”

“It appears you do. So hit me, Ladykiller.” I use the nickname the press gave him years ago. “What do I need to do?”

He looks at me like I’m an idiot. “You need to woo her, obviously.”

“Woo her? Is that even a thing anymore?”

“Yeah, it’s a thing. And you need to do it. Women like to be wooed.”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I lean a shoulder against the closest wall and say, “And how do you suggest I do that, oh wise one?”

“Seriously?” He rolls his eyes. “How do the magazines think you’re the one with all the game in this friendship?”

“It was one article, three years ago. Are you ever going to stop complaining about it?”

“They said I was the Christian to your Cyrano. It’s not like I can just forget that.”

“We’ve been over this a million times. Christian was the good-looking guy. It’s a compliment.”

“He was an idiot. Cyrano was the one with all the smooth moves. I’m definitely Cyrano.”

“Yeah, well, you’ve got the nose for it, don’t you?”

“Idiot off, man. I don’t even know why I’m trying to help you.” He starts to muscle his way past me and out the door.

“No, wait.” I grab his arm. “Seriously. It’s been a while since I’ve done the whole wooing thing. How do I woo a woman who doesn’t take any of my trash?”

“Are you kidding me here? You’re loaded, dude. Spend some money on the girl, show her that she matters.”

I think back to Emerson’s beat-up Corolla. “I’m pretty sure she’d kick me in the balls if I bought her a car.”

Now he looks at me like I’m absolutely nuts. “You know, we could solve that problem. You could buy me a car. I promise not to kick you in the balls.”

“Screw you.”

“I’m just saying, man. You’re an amateur. Buy the girl flowers. A pretty pair of earrings.” He snaps his fingers. “Shoes. You should buy her shoes. Chicks dig shoes.”

“Shoes?”

“Yeah. You know, some of those red-soled ones. The ladies love their Loubis.”

Now it’s my turn to look incredulous. “Who the heck are you? ‘Ladies love their Loubis’?”

“I told you, I’m Cyrano. And you should listen to me. Tomorrow morning send your lady a pair of glass slippers for the ball. It’ll make her happy and guarantee you some crazy monkey sex. Win-win for everyone.”

“Oh, yeah. You’re Cyrano, all right.” I shove him toward the door. “You’ve got romance written all over you.”

“Geez, when’d you become such a hater?”

“About the same time my best friend lost his mind. Go home. Get some sleep so you can do your job tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Always worrying about yourself.” But he shoots me a grin and a peace sign before taking off down the outside corridor.

“Don’t forget!” he shouts, just as I go to close the door. “Shoes!”


Chapter 17

Emerson

“Hey, what are you doing for lunch today?” Alice asks as I restock the Keurig cups at the coffee bar.

“Probably eating the granola bar I brought from home, why?”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re in the middle of making a gigantic deal. Way bigger than anything I’ve done in the three years I’ve been an agent. Don’t you think we should celebrate with something a little more exciting than a granola bar?”

“Maybe, but until I get paid, a granola bar is pretty much all I can afford. Besides, the deal isn’t done yet.”

“It’s going to be. They came back with a counteroffer and now you’re countering their counteroffer. It’ll be a done deal by tomorrow, I assure you. And then Kerry will have to get off your rear.”

She says the last in a furtive whisper while glancing over her shoulder, as if she expects Kerry to pop out of the wall like the bogeyman or something.

“Or fire me,” I tell her as I crouch down and pull a bunch of coffee cups out from under the sink, then arrange them next to the bright red coffeemaker. “Which is a distinct possibility when she no longer has to worry about making Hunter unhappy.” I was protected from her ire this morning, since he insisted on driving me to work. But I’m not naïve enough to think that’s going to continue.

“I don’t know. She may be vindictive, but she’s not stupid. You just made the agency a load of money and you’ve only been working here three days. She’s been trying to close a deal with Hunter for two weeks and couldn’t get it done. She has to keep you.”

“We’ll see.”

I check to make sure the sugar and creamer are good—they are—then nod for Alice to follow me back to my desk. I can’t be away from the phone for longer than a couple of minutes at a time.

Sure enough, I’ve barely settled behind my desk when the phone rings. “Good morning, thank you for calling San Diego City Living. How may I direct your call?”

“Hi.” A rich male voice comes through the line, loud and clear. “I’m looking for Emerson Day.”

“This is Emerson. How can I help you?” I’m more than a little confused as I wait for his answer. Except for the people I phone to set up appointments for Kerry, no one knows to ask for me when they call. And since I’ve got everything lined up for the week—all with people who don’t sound like this guy—I have no idea what he could possibly want.

“This is Shawn Wilson. I’m looking for a beach house on Coronado and Hunter Browning gave me your name. Said you could hook me up.”

I’m so shocked I nearly drop the phone. Shawn Wilson is on the phone. Asking for me. Shawn freaking Wilson, who happens to be one of the best wide receivers on the planet. And he’s on the phone. My phone. Wanting to talk to me.

I must look as shocked as I feel because suddenly Alice is in my face, hands up in a “what’s going on” gesture.

I frantically shake my head at her even as I scramble to pull a notebook out of my top desk drawer. “Yes, of course. I’m happy to help you find a house, Mr. Wilson.”

He laughs. “Call me Shawn or Wilson. I never answer to the ‘Mr.’ part.”

“Okay, Shawn.” Alice’s eyes go wide as she puts the names together and figures out that I’m talking to another one of the Lightning’s biggest players. But having her here is breaking my concentration, so I shoo her away. When she doesn’t go, I turn my chair around to face the wall even as I will my racing heart to calm down. “Can you give me some idea of what you’re looking for?”

We spend the next few minutes talking about his specifications—at least six bedrooms plus a guesthouse, beach access, room for a basketball court and a tennis court if it doesn’t already have it and a number of other things that put the house in the really exclusive category. We’re talking about another fifteen- or twenty-million-dollar house here, maybe more, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.

I mean, sure, I’m excited. Who wouldn’t be? But when Hunter sent him my way, did he do it because he thinks I’m a good agent? Or because we’re sleeping together and he’s trying to score points? Or worse, because he saw where I live and he feels sorry for me?

Maybe it shouldn’t matter—I did just land another big client and another potentially huge deal that will probably keep me from being fired. But it does matter, more than I want it to.

After arranging to meet Shawn for coffee tomorrow to sign a contract—oh goodness, I have to figure out how to write a real contract up and not just the mock ones I had to do when I was taking my real estate course—I hang up. And do my best to ignore the happy dance Alice is doing around my desk.

“Incredible!” she whisper-screams as she grabs me and spins my chair around. “What is going on between you and Hunter Browning?”

“Nothing!” I whisper-hiss back.

“Yeah, right! I’m not saying he wouldn’t recommend you to his teammates after the deal is done, but come on. His counteroffer hasn’t even been accepted yet and already you’re getting calls?”

“One call. I’ve gotten one call. And, hey. If they accept our counteroffer, I will have saved Hunter eight and a half million dollars on this house. That’s nothing to sneeze at, even when you’re as rich as they are.”

I know I’m protesting too much—especially considering what Hunter and I got up to yesterday—but Alice is hitting on every single one of my insecurities. It must show, because suddenly she changes her tune.

“I’m just kidding, Emerson. It’s cool that he’s reccing you around. I’m just saying, maybe he’s trying to impress you, you know? Trying to get your attention by sending his big money friends your way.”

It might be a good theory, but it’s pretty obvious that he already has more of my attention than I had any intention of giving him. I’m not saying I’m not grateful for what he’s done for me, because I am. I’m just saying that I don’t want to get used to it. Don’t want to come to expect my rich boyfriend—if that’s what he is, considering we haven’t even had our first date yet—to take care of me. My mom has done that her whole life and look what it’s gotten her. Five husbands later, and she’s still dependent on a man to give her whatever she needs.

“Come on!” Alice says when I continue to look serious. “We are so going to celebrate. Lunch is on me!”

“You don’t need to—”

“I certainly do!” She winks at me. “You’re totally the up-and-coming new agent at SDCL. I need to get on your good side. Besides, you can hit me back after your first paycheck. So get your purse and let’s go!”

I glance at the clock—I’m already ten minutes into my hour-long lunch break. “Okay, fine. Just let me roll the phone over.”

“Do it fast,” she says. “We need time to strategize how to break the news to Kerry that she can’t fire you. I totally wanna be here when you tell her about Shawn.”

Oh, shoot. Like I wasn’t stressed out enough by this latest development? My stomach pitches and rolls and suddenly I’m not sure lunch is such a good idea, after all.

But Alice is waiting, so I grab my purse and we head for the door. But before we can even get there, a courier comes in bearing several large bags.

Figuring they’re for Kerry, I step back to my desk so I can sign for them. But Alice’s eyes are huge and she’s pointing straight at me behind the courier’s back. I have no idea what she’s getting at until the courier asks for Emerson Day. For…me.

And then I get it all too well.

Hunter did this.

I sign for the bags—what else am I going to do—then reach for my purse, and my last twenty dollars, to give the guy a tip. But he just smiles and tells me it’s all taken care of. Then he disappears and I am left with a reception area full of bags. And not just any bags. Nordstrom bags.

I like high-end things as much as the next girl, but I make no move to open any of the packages, even after the courier leaves. In fact, for long seconds I don’t do anything at all. Just stare at the bags and wonder what the heck I’m going to do now.

Alice has no such compunction. She’s almost squealing as she grabs the first bag and all but throws it at me. “Open it, open it, open it!”

“Ssssh,” I tell her, glancing furtively around. But it’s too late. We have the attention of all four of the agents who happen to be in the office right now. And since all of them know that I spent yesterday showing Hunter Browning around, I’d say it’s a safe bet that they know who these packages came from, too.

I don’t want to open the bags. Not here and maybe not ever. But I have to do something—partly to shut Alice up and partly because there are so many of the things that they’re blocking my whole work area.

Dang it. This isn’t what I wanted. Isn’t close to what I wanted.

“If you don’t open one of these bags, then I’m going to,” Alice threatens.

“We’re at work!”

“You’re on your lunch break! You can do what you like.”

“Yeah, until Kerry comes out here and finds this mess.” But I give in, picking up four of the bags and piling them behind my desk. They’re not exactly invisible, but they’re a little less obvious than when they were in the middle of the lobby.

“Oooh, this one first!” Alice says, refusing to relinquish her hold on the long, dress-shaped bag. And that’s when it hits me.

Hunter knew I probably didn’t have anything appropriate to wear to the charity thing tonight, so he sent me a dress. Of course.

The ball of tension that appeared in my stomach the second I realized these bags were for me loosens up. It doesn’t disappear completely—this is a lot of bags for a one-night party—but I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. It’s not that he thinks he needs to buy my affection with all this stuff. It’s that he doesn’t want me to be embarrassed about having nothing to wear tonight.

It’s the move of a nice guy and I feel the barriers I’d started reconstructing after last night begin to falter. He didn’t need to do this. I could have worn my standard black cocktail dress and been just fine. But, I have to admit, as I undo the knot at the bottom of the bag and reveal the midnight blue silk inside, this is so much better.

“Ooooooh,” Alice breathes as I slowly pull the bag up. “That color will look amazing with your eyes.”

I’m too busy staring at the gorgeous—and obviously couture—gown to answer her. It’s one of the most beautiful and most deceptively sexy dresses I have ever seen. At first glance, it doesn’t seem that risqué, but when I look at where the numerous cutouts are and figure out where they’re going to fall on my body, I can’t help being a little intimidated. I have a decent figure, but my boobs and my rear are just a little too big. I can only imagine what this gown, which is obviously designed for a six-foot model, is going to look like on five foot three, size eight, little ole me. But it’s not like I’ve got a better option.

“A dress like this is meant for going out,” Alice says, excited. “Why send it to you if he’s not planning something special?” The look she gives me tells me I’ve run out of wiggle room.

But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try…“It’s for a charity gala he has to go to tonight. He asked me as a kind of thank-you for finding him the house.”

Her look tells me I’m still a terrible liar, so I give up. At least for now. If Kerry comes sniffing around, though, all bets are off. It’s bad enough that she lost one and a half percent commission to me. The fact that she also lost her shot at one of the country’s most eligible bachelors is probably one strike more than she can bear.

“What else did he send?” Alice says, gesturing to the next bag.

I glance furtively behind me and am relieved to see that everyone else seems to have gone back to their own business now that we’re seated in front of the partition that separates the receptionist’s desk from the rest of the office.

Knowing she won’t go away until I open every single bag, I give in to Alice’s machinations. The next five bags I open hold shoes. And not just any shoes. Shoes by Christian Louboutin. The same pair in five different sizes.

Alice looks frustrated when she realizes what’s happening, but I’m amused. And also very, very relieved. Because, obviously, I get to send four of the pairs back and keep only the size six and a half that fits me perfectly.

As I put the rest of the boxes back into the bags, I can’t help being impressed with Hunter’s ingenuity. It wasn’t hard to figure out how he knew my size—he did go home with my panties still in his pocket last night. But the shoe thing? Totally genius. And obviously well thought out.

I like that in a man.

“Ooooh, Hunter Browning is a man after my own heart!” Alice suddenly squeals, holding another bag out to me. She’s given up on waiting for me to open the packages and has taken to peeking inside them.

I take it reluctantly—anything that makes her that excited is bound to be bad—then blush like crazy when I realize the bag is filled with Agent Provocateur underwear in midnight blue. Bra, panties, garter belt and stockings.

“A thank-you for the house, hmm?” Alice teases as I shove the small scraps of silk back into the bag. “He must really appreciate the seven and a half million dollars you’re saving him.”

“It’s a lot of money,” I answer primly.

“Okay, last package,” Alice says, holding out a tiny bag that has the bowling ball settling right back into the bottom of my stomach. “And it looks like jewelry.”

It’s too much. Even if it’s just costume jewelry—which I am praying with everything inside me that it is—it’s still too much. Dress, Loubis, expensive lingerie and now—“Idiot.”

“Idiot is right!” Alice whispers. She reaches out as if to touch the earrings, then pauses like she’s terrified she’s going to break them or something.

I get her reluctance, one, because the long, dangling earrings look so delicate, as if the stones are held together by air instead of the most slender platinum strands and two, because I’m pretty dang sure these earrings aren’t costume. I hold them up to the light, watch how the dark blue stones gleam in the sun. Nope, definitely not costume.

Hunter Browning just sent me several carats of sapphires and diamonds like some men send flowers.

What am I supposed to think about that?

A dress is one thing. It’s understandable, reasonable—even if it is couture. The shoes are a bit much, but okay. I can even understand them. The underwear is a sexy statement of intention that has my heart beating too fast and my sex growing damp.

But the earrings? The earrings are a blatant statement of intention by a man who has the means to take care of a woman. They’re meant to be an enticement, a promise of what’s to come. And they make me feel dirty.

More, they make me feel like nothing.

Some women would be thrilled with them—Alice being one, considering she hasn’t stopped oohing and aahing over them since I opened the box they came in. My mother being another.

But I’ve been down this road before. I know how it ends. I’ve spent my life watching my mom move from well-off man to well-off man, taking presents and vacations and houses in lieu of love and affection. I’ve seen relationship after relationship of hers go bad, because men who like to pay women off tend to think of them as employees and not wives. Men who try to buy one woman eventually want to return her and try another one on for size. If they wait that long…

It’s happened to my mother—a woman far more beautiful than I am—half a dozen times in my life. I swore when I was little more than a child that I would never let that happen to me. That I would never let some rich man try to buy me. And yet here I am, surrounded by thousands of dollars’ worth of presents from Hunter meant to do just that.

The tension in my gut turns to sickness. I’m not angry—how can I be angry about him doing what rich men always do? But just because he thinks that’s how things should go between us doesn’t mean that I do. And he’s not the one in control of this relationship. I am.

I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, willing to believe that maybe he doesn’t know what he’s doing here—at least until I speak with him. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to let things start off like this. Because I’m not. No way.

Which is why, when the courier comes back twenty minutes later with a grin and a cocky, “I was told I’d have some shoes to return?” I hand him more than four pairs of shoes. I hand him the whole lot and then turn away, letting Alice’s exclamations and pleas for me to reconsider fall on deaf ears.


Chapter 18

Hunter

I hang up the phone from the courier I hired to take Emerson the stuff for tonight and try to figure out what the heck I did wrong. Tanner said to woo her, so I tried to woo her. And obviously harassed the whole thing up every way that I could phoo up.

I don’t understand. I’ve dated women before—not for a while, sure, but I used to be pretty dang good at the dating thing. And the present-giving thing. So why did she just send it all back? The dress, the shoes, the jewelry, the underwear? I was really looking forward to seeing her in those scraps of blue lace. That rear of hers would look amazing in those cheeky panties.

“Dude, you look like someone just stole your dog,” Shawn tells me as he walks up behind me in the locker room.

“I feel more like someone just stole my girl,” I mutter, shoving my phone into the cabinet at the top of my locker. “Come on, let’s go. I feel like hitting something.”

“I think you’ve got your job confused with Tanner’s. You hit anything out there and Coach will pop a blood vessel. He’d lock those magic hands of yours up six days a week if he could.”

“Cuz that would work really well for me.” I shoulder my way through the door with a grunt.

“Right? Then some guy really would steal your girl.” Shawn holds the next door for me. “I talked to her today, by the way. She’s too nice for you. And too smart.”

“I think she’s beginning to figure that out.”

I start jogging toward the fifty-yard line, with Shawn keeping pace beside me. I’m no slouch, but he can leave my rear in the dust if he wants to—he isn’t one of the top three wide receivers in the league for nothing. But he seems content to run along beside me until we get to where the offensive coaching staff is waiting for us.

We’re running a couple of new plays today, designed specifically to shut down the Panthers’ vicious defense. We’re 4-0 this season, but we haven’t been tested yet. Not really. Sunday’s game is going to change all that.

And yet, as the plays get called, I can barely keep my head in the game. I’m running on autopilot as I twist then sidestep to avoid the Raiders’ favorite defense combo. Tanner is blocking to my left, Seb to my right, and they’ve provided me a few seconds to run straight up the center. But I’m so distracted it takes less than that before I’m sacked, or virtually sacked as I’m currently wearing the untouchable red jersey.

I mess up the play two more times before I can finally get my trash together and then I’m running for the end zone with Tanner clearing the way in front of me. About dang time.

We’re on the field for three hours, and though I spend most of it focusing on how to evade the Panthers’ trademark plays, I still find myself thinking about Emerson more than I should. In fact, if not for the red shirt I would have had my rear handed to me no less than half a dozen times.

It makes me feel like a jerk. Maybe that’s why, as we’re heading back to the locker room, I knock a shoulder into Tanner and say, “You screwed me over, man. She didn’t like the Loubis.”

“Incredible.” He looks at me like I’m crazy. “All women love the Loubis, which means you messed it up. What’d you do?”

“I don’t know. All I know is she sent ’em back, along with everything else I got her.”

“Everything else…what’d you do?”

The accusation puts my back up. “Why do you keep thinking I did something? I wooed her, just like you told me to.”

“Obviously not.” He claps me on the back as we make our way into the tunnel. “Step into my office and tell me all about it.”

“Yeah, cuz that doesn’t sound creepy at all.”

He laughs. “You worry too much. Doesn’t he, Shawn?”

“No kidding.” Shawn sails past us. “But if you want to know what’s up with your girl, Browning, you should man up and ask her.”

Four hours later I’m still trying to figure out how to do just that. I texted her on my way home, to make sure she was good with me picking her up at seven for dinner before the ball. She’d texted back right away, told me seven was great. And never mentioned the returned presents.

Then again, neither did I. But that’s because I don’t know what to say. And because, if she’s pissed off, the last thing I want to do is bring her ire down on my head. I may face a hostile defensive line bent on tearing me limb from limb every Sunday on the football field without breaking a sweat, but the idea of trying to untangle the anger of the woman I’m hoping to get into bed tonight is enough to turn me cold.

After checking in at home, and making sure that Marta is still okay with spending the night with Heather and the kids, I quickly pull on my Tom Ford tux. Another quick check-in with Lucy and Brent—who are in the kitchen making chocolate chip cookies with Marta while Heather dozes on the couch—and I’m out the door.

I hate that I don’t know what to expect when I get to Emerson’s place, hate that I don’t know if she’s angry or insulted or…what? And if she is, I don’t know why. Maybe I jumped the gun a little bit with the presents as tonight is our first official date, but I was only trying to help out. And, I admit, wow her a little. Most of the women I’ve dated would have loved to get presents like that and the fact that she didn’t throws me for a loop. As does my inability to decide if she was rejecting just the presents when she sent them back, or if she was rejecting me, too.

I’m in her parking lot soon enough, and I’ve got to say, the place looks even worse when it’s light out than it does at night. Her beat-up Corolla is in the same place it was in last night and I’m once again overwhelmed with the need to take care of it. To either buy her a new car or to make sure this one is as safe and secure as I can make it. But if she rejected a dress, I can only imagine what her reaction to me trying to do something with the car will be.

I take the stairs three at a time and knock on her door, waiting impatiently for her to open. It’s been nearly twenty-four hours since I’ve seen her face and I’m anxious to remedy that fact. Anxious to pull her into my arms and kiss away whatever problem has crept up between us since I left her last night.

But when she opens the door, she doesn’t look mad. She looks gorgeous. Absolutely, drop-dead gorgeous. The dress isn’t couture and the shoes aren’t designer, but I don’t care. How can I when her black bandage dress molds her curves like it was made for her? When her glorious hair is studded with real flowers and her eyes are highlighted by some kind of smoky blue stuff that makes them shine like sapphires.

“You look…beautiful,” I tell her as I struggle to put my tongue back in my mouth. Belatedly I remember to hold out the flowers I brought for her.

She looks amused as she glances between the big bouquet of daisies and my face.

“Daisies?” she asks after a second. “Not orchids or some other crazy expensive flower?”

I wince. “In my defense, Tanner is the one who suggested the Louboutins.”

“It wasn’t the Louboutins that got you into trouble,” she says with a roll of her eyes, and I’m absurdly happy that she seems to have a sense of humor about my misstep.

“So what was it?” I ask as she buries her head in the flowers, her eyes closed in pleasure as she breathes them in.

She steps back from the door. “Come on in, let me put these in water before we go.”

“Aren’t you going to tell me?” I ask as I step inside her place. And then promptly forget everything as I get my first good look at her living room.

The whole room is covered with canvases in various stages of completion. On the walls, lined up against the walls three and four deep, stacked on easels in the four corners of the room. And in the center of the room, under a dingy little skylight, is what must be her current work in progress. A huge, bright, watercolor of a woman. The lines are a little blurry, the drawing just a tiny bit abstract, but the energy of the piece is hard to miss. As is my belief that—even though the woman has no face as of yet—this is a self-portrait. The energy radiating from the painting, from the woman, is too much like the energy I feel every time I get close to Emerson.

“You’re a painter,” I say, unable to keep the awe out of my voice as I cross to the far side of the room, where painting after painting is stacked against the long wall.

“I am,” she says, holding up her hands. For the first time, I notice the myriad paint stains around a couple of her fingernails, as if she’d scrubbed but couldn’t quite get the remnants off.

“How did I not know this?” I ask, crouching down to get a better look at a picture of a field of wildflowers.

“Because we’ve only known each other two days—”

“Three.”

She laughs as she breaks one of the daisies off its stem and tucks it into her hair. “Fine, because we’ve only known each other three days and my art isn’t something I wear on my sleeve.”

“You should,” I say, even as I grin at her obvious pun. “It’s amazing.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I actually have a thing for art and—”

“Artists?” she interrupts with a wicked look that goes straight to my toe.

“One artist, certainly.” I cross to her, pull her in close, until her body is flush with mine. She’s wearing high heels tonight, so we fit together a little better than we usually do and I relish the feel of being pressed up against all her best spots. “But, seriously. You’re really good.”

“So are you.” She tilts her head up for a kiss I’m more than happy to indulge her in. “And I love the daisies, in case I forgot to say it. They’re perfect.”

I kiss her again, this time taking my time. I do a leisurely sweep of her mouth with my tongue, pulling her lower lip between my teeth and biting down softly. She moans a little, slides her hands up to my hair and tugs a little.

The heat of it makes my toe go rock hard in an instant and I’m tempted to stay right here for the rest of the night, doing every wicked, wonderful thing to her that I can imagine.

If we didn’t have anything else planned, I’d do it. I’d say forget whatever we’re supposed to do and stay here all night, looking at Emerson’s paintings and getting my mouth on as much of her as I possibly can.

But the gala is for Children’s Hospital and my signature can grease the wheels for tens of thousands of dollars in donations. I think the whole thing is ridiculous—people should donate because it’s the right thing to do, not because they get something out of it. But if I’ve learned anything in the last ten years, it’s that people like to have a good time if they’re being separated from their money. And part of that good time is being wined and dined by guys like me, even though there’s only one person I want to wine and dine right now.

Eventually, though, she pulls away. “We should probably go,” she murmurs, voice husky and lips shiny and swollen. “I mean, if we’re going to.”

I sigh heavily even as I let her lead me to the door. “I know, I know.” I watch as she locks up, then, as we’re walking to my car, ask, “Are you mad and just really good at hiding it? Or am I missing something?”

Again, to her credit, she doesn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I was mad,” she admits. “Then realized the anger was more about me than it was about you. So I decided to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

“I appreciate that,” I answer, because I really do. Still, I have to ask. “Why did you send the stuff back?”

“Why did you buy it for me in the first place?” she counters, brows raised.

Of all the things she could have asked, that was never even on my radar. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, what made you go out and spend tens of thousands of dollars on a woman you barely know?”

“First of all, we’ve spent over a dozen hours together during the last three days. That’s more time than three or four normal dates, so I take exception to the whole ‘we barely know each other gambit.’ And secondly, it was only a couple of tens of thousands, so not as much as you made it out to be.” Four, but what’s twenty grand when you’re trying to get a woman’s attention? “And third, I bought that stuff for the same reason I brought you daisies. I’m trying to woo you.”

“ ‘Woo me’?”

I grind my teeth, go all in. “Yes. Woo you.”

“Is that even a thing anymore?”

“Apparently not, since you seem singularly unimpressed.” I open the passenger-side door and wait for her to climb in before closing it and jogging around to my side.

“Were you really trying to woo me?” she asks as I climb in.

“Well, I sure didn’t spend two hours of my life picking that dress out for you because I was trying to make you mad.”

“You picked it out yourself?”

“Of course I did. And the lingerie.” I try not to scowl as I think about all the fantasies I had of her glorious rear in those panties.

“And the Loubis?”

“And the Loubis. I was afraid they were overkill, but Tanner insisted that—”

“Tanner? You talked to Tanner Green about this?”

“He’s my best friend. Of course I did. And he said Loubis were the way to a woman’s heart.” My own speeds up as I realize what I’ve just said. Talk about tipping my hand too early.

But it doesn’t freak Emerson out the way I’m afraid it will. Instead, her eyes go big and her mouth trembles. Then she reaches for me and pulls me into a kiss that fries every single one of my once-functioning brain cells.

“Tanner’s also the one who used the word ‘woo,’ ” I tell her a little hazily when she finally pulls away. “So if you want to kiss me for that, too, I’ll be sure to pass on the message—”

“Don’t push your luck.” She slaps a hand on my chest to keep me from leaning in for another kiss. “And for the record,” she continues. “It wasn’t the Loubis that did you in.”

I try to focus on what she’s saying, but it’s hard considering my blood is roaring in my ears and every instinct I have is screaming at me to take her, to harass her, right here, right now, in full view of anyone who walks by.

“It wasn’t?” Goodness. Am I drooling? I wipe a surreptitious hand across my mouth, just in case.

“Nope. Tanner was right. I loved them.”

“Then why’d you send them back?” I ask, totally frustrated.

“Because the earrings were too much. Way too much, considering we hadn’t even had our first date.”

“Again, I call trash on that. I kissed you the first day we looked at houses. Made you come four times yesterday. And today I’m hoping to get to do that again—and maybe a little more, if you’re amenable. So, incredible. This is our third date.”

“Oh, yeah? For all you know, I let all the rich football players who want to finger me in the front seat of their cars. Oh, by the way, thanks for setting me up with Shawn. We’re supposed to go look at houses next week.” She makes quotes with her fingers as she says, “look at houses,” and suddenly my blood is roaring for a whole different reason.

“The heck?”

“I’m just saying. If house hunting is actually dating…”

“Okay. You’ve made your point.” I haul her out of her seat and into my lap. “Shawn is my best wide receiver but I will break every one of his fingers if he puts them anywhere near you.”

She just laughs. “So, not a date, then?”

“With Shawn? Not even close.” And then I’m laughing, too, even as I lower my mouth to hers. This woman—this woman with her big blue eyes and even bigger mouth—is going to be the death of me.

The fact that she might also be my salvation in the middle of that is my life right now…well, that’s somewhere I’m pretty sure she’s not ready to go yet. But it’s a long night and, for the first time in a long time, I’m feeling optimistic.


Chapter 19

Emerson

Maybe I should have kept the dress.

It’s the first thought that runs through my head as Hunter leads me up the red carpeted stairs and into the gala. Reporters and photographers are everywhere, so many flashes going off that I’m half-blinded before we even reach the door. In fact, I probably would have fallen if Hunter hadn’t kept his arm securely around my waist the whole time.

Which is not something I’m going to think about. Just like I’m not going to think about the fact that the pictures will be tabloid fodder the world over by morning. That’s what you get when you go to a very public event with one of the world’s most famous men.

Why the heck I didn’t think about that before returning his YSL dress, I don’t know. Not being as dressed up as the other women at the gala is one thing. Embarrassing the man I’m growing to care about—and now it seems like he’s growing to care about me, too—in front of the whole world is quite another.

But it’s too late for regrets, so I hold my head high and let Hunter lead me through the throngs of paparazzi to the door. And then, when we’re over the threshold and out of sight, I pull his head down for a kiss that is half thank-you, half apology and all heat.

He goes all in, and I’m the one who finally pulls away first. As I do, I become conscious of the cheers behind us and I turn—just in time to realize that we might be in the building, but quite a few paps still have a clear view of us.

“Oh, shoot.” I stare up at Hunter with wide eyes, but he just uses the arm around my waist to pull me flush against his chest. And then he dips me backward for another kiss.

The crowd outside goes wild, and there’s a few hoots and hollers from in here, as well.

“And that is what we, in professional sports, like to call the money shot,” he tells me when he finally lifts his head. His grin is wicked and sexy and just a little bit wild.

“That’s going to be everywhere tomorrow morning.”

His smile turns wolfish. “It dang well better be.”

Before I can ask him what he means, Tanner Green sidles up to me. A little thrill goes through me, but I shoot it down. He might be my favorite left tackle, ever, but no one here needs to know that.

“So you’re the reason I got my rear kicked three times on the field today.” He takes my hand in his and raises it to his lips. “I have to say, now that I’m finally meeting you, I can see why loverboy over there had his head in the clouds.”

“Head in the clouds?” I ask, turning to Hunter with my eyebrows raised.

“Lies, I tell you. All lies,” he says, reaching for the hand that Tanner is still holding.

But Tanner whisks me away. “Sorry, man,” he calls over his shoulder. “The dance floor is calling.”

And then the crowd is parting like the Red Sea as Tanner moves me toward the ballroom—and the dance floor. Not that I blame them. I think Hunter is huge, but Tanner’s got three inches and almost a hundred pounds on him. The man is a giant.

I glance behind me at Hunter one last time, and can’t help laughing at the frustrated look on his face. But then Tanner is whirling me onto the dance floor. Turns out, he’s as light on his feet on the dance floor as he is on the football field.

“So, tell me,” he says as he spins me out and then pulls me back in. “What kind of woman turns down a pair of Christian Louboutins? Does my man have no taste in ladies shoes or something?”

“For the record, it wasn’t the Louboutins that I objected to. I’m not stupid, after all. It was the diamond and sapphire earrings.”

He whistles. “That’s my boy. When he makes up his mind that he wants something, he goes for it, Mach speed. The only problem is it takes the rest of us a little time to catch up with him.”

It’s the perfect description of Hunter, a man who bought a twenty-four-million-dollar house after seeing it once. A man who, after meeting me once, decided he was going to move heaven and earth—and my boss—to make sure we met again.

“That’s how he ended up sacked during that Viking game, huh?”

“Exactly. He just took off—” He pauses. “Wait, you’re a fan? Not just of Hunter, but the game?”

“I’m a huge fan. Lightning football is my life. And I’ve got to say, I totally thought that sack was his fault. I know the press came down hard on you, but it was obvious he’d changed the play and was doing whatever he wanted to do.”

“Exactly!” Tanner’s grin is huge as he swings me around like a rag doll. “Finally, someone who sees through Golden Boy’s charm to the evil heart lurking beneath.”

“Oh, believe me, I see the evil. Did he tell you how we first met?”

“He didn’t.” Tanner leans in. “But I am all ears.”

“And all left feet,” Hunter says as he cuts in, whirling me away. “What’s a guy got to do to impress a girl around here?”

I bat my eyes outrageously. “Let her dance with his very impressive best friend, obviously.”

“You know, I could leave you here. Let Tanner take you home.”

“Oh, does he need a house, too?”

He growls, actually growls, and it’s so funny and endearing and hot that I can’t help pressing myself against him and whispering, “If you let Tanner take me home, then you’ll miss out on what I’ve got under this dress.”

His eyes darken to forest green. “Oh, yeah? Maybe you should give me a preview.”

“Maybe you should get me a drink, and I’ll consider it.”

“One drink, coming up.” He moves us off the dance floor, then pulls me into his side as we weave through the sudden crowds. His hand is on my hip and I can feel the warmth of his fingers through my dress.

It turns me on. Or rather, he turns me on. And while it’s great fun to be here, dancing with Tanner Green and watching the other Lightning mingle with the crowd, suddenly I want to be anywhere else. Namely, anywhere else that we can be alone.

A rush of heat moves through me at the thought, makes my nipples peak and my breath hitch. Hunter must feel it, because suddenly he’s looking down at me, eyes dark and dangerous.

“We could have that drink in a room upstairs,” he tells me, voice low and raspy.

“We could, but then you’d just have to come back down and sign autographs, so…”

He curses under his breath. “I’ll get you that drink, and then we’ll see just how fast I can sign.”

The crowd grows thicker as we move toward the bar, and at first I think it’s because the place is filling up. But then I realize, it’s only this crowded around us—people are putting themselves directly in our path just for the chance to smile at Hunter or to try and catch his eye. He doesn’t see them, except as obstacles to get around, but still. I can’t help wondering what that might be like. When people look at him, do they see him? Or do they just see Hunter Browning, quarterback extraordinaire and sexiest man alive?

For the first time his behavior from the first time we met really, truly makes sense. I mean, I knew at the time that it was a product of his fame. But I thought he was just a jerk. I didn’t realize it was a form of self-protection. Because everyone wants something from him.

What is that like? I wonder as he orders me a glass of pinot noir. What does it do to a person? No wonder he wanted me to show him houses—even Kerry was so caught up in who he was and what his bank account could do for her that she forgot the most basic thing. That he’s human, just like the rest of us.

I know it’s stupid, but the knowledge makes me hurt for him. It makes me want to wrap him up in my arms and promise him that I see him. That I recognize who he is, not just who I want him to be.

Maybe that’s why, when he moves to hand me my wine, instead of taking it I wrap my arms around his waist, bury my face against his shoulder and hold on for all I’m worth.

His response is immediate. He wraps his arms around me, drinks and all, and holds me so completely, yet so gently, that it has tears springing to my eyes, even though I don’t know why.

Then he’s bending his head, whispering, “You good?” against my ear so no one else can see.

“I’m better than good,” I whisper back. “So go sign those autographs and then take me home. I need you inside me.”

His eyes go wide and for long seconds, he just stares at me. Then he tosses back his drink and makes a beeline for the charitable contribution corner, his hand firmly gripping mine.


Chapter 20

We make it back to my place by ten-thirty, which has to be a record of some sort. And while Hunter tried to be subtle as he eased me toward the door at the gala, it didn’t work—at least not judging from the knowing looks on his friends’ and teammates’ faces.

I should probably be embarrassed, and maybe some other time I would be. But right now, all I can think about is getting Hunter upstairs to my apartment and having my wicked, wicked way with him.

But that’s not quite how it goes down, as he takes my keys from me and opens my door.

“Show me your favorite painting,” he whispers to me as I flick on a light.

“What? Now?” I look at him like he’s crazy.

“Now,” he says.

Normally I’d be flattered he wants to see my art, but right now all I can think about is how much I’d rather have his hands on my body than my canvas.

“So, just to be clear,” I say as I cross to the far wall, where so many of my finished pieces are. “You don’t want to get laid?”

“Oh, I’m going to get laid,” he tells me with a wicked glint in his eyes. “Probably more than once. But your art is as beautiful as you are. I want to see it.”

“You’re weird, I’ve told you that, right?”

“You have. And you’re impatient.” His hand slips under the back of my skirt to snag the thin lace band of my thong. He pulls it taut, then lets it go and I gasp at the sharp crack of pain as it snaps against my skin. “Now go get it for me.”

“You don’t really think I’m going to just do what you tell me to, do you?”

He snaps the band again—a little lower than before—and this time my breath breaks as heat snakes through me. “I think you’re going to do exactly that,” he says with a smirk. “That is, if you want me to finish what I started.”

I want to tell him to go to perdition, that I’ll finish myself off. But that’s not what I want—not when Hunter is all hot and hard and beautiful right here in my apartment.

So, grudgingly I do what he asks—what he orders—and pick up a watercolor I did about six months ago when I was visiting my mom in San Francisco. She and husband number five live in a high-rise in the city—one with a great view as my latest stepfather made his fortune investing in several tech start-ups that have gone huge—and when I looked out their family room window one night, I was transfixed by the lights down below. White, red, pink, lavender, yellow, blue, green—the lights coming up from the city were as unique and colorful as the city itself.

I stayed up all that night—and the next and the next—trying to capture what I saw. Sketch after sketch, discarded canvas after discarded canvas, in the end, this painting was as close as I could get.

I hold it up for Hunter to see and his eyes widen as he stares at it. “How do you get it to glow like that?” he asks, moving closer to get a better look.

“It wasn’t easy.”

“I bet. It’s absolutely ethereal.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” But still, pleasure works through me at the compliment.

“I would.” He reaches for the painting, then stops himself at the last second. “Can I—”

“Of course.” I hand it over, then simply stand there, feeling uncomfortable and thrilled and exposed all at the same time.

“I know this view,” he says after a few moments. “This is downtown San Francisco at night.”

“It is.” I’m a little shocked that he recognizes it as, for me, the painting has always been more about the lights in the darkness than it is about any specific location.

“It’s beautiful.” He smiles as he lowers the painting to the ground. “Show me another one.”

“Seriously?” I’m beginning to get annoyed. I’m all for a guy expressing interest in my work, but come on. I can see how hard he is through his tuxedo pants and I’m certainly more turned on than I’ve ever been. I want to mess, not listen to him wax poetic about my work.

He just smiles, though. “Seriously.”

“Fine.” I paw through the stacks of paintings along the back wall of my apartment until I find the one I’m looking for. Done at the beach during one of my ridiculous and spectacularly unsuccessful “get over my fear of water” phases, it’s a picture of a sailboat out on the open water.

The sun is going down in the background, the sky—and the water—lit up with reds and oranges and purples. And to the left of the painting, about to sail right off the canvas, is a single sailboat. The Cora Lee. I still remember standing there, desperately trying to get the sketch down—the colors down—as she sailed straight past me into infinity.

I find it all the way in the back—it’s been a while since I’ve looked at it—and start to pick it up to hand to him. But Hunter is already there, those deep green eyes of his contemplative as he studies every detail of the painting.

He takes so much time that I start to grow nervous even as I tell myself it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t need to like the painting, doesn’t need to get what I’m trying to do with it. But then, when he finally does speak, he says something that has me standing at attention.

“This one’s older.”

“What do you mean? How do you know?”

“Your brushstrokes are really unique. You have a strange kind of pattern to your crosshatching, like right here.” He points to the edges of the painting, where I bled the colors together. “But it’s more tentative, exploratory in this one than it is in the San Francisco night one. Like here, it feels like you were trying it out. You’re torn between the traditional methods you learned in school and the one that feels most comfortable to you. By the time you get to the other one, there’s no hesitation. You’ve embraced the style, and have learned to do more with it.”

Okay. So my mouth is open as I stare at him, shock radiating through me. “How do you—”

“I’m not just a dumb jock you know.”

“I didn’t say—”

“You didn’t have to.”

“You know what? You don’t get to be offended by this. A lot of people who aren’t dumb jocks don’t know enough about art to discuss brushstrokes.”

“I guess I should have said, I’m not just a dumb jock. I’m a classics major. With a minor in art history, so…”

“So you actually know who Charles Baudelaire is.”

He grins. “I do.” And then he puts the painting down and turns to me, a predatory gleam in his eyes. I’ve been trying to rush him into bed since we got here, but now I can’t help but take a cautious step back. Then another and another.

He watches my retreat, then matches it step by step. “You know, I’ve always been a little bit of a frustrated artist myself.”

“You are?” I’ve made it halfway across the room now, but so has he. For the first time in my life, I know what it feels to be prey stalked by a sleek, powerful jungle cat.

“I was,” he stresses. “Back in school.”

“Oh, yeah?” I’m starting to babble now but I can’t help it. Having him look at me like that makes me nervous. Very, very nervous. “What kinds of things did you like to draw? Do you still have a sketchbook around? What style did you—”

He stops me with a look. “Take your dress off.”

“What?”

“Take your dress off,” he repeats. “And I’ll show you.”

“Show…me?”

He nods, then waits for me to do what he asked. Or, rather, what he ordered.

For long seconds, I don’t move. I just stare at him, the tension ratcheting up between us as I try to figure out what just happened.

Hunter stares back, waiting to see what I’m going to do.

He doesn’t push me, but then he doesn’t have to. The sense of urgency inside me is as powerful—more powerful—than any trepidation I might have.

And so I do what he asks, bending over slightly to reach the hem of my dress. It’s tight and I wiggle my hips a little to get it moving up my legs to my thighs, my hips, my abdomen.

My eyes are locked on Hunter’s the whole time. I expect him to look away, to follow the progress of the dress as I slowly slide it over my head. But his eyes never waver from mine until I’m forced to cut the connection as I pull my dress over my head.

I drop it on the floor, then stand in front of him in nothing but the lingerie I picked out just for him when I got dressed this evening. I don’t have a lot of sexy lingerie sets yet, but this is my favorite among the ones I do have. Black and lacey and see-through in most places, it’s delicate and beautiful and revealing. So revealing that I feel myself start to shake a little as I stand here, the object of Hunter’s scrutiny.

Maybe it’s ridiculous—after all, he’s already had his fingers and his tongue inside of me. Already given me numerous orgasms. Already made me want like I’ve never wanted in my life. But he’s never seen me like this before—stripped down and all but begging for his favor—and it’s harder, perhaps, than it should be.

He’s Hunter freaking Browning, after all, and his body is perfect. Absolutely perfect. And mine…isn’t. My breasts are too big, my hips too curvy, my legs too short…and as I face his scrutiny, these flaws are all I can think of.

Until Hunter releases a breath I didn’t know he was holding and says, voice hoarse and aching, “You’re so beautiful. So beautiful you take my breath away.”

My knees buckle a little at the sincerity in his tone, and relief swamps me. Unfreezes me. And I move toward him, reach for him.

He takes my hand, lifts it palm first to his mouth. Then slowly, gently—eyes once again locked on mine—he bites down on the fleshy mound at the base of my palm. I gasp, pull back a little in surprise. But he doesn’t relinquish his hold. Instead, he holds me tight as he licks over the slight hurt.

Heat radiates through me, makes me weak in the way that only Hunter can. But then he’s holding my hand out, using the leverage he gains to spin me around so that my back is to his front. I’m still in the five inch heels I wore to the gala, so our height difference isn’t too terrible, and I relish the feel of his hard thighs against my rear, his erection against my lower back.

“Do you have any idea the things I want to do to you?” he growls against my ear.

I nod, slowly, because there are a million things I want to do to him.

“I want to wreck you,” he continues, voice low and raspy. “I want to give you more pleasure than you’ve ever had. So much that you cry for more, beg for it, and then I want to start all over again.”

His hand slips up my stomach to cup my breast to squeeze my nipple tightly between his thumb and index finger.

“How does that sound?” he asks.

I nod, because he’s robbed me of breath and I can’t force any words through my tight throat.

“But first, this.” He trails his lips over my jaw, down my neck to the curve of my shoulder. He stays there for a moment, pressing hot kisses to the sensitive skin at the nape of my neck, the back of my shoulder. I sag against him, suddenly unsure if my legs can support my weight as pleasure sparks through me.

But Hunter is having none of it. Instead, he steadies me with hands on my hips and then—when all my leg muscles are working again—he steps back from me.

I make an instinctive sound of protest, but he uses two fingers to tap sharply at my hip and I quiet down immediately. Strange how I’ve never done anything like this before, never given a guy any kind of control over me in bed or out, but I know instinctively what he’s asking for. What he wants. Because with Hunter it’s different and I want—need—nothing more than to give myself over to him completely.

And so I wait for him, for whatever comes next.

But the last thing I expect is for him to drop to his knees behind me. For him to bend my knee and lift my foot so he can slip off first one shoe and then the other. Then he unfastens the top of first one stocking and then the other from my garter belt before slowly, carefully, rolling them down my legs. As he does, he skims his mouth along each inch of skin he reveals, paying careful attention to the sensitive skin at the back of my knees.

I tremble when he kisses there, cry out, and he laughs, a dark, wicked sound that has heat slamming through me. I start to turn, to press myself against him, but his hands clench at my hips, his fingers digging in just a little as he locks me in place.

I freeze at his unspoken command, then wait impatiently for whatever he’s going to do next. But when he pushes to his feet, walks away, I can’t help but whimper just a little. I need his hands on me, crave the pleasure he can give me like an addict craves a fix.

He hushes me from his spot across the room and I watch, confused, as he picks up my palette from where I left it on the top of my painting shelves. He peels off the cover I use to keep the paint moist, then slowly walks back toward me.

“What—” My voice breaks at the look in his eyes, the intensity on his face. I moisten my lips, try again. “What are you doing?”

“Showing you my painting style. It’s what you wanted to see, isn’t it?”

Right now, there’s a lot I want to see, starting with his chest, his abs, his mouthwatering V-cut. But I’m curious, too. I want to know what he’s planning. What he’s going to do—to my paints and to me.

And then he’s right here in front of me, so close that I can reach out and touch him, kiss him, press myself against him. But just as I start to reach for him, he holds out my palette and says, “Hold on to this for me, will you?”

I take it from him—of course I do—then watch, mouth watering, as he shrugs out of his tuxedo jacket and loosens his bow tie. Then he’s unfastening his cuffs, unbuttoning his shirt. “You don’t mind if I take this off, do you?” he asks as he slips it off. “I don’t want to get it dirty.”

I nearly swallow my own tongue as his beautiful body comes into view, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to drop to my knees in front of him. Not to run my hands over his powerful biceps and lean, strong back.

He smiles like he knows what I’m thinking—what I’m feeling—then steps close for just a moment and crushes his mouth down on mine. I gasp at the contact, my tongue tangling with his as he delves deep. But just as I start to melt, he pulls away again, slips the palette from my hands.

And then he’s dipping two fingers in the well of red paint and sliding them slowly, sensuously, down the center of my body.

I gasp at the wet chill of the paint, my body bowing backward in an instinctive effort to get away. But he just wraps his free hand around me, resting his hand on my lower back. “Stay with me,” he growls. “Don’t move.”

I’m helpless to resist the command in his voice, any more than I can resist the soft stroking of his fingers against my skin. “Okay,” I whisper.

He smiles at me, a wicked, wonderful thing, and then dips his fingers into the red again. He draws another line from my bra strap to the top of my mons, then doubles back, crosshatching back and forth across the lines. It should tickle, should feel strange, but all it does is turn me on. Make me tremble as he adds more and more paint to my stomach, his fingers lingering on my skin a little more with each layer of paint.

I try to look down, to see what he’s doing, but he’s kneeling so close that his bent head blocks my view—until all I can see and feel and hear is him.

When he’s satisfied with what my stomach looks like, he hooks his fingers in the tiny straps on the sides of my hips and pulls my panties straight down my legs. And then he’s right there, his paint-messy hands gripping my thighs, spreading them, as he leans forward and licks his way along my sex. Once, twice, then again and again until he’s thrusting his tongue inside of me and I’m careening over the edge, already so far gone that I couldn’t stop myself if I wanted to.

He rides me through it, using his lips and tongue and breath to drag every ounce of sensation out of me. When I can think again—when I can breathe again—I reach for him. Try to pull him up. Try to curl myself around him.

But he just wraps one big hand around my wrists, then moves me so my arms are pinned behind my back. Then he again dips the fingers of his free hand into the palette—which he dropped on the floor sometime during my orgasm—and starts to paint again.

Over and over again he draws his fingers down my stomach, my abs, my hips, my thighs. Over and over again, he lingers at every sensitive spot I have, slowly stoking the need inside of me until I am nothing but an open, throbbing nerve, every part of me focused on the pleasure he brings with every single touch.

He paints in silence, the only sound my disjointed breathing and the small, breathy moans I can’t control. At least until he murmurs, “Turn around.”

And I do, my body and mind so in his thrall at this point that I can do nothing else. Then he’s unhooking my bra, sliding the straps down my arms.

Once it falls to the floor, I start to turn around, but he says, “Don’t,” and I freeze.

He stands, then, and this time he coats his whole hand with paint. And then he’s cupping my breasts from behind, his fingers swirling and dabbing and rubbing until my knees turn weak once more.

“Hunter, please,” I beg, rocking my head back and forth against his chest as I press back into him.

“I’ve got you,” he reiterates. “Just a little longer.” And then he’s flicking at my nipples again and again, coating them with paint even as he drives me closer to orgasm.

But his sense of time is different than mine, because it goes on forever, him peering over my shoulder as he drives me crazy painting God only knows what on my chest. He’s a perfectionist—or a sadist—because he keeps going over and over the same spots, painting and adjusting and fixing until I feel like I’m actually going to lose my mind.

And then he does it all over again.

I’m on the verge of coming again, just from the feel of his fingers on my nipples, when he finally finishes. “Thank goodness,” I say, my knees nearly crumpling as I pull away.

He catches me—of course he does—then backs up just enough to grab the rags I keep on the kitchen counter.

He quickly wipes his hands off—thank goodness I use watercolors to paint—and then he’s taking my hand, pulling me toward my bedroom.

“I want to see,” I manage to gasp even though I feel like I’m literally falling apart, like with each touch Hunter is crumbling me into more and more pieces, pieces that will never again feel right without his touch.

I shove the thought down where I don’t have to think about it as he grinds out, “Me, too.”

And then he’s moving me through my bedroom to my dresser—and the vintage mirror I have hanging above it.

“Look,” he says, and I do, gasping at what I see.

Long, thick stems decorate my stomach in shades of green and brown, strong and bold and powerful as they stretch from just below my breasts to my pubic bone. Above them are bold red flowers, decorating my chest and breasts and neck. For a moment I can’t believe what I’m seeing—the beauty and the power and the detail of it. It’s gorgeous—I’m gorgeous—and for a moment I’m speechless. Completely overwhelmed by the fact that his hands—his powerful, talented, revered hands—are capable not only of all he does with a football, but also of this.

Even my arousal is sublimated by the shock and joy I feel looking at what he’s created. “Oh my goodness, Hunter. It’s beautiful.”

“You make it beautiful.”

“No.” I tilt my head, look at the detail of what he’s done there and am blown away that he did it backward, while I was pressed against him and he was looking over my shoulder. “How…how did you do this?”

He grins. “I was inspired.”

“I’m inspired. I can’t believe it’s going to be ruined as soon as I take a shower—”

“Oh, it’ll be ruined sooner than that. But this isn’t about the painting,” he tells me as his mouth skims down my cheek to the sensitive spot behind my ear. “It’s about you.”

I moan involuntarily, my head falling back on his shoulder as heat once again streaks through me. “I’m not done—”

“Oh, sweetheart,” he murmurs in between flicking at my ear with his tongue, “neither am I.”

“I meant with the discussion. Your art—”

“My art is the last thing I want to talk about right now.” To prove it, he cups my breasts in his hands, his palms smearing the paint as he squeezes my nipples just to the point of pain. “It’s nothing compared to yours. Nothing compared to you.”

“No—”

“Yes,” he grinds out. “You’re beautiful. The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

And then his hand is on my face, his fingers stroking down my cheeks, leaving small streaks of red paint in their wake. “Look,” he says again. And waits, patiently, until my eyes meet his in the mirror.

“Your eyes slay me. So blue and infinite, sometimes I swear I can sink into them if I stare long enough. I can never tell what you’re thinking, never know exactly what that twisty brain of yours is thinking up. It frustrates me even as it gets me off.”

His words slam through me like a wrecking ball, ratcheting up the need inside of me until it’s all I can think about, all I can feel. Even before he moves his hand lower, rubs his thumb over my lips.

“And your mouth. I love the color of your lips. Love this little dip right here.” He pauses at the deep bow in the center of my top lip. “You’d be shocked if you knew how much time I’ve spent these last few days fantasizing about your mouth wrapped around my cock. Even when you were on your knees in front of me, taking me deep, all I could think about was when I could do it again. And again. And again.”

I shudder then, my head thrashing back and forth against his chest as everything inside of me grows taut and trembly. I’m close, so close, just from the sound of his voice. Just from the sensual promise of his words.

“I love the way you mouth off to me. The way you always give as good as you get. Every time you call me on my trash my toe gets hard and all I can think about is burying myself deep inside of you.”

Idiot. I’m so close. So freaking close. My eyes drift closed as I start to drown in the pleasure, but Hunter isn’t having it. “Open your eyes,” he commands, a dark note in his voice that has me instinctively following his directions.

“I love your skin,” he continues. “How soft and sweet it is. It’s why I kiss you so much, because I love to taste you—all strawberries and cream and sweet, bubbling champagne.” He leans forward, trails his tongue over my shoulder. Plays connect the dots with the scattering of freckles there.

It tickles and I giggle a little despite the scorching heat that’s pulling me under. Drowning me in sensation. “I also love your laugh,” he tells me with a wicked grin. “Almost as much as I love these.”

He moves his right arm down so that it’s banding my breasts, plumping them up. He cups my left breast in his hand, strokes my paint-encrusted nipple for long, breathless seconds.

“And this.” His left hand slides over my stomach—and the exotic stems he’s painted there—to cup my sex, his middle finger sliding through my folds while his bent index finger circles round my clit.

Heat licks through me, makes my knees tremble and my skin ache with sensitivity. With desperation. Again, I start to turn in to him, and again he stops me with his voice. With his possessive hold, which is claiming every single piece of me.

“Look,” he urges again, his voice somehow, impossibly, deeper than before.

I do, and all I see is him. Hair tousled, jaw coated with a few days’ dark stubble, green eyes glowing like lasers as he looks me over. Bronze skin. Huge, strong, talented hands. He’s the most beautiful—the most perfect—thing I’ve ever seen.

Another time, the realization might have scared me. But right here, right now, it feels perfect. More, it feels right.

“Do you see?” His voice is pure gravel now.

I nod against his chest. My voice has deserted me.

“Say it. Tell me you understand.”

“I see you.” Each word is a razor blade slicing the inside of my tight, dry throat. “I see us.”

“Thank goodness.” He pushes in front of me, sinks to his knees. “Keep watching,” he urges as he spreads my legs and licks his way through my already drenched folds.

“Hunter,” I gasp, my hands clutching at his shoulders in an attempt to keep my already unsteady legs from buckling completely.

He must hear the desperation in my voice, because he braces his hands on my hips and lifts me onto the vanity. Then he brings my feet up to rest inches from my rear, urging me to let my knees fall open even as he does so. I’m wide open to him now, completely vulnerable, underscoring the fact that I trust him. Underscoring the fact that, somehow, after only a few times I am completely and totally his.

“Keep looking,” he growls, gesturing at the full length mirror hanging directly in front of me. Then, when he’s assured that my eyes are wide open, he pulls my clit into his mouth and sucks gently.

My head falls back on a moan, my eyes closing because I don’t have the strength to keep them open for one more second. But Hunter won’t be swayed that easily. “Look,” he says again, and I do, forcing my eyes open despite the near-blinding pleasure.

It’s the most shockingly intimate thing I’ve done, but I don’t stop him. And I don’t look away. Instead, I watch him going down on me. Watch him taking me with his hands and lips and tongue. My own hands clutch at his shoulders and hair, my hips arching into his mouth as my need for release grows more and more desperate.

“Hunter! Please! I need—I need—” His name is a high-pitched, keening cry as he climbs to his feet, fumbles his pants open, pulls out a condom.

“I’ve got you, baby,” he whispers as he thrusts two fingers inside me at just the right angle. “I’ve got you.”

And then he’s there, hot and hard and huge as he slides inside of me. As he sends me flying over the edge.

And still he’s not done as he continues thrusting inside of me. As he whispers wicked, wild things to me. As he takes me more completely than I’ve ever been taken. As he pulls from me more than I’ve ever been willing to give.

He takes me up and over again and only then—as his name breaks on my lips and my body clenches around his—only then does he come. And as he empties himself inside of me, I let myself go. Let myself trust. And slide deeply, irrevocably into love.


Chapter 21

Hunter

I wake up smiling.

The feel of it is alien to my face—it’s been so long since I’ve had something to smile about—so alien, in fact that it takes me a moment to recognize what I’m feeling. To realize that I’m happy.

It’s not that my fear and worry for Heather isn’t still here—of course it is. But as Emerson sighs, as she cuddles into my side and drapes an arm over my waist, I feel more at peace than I have since Heather was first diagnosed.

I wait for the guilt to come, the self-loathing that has plagued me for months because I’m healthy and she’s not. Because I can go to work, play with her kids, make love, live and she can’t.

For once it doesn’t come. Not with Emerson wrapped around me, her sweet body pressed so close to mine that I can feel her breathe. So close that her crazy, glorious hair is actually tickling my nose.

Moving as little as possible, I reach a hand out to her nightstand, where I dropped my phone last night when we finally went to bed—sometime after round three turned into a very enjoyable round four. I find it after about thirty seconds of searching and pull it in close to check my messages.

Nothing from Heather and nothing from Marta or the kids, either, which I take as a good sign. Still, I fire off a message to both Heather and Marta before rolling onto my side and pulling Emerson even closer.

She’s so lovely like this. So, so lovely that she literally takes my breath away. I want to lean forward, to press kisses to the star-shaped birthmark on her cheek that experience has taught me is as sexy as it looks. To slide down a little and take one of her gorgeous raspberry nipples into my mouth. To suck until she wraps her legs around my waist and begs me to slip inside of her, to make her come.

I’m about to do just that, to lean forward and kiss her awake in the hopes of getting to make her come again, when her big blue eyes blink open. And she smiles at me, all soft and sweet and warm. So warm it makes my heart melt and my toe stand at attention.

“Come here,” she whispers before I can say a thing. And then she’s pulling me close, wrapping herself around me just as I hoped. Kissing her way down my throat before pushing at my chest and rolling us over so that she’s straddling my hips.

Right here, right now, she might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Sleepy eyes, relaxed face, breasts begging for my hands—for my mouth. But when I reach for them, for her, she takes my hand in hers, presses hot, openmouthed kisses in a line across my palm. Then pulls my hand to her breast and holds it there even as she leans forward to snag a condom off her nightstand.

Seconds later, she’s lifting up on her knees and then lowering herself onto me, one slow inch at a time. It feels so good that I’m sweating before I’m halfway inside her, my whole body on fire for this tiny slip of a woman with her big mouth and even bigger talent.

Remnants of last night’s painting experiment are streaked across her, me, the sheets, but that only turns me on more. She looks a little debauched this morning, a little used—in a good way—and I love that I’m the man she let touch her like that. That she lets see her like this.

That she lets me inside of her.

And then she’s bracing her hands on my stomach as she moves up and down, taking me so slowly, so hotly, that it’s all I can do not to come right now.

It’s harder than it should be, considering I’m not a fourteen-year-old kid. But she looks so good with her head thrown back to reveal the elegant curve of her throat. With her fiery hair cascading over her shoulders and down her breasts. With her face open and vulnerable and aroused.

She’s moaning now, her high, full breasts jiggling just a little as she rides me harder. Faster. She’s close—I can see it in the way her pale skin flushes a rosy red. Can hear it in the way her breath breaks a little with each rise and fall of her body. Can feel it in the way her hands tighten into fists on my belly and her body clenches more and more tightly around mine.

“I’ve got you,” I whisper to her, slipping my thumb between her slick folds and circling her clit—once, twice, a third time.

And then she’s crying out, her voice breaking as her sex clamps down on my toe. She calls my name as our gazes lock, and then I’m coming, too. And that’s when it hits me. I’d be okay waking up just like this—with this particular woman—for a long, long time. Maybe even forever.

When it’s over—when she’s slumped against me and both of us can finally breathe again—I ask, “Will you come to the game on Sunday? My niece and nephew are coming and I’d love for you to meet them.”

Her startled eyes shoot to mine and I nearly curse at myself for jumping the gun. I know I’m moving fast, but right now it’s not like I have a choice. Parts of my life are spinning completely out of my control and there’s nothing I can do about them. I want to keep seeing Emerson, want to make her a part of my life. But to do that, she needs to know about what’s coming in the next few months. And, if we’re still together then, what will come after.

I open my mouth—start to explain though I don’t even like thinking the words—but before I can say anything, Emerson smiles. “Of course, I’d love to come to the game—and meet your niece and nephew. How old are they?”

“Lucy’s six and Brent is ten. They’re my twin sister’s, Heather’s, kids.”

“I didn’t know you were a twin. That’s so cool!”

It is cool. Very cool. Heather and I have been close since birth, so close that once our parents started putting us in separate cribs, we would rock our cribs across the room until we were close enough to reach through the bars and touch each other. So close that we were eight before we would even consider sleeping in separate rooms.

But as Emerson beams down at me, I don’t know how to tell her that. Any more than I know how to tell her that in a few months I won’t be a twin anymore. That I won’t even be a brother. I’m saved by the bell, though. Emerson’s alarm goes off as I’m still struggling to figure out what to say. Then we’re both rolling out of bed, heading for a much needed shower. The chance to tell her, to explain about Heather, slips away.

And I let it.


Chapter 22

Emerson

As one of the guards leads me through the stadium to the Lightning family box, I’m a little in awe. A little freaked out, too, considering I’m about to meet Hunter’s niece and nephew and God only knows who else.

When he invited me to the game, I was thinking he meant he’d get me good seats close to the field, where I could eat cotton candy with his niece and nephew. It never occurred to me that he had plans for me to sit in the family box with the wives and children of the other players.

Considering we’ve only known each other a week, it feels like a really big step.

Or it could be nothing, I remind myself as we wind our way through the stadium. For all I know, he invites all the women he dates during the season to the family box. Maybe that’s how all the players do it.

I’m not sure which would be worse—that he’s singling me out for special treatment because this thing between us means something to him or if this is just his regular MO. In the space of a week I managed to go from disdain to interest to falling in love with the man—which is absurd, I know. But that doesn’t mean it’s any less true. Any more than it means he feels the same way about me.

I mean, yes, he’s made a point of seeing me every day this week. Of taking me out to dinner on Friday night, after we both got off work. He didn’t spend the night Friday—he had family stuff with Heather planned for Saturday morning—but he showed up at noon to take me for lunch and window shopping at Seaport Village.

It was kind of a disaster as the hoodie and sunglasses he wore only fooled people who really didn’t care about sports. Those who knew who he was saw through the disguise in seconds and he ended up spending over an hour signing autographs and taking selfies.

He apologized to me before, during and after, but I noticed he made sure every fan who wanted one got a selfie and a chance to talk to him. He kept checking on me throughout, making sure I was okay, but he also took care of every fan there—from the six-year-old who was so excited he burst into tears to the nearly eighty-year-old retired high school football coach.

It only made me fall harder for him, this man who could have taken a couple cursory selfies and then disappeared into a restaurant. He didn’t because it was obvious that he values his fans as much as they value him, and I couldn’t be more impressed.

“It’s just a little farther,” says Mike, the security guard assigned to show me the way.

“Thanks, I appreciate it. It’s my first time.”

He grins hugely. “I know.”

I want to ask him how he knows and why he’s smiling so much, but we make it to the family box before I can figure out what to say. He pulls a card from his pocket, swipes it at the door, then hands it to me as he pushes the door open.

I look from the card to him. “What—”

“Hunter asked me to have one made for you, for the other home games,” Mike says with another big grin. He nods for me to go inside, then with a wave heads back the way we came. And I’m left staring after him wondering what exactly is happening here. Because, star quarterback or not, I’m pretty sure Hunter doesn’t get a key card to the family suite for every woman he dates.

The butterflies in my stomach get worse as the knowledge sinks in, and that’s before I actually step into the suite and see an array of pretty, polished people, all dressed up. I feel completely out of place in my jeans and old Lightning jersey, even before several of the women turn to stare at me consideringly. And condescendingly.

Incredible. This was a really bad idea.

I think about backing out, about leaving the suite and finding some empty seat in the nosebleed section. But Hunter’s niece and nephew are supposed to be here and I know he wants us to meet.

There are several children here of varying ages, playing on tablets, watching TV, or just hanging out around an Xbox in the far back corner of the suite. The only problem is I have no idea which two, if any, are related to Hunter.

Fantastic. Nothing like dropping me in the deep end of the ocean to see if I can swim. And since the answer is no, I can’t swim, I’m not exactly feeling good about all this.

Idiot my life.

I’m already dressed like a dork, the last thing I want to do is stand around here gaping like one, too. So I paste a smile on my face and wander a little deeper into the suite.

There’s a huge buffet set up along one wall, filled with everything from typical game food like hot dogs and nachos to more high-end food like seafood and roast beef and caviar with toast points. A bar is set up in the corner and, from what I can see, it’s doing a brisk business in white wine and lemon drop martinis.

Figuring a drink will loosen me up some, I head that way. Then stop when the door to the suite bursts open and Hunter walks in, scanning the room.

It only takes him a moment to find me, and when our eyes meet a huge smile takes over his face. One of the women behind me sighs, and it only takes a moment for me to realize that I’m not the only one transfixed by the sight of Hunter Browning. He’s in workout clothes and it’s obvious he’s been putting them to good use as his shirt clings damply to his chest and stomach.

Somehow it only makes him more attractive. I take a step toward him, but before I can do more than that, a little girl comes barreling across the suite and launches herself at his legs.

“Uncle Hunter! Uncle Hunter!”

He crouches down and gets her right before she slams into him, swinging her up into his arms so she can wrap her arms around his neck. Her little nose is wrinkled—I’m guessing because of the sweat—but she holds on anyway. Seconds later, an older boy comes up beside Hunter and he ruffles his hair before wrapping an arm around the boy’s shoulders and guiding him over to me.

Suddenly a lot more eyes are on me, and I can’t help shifting uncomfortably as I wait for Hunter and his family to make their way to me.

“Hey,” he says, setting Lucy on her feet as they finally come to a stop in front of me.

“Hey.” I smile at the kids, start to hold my hand out to meet Brent, but Hunter steps between us. He slides one hand around my waist and another into my hair as he pulls me close and kisses me.

It’s not just a peck, either. No, Hunter Browning gives me a full-blown kiss in the middle of the Lightning family suite, in front of his niece, his nephew and at least fifty close family members of other Lightning players.

I start to pull away, but Hunter holds tight and—truth be told—I’d rather be kissing him than doing just about anything. So I stay where I am, body and mouth pressed tight to his, until someone whistles from behind us.

Hunter pulls away with a grin, nodding to whoever it was that whistled. Then he picks Lucy up again and says, “I’d like you to meet Emerson. She’s a good friend of mine. Emerson, this is Lucy.” He ruffles his nephew’s hair again. “And this is Brent.”

“It’s good to meet you guys,” I say, smiling at both of them.

They smile back, Lucy a little more enthusiastically than Brent, but he’s polite, if wary.

“I like your hair,” Lucy says, reaching out to pull on one of my curls. She laughs delightedly when she lets go and it boings right back into place.

“And I like yours. Your bow is very pretty.”

“I know!” She taps the hot pink sequined bow excitedly. “Uncle Hunter got it for me when he was in Oakland last week. It’s my favorite.”

“I think it’s my favorite, too,” I tell her with a grin. “Every girl needs pink sequins.”

Hunter pulls me against his side, drops another quick kiss on the corner of my mouth. “I don’t know. I think you look pretty great wearing my team’s colors.”

“You should have told me to dress up!” I hiss at him.

“Why? I think you look great. Doesn’t she, Lucy?”

“She’d look better in your number, Uncle Hunter.”

He laughs again, a loud, booming sound that fills up the suite and the nervous place inside of me. “You’re right, Luce. I’m going to have to do something about that.”

Since things with his niece seem to be going okay, I turn to Brent. “How are you doing?” I ask him, finally holding my hand out for him to shake.

“Good. But I’m hungry. Marta said we had to wait for you.”

“Brent—” Hunter starts, but I stop him with a hand on his hip.

“I’m sorry about that.” I nod toward the buffet. “Wanna go do some damage?”

“Yeah!”

“Why don’t you two head on over? Emerson and I will catch up.” As soon as they walk away, Hunter moves the two of us toward a small, older woman who is standing a few feet away. “This is Marta, the kids’ nanny. She’ll be here during the game so you don’t have to worry about taking care of them.”

“Oh. I thought—” I cut myself off, flushing.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, and though he’s gentle, it’s obvious he’s not going to let it go until I answer him.

“I guess I thought I would be watching them. But, I get it. We haven’t known each other that long and they’re your—”

“Shut up,” he growls, cupping my face in his hands and bending down until we’re nose to nose. “I totally trust you with them. I just know they can be a handful and if you weren’t interested, I didn’t want you to feel saddled with them.”

“I think I can handle it for a three hour game,” I tell him with a roll of my eyes. “Besides, I like kids.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. And those two seem great.”

“I think so.” He pauses, like he’s considering his words. “I was going to send Marta home after the game and take you guys out to dinner. But if you’d like, I can give her the afternoon off.”

“It’s up to you. Whatever—”

“No. It’s up to you. I can tell the kids will be fine either way, so you tell me what you want.”

“I’d like a chance to get to know them, so…”

“Okay, then. I’ll give Marta the afternoon off.”

“While you do that, I’ll go corral the kids.” A glance over at the buffet table tells me that might be harder than it sounds as Brent has created a mountain of tortilla chips on his plate and is getting ready to douse the whole thing with a huge ladle of queso. But the way the chips are sitting guarantees that melted cheese is going to end up all over him and the floor.

“How about a bowl?” I ask, quickly moving up behind him. “For dunking.”

“We checked,” Lucy tells me. “There aren’t any.”

“How about down near the salads.” I walk that way. “Did you check there?”

“No.”

Seconds later I come back with a wide, shallow bowl and hold it out to Brent. He grins at me and mumbles, “Thanks.” Then he fills the thing to the brim with queso.

Hunter laughs when he sees what we’ve been up to. “Queso again?” he asks. “You know there are other things on the buffet to eat.”

“I like queso,” Brent tells him.

“Yeah, I think we all got that.” Hunter bumps knuckles with him, then picks Lucy up and drops a kiss on the top of her head. “Okay, so I’ve got to go throw the ball around the field a little, maybe make a touchdown. You guys good here?”

Lucy looks up at me. “Will you braid my hair?”

“You bet.”

“We’re good, Uncle Hunter. Now go kick some Panther butt!”

“Sounds like a plan to me.” He helps us carry our plates over to an empty table, stopping every few feet to introduce me to someone else. Once we’re all settled, he high-fives the kids before turning to me. “Do I get a good luck kiss?” he asks.

“You get a good luck high five,” I answer, just like the kids. Then I lean forward and whisper in his ear, “But if you win, you can have a congratulatory blow job, so…”

“Oh, I’ll win,” he tells me, taking his high five and then stealing a kiss, too. “And I will hold you to that.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

He grins wickedly. “Not as much as I am.”

And then he’s out the door and I’m left with a room full of very curious people, two adorable children and the biggest bowl of queso I’ve ever seen.

All in all, it could be a lot worse.


Chapter 23

Hunter keeps his promise, destroying the Panthers with three touchdown passes—all caught by Shawn, incidentally—and two end zone runs that leave the score at 35–13. And considering three of the touchdowns were scored in the last quarter, it was a closer game than it sounds. One that had Brent and me on the edge of our seats, while Lucy spent most of the game changing her Barbie’s outfit. And cheering when the TVs in the corners of the room showed her uncle’s face.

The family suite clears out slowly after the game, the people in it waiting for their husbands/boyfriends/fathers/brothers to make it out of the locker room. Brent, Lucy and I spend the time curled up on big chairs in the corner of the room, playing a mongrelized version of twenty questions. While we talk, I braid Lucy’s hair, as promised.

“Favorite color?” Lucy asks, bouncing up and down in her seat. It makes doing her braid a challenge, but I do my best.

“Easy,” Brent says. “Red.”

I start to say “blue,” because I love how many variations there are of the color. But, at the last second I change it to, “Green,” though I’m not sure why.

But Lucy nods sagely. “Just like Uncle Hunter’s eyes,” she says. “I get it.”

I have nothing to say to that, especially since there’s a part of me that thinks she might be right. “What about you?” I ask instead. “What’s your favorite color?”

“Pink,” she and Brent answer at the same time.

“Okay, my turn,” he says. “Favorite movie?”

“Moana!” Lucy shouts, once again bouncing up and down.

“Ooooh, good one,” I tell her. “I think…Dirty Dancing is mine.”

Brent makes a gagging noise. “What is it about girls and love? I just don’t get it.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not going to be the one to explain it to you,” I tell him as I peel the hairband off my wrist and wrap it around the end of Lucy’s French braid. “Besides, you haven’t told us your favorite movie yet.”

“The Avengers. Or maybe Avengers: Age of Ultron. They’re both wicked cool.”

“They really are,” I agree. “And since it’s my question, I’m going to go off of your answer. Favorite superhero?”

“Oh no!” Lucy says, face frozen in horror. “You didn’t really ask that, did you?”

“I’m sorry,” I apologize, though I’m not really sure what for. “Is that a bad question?”

“No!” Brent all but shouts.

“Yes!” Lucy cries at the exact same time. “We’ll be here forever now.”

“No, we won’t!” Brent says. “But it depends what universe you’re talking about.”

“What universe?” I’m baffled, considering I thought we were talking about our universe. Not to mention, I thought I was throwing out a pretty easy question.

“Yeah. If we’re in the DC universe, definitely Batman. But if we’re in Marvel, I’m going to say Black Panther. It used to be Ironman, because Tony Stark, obviously. But Black Panther is almost as cool even though he doesn’t have the kind of money Ironman does. So I say Black Panther. Although, if you go with the Marvel movie universe, then I’m a Coulson fan, even though he’s not technically a superhero. In fact—”

“This is what I meant when I said we’ll be here forever.” Lucy sounds—and looks—like an annoyed thirteen-year-old girl. The only thing missing are the exaggerated eye rolls, and it’s all I can do to keep from cracking up.

“Well, who would you choose?” Brent asks impatiently.

She looks at him like he’s an idiot. “Thor, obviously. He’s so pretty.”

And that’s when I lose it, because…yes. Just yes. I was going to say Wonder Woman myself, but Lucy is totally right. Thor is so pretty.

Before I can back her up, though, I glance up and realize Hunter is standing there—arms folded over his chest and a huge grin on his face—watching us.

“Are you done already?” Lucy asks when she sees him, and she sounds so disappointed I can’t help smiling, too. Any more than I can help the warmth that starts spreading inside of me. She is absolutely adorable and so is her older brother. No wonder Hunter is so close to them.

“I am sorry to disappoint,” he says, walking over to drop a kiss on my cheek before reaching for his niece. “I can come back in a little while if you’d prefer?”

“Yes!” Lucy shouts, all excited, and I crack up.

“Yes?” Hunter asks, pretending shock. Then he picks her up and hangs her upside-down. “You sure about that? You sure you don’t want to rethink your answer?”

Brent starts gathering up their backpacks. As he does, he rolls his eyes at me as if to say, “Can you believe these two?” The warm feeling inside me grows.

Eventually Hunter puts her down and the two of them walk hand in hand down to the special players’ parking lot while Brent sticks close to me, continuing his internal debate about who is the coolest superhero—and why Agent Coulson really should be considered one.

“Where do you want to eat?” Hunter asks as he gets us all settled in his truck. “What’s everyone in the mood for?”

“Hamburgers!” Brent shouts from the backseat.

“I want spaghetti!”

“You always want spaghetti. It’s my turn to choose.”

“I never get to choose! Uncle Hunter—”

“Enough, guys! There are restaurants that manage to have both burgers and spaghetti, so stop or I’ll take you to my favorite sushi place.”

That shuts them both right up, which I’m guessing means Hunter isn’t one for idle threats. Well, that and they don’t like sushi.

He glances at me then, a wicked light in his eyes as he says, “We won.”

“I saw.” I fold my hands in my lap, all prim and proper.

“So when do I get my prize?”

“Some time after spaghetti and hamburgers, I assume.”

“And dessert!” Brent butts in from the backseat. “Don’t forget dessert!”

“Oh, I won’t,” Hunter says with another wicked look. “I definitely won’t.”

—

An hour later, our food has just hit the table when Hunter’s phone rings. He’s in the middle of telling a ridiculous story about the kids’ “Uncle Tanner,” and he moves to reject the call. But something on the screen must not be good, because his face turns grim and he excuses himself.

The kids don’t seem to notice, and they fill in for him—telling me one ridiculous Tanner Green story after another—as we wait for him to come back. But we’re at a small restaurant and I can see him through the front glass of the window, and whatever news he’s getting isn’t good.

He doesn’t react much—he is still Hunter Browning and we are in public—but for long seconds he seems to crumple in on himself. His hand shoots out and he braces himself against the building, like it’s the only thing keeping him from falling.

I don’t know what to do. I want to go to him, but I don’t want the kids to see him like this—and neither does he, obviously, or he wouldn’t have gone outside to take the call. I keep a close eye on him as the kids dig into their food, watching as he hangs up the phone and then bends over. Kind of braces his hands on his knees as he sucks in deep breaths.

And that’s it. That’s all I can take. “Brent, can you watch your sister while I run to the bathroom?” I ask.

“Sure, no problem.”

It’s a small restaurant and the owners obviously know Hunter and the kids, so I don’t feel bad slipping out of the booth. Besides, I’ll be able to see them from outside.

But before I can take more than a step toward the front door, Hunter comes back in. He’s pale and shaking a little and when he sees me, he grabs on to my hand like a lifeline.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. “Can I help?”

“We need to go. My sister—” His voice breaks. “My sister just got rushed to the hospital.”

“Oh my goodness. What can I—”

He pulls out his wallet, then nods to the waitress walking by. “Can you take care of paying while I go talk to the kids?”

“Yeah, of course.”

I do as he asks, watching him and the kids the whole time I wait for the waitress to put together our bill. Lucy starts to cry, and Brent looks scared, but they also both look…resigned. For the first time, I wonder if maybe this isn’t some acute emergency that will pass, but rather some long-term thing the kids and Hunter are already intimately familiar with.

Just the idea makes my heart break for all of them. Hunter hasn’t said that much about his family during the time we’ve been together, but when he does mention his sister, it’s obvious he adores her.

The waitress doesn’t seem to understand the urgency of the situation—despite the fact that we’re literally walking out in the middle of dinner—so in the end, I shove a hundred and twenty dollars at her and head back to the table.

“Do you want to take your food?” Hunter is asking them as they slide out of the booth, but both kids just shake their heads.

“Okay. Come on,” he says, hands on both their shoulders as he steers us out of the restaurant. “I know this sucks, but I’m going to call Marta in the car, okay, guys? I’ll have her meet us at the hospital and—”

“I don’t want Marta!” Lucy says, and the tears start all over again. “I want Mommy!”

“I know, baby. That’s why Mommy’s at the hospital. So she can get better—”

“She’s not getting better.” Brent chimes in for the first time, voice bitter and face angrier than any ten-year-old should ever be. “She’s never going to get better.”

Lucy starts wailing then and Hunter stops in the middle of the parking lot. He just stops, looking shaken and frustrated and nearly as angry as Brent. He’s clearly at a loss as to what to do and I can’t stand seeing him like this.

“How about you come to my place instead?” I ask, putting a hand on Hunter’s back for support. “I’ll make milkshakes and popcorn and we can watch a movie while your uncle goes to the hospital. How does that sound?”

Lucy grabs on to me, wrapping her little arms around my waist so tightly that she nearly knocks me off balance. “Yes, yes, yes. Please, Uncle Hunter, can we go with Emerson. Please?”

His eyes meet mine and he’s obviously at a loss for words. It’s obvious he wants to say yes, obvious he wants to get to the hospital as soon as possible, but at the same time he doesn’t want to put too much on me.

“It’s okay,” I tell him, leaning forward and pressing a kiss on his shoulder. “I’ve got this.”

He searches my face, his green eyes dark and wild and sad, so sad. “You sure?”

“Yeah, absolutely.”

“I don’t know how long—”

“Don’t worry about it. They can spend the night and you, or Marta, can pick them up in the morning before school.” For about the millionth time I wish my car was working, so I could drop them off at school—one more thing that Hunter wouldn’t have to worry about.

“That sounds perfect,” he says as we get the kids loaded in the back of the car. “But if it’s too much trouble—”

“It’s not,” I tell him. “They’re good kids. Drop us off and then go be with your sister.”

He looks pained. “About that—”

“You can tell me later. When she’s better.”

He looks relieved. “Thank you.”

“Nothing to thank me for.” I stretch up on my tippy-toes and press a firm kiss to his mouth. “I like you and your niece and nephew. Taking them for a night is no hardship. So stop worrying about whether or not this is okay and let’s get going. The sooner you drop us at my place, the sooner you can get to your sister.”

He pulls me against him then, in a hug so tight I swear I can feel my ribs crack. But I don’t protest. Instead, I just hug him back as hard as I can, holding on to him as long as I can. Because, for the first time since I met him, Hunter feels fragile beneath my touch.


Chapter 24

Hunter

This isn’t supposed to be happening.

It isn’t supposed to be happening.

Not now.

Not yet.

Not when I just had breakfast with Heather this morning.

Not when I told her I finally have someone I want her to meet.

Not when I still have so much to say to her.

Please God, not yet.

I’m driving faster than I should, faster than is safe through the still-crowded streets. I force myself to slow down, because the last thing Lucy and Brent need is to have something happen to me, too. But it’s hard when all I want is to get to the hospital and see my sister. Talk to the doctor. Find out just how bad things really are.

When her nurse called me at dinner, it was with the news that Heather had a seizure—and that she’d been unresponsive since. When I asked, Lisa told me any number of things could have caused the seizure, but she didn’t elaborate. She didn’t have to. I could tell by her voice that none of the options were good.

Could tell that she was afraid that this might be the last time we have to rush Heather to the hospital. And that made me afraid—terrified—that my sister might not get to come home again.

For a second I think I’m going to have to pull over and throw up. Only the knowledge that it will slow me down—keep me from getting to Heather—keeps me on the road, my foot on the gas pedal.

Not yet, I repeat again and again as the twenty-five-minute drive drags on forever. I’m not ready. Please, Goodness, I’m just not ready. Not now. Not yet.

Finally, finally, I make it to the hospital. I swing into the emergency room parking lot, pull into the first available slot. Then I’m out of the car and running for the sliding glass doors.

The first thing I notice is how crowded it is, how nearly every seat is taken. I make a beeline for the front desk, cursing internally at the line of people standing at the window waiting to be helped. God only knows how long it’ll take for me to find out where Heather is and how I can get there.

I pull out my phone, planning to text Lisa, but she must have been watching for me because suddenly she’s there, at my elbow. Her eyes are serious, her mouth pressed into a straight line and her always neat gray hair looks like a hurricane has gone at it—or her very restless hands.

“We can go straight back,” she says by way of greeting, steering me toward the double doors that lead to the ER’s inner sanctum. A quick nod at the nurse behind the desk has her reaching over and buzzing us in before we even reached the doors.

“Tell me,” I say as we wind our way through the maze of hallways.

“It’s early yet, so they haven’t said anything about what they think it is.” She doesn’t look at me as she talks, just focuses on getting us where we’re going. “But her doctor is on call tonight and he’s already been in. They’re running some tests, and we should know soon.”

“How is she?” I ask, then before she can answer, I continue, “What tests?”

“She’s still unresponsive. But she’s breathing on her own, which is a good sign. Her blood pressure and heart rate are all over the place, which isn’t so good. They’ll be doing an echocardiogram in the next few minutes to get a look at her heart, but…”

“But what?”

“I’m not a doctor, Hunter.”

“No, but you’ve been a cancer nurse for twenty years. And you work for me, nobody else. So there is no protocol here. Tell me what you were going to say.”

She sighs, then looks me straight in the eye as she answers, “My gut says she had a stroke.”

My knees go weak and for a second I fear I’m going to go down. I shove the pain and terror down deep, draw from the same place I tap when I’m hurt and exhausted and have one more quarter to play.

“A stroke?” I repeat, when I’m sure my voice won’t shake. “They ran tests just a couple weeks ago. The cancer’s not in her brain—”

“No, but it is in her bloodstream—that’s how it travels. We always knew this was going to be a possibility as small clumps of cells circulated through her body—”

“But not yet. The doctors said we had more time—”

“They said six months,” she tells me gently. “That was their best guess at the time. And it’s been four.”

“I know exactly how long it’s been!” I snap, then immediately apologize. It’s not Lisa’s fault that my sister is dying. It’s nobody’s fault, or at least that’s what Heather keeps trying to get me to believe.

I wish it was, though. I wish there was someone to blame, someone to fight, someone to make pay for what’s happening to my sister. To her children. To what’s left of my family. But there’s nothing and no one to fight, not anymore. Just this vile, vile disease that is slowly, inexorably, taking everything from Heather.

“I want to talk to Dr. Janewicz.”

“Of course,” Lisa soothes, and her hand is shaking a little as she puts it on my arm. Immediately, I feel like trash. This isn’t easy on Lisa, either. She’s been with Heather for over a year now, and no matter how objective she’s tried to be, I know she loves my sister, too.

We’re outside Heather’s room now, and even though I’ve been anxious to get to see her, now that I’m here I’m finding it awfully hard to walk in that room. Awfully hard to face my sister when I don’t know what I’m going to find. Who I’m going to find. If Heather’s still in there, or if she’s just a shell of who she used to be.

But standing out here like some kind of pussy isn’t an option, either. So I take a deep breath, wipe my suddenly sweaty palms on the sides of my jeans. And force myself to take the first steps inside.

She’s pale. It’s the first thing I notice as I look at her in that bed, hooked up to all those machines. She’s always been golden, always kind of glowed with some kind of light deep inside of her. But right now she’s nearly as white as the sheets she’s lying on.

She’s not intubated, so I guess Lisa’s right. She is breathing on her own, if you can call the fast, shallow rise and fall of her chest breathing. I can’t imagine how she isn’t hyperventilating like this…unless, of course, her system isn’t doing a very good job of getting the oxygen to her brain, or anywhere else.

The thought terrifies me, has me crossing to her side and picking up one of her pale, limp hands in my own. Every other time she’s managed to squeeze my hand, even just a little bit. But tonight her fingers don’t so much as twitch. The terror deep inside of me grows darker, colder.

Not yet, I tell myself. The universe. Goodness. Please, not yet. Over and over I repeat it, until it becomes some kind of mantra. Until it feels like it’s the only thing keeping me sane in this world gone topsy-turvy on me.

I don’t know how long I sit there, holding her hand, waiting for the doctor to come.

Long enough for them to come and ask me to step outside as they do the echocardiogram.

Long enough for the nurse to check in with us three times, and administer medicine into her IV twice.

More than long enough for me to start losing hope, no matter what mantra I’m repeating in my head.

Eventually my phone vibrates in my pocket—probably a text from Emerson, checking in. I should answer it—she’s probably confused and worried and over her head with the kids. But I can’t bring myself to pull my phone out, can’t bring myself to text her or call her. Partly because I don’t know what to say to the kids and partly because I’m not ready to tell Emerson what’s going on. Not when there’s something inside of me, something big and loud and real, that says once I tell Emerson then this whole thing is real. That once I tell Emerson then this whole thing is irrevocable.

I’m not ready to accept that yet.

Lisa sits with me, silently knitting and jumping every time someone walks by the partially closed door. I tell her she can go home—her shift ended forty-five minutes ago—but she just glares at me. And continues to knit.

Fifteen minutes after the last test is run, Dr. Janewicz steps into the room. And I’ve gotten to know her well enough over the last year to recognize the look on her face. To know that it isn’t good.

“So, her heart is fine,” is how she starts. “The echocardiogram came back clear.”

“But?” I don’t have time for what it isn’t. I want to know what it is—and how we’re going to fix it.

Dr. Janewicz sighs. “But she’s had a stroke, Hunter. A fairly large one.” As she speaks, a nurse comes in with a tray of syringes. I watch as she walks over to where Heather’s IV is. “We’re going to administer tPA, and it should help reverse the worst of the damage.”

“But?” I’ve gotten to know Dr. Janewicz well over the eight months that Heather’s been fighting this disease, and I know she’s got more to say. Just like I know none of it is good.

“But,” she says again, deliberately echoing me, “it isn’t going to stop her from having more strokes. We’re going to put her on a blood thinner but that’s probably not going to stop them, either.”

“So, what will stop them?” I demand. “Do you need my blood? My bone marrow again? What can we do?”

I sound as desperate as I feel—I don’t need to see the look on the doctor’s face to know that. Just like I don’t need her to tell me that there’s nothing to do. That my six months with Heather has suddenly been cut short and there’s no amount of money or research or trials that is going to be able to change that.

This time my knees do buckle, and it’s only the arm I shoot out and brace against the wall that keeps me upright as my sister’s doctor continues to break the last piece of my heart wide open.


Chapter 25

I’m still in a daze, still unsteady, still broken, ten hours later when I make the drive back across town to Emerson’s to pick up Brent and Lucy. I texted her an hour ago, let her know I was on my way. I need to get the kids, need to bring them to the hospital to see their mother, even though she has yet to wake up. But she had another stroke in the middle of the night—smaller than the first, but big enough to have the entire ICU hopping—and Dr. Janewicz’s partner told me to prepare for the fact that she might not wake up.

Like there’s any way I can prepare for that.

I’m going to have to find a way, I tell myself as I pull into Emerson’s shabby parking lot. Because in about five minutes I’m going to be facing my niece and nephew and the last thing they need right now is for me to lose it.

I park close to Emerson’s car—the one that hasn’t moved in the week I’ve known her—then climb out. Tanner’s already here, leaning against his car door as he plays on his phone.

He nods to me as I walk by, reaches out and gives me a solid pat to the shoulder. He doesn’t say anything, though, and I can’t help wondering if it’s because there’s nothing to say or if it’s because I look so bad he’s afraid of sending me over the edge.

Idiot. It’s probably a little bit of both.

I take the stairs three at a time—as much as I’m dreading the next few minutes, I want them over with, too.

Emerson must have been watching for me, because the door opens seconds before I raise my hand to knock. She takes one look at my face and then does the opposite of Tanner. She wraps her arms around me and pulls me close. And even though her head doesn’t even make it to my shoulder, somehow she grounds me.

Helps me breathe.

“Are you okay?” she asks, holding tight until I’m the one forced to finally pull away. “How can I help?”

I don’t know what to say. How can I when there are so many answers to that question, but no good answer? In the end, I just kind of nod and shrug. It must not be enough to reassure Emerson, though, because she pulls me close again. Then laces her hands behind my head and pulls my face down to hers.

“What do you need?” she asks, and though I haven’t told her the whole story yet, something tells me that she knows anyway. Brent and Lucy must have said something.

“I need—” I feel myself start to break and I push it back, shore myself up. Behind her, Lucy and Brent are staring at me, their eyes wide and scared. No, now isn’t the time for this. “I need to get the kids and get out of your hair. You need to get to work.”

“It can wait,” she says, even though I know it can’t. And that just breaks me a little more, makes it a little harder to keep the rage and pain inside. Idiot, I need to get out of here.

“Get your backpacks,” I say to my niece and nephew. “Uncle Tanner’s waiting downstairs.”

Usually the mention of Tanner is enough to have them whooping with joy, but this morning they just turn away to do what I ask.

“Actually, I do need you to do something for me,” I say, taking Emerson’s hand and pressing the keys to my truck into them. “I know your car’s broken down and it would make things a lot easier for me if I didn’t have to worry about how you’re getting to and from work. Take my truck, please—”

She tries to pull her hand away. “I—”

“It’s just a loan,” I tell her. “Not forever. Just until your car’s fixed. I don’t like the idea of you being stuck somewhere because you can’t get the bus or an Uber.”

“I’m fine,” she says, her voice a little shaky and panicked. “I don’t need—”

“I know you don’t. But I need. So please, take the truck. Just for now.”

She looks like she’s going to argue more, so I do the only thing I can do. I cup her face in my hands and then press my lips to hers.

It’s different than any other kiss we’ve ever had. Softer, slower…sweeter. The heat is still there, but it’s less important than the gentleness and the comfort. Less important than the connection that stretches between us.

When I finally lift my head, she’s clinging to me—holding on as if I’m the one supporting her. But I know that she’s doing it for me, that she’s giving me the only thing I’m comfortable taking from her at this moment, in the only way I’m willing to take it.

It works, too, because after another quick kiss, I find the strength to step away and reach for Lucy and Brent instead. They come quickly, fitting themselves to my sides, and I can see in their faces the same fear I see deep inside myself.

I want to tell them that it’s going to be okay, that their mother has just had a setback. But Dr. Janewicz’s words are raw in my head, as are the words of the doctor who handled Heather’s case in the middle of the night when she had the second stroke.

And so I just hug them tight and say, “Let’s go see your mom, okay?”

They nod, but the serious looks on their faces don’t change. They know. I don’t know how they know, but they do. It breaks my heart a little more.

Emerson follows us down to the parking lot, waving at Tanner as I get the kids situated in his backseat. I think I should probably go back over to her, probably say something else, but the truth is I’m exhausted. Just completely worn out and I haven’t even started talking to the kids yet.

And so I yell across the parking lot instead. “I’ll call you later.”

“Don’t worry about me right now. Text me if you need me for anything.”

I nod, then climb into the car and take a deep breath. Then do my cursedest to find the right words to tell Lucy and Brent that their mother will probably never come home again.


Chapter 26

Emerson

My phone vibrates and I dive for it, not even trying to be surreptitious as I check it in the middle of what is the most important meeting of my career to date.

It doesn’t seem to bother Shawn, though, who just looks at me with sympathy as he says, “Give him a little time. He’s got a lot on his plate right now.”

“I know. It’s just I want to…” What? What exactly do I want? I can’t help Hunter right now. No one can. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to try, doesn’t mean I don’t want to be there for him if he needs me.

“Yeah.” He gives me a sympathetic smile. “Me, too. Hunter’s great at sharing the glory, always has been. But when it comes to the rough stuff? He takes that all on him and doesn’t share it with anybody.”

“Yeah, I’m getting that,” I say with a sigh. “But it sucks.”

“Idiot, yeah, it does. You know how guilty I feel when he takes the blame for some incomplete pass that I know is my fault?” He pauses for a second, takes a drink from the glass of water in front of him. “Almost as bad as I feel sitting here, not able to help him at all.”

It’s strange to be talking like this to a man I barely know—especially when we should be talking about the houses I found that I want Shawn to check out. But there’s time enough for that when the coffee is done. Besides, Shawn isn’t just any client. The only reason he’s my client at all is because he’s such good friends with Hunter. He’s known him way longer, and way better, than I do and right now that’s important considering I’m trying to find out exactly what’s going on in Hunter’s head.

I haven’t heard from him in two days. Which, okay, his sister is very sick. I get that he’s got bigger, more important things to worry about than answering one of the texts I’ve sent to check on him.

Yet this doesn’t feel like busy. This doesn’t feel like he just hasn’t had a chance to answer—partly because if he’s just sitting around Heather’s hospital room how hard is it for him to fire off a text? And partly because my gut says something is up.

Which brings me back to why I’m sitting here pumping Shawn for information. Because I’m terrified Hunter is in a dark place, one where he won’t—or can’t—let me help him.

“What can I do?” I ask after a second.

Shawn looks at me for long moments, his eyes searching mine for God only knows what. He must find it, though, because he says, “Go to the hospital, get in his face. Make him talk to you.”

“That doesn’t seem…I don’t know, rude, to you? I don’t want to intrude—”

“Yeah, well, maybe you need to intrude. I stopped by last night. The guy looks like a freaking zombie. I couldn’t reach him, but maybe you can.”

“The zombie thing. You didn’t say that before,” I tell him. “I just asked you how he was—”

“Yeah, well, I hadn’t decided on you yet. Now I have.”

I start to ask him what made him change his mind, but the truth is, I don’t care. Not right now, when the need to go to Hunter, to see him, hold him, touch him, is so much stronger than it was even just a few minutes ago.

But there’s still a problem. “I don’t even know which hospital Heather is in.”

“She’s at UCSD’s cancer center in La Jolla. The ICU.”

My phone buzzes again, and again I jump. Shawn just shakes his head. “Go.”

“But our meeting—”

“It can wait,” he says. “The houses will be there tomorrow, or the next day.”

I think about it, but I feel like the last thing Hunter needs right now is me dropping in unannounced. Yes, he’s dodging me and yes, I want to make sure he’s okay. But the least I can do is give him a heads-up before descending on the hospital like a crazy stalker. Just because we spent the night together, just because I’m driving his truck right now, doesn’t mean he thinks of me the way I think of him. It sure doesn’t mean he loves me.

Not that I blame him. With everything he’s going through right now, I’m sure it’s pretty dang difficult to think about loving someone new. Especially when he’s about to lose the person he’s loved most and longest.

“I’ll text him,” I tell Shawn. “Let him know that I’m going to drop by later. That way, if he doesn’t want me to, he has plenty of time to let me know.”

Shawn rolls his eyes. “Chicks are so weird.”

“If we are, it’s because guys made us this way with all your weird boundaries and issues.” I gesture to his empty coffee cup. “Do you want another flat white?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“All right, then.” I force a smile that I really hope doesn’t look fake. “Let’s find you a house.”

—

Four hours later, Shawn has narrowed the numerous choices I gave him down to two—one on a huge compound like he originally said he wanted, and one on a much smaller plot of land that shouldn’t work at all—except Shawn loves the old world charm of the place. As he should. The house is gorgeous, really, really well done, and in my opinion, he should totally snap it up. And if he hires the right landscape architect, he could totally get basketball and tennis courts in the back, near the cliffs that overlook his own private stairs down to the ocean. He doesn’t get the groves of fruit trees that he would have with the other house, which is a downside. But he’s planning on keeping this house for years and if that’s the case, there’s time to grow fruit trees.

“Take a couple days and think about it,” I tell him as I drop him back at the Starbucks where we left his car. “I’ll see if I can come up with any other properties for you, now that I know what style you like. We can regroup on Friday, maybe go see these two houses again and any others that I find that I think will work.”

“Thanks,” he says as he climbs out of the truck. “Hunter was right, you know. You’re really good at this.”

I laugh. “I’m pretty sure you’re biased.”

“And I’m pretty sure you underestimate yourself. You shouldn’t do that.” Then he closes the door with a wave and I’m left staring after him, wondering if he’s right.

I’ve always thought of the real estate thing as a stopgap while I do my art, something with the possibility of being more lucrative than working as a barista or a waitress. But it turns out I really enjoy the job. Not working with Kerry, obviously—she seems to hate me a little more each day. But I like finding the perfect house for someone, love finding them a place that can be more than a house. A place that can be a home.

I’m sure a shrink would have a field day with that—something about me trying to give others what I never had—but I’m okay with the possibility. There’s nothing wrong with helping others realize their dreams, especially not if it helps me realize mine, as well.

A quick glance at my phone tells me it’s nearly two o’clock. I should head back to the office so I can answer phones. But I’d told Kerry, and Shawn, that I might be out all day and she’d gotten someone else to cover. I know it shouldn’t work that way—I was hired to answer phones and learn the business while I did it—but Kerry’s not stupid, either. When Shawn buys a place, the agency will make another three hundred thousand dollars. And while I know Kerry would rather be making the full three percent that would come if she was representing Shawn herself, she’s not stupid enough to get rid of me. Not when I’m bringing her over half a million dollars in two weeks.

I check my texts—there are a couple from Alice, one from my mom, and one from Sage, just checking in. But the one I’m waiting for isn’t there.

There’s any number of reasons for that—Hunter could have spent the morning with Heather in ICU, in which case he might not have even seen the texts. Or maybe he’s with the kids and hasn’t had time to check his phone. Or maybe he just doesn’t have anything to say to me.

I hope that’s not it. I really hope it isn’t. But until I talk to him I’m never going to know what’s going on—in his head or with us. And I find that I’m not okay with that, not now when I’m so worried about him. Not now when I just want to know how he is.

So, in the end, I fire another text off to him. Then find UCSD’s La Jolla cancer center on my GPS and head that way. If Hunter wants me to leave, I will—no fuss, no muss. But I just want to see him. Just want to look into his eyes and see how he’s doing. I don’t think that’s such a bad thing, not when he’s going through something this awful.

I make it to the hospital by two forty-five. It takes a few minutes for me to find a parking spot and then I’m heading inside, checking with the volunteers at the front desk to find out what floor ICU is on.

I make my way to the second floor, texting Hunter to let him know I’m here. I’m not sure about privacy information, not sure if the nurses will give me Heather’s room number if Hunter hasn’t put me on the list of visitors. But surely he won’t ignore me, I tell myself as the elevator opens into a large, empty waiting room. If he doesn’t see my text in the next couple of minutes, then I’ll call him. Try to get his attention that way.

But it turns out, I don’t have to do that. Because as I head toward the ICU, I happen to glance to my left. And that’s when I see Hunter, sitting on the floor, knees drawn up and back slumped against the wall like it’s the only thing in the world keeping him upright.

“Hunter!” I make a beeline for him, my heart beating double time in fear and horror. Because it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that the only reason Hunter Browning would be slumped on the floor of the ICU is if he’d just gotten some really bad news.


Chapter 27

Hunter

She’s dead.

My sister is dead.

Heather is dead.

Dead.

Dead.

Dead.

The word keeps echoing in my head like the most messed up mantra ever, but I can’t get it out of my head. Any more than I can get my last look at Heather out of my mind, as she took her last breath and slowly slid away—her face going slack and her hand losing its grip on mine.

“Hunter.” I hear my name being called, but it doesn’t register. Nothing does but the emptiness inside of me, the absence where I’ve always before been able to feel my twin sister.

“Hunter.” My name comes again, this time closer and louder. And then a third time, right next to me, and it’s only then that it registers what’s going on. That Emerson is here, right in front of me.

“Hunter, are you all right?” she asks and judging from her tone of voice it isn’t the first time she’s asked me that question.

I don’t answer—I don’t know what to say—so I just look up at her blankly, wondering what she’s doing here. Wondering how she knew to come.

She’s crouching down next to me know, her beautiful blue eyes filled with tears and worry as she lifts a hand to my cheek. I think that’s what finally snaps me out of it, seeing the tears in her eyes when I feel so numb. So broken.

“Don’t cry,” I whisper, and this time I’m the one reaching out. I wipe my thumb over her high cheekbones, brushing the tears away before turning back to stare at the wall in front of me. It’s an ugly puce color and I can’t help wondering why on earth anyone would paint a hospital waiting room that color.

I also can’t help wondering why I’ve never noticed it before.

“Baby, what is it?” she asks, cupping a hand over my own to hold it to her cheek. “What’s happened?”

I shake my head, turn away.

“Hunter, please.”

I still don’t say anything. I can’t. I’m not ready to hear the words again. I’m sure not ready to be the one to say them. To have them drop into this empty room, in my voice, like a bomb just begging to explode.

Emerson sighs, but she doesn’t push me. Instead, she settles herself on the ground next to me and wraps her arms around me. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m so sorry.”

And just like that I crack wide open.

“I need to go,” I tell her as I spring to my feet. I walked out here after the doctor pronounced Heather dead, intent on getting to Brent and Lucy. Intent on telling them about their mother. But I’d taken two steps into the waiting room and my legs had gone out from under me. I’d ended up on the floor and it’s only now, with Emerson looking at me like that, that I’m finally able to move.

“Hunter, wait,” she says, springing up right after me. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to pick up the kids? Or call Tanner? I could—”

“Nothing. I don’t want you to do anything.” I head toward the door to the stairs, in the back corner of the room. If I have to get on a tiny little elevator right now I’ll lose my trash completely.

Emerson follows me, scrambling to keep up as I take the stairs three at a time. There’s a part of me that can’t believe I’m doing this, can’t believe I’m being this rude to her when all she’s trying to do is take care of me.

But being taken care of is the last thing I want right now. Because if Emerson says it, if the words come out of her mouth, I know I’m not going to be able to fight them. I know I won’t be able to ignore them. And I’m not ready to hear them again. No matter how many times they’re bouncing around in my own head, I’m not ready to hear them said out loud. I’m sure not ready to hear Emerson say them.

Once I hit the main floor, I all but run to the parking lot with Emerson hot on my heels. We must look ridiculous—I’m twice her size and weight, yet I’m running from her like she’s the Grim Reaper herself. Not that it’s possible to run from him. Heaven knows, Heather tried.

“At least let me drive you,” Emerson says, voice breaking, when we get to my car.

“I can drive myself.”

“Hunter, your sister just—”

“Don’t!” I hold a hand up, all but yell in her face. “Don’t say it.”

“Okay.” She nods, then reaches a hand up to stroke my hair from my eyes. “I won’t say it.”

“I can drive.”

She bites her lip, looks like she wants to argue. But in the end she just nods. “Let me come with you.”

“No.”

“Just to wherever you’re going.”

“No.”

“Please, Hunter, I just want to make sure you’re okay. I just want—”

“I said no!” It comes out as a shout, and this time I don’t even give a hoot. “Don’t you get it? I don’t want your help. Heck, I don’t want you anywhere near me.”

I’m in full-on jerk mode now, lashing out at Emerson because she’s the only one I can lash out at right now. Because I was fine on that floor. I was so numb that nothing hurt.

But now that she’s here—her big blue eyes filled with tears, her beautiful face filled with compassion—it hurts like mad. It feels like I’m being hollowed out from the inside with a dull blade, one small scrape at a time. I can’t stand it, can’t stand the pain of losing Heather. Can’t stand the pain of loving Emerson.

“Don’t you think if I wanted you here, I would have returned one of your texts? Don’t you think I would have called you? I didn’t. Because I don’t. I was trying not to be rude, but I can’t do this right now. Go home, Emerson.”

“I just want to make sure you’re okay—” she repeats herself again, like that’s all she can think of to say.

“I’m not okay! Is that what you want to hear me admit? Fine, I’m not okay and the last thing I need is you standing here poking at me about it. Just leave me the heck alone.” I unlock my car and climb in, ignoring the fact that Emerson is still standing there—face pale, eyes huge—watching me.

I feel like a total toe, lashing out at her like this. But I need her to let me go. I need her to leave me alone before I lose it completely. I can’t lose it. I just can’t lose it. Not now. Not when I have to tell Brent and Lucy. Not when I have to make funeral arrangements. Not when I have to play in a game in three days.

Dangit.

I hit the steering wheel once, twice. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Emerson reach for me. See her face crumple with a sympathy that I’m not equipped to accept. So I do the biggest toe move yet. I start to pull the car door closed, pausing just long enough to say, “Call me when you get your car fixed. I’ll send someone over to get the truck.”

Then I close the door. Start the car. And pull away without so much as glancing her way again.


Chapter 28

Emerson

I shouldn’t be here, I tell myself for the thousandth time. I should just get back in my car and drive away. Go home. Go to the mall. Go anywhere but here.

Hunter’s made it very clear that he doesn’t want to talk to me. Or text me. And he definitely doesn’t want to see me. Not just when he lashed out in the hospital parking lot after Heather died, but in the days since then.

I’ve texted him once a day for the last week and he never returns the texts. Never so much as reads them. And I get it. I do. He’s hurting. More, he’s grieving and he has every right to do that however he wants to do it. If that means by himself, licking his wounds like an injured animal, then that’s absolutely his right.

But it’s killing me not knowing if he’s okay. Killing me not to be able to help him. Because staying away is the only way it seems I’m able to help him right now, I’ve kept my distance. Let him grieve on his own. Watched him play on TV on Sunday, worrying the whole time about how fragile—how sick—he looked. But I’ve stayed away.

Until today.

Because I can’t let him go through this alone.

Maybe it’s arrogant to think I matter, maybe he’ll be mad that I’m here. Heck, maybe I’m going to get my heart broken wide open when I walk into that church and he looks right through me like I don’t even exist.

Just the thought has me shaking in my sensible black boots. But this isn’t about me. This is about Hunter, about Heather, about Brent and Lucy. If nothing else, I owe it to the two of them to walk into that church.

So I do, slipping in a side door and sitting in the back, out of the way. Most of the people here are associated with the Lightning somehow—football players, coaches, their families. I’ve never felt so out of place.

It’s a beautiful ceremony, one that has tears pouring down my face even though I never met Heather. But the way the priest describes her, the way her friends eulogize her, it’s hard not to cry. Hard not to regret her death not just because of how it’s affected people I care about—Hunter and Brent and Lucy—but because she sounds like a truly wonderful woman.

And then it’s Hunter’s turn to walk up to the altar. Hunter’s turn to face the crowd. Hunter’s turn to speak.

“When I told people that I wanted to do this, that I wanted to stand up here and talk about Heather, they asked me if I was sure. Told me that it would be difficult and that they were only concerned because they didn’t want my pain to get any deeper. As if that’s possible.

“And while I appreciate their good intentions, the truth is, this isn’t difficult. Standing here and talking about all the things my sister has done in her life—all the people she’s touched—isn’t difficult.

“Difficult is fighting stage four cancer. Difficult is getting up and taking care of your kids the morning after chemotherapy or radiation. Difficult is being able to stay cheerful and loving and kind, no matter what ravages your body is going through.

“Like many people here, I put my body on the line every week. I’ve been through injuries big and small, surgeries, some of the most difficult PT around. And I took it all without complaint because it was part of the job. But never did I face my own pain, my own setbacks, with the kind of grace and good humor that Heather faced every day with, no matter how bad the day was. And there were some bad days, especially at the end. There were a lot of bad days.”

He clears his throat. “But there were good days, too. Like the day we took her children, Brent and Lucy, to the beach and built sand castles just because Heather wanted to feel the sun beating down on her face. She and Lucy challenged Brent and me to a sand castle contest and she worked tirelessly to prove to Lucy that just because they were smaller than we were didn’t mean their dreams had to be.

“Or the day we went to the zoo. Heather had to be in a wheelchair because she was too weak at that point to walk all the hills. But every time I turned my back to buy drinks or popcorn or tie my shoe, she would scoop up Lucy or Brent and they would go joyriding on some downhill path, bound for certain disaster. But somehow, they never hit a bump or a curve Heather couldn’t negotiate.”

I’m crying now, tears pouring down my face. But Hunter doesn’t falter. Instead he smiles, his joy in his sister’s life lighting up the whole place.

“Heather lived her life out loud, in full and joyous color. Nothing could keep her down for long—not divorce, not cancer, not even death. As it got closer to the end, she had to be in bed a lot, but most of the times I went to check on her, she wasn’t sleeping. She was reading a book or watching a documentary about some weird and wonderful phenomenon or falling down a rabbit hole on the internet that ended up with her pledging thousands of dollars to help build a girls’ school in Rwanda or save a bird in the South American rainforest or feed a hundred orphans in war-torn Syria.

“When I would tell her to get some sleep, she would smile at me and say, ‘Not yet, Hunter. I just want to see one more place. Just learn one more thing. Just want to help one more person.’ That’s who Heather is, who she’s always been from the time we were small. When we were growing up, everyone always thought I was the adventurous one. That I was the troublemaker. But the truth is, it was always Heather. But she always had such good intentions that I could never let her take the blame when things went wrong. When I got in trouble, I’d always tell her that it was the last time. That I wasn’t going to do anything she said anymore. But then she’d come to my room late at night with some ridiculous story or even more ridiculous idea and we’d be off again, making mischief and wreaking havoc.

“Heather’s been a part of my life from the moment I was conceived. We spent nine months together in our mother’s womb and thirty-one years together outside of it. She knew me better than anybody and I knew her the same way. And I’m grateful for every single moment I had with my sister.

“No, getting up here and talking about her isn’t difficult. It’s one of the easiest things I’ve ever done. But trying to figure out how to live my life without her in it? That will always be one of the hardest.”

For the first time his voice breaks and I swear, the whole church breaks with him. I’m a sobbing mess, nearly incoherent with how much I hurt for him. And for Brent and Lucy who will have to grow up without the wonderful, fun-loving woman Hunter just described.

The rest of the funeral passes in a blur. Heather was cremated, so there’s no trip to the gravesite afterward, no long drawn-out graveside vigil. Just Hunter standing outside the church in a perfectly tailored black pin-striped suit, looking pale and gaunt and somehow even more beautiful for it.

I think about staying to talk to him, about waiting in line to pay my condolences. But he has enough on his plate right now without having to deal with me, too. And, if I’m being honest, I’m feeling too emotionally fragile after his eulogy to be able to handle him turning away from me. I’m afraid if he does that I’ll throw myself at him and beg him to let me help.

Somehow I don’t think he’ll thank me for it.

And so I drift slowly toward his truck—I’m still driving it until I get paid next week—trying to decide if I want to go to the wake or not. Tanner told me they’re holding it at his house, since Heather’s condo isn’t big enough for the crowd from the funeral. Part of me wants to go, but that’s the selfish part. The part that wants to try to connect with Hunter after this last week of radio silence. But today isn’t about me and it sure isn’t about Hunter and me. So I’m probably better off just going home. In fact—

“Emerson! Emerson, wait!” a little girl’s voice calls from behind me and I turn to see Lucy running toward me. She’s wearing a beautiful dress with pink and green flowers, her hair loose around her shoulders. She looks both more grown up and somehow also younger than she did when I met her last week.

I try to figure out what to say to her—what does one say to a six-year-old child who has just lost her mother?—but she takes care of the awkwardness for me. Instead of stopping when she reaches me, she just keeps coming, barreling into me and throwing her arms around my waist like we’re the best of friends.

It nearly breaks my heart all over again.

“Hi, Lucy. How are you doing, baby?”

“My mommy died.” Her lower lip trembles as she stares up at me with tear-soaked green eyes that look far too much like her uncle’s.

“I know, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”

She hugs me tight again, and I hug her back, rocking her back and forth to comfort us both.

“She gave Uncle Hunter presents to give to us. Mine is a book filled with pictures of her at prom and her wedding and lots of other important times, with room for me to put my pictures next to hers when I’m old enough for all that stuff.”

Oh my goodness, I think I’m going to start crying again. I bite the inside of my cheek and swallow once or a dozen times before I think I can actually force normal-sounding words out of my throat. “That sounds like an amazing present.”

“It is.” She sounds matter-of-fact when she continues, “It’s cuz she won’t get to see me when I do all those things.”

“I know, baby. I know.”

“Are you coming to Uncle Tanner’s?”

“I don’t think—”

“Please! Please come! He has a videogame room and the TV is as big as the sky. And he has a regular game room that’s also really cool. And he has an elephant in the backyard.”

“He has a real elephant?”

“Of course not, silly. It’s a statue. But it’s life-size and he lets me ride it. He has a giraffe, too. And a lion. I bet you’d like to ride the lion.”

“I would like to ride the lion.”

“So you should come. Just for a little while. Please. Everyone keeps crying and Mommy told me not to cry too much. She told me she wanted me to be happy when I think about her, but I’ve already cried a lot today. I don’t want to cry any more.”

Like I’m going to be able to say no to that? The girl has her uncle’s charm, obviously, and his ability to talk anyone into anything. Although, judging from his eulogy, Heather had that talent, too. Goodness. They must have been unstoppable when they were together.

“Okay,” I say, hugging her close one last time. “I’ll come for a little while. But just a little while, okay?”

She claps and hops up and down. “I knew the elephant would get you.”

“It was totally the elephant,” I agree, even though Lucy herself is the real reason I’m going.

Which is how, fifteen minutes later, I find myself in the middle of a long cavalcade of cars all bound for Coronado. Dang it. At least my abject terror over crossing the bridge does a good job of distracting me from worrying about seeing Hunter…until we actually get to the island, that is.

I’ve got my GPS on for directions, but mostly I’ve been following the other cars since they all seem to know where they’re going. At least until we get to the main highway and everyone turns left except for one car. Hunter’s car. He goes right.

Go left, I tell myself. Go left, go left, go left. If he wants a few minutes alone, give it to him. Let him be. Go left.

I go right, and as I follow him along the winding curves, I know instinctively where we’re going. Sure enough, he doesn’t stop until he’s in front of the house we saw that day when he was trying to explain to me what he wanted in a home.

This time he doesn’t pull into the parking lot at the corner. Instead, he stops right in front of the beach, barely bothering to parallel park before he bounds out of the car and heads straight down the sand to the water.

Idiot. Just idiot.

Because I have two choices here. One, stay in the truck and watch Hunter do whatever he’s going to do and hope he’s not planning on drowning himself. Or two, woman up and get out of this truck and go after him.

My nearly lifelong phobia of water—brought on when stepdad number one tossed me in the deep end of the pool and told me to swim even though I didn’t know how—tells me to stay right where I am. The truck is dry and safe and hundreds of feet away from the water. It’s the perfect place for me.

But there’s another part of me—one that loves Hunter more than I will ever fear water—that urges me to go after him. To get my rear out of the truck and up that beach so that Hunter knows he isn’t alone.

In the end, the part that loves Hunter wins. Barely.


Chapter 29

Hunter

I know I need to go to the house, know I need to sit through the wake—as much for Lucy and Brent as for all the people currently gathering at Tanner’s. And I will go. I will. As soon as I can remember how to breathe.

I haven’t been able to breathe since Heather died…since I sent Emerson away.

She’s texted me every day, just to check in. And I love her for that—and for a million other things. I know I should call her, know that I owe her an apology, but I can’t do it. Not yet. Not when it feels like one wrong move will shatter me into a million pieces.

I wasn’t ready for this. I thought I was, told myself I was going to keep it together for the kids. For my team. For Heather. But I’m a mess. I’m a mess, all the way around. Oh, I’m faking it, holding trash together as best I can. But that’s all it is. One great big lie.

It’s why I can’t have Emerson around, why I’ve treated her so badly since Heather died. Because those moments in the waiting room, when she reached out to me—when she cupped my face in her hands and asked how she could help—I nearly broke in half. And if that happens…if that happens, I don’t know what I’ll do.

What Brent and Lucy will do.

What my team will do.

My niece and nephew have lost everything and they need someone to be strong for them. Someone to hold it together when they lose it—which they’ve been doing a lot over the last few days, understandably. How can I be strong for them if I let myself be weak with Emerson?

And then there’s the team. We’re 6-0 right now, which is a blasted fine record considering the teams we’ve taken on so far this season. I’m team captain—the last thing they need is for me to start messing up because I can’t get my trash together.

Which means I have to hold it together. And to do that, I have to stay away from Emerson, at least for a while longer. Until I’m no longer faking it. Until I’m strong enough to keep my trash together for real.

But right now, I can’t even think about keeping my trash together. All I can think about is trying to take my next breath. And the next one. And maybe, just maybe, the one after that.

Desperate to connect with something besides my own rage and pain, I kick my shoes off. Take off my socks. And dig my toes into the cold sand.

Relief sweeps through me, but it’s not enough. It’s never enough. I shrug out of my suit jacket, drop it on the sand. Unstrangle myself from the green tie Heather gave me a couple of years ago. Then, not giving a trash about what’s left of my Tom Ford suit, I walk straight into the ocean until the water is lapping at my knees.

It’s still not enough. But, short of drowning myself, I’m out of options. So I stand there, bent over, hands braced on my knees, and try to find my balance. Try to find a way to breathe.

“Are you kidding me? Are you kidding me?”

I freeze at the sound of Emerson’s voice behind me, whirl to find her standing on the shore in a black sweater dress that hugs every single one of her glorious curves. Her hair is wild around her head, she’s wearing tall boots that swallow her legs all the way to the knees and her hands are on her hips. She looks pissed. Really, really pissed. And also really, really good.

Like salve my soul good.

“The sand wasn’t enough?” she continues. “You had to actually go in the water?”

She sounds so outraged that I nearly laugh and somehow, someway, something loosens in my chest. I take my first deep breath in a week.

“You’ve got something against water?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” She bends over, giving me a great view of her beautiful, beautiful breasts as she tugs off her boots. “I’m terrified of it.”

“You’re scared of water and heights?” I demand.

“Nope, not heights. Just water. You got it wrong that day on the bridge.” And then she walks straight into the ocean after me and doesn’t stop until we’re face-to-face. Well, face-to-chest considering how much shorter she is than I am, but still. She’s right here, so close I can touch her if I want.

I want. Goodness, do I want.

Still, I curl my hands into fists. Do everything in my power not to grab on to her and pull her against me.

I lose the battle without ever lifting a finger, though, because a sudden wave comes crashing past us. Emerson loses her balance as it knocks into her and she falls straight into my chest.

I wrap my arms around her and lift her all the way out of the water. She squeals and winds herself around me—arms, legs and body. “Why did you come in the water if you’re this scared?” I demand as I carry her back to the sand.

“Because that’s where you were. Obviously.” She looks at me like I’m stupid.

“I already told you I don’t need you to take care of me.”

“I know you did.” She struggles against me until I put her down. And then, staring up at me with her hands on her hips, she demands, “And do you know what I’ve decided about that?”

“I’m a little scared to find out.”

“You should be, because it’s trash. I’ve stayed away for the last week, giving you your space because I can’t imagine the pain you’re in, but I’m done now. I’m calling trash on your ‘I am an island’ routine.”

“Are you now?” I’m smiling. For the first time in a week, I’m smiling.

“Yes, I am. And do you want to know why?”

“Why?”

“Because I love you.”

The words send me reeling, have me struggling to focus on anything beyond them. But she’s still talking and I don’t want to miss a thing.

“I know it’s ridiculous, just like I know that I’ve only known you a short time. You’re obnoxious and weird and I don’t have a clue how it happened, but you totally made me love you. And, just so you know, I have abandonment issues and rich guy issues a mile wide, so the whole ‘idiot me and then dump me’ thing really kind of sucked. But I get it. I do. You’re tough and in pain and you don’t want to need anyone.

“Well, harass that. I’m here anyway and I’m not going anywhere, no matter how hard you push me away. I went into the ocean for you and that should tell you exactly how much I love you. So if you tell me that you’re fine and try to shut me out again, I’m probably going to punch you.”

Eyes narrowed, lips pursed, she shakes her fist at me in a pretend threat. And that—combined with the love and fear in her eyes—is what does it.

That’s all it takes to have me breaking.

The sob rises up from deep inside of me, so deep that it hurts my chest and throat and head.

So deep my whole body shakes with it.

So deep that I swear I feel it in my soul.

And then she’s there—of course she’s there—wrapping herself around me and holding on so tight that I shouldn’t be able to breathe. But I can. For the first time since I left her in that hospital parking lot, I can.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers as I bury my head in her neck and sob. “I’m so sorry, my love. So, so sorry.”

I don’t answer, I can’t. I’m sinking fast, breaking not in half as I feared but into a million tiny pieces. My nightmare come true.

But Emerson holds on anyway, holds on so tight that it doesn’t even matter if I fall apart because she’s holding me together.

I cry. I cry and cry and cry.

For Heather.

For her kids who will grow up without a mother.

And for myself, who has to spend the rest of my life feeling like I’m missing a limb.

Emerson holds me through it all, her small body strong and powerful and perfect as she pulls me close. As she holds me tight. As she lets me fall apart and somehow finds a way to put me back together again.

I don’t know how long we stand there wrapped around each other—wrapped up in each other.

Long enough for the wind to roll in off the water.

More than long enough for the ocean to start licking at our ankles.

And still Emerson doesn’t move. Still she holds me tight.

And that’s when I know. Not that I love her, too, because I think that knowledge has been there since I pushed her away. But that this is real. And lasting. And isn’t going anywhere.

Besides, what man in his right mind would turn down a woman who loves him enough to face her deepest fear for him?

Maybe idiots like that exist in this world, but I’m not one of them.

When the tears finally abate, when I can finally breathe without broken glass slicing through my chest—at least for now—I lift her out of the water. Wrap her glorious legs around my waist. And tell her what’s been burning inside of me almost from the moment I soaked her with that very well-placed puddle.

“I’m crazy about you,” I tell her even as she uses her thumbs to wipe the tears from my cheeks. “I know you probably think I’m a bad risk, with my reputation and with how messed up I am over Heather’s death. But I love you, too.

“Losing Heather isn’t easy. I’m not going to lie about that. I’m going to have good days and bad days and miserable days. I know that and I know you know that. But I’ve spent the last week trying to hold trash together, scared to see you because I know you see through me. I just didn’t realize that was a good thing.”

Her big blue eyes shimmer with tears. “Oh, baby—”

I stop her with a finger to her lips, then lean forward and kiss the tears away. “But I do now. And I know we haven’t known each other long and I know I’ve been a total toe for at least half the time we have known each other, but you ground me. You quiet all the trash in my head and all the trash outside of it. You make it easy for me to breathe in a way nothing—not even football—ever has.”

She’s crying full on now, and I pull her to me this time. Wrap myself around her. Then lean forward and whisper, “I’ll give you a hundred bucks to stop crying.”

She gets it—of course she does—and she starts to laugh as the tears dry up. We’ve come full circle, Emerson and I, and as she says, “I’ll take it,” I know everything is going to be okay. It won’t be easy, but with her next to me, it will be okay.

And right now, that’s more than enough.


Epilogue

“Remind me again why I agreed to marry you?” Emerson asks as she starts unpacking yet another box of football memorabilia.

“Because you love me,” I answer, skimming one of my hands over her truly spectacular rear. She shoots me a dirty look, but I just grin. If she wants me to keep my hands to myself, she probably shouldn’t bend over right in front of me in those tight little shorts. It gives me all kinds of ideas and none of them have anything to do with unpacking the boxes in our new home. “And because I’ve introduced you to the entire starting lineup of the San Diego Lightning.”

“There is that,” she agrees as she pulls newspaper out of the top of the box. “Oh my goodness! Is this what I think it is?” 

“I don’t know. What is it?” I put down the box I just picked up and lean over her shoulder to take a look. “Oh, there it is.”

“There it is?” Her voice is little more than a squeak. “There it is? That implies you lost it at some point and I know you didn’t lose it. Because…do you know what this is?”

“Of course I know what it is—I won it, after all. And I didn’t lose it. I just…lost track of it?”

“You lost track of it? It’s your Heisman trophy! How can you just lose track of your Heisman trophy?”

“I don’t know. I gave it to Heather right after I won it. Figured she deserved it as much as I did since she’s the one who was there at the beginning, catching all my practice throws after my dad died and football was the only thing keeping me sane.” 

The memory forms a lump in my throat and I clear it a little, try to swallow down the sharp pain that slams through me when I least expect it. I must not do a very good job of it, though, because Emerson puts the trophy on a nearby table and then wraps her arms around my waist, pulling me close.

“I wish she was here,” I whisper, as I hold Emerson tight against me. Even six weeks after her funeral, losing Heather feels an awful lot like I imagine the phantom pain of losing a limb must feel like. I know she’s not here anymore, but I expect her to be—and every time I think of something I want to say to her, it’s like losing her all over again.

“I wish she was, too,” Emerson answers, her arms tight around my waist.

It’s not enough to take the ache away—nothing is—but it’s enough to soothe the sharp pain slicing through me, enough to have it fading back to bearable again. “What time is it?” I ask. “I’ve got to pick the kids up—”

“Actually, I arranged for Marta to pick them up today. I know it’s her day off, but she volunteered because of the move and I took her up on it. Figured it’d be better all the way around to keep their routine as normal as we possibly can.”

I’m overwhelmed all over again, have to clear my throat for the second time in as many minutes as I gaze down at the miraculous woman who’s agreed to be my wife. Eight weeks ago I had no idea she existed and now…now she’s moving in here with me, taking me on, my crazy career and two grieving kids—and making it all look simple. It’s hard to imagine how I got this lucky.

“Hey, come here,” I say, grabbing hold of her hand and gently tugging her over to the only chair in the room that isn’t currently covered with boxes. I sit and pull her down onto my lap. 

She squirms a little before settling down against me. “I’m not having sex with you right now, Golden Boy. Marta and the kids will be here any minute and I don’t think catching us naked is quite the image we want to put into any of their heads—”

I kiss her then, partly to shut her up and partly because the feel of her thighs on mine makes me feel all kinds of down and dirty. She squirms a little more, but seconds later, her arms wind around my neck and she’s kissing me back. It’s the best feeling in the world.

I pull back way too soon, though, because there’s something on my mind and I’m not going to be able to settle until I talk to her about it. “Are you sure about this?” I ask as I tuck her crazy red curls behind her ear.

Her eyes go wide. “Are you not sure? Because, I’ve got to tell you, you’ve got really crappy timing—”

“Oh, I’m sure,” I answer. “But you’re taking on a lot and I don’t feel like you’re getting much in return. I just…I want you to be absolutely sure that this is what you want.”

“Don’t you mean that you’re what I want? You and the kids?”

“Yeah, actually. That’s exactly what I mean.” I don’t want to let her go—I don’t think I even can let her go at this point—but if she wants to slow things down, I’ll do my best to make that happen. “I want you to feel good about whatever decision—”

“I do feel good,” she interrupts, going so far as to put a hand over my mouth to shut me up. “And yes, it’s a lot. You’re a lot. But I love you and I love Brent and Lucy and I want us to be a family.”

I kiss her palm then pull her hand gently, inexorably, away from my mouth. “Are you su—”

“I’m sure enough to move into this house that has a pool and a hot tub and is twenty freaking feet from the Pacific Ocean. It doesn’t get any surer than that. So stop asking and kiss me again. By my calculations, we’ve got about twenty-five minutes before Marta and the kids show up and I expect you to put those minutes to good use. After all, this is one of the few rooms we haven’t christened yet and I expect you to do something about that.”

I’ve already got my hand under her shirt and my fingers working at her bra strap. “Far be it from me to disappoint a lady.”

She laughs as she tugs at my own shirt. “Somehow I knew you’d come around, Golden Boy.”

I laugh at the nickname. But as I slide my hand along her gorgeous, curvy thigh, I can’t help thinking how fitting the old name is. Because, despite everything—despite all the pain and rage and fear that came with losing Heather—I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little bit golden right now. Because I do. Finding Emerson has changed everything for me. 

And while I’m pretty sure I don’t deserve her, I don’t care. She had her chance to get away and she didn’t take it, so now…now I’m keeping her. Forever.


For Marni, because you are the absolute best! I love you lots!
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Chapter 1

Sage

I’m bored. Like, really bored. I’ve spent most of the night at this ridiculous bachelorette party with people I barely know and I’m so ready for the night to be over. Normally, I have a strict only go to the parties of people I care about rule, but what was I supposed to do when Skye invited me to this thing? Say no?

Not super impressive considering we work together. Even less impressive considering, while my mom is off trying to reaffirm who she is by climbing a mountain in Tibet, I’m the boss. And the boss can’t blow off an employee invitation, no matter how much he or she wants to. Not when the business is as small and personal as ours is.

Which is why I’m sitting here in the middle of this miserable little bar watching women in penis hats swill drinks and talk dirty about whatever man happens to pass by the table…

I’m pretty sure I’m the only sober one at this point—obvious by my lack of penis hat and ability to keep my mouth shut no matter who walks by. But I figure that’s fair. Being the boss means I had to come. But there is no boss code that says I have to wear a penis hat or drink out of a penis straw. And even if there was…that’s one code I’d have no trouble breaking.

“You need another drink,” Autumn—one of the other instructors at my mom’s yoga studio—tells me with a giggle. “Come on. Let’s go to the bar.”

I don’t want to go to the bar. And I sure don’t want another drink. Even though I’m not planning on driving tonight, as Skye has a limousine booked, I usually have a two-drink limit when I’m at a bar. If I’ve learned anything through the years, it’s that everything’s easier when you’re stone-cold sober—which is why it’s been an hour since I’ve had anything to drink but water.

Still, I follow her. It’s not that hard of a choice, considering the rest of our party has just started singing toe songs. Not enough to drink out of a toe and eat toe cake and wear a giant mess on their heads. They need to sing a homage to the things, too. Maybe it’s time to say forget the limo and grab a Lyft instead…

I’m halfway to the bar when I see him. I’m so annoyed that I almost don’t pay attention, but—let’s be honest—I’d have to be dead not to notice this guy. Notice him, heck, just having him in the room is suddenly taking up all the oxygen.

Or maybe it’s just that I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

But can you blame me? With a fallen-angel face, eyes that glitter like black diamonds, and a stubble covered jaw that’s sharp enough I can feel the cut from here, he’s the hottest thing in this place. Tall, dark and drop-dead freaking gorgeous. And that’s before you take into account the shoulders wider than my zip code and biceps to die for.

Is it wrong that I want to lick him? I wonder as I shift to get a better look. Because I do. I really, really do. Those narrow hips. That too long, silky hair. The big hands that wrap all the way around his beer bottle and then some. He’s like a personal playground designed especially for me. No wonder it feels like all the oxygen has been sucked out of this place.

And that’s before he glances up, his eyes meeting mine across the dimly lit bar.

Normally, I’d look away. I’m not the type to eye-harass a stranger in a bar. But the moment our gazes lock, I forget about normal. Forget about usual. And instead try to keep my panties from dropping straight to the floor.

It’s harder than it should be, considering I’m wearing skinny jeans.

And that’s before he smiles, a wide, come-hither kind of grin that hits me straight in the feels…plus a few other, oh-so-memorable parts. He shifts a little, rests his elbows behind him on the bar. Stretches his long, long, looooong legs out in front of him. And looks for all the world like he doesn’t have a care in the world. And like he expects me to approach him.

Which is totally not going to happen. I’ve already made prolonged eye contact with the guy. Actually walking up to him—a gorgeous stranger who obviously has an ego to match—is so not going to happen. I mean, it’s not that I’m ugly or anything. I have a reasonable amount of confidence in my own attractiveness. But there’s attractive and then there’s whatever that guy is and I am so not in his class. Heck, I’m not even in the same competition…

“What do you want to drink, Sage?” Autumn asks and there’s a hint of impatience in her voice, like she’s asked the question before. It snaps me out of my trance—I swear, it’s like I’ve been dicknotized or something—and I decide what the heck.

“I’ll have another lemon drop,” I tell her, breaking my self-imposed limit. One more won’t hurt; I’ll still be the most sober woman at the party. And since it’s not like I’m going anywhere any time soon, since Skye and her group seem dug in for the long haul, I might as well loosen up just a little. Not enough to be okay wearing a penis hat by any means, but maybe just enough to make flirty eyes with the hottest guy in the place.

Maybe.

Fifteen minutes later, I’m back at my table and doing just that. All around me, the others are getting steadily drunker—so drunk, in fact, that Skye just crowned another instructor “Priscilla, Queen of the Dicksert.” I have no idea where the title comes from considering her name is Lela, but it’s not like I’m about to ask. I don’t want to know what goes on in these women’s minds on the best days, let alone right now.

Across the bar from me, Mr. Tall, Dark and So Hot I Get Burned Just Looking at Him is obviously amused. Whether by my attempts to flirt with him when he’s so clearly out of my league or by my table’s increasingly ridiculous antics, I’m not sure. I tell myself it’s the latter as I bat my eyes at him, but the truth is I’m just not sure.

“Whoaaaaa,” Autumn says, plopping down in the empty seat beside mine. “Who. Is. That?”

“Who?” I ask, but she’s not buying the whole me playing dumb thing. Then again, I wouldn’t if I was in her position either.

“The guy I would totally have noticed earlier if I wasn’t sitting on the other side of the table,” she tells me. “You know, the hottie over there who can’t take his eyes off of you.”

“I think you’re confused.”

“Really?” She raises one skeptical brow. “Because from where I’m sitting, that man looks like he wants to eat you alive. In a very, very good way.”

“Yeah, well, I, he, just…” I stutter through a totally unintelligible list of words before finally just shutting up and reaching for my drink. I down what’s left in one long swallow.

She laughs. Cackles, actually, and all but rubs her hands together in glee like some kind of Disney villain. “You should go talk to him.”

“I’m not going to go talk to him.”

“You should totally go talk to him. Right, Skye?” she asks, raising her voice to enlist the help of tonight’s bride-to-be.

“Absolutely,” Skye says without even asking what Autumn is talking about.

“See?” she says, turning back to me. “Skye agrees and so does everyone else. Right, everyone?”

“Right,” choruses one of Skye’s friends, whose name I don’t even know.

“They have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure, we do!” Skye says, and she’s so happily drunk that she’s bouncing up and down in her seat. “You need another drink.”

“I don’t—”

“You do!” she interrupts, raising her hand to signal our waitress. When she doesn’t get immediate attention, she pushes at her own drink, sliding it down the table to me. “Here, drink this one.”

I stare at the bright blue concoction distrustfully. “No, thanks—”

“Come on,” she says, whining a little in the way only happy drunk people can. “Drink it.”

“I’m not really interested—”

“Drink it!” she squawks, loudly enough to have not just the people at our table staring at me, but everyone around us, too.

“Okay, okay.” I accept the thing to avoid causing any more of a scene than we already have, then take a cautious sip. Despite its electric color, it’s actually quite smooth and I take a second sip, then a third.

I don’t finish it because I know my limits, but I can feel my muscles relaxing a little. Feel my normal inhibitions growing just a little less rigid. And that’s when Autumn moves in for the kill.

“He’s still looking at you,” she hisses with a less than subtle chin jerk at Mr. Tall, Dark and So Hot I Get Burned Just Looking at Him (who will henceforth be called Mr. Tall Dark and So Hot because the rest is a mouthful even in my own head). He’s still kicked back on the barstool, his long well-muscled legs spread out in front of him as he chats casually with the man next to him. A man who is also sexy, I realize, when I finally manage to pull my gaze away from Mr. Tall Dark and So Hot’s broad shoulders and tight abs.

“Maybe he’s looking at you,” I answer, doing my best to ignore the flutter way down deep inside of me.

“Yeah, right,” she says with a snort. “If that was the case, married woman or not, I’d already be sitting on his very delectable lap. But he is one hundred percent looking at you. If you don’t do something about it, I am never going to let you live it down.”

“I guess I’m just going to have to live with that, because—”

“Live with what?” Skye interjects loudly. Suddenly, everyone at the table is looking at me.

“Live with the fact that that very hot guy over there obviously wants to get to know her,” Autumn answers in a stage whisper so loud I’m afraid it can be heard in the entire bar, despite the eighties music emanating from the upscale jukebox in the corner.

“What guy?” Skye asks, her voice going even louder as she starts looking over the bar. “Where is—oh. There he is.” Her eyes go wide.

“He sure is,” echoes Dawn, the woman sitting across from her. “Wowza.”

Wowza? Seriously? I feel like I’ve slipped into an alternate universe or a bad porn movie, especially when the entire table—all ten women—turn around to stare at him. Because that’s not obvious at all.

Our gazes lock again, and this time he’s wearing a full-blown smirk, one that says he knows very well we’ve been talking about him—and that he’s totally okay with that fact. My cheeks start to heat, along with the rest of me, and I don’t know whether I’m going to die of embarrassment or spontaneously combust from unrealized desire right here in the middle of the bar. And when he raises his beer in a silent toast that’s obviously meant for me, I almost swallow my tongue.

As does every other woman at my table.

“Do something!” Autumn hisses out of the corner of her hugely smiling mouth.

“Do what?” I demand just as Skye kicks me.

“Strip naked. Dance on the table. Who cares?” chimes in Karen, the receptionist at the yoga studio. “Because if you don’t, I definitely will!”

“I’m pretty sure I’ll get arrested if I do either of those things,” I answer, but my heart is beating more quickly with every second that he continues to look at me.

Suddenly, I’m thinking of breaking my own rules.

Thinking of saying forget the fact that he’s an eleven, maybe a fifteen, and I’m an eight on a very good day.

Thinking of going for it since I have nine women telling me that he’s very definitely interested.

I’m a little tipsy, a little aroused and there doesn’t seem a better time or a better reason to just go for it.

And that’s when he turns away, not only breaking our eye contact but going so far as to swivel his stool around to face the other direction.

And just like that he’s another missed opportunity. The story of my cursed life.
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